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EDITORIAL 
 
Our selection process is, first and foremost, built on a model which 
aims to promote philosophical discourse amongst undergraduates at 
The University. This past year, we implemented a two-tiered system of 
review for essays submitted to Ex Nihilo. Upon receiving essay 
submissions, the editorial board formed into small reading groups, 
and each received a set of papers for which it was initially responsible. 
Group members read two submissions per week and formally met at 
least once weekly to discuss the merits of, and ideas presented in, the 
essays at hand. After having read and discussed its respective essays, 
each group would then promote a few papers for further evaluation 
by a larger subset of the editorial board. Again, the review and 
discussion process continued until a solid majority of the editorial 
board agreed on the papers to be published. 

Besides the attempt to foster discussion amongst undergraduates, 
two further considerations influenced the chosen reviewing format. 
First, as undergraduates, it was realized that we all have a rather 
limited knowledge of philosophical disputes: this is to say, there are 
no expert metaphysicians, historians, or philosophers of language on 
our board. In order to reduce the possibility of misunderstanding the 
essays under review, each essay underwent the scrutiny of multiple 
students with various backgrounds in philosophy. Secondly, all 
members of the editorial board were to be given an equal voice with 
regard to selecting papers for publication. Thus, argument was give 
preference over rank, and the papers chosen were those most readily 
defended. 

I hope these latter two considerations, coupled with the former, 
have led to the production of a quality undergraduate philosophy 
journal. 
 

Antonio Madrid 
Editor 
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WHAT CAUSES MARY TO SAY “WOW”? 
WESLEY H. HOLLIDAY 

Stanford University 
 
Abstract 
Frank Jackson’s famous “knowledge argument” against physicalism 
sought to establish that even after one knows everything about the 
physical possibilities realized in the world, one still might not know 
something about the phenomenal (experiential) possibilities realized 
in the world. Jackson’s explanation for this epistemic gap was that 
information about the physical and information about the 
phenomenal do not have exactly the same subject matter: 
phenomenal possibilities deal with some extra subject matter, non-
physical qualia, beyond what the physical possibilities capture. This, 
Jackson argues, shows that physicalism is false. One astounding 
consequence of this knowledge argument, a consequence of which 
Jackson was well aware, is that what phenomenal possibilities are 
realized in the world can have no effect on what physical possibilities 
are realized in the world; the thesis of epiphenomenalism, that 
phenomenal mental events are caused by physical events but cause no 
physical events themselves, must be true. This paper explores exactly 
how the knowledge argument entails epiphenomenalism, why this is a 
counterintuitive—and perhaps even contradictory—result, and what 
kind of objection to the knowledge argument epiphenomenalism 
provides. 
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1. One Person’s Modus Ponens is Another Person’s 
Modus Tollens 

 

Frank Jackson’s famous “knowledge argument” against physicalism 
can be represented as follows: if someone who has all the physical 
information can still get new information by having a phenomenal 
experience, then there is more information than physical information. 
Mary, who has all the physical information, still gets new information 
by having a phenomenal experience, therefore there is more 
information than physical information—there is non-physical, 
phenomenal information1, the subject matter of which is non-physical 
qualia.  

The logical form of this argument is that of modus ponens: if P then 
Q; P, therefore Q. One way of objecting to such an argument is to 
argue that the conclusion, Q, is an absurd consequence or entails 
absurdities, so there must be something wrong with the argument: 
either the conditional, if P then Q, is false or the premise, P, is false. 
In this paper, I will grant the conditional, if P then Q, but argue that 
Q is absurd or entails absurdities, so we should doubt that P is the 
case. Thus, this objection to Jackson’s modus ponens takes on the valid 
argument form of modus tollens: if P then Q; not Q, therefore not P. As 
the old saying goes, “one man’s modus ponens is another man’s modus 
tollens.” To be more explicit, the objection I will consider is as follows. 
If Jackson’s conclusion (Q) that qualia are non-physical were correct, 

                                                 
1 Jackson used the term ‘information’ in his original statement of the knowledge 
argument (Jackson 1982), but later (Jackson 1986) changed to talk of ‘facts’, due to 
an ambiguity in which of two ways to interpret talk of ‘information’. I explain in 
note 2 below that my use of ‘information’ should be treated like talk of ‘facts’. The 
term ‘phenomenal information’ is due to Lewis (1986) and is how he characterizes 
the non-physical information Mary is supposed to learn, giving an explanation of 
Mary’s supposed acquisition of information much like the one I give below. I 
should say that I will understand ‘information’, following Lewis, as that which 
eliminates possibilities. If you tell me that the store for which I am looking is on 4th 
street, this is informative—I get new information—because now I am in a position to 
eliminate a number of other possibilities, e.g., that the store is on 2nd street, 3rd 
street, 5th street, etc., so I need not waste my time looking there.  
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then, since the non-physical cannot affect the physical, qualia could 
have no causal effects on the physical world. Thus, the knowledge 
argument entails ‘epiphenomenalism’, the thesis that phenomenal 
experience is caused by the physical but causes nothing physical itself. 
But this means that qualia could not even cause Mary’s reports of 
qualia or her learning about qualia, which is absurd. Since the 
knowledge argument entails this absurd consequence, there must be 
something wrong with the argument. Indeed, I will try to cast doubt 
on the premise (P) that Mary ever learns an item of non-physical, 
phenomenal information.  

To assess this sort of objection, I will first sketch the knowledge 
argument in Section 2. I will then explain, in Section 3, why one 
might take it to entail epiphenomenalism and discuss, in Section 4, 
why this is a highly counterintuitive result. Next, in Sections 5, I will 
consider if epiphenomenalism is reason enough to reject the 
knowledge argument. I will argue in Section 5 that unless we can 
show that the knowledge argument does not entail 
epiphenomenalism, serious doubt should be cast on the argument. 
However, I conclude in Section 6 that we should be careful not to 
pronounce a final verdict on the knowledge argument until we have 
found a specific error in the argument. 
 
2. Information and the Epistemic Gap 
 

Jackson presents the knowledge argument in his famous story of 
Mary, which runs as follows: 
 

Mary is a brilliant scientist who is, for whatever reason, forced 
to investigate the world from a black and white room via a black 
and white television monitor. She specialises in the 
neurophysiology of vision and acquires, let us suppose, all the 
physical information there is to obtain about what goes on 
when we see ripe tomatoes, or the sky, and use terms like ‘red’, 
or ‘blue’, and so on. She discovers, for example, just which 
wave-length combinations from the sky stimulate the retina, and 
exactly how this produces via the central nervous system the 

 © 2006 Wesley H. Holliday 
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contraction of the vocal chords and expulsion of air from the 
lungs that result in the uttering of the sentence ‘The sky is blue’. 
[…] What will happen when Mary is released from her black and 
white room or is given a colour television monitor? Will she 
learn anything or not? It seems just obvious that she will learn 
something about the world and our visual experience of it. But 
then it is inescapable that her previous knowledge was 
incomplete. But she had all the physical information. Ergo there 
is more to have than that, and Physicalism is false.2

 
We can put Jackson’s argument more abstractly. A person can acquire 
all the physical information3 about a brain state, B53 (the brain state 
caused by looking at a red object, say), inside a black-and-white room. But 
that person still will not know what it is like—experientially, 
qualitatively, phenomenally—to be in B53. There are still a number of 
possibilities for what it might be like to be in B53 that are left open, 
epistemologically, even after having all the physical information. 
Thus, there is a sort of epistemic gap between knowing which physical 
possibility is realized and knowing which phenomenal possibility is 
realized, since knowing the former does not allow one to uniquely 
determined the latter. However, when a person’s brain finally goes 
into B53, then the phenomenal possibilities will be narrowed down to 
one: the one what it is like aspect that is realized. One might then say, 
“so that is what is it like” to be in B53 (or, to see something red), “I 
sure didn’t see that coming, given all the physical information.” On 
Jackson’s picture, what ultimately narrows the phenomenal 

                                                 
2 See Jackson 1982, p. 130. 
3 For Jackson’s argument to work, we must take a new item of information to be 
like a new fact about how the world actually is, not just a new representation of a 
fact we already knew about the world. For example, on this use of ‘information’, 
“Superman can fly” and “Clark Kent can fly” do not express different items of 
information, since they have the same truth conditions and thus do not express 
different facts about how the world is; they do, however, express different items of 
knowledge—and of “information” in a looser sense of the term—evidenced by the fact 
that Lois can know the first and yet be surprised to learn the second. However, for 
Jackson’s argument to go through, information must be taken in the stricter sense, 
like talk of facts.  
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possibilities down to one must therefore be non-physical phenomenal 
information, since having all of the physical information does not 
enable the person to narrow the phenomenal possibilities to one.  
 
3. Possibilities and Epiphenomenalism  
 

One might take Jackson’s conclusion about the existence of non-
physical phenomenal information to entail epiphenomenalism. Why 
is that? The reason is that if the knowledge argument is sound, then 
the following picture of Mary’s case is correct4. While in the black-
and-white room, Mary collects all the physical information there is, 
thereby narrowing the possibilities for how the world is physically 
down to one. However, after narrowing the physical possibilities 
down to one, there are still possibilities open for how the world might 
be phenomenally, i.e. there are still possibilities open for what Mary’s 
experience will be like when her brain is in a certain brain state, B53, at 
a certain time, t, after she leaves the black-and-white room. Moreover, 
Jackson takes these phenomenal possibilities for what Mary’s 

                                                 
4 What follows is a somewhat abstract explanation of why, if the subject matter of 
phenomenal information is non-physical, it must be epiphenomenal. A more 
concrete example may also help: it seems that, were Mary to try to predict all her 
behavior upon leaving the black-and-white room, she could do so (in principle) just 
by inputting all the physical information about her brain, body, and external 
environment into a computer. She would not input any of the phenomenal 
information about the non-physical into the computer, yet the computer would still 
accurately predict everything she would do and say (and that would happen inside 
her) after leaving the black-and-white room. But then, even if the non-physical story 
captured by the phenomenal information were entirely different, the computer 
would still produce the same prediction and—given what we know about physics—
would do so just as accurately. It seems to follow that the non-physical is not 
causally relevant to what Mary will do, say, etc. The reason that I will present a more 
abstract explanation of why the non-physical must be epiphenomenal is that this 
example involving prediction by a computer might invite technical objections: for 
instance, quantum theory is supposed to show that the prediction of the evolution 
of some physical systems cannot, even in principle, be carried out with an arbitrarily 
high degree of accuracy; thus, perhaps a computer could not accomplish what I am 
suggesting here. 

 © 2006 Wesley H. Holliday 
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experience will be like at t to be not merely epistemic possibilities5, 
but rather genuine, logical—hence metaphysical6—possibilities.  

It follows, if Jackson is right that getting all the physical information 
does not logically fix the phenomenal possibilities, that it would be 
logically possible that there be two worlds exactly alike in the physical 
possibilities they realize but different in the phenomenal possibilities 
they realize; that is, the physical descriptions of the two worlds could 
be just the same, while different types of experiences were entokened 
in the two worlds7. This, though, would clearly violate the two 
standard formulations of physicalism: type identity and logical 
supervenience.  

Physicalism as type identity says that each phenomenal type is 
identical to some physical type. For instance, a type identity theorist 
might say, as the most standard example goes, that the phenomenal 
type ‘pain’ is identical to the physical type ‘C-fibers firing’. This 
identity claim means that there are not two distinct phenomena, 
‘pain’ and ‘C-fibers firing’, but rather just one phenomenon that we 
call by two different names (and that we think about with two 

                                                 
5 Something may be a “mere epistemic possibility” without being a logical 
possibility. To take the common example, from the perspective of Lois Lane, it is an 
epistemic possibility that ‘Clark Kent is not Superman’: for all she knows, 
Superman might be some other reporter, rather than Clark Kent. But while this 
seems possible from her epistemic viewpoint, it is not logically possible: there is no 
logically possible world in which Clark Kent is not Superman, because one and the 
same thing can never fail to be itself. As Kripke (1976) would put it, names like 
Clark and Superman are rigid designators and identities between terms that are rigid 
designators express necessary truths—they are true in all logically possible worlds. 

6 If Jackson’s argument is to work, we must take logical possibility to indicate 
metaphysical possibility. This has been both disputed and affirmed (see Chalmers 
(1996) for the same sort of argument as I advance in what follows, but in which 
Chalmers explicitly argues that metaphysical possibility just is logical possibility), but 
here I only want to outline what would be the case if Jackson’s argument were 
sound. 

7 Hence Jackson arrives at just the point Kripke (1976) wanted to make, though 
Jackson arrives at the point via considerations about limiting cases of information, 
rather than via intuitions about what is possible. 
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different concepts). It follows from this type identity between 
phenomenal and physical that there can be no phenomenal 
difference across logically possible worlds without a physical 
difference, since one and same thing in one possible world cannot fail 
to be one and the same thing in another possible world: if ‘pain’ is 
the very same thing as ‘C-fiber’s firing’, then it is not possible that our 
world has ‘C-fibers firing’ and thus ‘pain’, while another possible 
world, physically just like ours, has ‘C-fibers firing’ but no ‘pain’. If 
the phenomenal is identical to the physical, as on the type identity 
formulation of physicalism, then there cannot be a phenomenal 
difference across logically possible worlds—pain in one world but no 
pain in another—without a physical difference between the worlds. 
Likewise, on the formulation of physicalism as ‘logical 
supervenience’8, this is not possible either, since physicalism as logical 
supervenience just is the thesis that there cannot be a phenomenal 
difference across logically possible worlds without a physical 
difference. So, logical supervenience is the key relation necessary for 
both formulations of physicalism to work.  

However, Jackson’s argument is supposed to establish the possibility 
of a phenomenal difference across logically possible worlds, even 
without any physical difference between the worlds, which is a failure 
of logical supervenience. It seems that if Jackson were right, this 
would be a victory for the anti-physicalist. Or would it? Consider what 
else has to be true if it is logically possible that there be two worlds 
exactly alike physically but different phenomenally: it would then be 
logically possible for there to be a world exactly like our world 
physically, but in which there was nothing phenomenal going on at all. 
The problem is that in the world with nothing phenomenal, there is a 
causal explanation of all physical events that never invokes the 
phenomenal. But then it follows inescapably that in our world, there is 
also a causal explanation of all physical events that never invokes the 
                                                 
8 Jackson’s argument is not aimed at undermining the natural supervenience of the 
phenomenal on the physical, which is the thesis that, in our actual world, there can 
be no phenomenal difference without a physical difference. An anti-physicalist can 
still hold that in our actual world, it is nomologically impossible for there to be a 
phenomenal difference without a physical difference. 
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phenomenal, since the same physical story applies to physically 
identical worlds9.10 It also follows that two worlds exactly alike 
physically but entirely different phenomenally share the same causal 
explanation of everything physical that happens. But all of this 
implies that the phenomenal is irrelevant to the physical happenings 
in the world—hence, epiphenomenalism.  

Of course, one might suggest a way out of this epiphenomenalist 
consequence, namely, “overdetermination”: subtracting the 
phenomenal events from a world makes no difference to the physical 
happenings in the world, not because the phenomenal events play no 
causal role in the physical happenings—indeed, when present, they 
do—but because there are other physical events that are sufficient to 
cause all the physical happenings in the world even without the 
phenomenal events. There are multiple causes, phenomenal and 
                                                 
9 See Chalmers 1996 for several related discussions. 
10 One must be careful to keep the argument for epiphenomenalism in terms of 
what is necessary for causal explanation (which the phenomenal is not, according to 
the argument). One might be tempted to apply a simple counterfactual analysis of 
causation (if c causes e, then had c not occurred, e would not have occurred) to the 
non-physical. Suppose that c is the instantiation of a non-physical phenomenal 
property and e is an utterance of “ouch.” Jackson’s argument entails that it is 
logically possible that had c not occurred, e still would have occurred. It follows, it may 
seem, that c is not, after all, the cause of e. But, of course, counterfactual situations 
are supposed to be naturally possible worlds—worlds that are possible given the 
actual laws of nature—not logically possible worlds (actually, the counterfactual 
situation is supposed to be the nearest possible world, which may, some suggest (see 
Lewis 1979), fail to conform to the actual laws of nature, but this is only at times 
prior to the antecedent event, c, so my point here stands). There is, no doubt, a 
logically possible world in which I do not throw the baseball at the window, yet the 
window still breaks, say, but this is because the laws of nature in that world are different. 
It does not follow that my throwing the baseball at the window in the actual world, 
given the actual laws of nature, was not the cause of its breaking. Similarly, other 
logically possible worlds with different psycho-physical laws (if there are such things) 
would not be worlds to be appropriately taken as counterfactual situations relevant 
to the causal analysis of non-physical phenomenal properties in our world. (There is 
also an interesting question about whether saying that two worlds are just alike 
physically should mean that their psycho-physical laws should be the same, but I will 
put this point aside). To avoid confusion along these lines, it is better to focus on 
the question of causal explanation, as I try to do. 
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physical, that can cause the same physical happenings. The physical 
happenings are thus overdetermined. But how could this be? John Perry 
explains the view, which he finds implausible, as the view that “It 
could be that the experiences in our world are redundant. They have 
effects, but for each and every experience in our world that has a 
physical effect there is some other state that would have brought 
about that effect if the experience hadn’t.”11 But this seems ad hoc. Is 
there any independent reason to think that there is such causal 
redundancy involved in mental causation, or is this redundancy just 
introduced in order to obviate the problem of epiphenomenalism? 
Surely, positing the redundancy just for the sake of saving the 
knowledge argument is too suspect. And yet, what could be an 
independent reason for positing it? Introducing overdetermination to 
explain mental causation seems only to complicate our theory of 
mind without purchasing any additional explanatory power, a sort of 
double offence against Occam’s Razor and the best explanation 
principle. If the overdetermination reply can thus be dismissed as 
implausible on these methodological grounds, as I think it can be, 
then it seems that the knowledge argument is stuck with the 
consequence of epiphenomenalism after all. 

 
4. The Problem with Epiphenomenalism 
 

But what is the problem with epiphenomenalism, the view that the 
phenomenal is caused by the physical but causes nothing physical 
itself? The problem with this view is that it renders mysterious Mary’s 
behavior upon leaving the black-and-white room. There is a strong 
intuition that what causes Mary to exclaim, “Wow, so that is what it is 
like to see red!” upon seeing a red object for the first time is simply 
her gaining that new item of phenomenal information, the subject 
matter of which is the what it is like aspect—the quale—of her color 
experience. However, since the knowledge argument entails 
epiphenomenalism, it follows that that quale is actually causally 
impotent and in no way causes Mary’s exclamation of “Wow, so that is 
what it is like to see red!”  
                                                 
11 See Perry 2004, p. 218. 
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Take a nearby logically possible world, physically exactly like ours, 
but in which there are no phenomenal possibilities realized at all for 
Mary, that is, in which there are no phenomenal12. Upon seeing red 
for the first time, Mary will behave in the same way in this non-
phenomenal world as in the world in which there are phenomenal 
possibilities realized, since behavior is fixed by the physical 
possibilities, which are the same in both worlds. This is an astounding 
conclusion. In short, everything that Mary says about how great her 
new color qualia are cannot be caused by the qualia at all, since they 
are causally inert.  

Furthermore, how she could ever even find out about the qualia, 
since they have no causal connection to the physical, is utterly 
mysterious because—and this is a key point of the argument—the 
physical is the realm of her beliefs about qualia, or, at the very least, 
her utterances about qualia. It is now uncontroversial that brain 
changes must occur for a person to acquire different beliefs13, or for 
her to produce different utterances, etc., yet none of these brain 
changes, even if the beliefs are about ‘qualia’ and the utterance 
invoke ‘qualia’, have any causal connection to the non-physical qualia 
themselves. If Jackson’s knowledge argument is right that qualia are 
non-physical, then philosophical writings about qualia—even Jackson’s 
own knowledge argument—could never have been in any way causally 
connected to qualia, because writing is a physical process requiring 
brain changes. Indeed, even if there were no qualia at all, Jackson 
would have penned the same articles about qualia, other things equal. 
But this is certainly an absurd consequence of the knowledge 
argument. Thus, we should suspect an error in the argument.  

                                                 
12 Such a world is logically possible, of course, only if Jackson is correct that the 
logical supervenience of the phenomenal on the physical does not hold. If logical 
supervenience does hold, then such a world is not logically possible. 
13 This is assuming, of course, the natural supervenience of the mental on the physical. 
Few philosophers today would deny natural supervenience. Also, I am aware that, if 
externalism about belief is true (see Putnam 1973), then one’s belief states could 
change just by a change in the environment in which they are embedded, without 
any change in the brain. However, acquiring whole new beliefs about qualia is 
clearly the sort of change in belief states that would require a change in the brain.  
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5. What Kind of an Objection is Epiphenomenalism? 
 

What sort of an objection against the knowledge argument do these 
considerations about epiphenomenalism provide? It is certainly a sort 
of indirect objection to the knowledge argument, insofar as it does not 
find anything wrong with the knowledge argument itself, but only 
finds a consequence of the argument deeply counterintuitive—Jackson 
would have run the same argument even if its subject matter, qualia, 
did not exist. However, one might think there is reason to have doubts 
about this method of objecting to an argument.  

Consider a consequence of quantum mechanics: the Schrödinger’s 
Cat paradox. According to quantum mechanics, a particle’s position 
and momentum cannot both be determined to arbitrary accuracy at 
once and thus, some would say, are just not determinate at all “in 
reality.” Some physicists have interpreted this indeterminacy to allow 
for scenarios in which a macroscopic object like a cat is, to speak 
loosely, in a “blurred” state of being—probabilistically, somehow—
dead and alive at the same time.14 Many people find such results deeply 
counterintuitive. But does that mean that these results, if they do 
indeed follow from quantum mechanics, should cast serious doubt 
on the theory itself? One might think that they would, if quantum 
mechanics were not such an effective predictive theory that enjoys 
robust empirical support. (Taking this line is of no help to the 
knowledge argument, of course, since one may well doubt that a 
theory of non-physical qualia has any predictive power or empirical 
support.)  

 One might also think that counterintuitive consequences in 
general cannot just close the case on a view by themselves. In this 
quantum mechanics context, it is worth noting that Einstein, 
although he took consequences like Schrödinger’s Cat to suggest 
fundamental problems with quantum mechanics itself, nonetheless 
resolved to try to find a problem in the actual theory—not to just infer 
there was a problem somewhere—using a series of famous arguments.15 

                                                 
14 See Goldstein 2002. 
15 See Fine 2004. 
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Perhaps this is an appropriate model for the case of 
epiphenomenalism and the knowledge argument. Perhaps the 
consequence of epiphenomenalism suggests a flaw in the knowledge 
argument, but in order to conclude that the knowledge argument is in 
fact flawed, one will have to point out just where the flaw is. On this 
model, a counterintuitive consequence of a view is not enough to 
justify rejection of the view.16

However, if a consequence of a view contradicts something essential 
to the view, then this is a different matter. Given a conditional, if P 
then Q, if we can show that Q somehow entails not P, then we have 
demonstrated a very serious problem: the conditional tells us that Q 
is a necessary condition for P, yet we then find that Q is also 
sufficient for not P—a contradiction. Similarly, if we could show that 
epiphenomenalism, which is entailed by Jackson’s conclusion of non-
physical phenomenal information, actually contradicts or comes close 
to contradicting something in Jackson’s argument itself, then this is 
more serious than a merely counterintuitive result. Consider the 
following: 

 
(1) Mary learns an item of non-physical information, which 

provides evidence that non-physical information exists. 
(2) In order to learn about an item of non-physical information, 

Mary must have some epistemic contact with its subject 
matter, non-physical qualia. 

(3) Non-physical qualia have no causal connection to the 
physical world. 

 

                                                 
16 One reason it is not enough is that philosophers regularly maintain positions 
despite their having counterintuitive consequences. This is done so frequently that 
there is a name for it: “biting the bullet.” Philosophers have bitten the bullet on all 
manner of issues, especially (arguably) physicalists trying to give theories of 
phenomenal experience. So it seems open to the anti-physicalist to bite the bullet 
here as well, as Jackson himself originally did with respect to epiphenomenalism 
(See Jackson 1982). 
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It seems that Jackson is committed to something like (1)17. And I can 
see no alternative for (2); how could Mary ever narrow down the 
phenomenal, what it is like possibilities or even refer to the what it is 
like possibility realized as “that is what it is like,” if she never has any 
epistemic contact with the what it is like aspect, which is the non-
physical quale? Finally, I have tried to show why (3) is a consequence 
of the knowledge argument, as Jackson himself acknowledges. But if 
(2) and (3) are true, then how could anyone learn about, talk about, 
make judgments about, or change behavior based on items of non-
physical information? These possibilities seem precluded by (3), yet 
they seem necessary for (1). Thus, the conjunction of (1), (2), and (3) 
seems contradictory. Yet (2) alone seems reasonable. And (3) is 
established by the nature of non-physical qualia, as discussed in 
Sections 2, 3 and 4. Thus, it seems that we should reject (1). Mary 
never does learn an item of non-physical information. But if not, the 
knowledge argument fails. 

 
6. Options for Assessing the Knowledge Argument 
 

Ultimately, then, I do not think that biting the epiphenomenal bullet 
as a merely counterintuitive result is a viable option. I think we are left 
with two options for how to assess the knowledge argument: either we 
show that epiphenomenalism can be avoided as a consequence of the 
knowledge argument or serious doubt should be cast on the 
argument. That said, even if epiphenomenalism is here to stay as a 
consequence of the argument, it would be desirable to locate where 
exactly the argument goes astray—for we should expect to learn 
something more general about mental phenomena by discovering the 
particular way in which the knowledge argument fails. Here I have 
only tried to show how the knowledge argument, by denying the 
logical supervenience of the phenomenal on the physical, entails that 

                                                 
17 “Will she learn anything or not? It seems just obvious that she will learn 
something about the world and our visual experience of it. But then it is 
inescapable that her previous knowledge was incomplete. But she had all the 
physical information. Ergo there is more to have than that…” (See Jackson 1982, p. 
130). 

 © 2006 Wesley H. Holliday 



16 Ex Nihilo, Volume VI 

the phenomenal cannot affect the physical. This is so because, if 
logical supervenience does not hold, then there can be two worlds 
physically exactly alike, one of which has no phenomenal goings-on at 
all. This implies that phenomenal goings-on are dispensable in the 
causal explanation of the physical phenomena in both worlds, even in 
the world in which there are phenomenal goings-on—for example, our 
world.  

I have claimed that this causal-explanatory irrelevance of the 
phenomenal is an absurd consequence. But I also argued that absurd 
consequences do not always provide decisive reasons to reject a view, 
giving an example of an arguably absurd consequence of quantum 
physics. I finished by suggesting that epiphenomenalism is more than 
just an absurd consequence—it comes dangerously close to 
contradicting premises in the knowledge argument itself. Perhaps we 
should not consider the case closed on the knowledge argument until 
its specific flaws have been located or until the argument is somehow 
acquitted of the charge of epiphenomenalism. However, the upshot 
of this paper is that the specter of epiphenomenalism creates an 
unstable dialectical position, leaning heavily against proponents of 
Jackson’s argument. 
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Abstract 
The present disputation will provide an exposition of the logical 
status of differing forms of the Principle of the Identity of 
Indiscernibles (PII) with respect to differing notions of what 
constitutes an individual. First we will briefly consider historical 
formulations of the PII. We will then come to see the fundamental 
role played by the concept of individual unity in making sense of the 
different formulations of the PII. It will be shown to be impossible to 
consider the principle without first discussing the concept of an 
individual. The principle is only true or false with respect to these 
differing concepts and its truth values change according to the 
concept of the individual thus considered. Therefore, we will consider 
at greater length two conceptions of the constitution of an individual. 
The first of these conceptions will be categorized as the “primitive 
haecceity” approach, as typified by John Duns Scotus, Henry of 
Ghent, and, for the purposes of this paper, Robert Merrihew Adams 
(and my own additions to his theory). The second of these 
conceptions will be categorized as the “whole-entity” approach, as 
typified by William of Ockham, Francisco Suarez, and, for the 
purposes of this paper, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. After considering 
these competing theses regarding the constitution of individual unity, 
we will pursue the implications that follow from an acceptance of 
either of these views with respect to the PII. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The present disputation will be concerned with providing a clear and 
concise exposition of the logical status of differing forms of the 
Principle of the Identity of Indiscernibles (PII) with respect to 
differing notions of what constitutes an individual. First I will briefly 
consider historical formulations of the PII. This will show the 
fundamental role played by the concept of individual unity in making 
sense of the different formulations of the PII. It will be shown that a 
consideration of the principle requires first discussing the concept of 
an individual. The principle is only true or false with respect to these 
differing concepts and its truth values change according to the 
concept of the individual thus considered. Therefore, I will first 
consider two conceptions of an individual. The first of these 
conceptions will be categorized as the “primitive haecceity” approach, 
as typified by John Duns Scotus, Henry of Ghent, and, for the 
purposes of this paper, Robert Merrihew Adams (and my own 
additions to his theory). The second of these conceptions will be 
categorized as the “whole-entity” approach, as typified by William of 
Ockham, Francisco Suarez, and, for the purposes of this paper, 
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. After considering these competing theses 
regarding individual unity, I will pursue the implications that follow 
from an acceptance of either of these views with respect to the PII. 
 
2. Formulations of the PII: An Exposition of Several 

Views 
 

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz maintained the validity of a metaphysical 
principle known as the Principle of the Identity of Indiscernibles 
(PII). He states the principle in different ways at different times. For 
example, in a letter to Antoine Arnauld, dated May 1686, Leibniz 
says: “…it is not possible for there to be two individuals entirely alike, 
or differing only numerically.”1 In “Primary Truths,” written in either 
1686 or 1689, Leibniz states: “…in nature, there cannot be two individual 
things that differ in number alone. For it certainly must be possible to 

                                                 
1 See Philosophical Essays, p. 73. 
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explain why they are different, and that explanation must derive from 
some difference2

 they contain.”3 In the “Monadology,” written in 
1714, Leibniz writes: “For there are never two beings in nature that 
are perfectly alike, two beings in which it is not possible to discover 
an internal difference, that is, one founded on an intrinsic 
denomination.”4 Furthermore, in his correspondence with Samuel 
Clarke, Leibniz succinctly states in his letter dated June 2, 1716: 
“There is no such thing as two individuals indiscernible from each 
other.”5 To summarize the force of each of these formulations of the 
PII, let us say that Leibniz’s version of the PII holds: 
 

PII: In nature there will never be two individuals that are 
exactly the same. 

 
This principle, held by Leibniz, holds that it will never be the case 
that we can find two different individuals to which we may predicate 
the exact same exhaustive set of properties and no other properties in 
addition. This principle has been met with strong criticism from the 
very beginning. In the course of this criticism, it has been re-
formulated in different ways, each trying to capture the different 
things that it might imply. The most common way to distinguish 
between possible formulations of the principle is to consider it as 
applied to either all properties, including identity (presupposing that 
individuals have distinct identities), or only to properties other than 
identity. For example, in the course of Max Black’s dialogue “The 
Identity of Indiscernibles,” speaker B stipulates: “If you want to have 
an interesting principle to defend, you must interpret “property” 
more narrowly––enough so, at any rate, for “identity” and 
“difference” not to count as properties.”6 Here we see an 
acknowledgment of the importance of first considering the 
                                                 
2 Here it must be noted that the “difference they contain” must be a difference in 
things that may be predicated of them. It will become evident that this is the case 
when we discuss Leibniz’s notion of haecceity below. 
3 See Philosophical Essays, p. 32. 
4 Ibid., p. 214. 
5 See Correspondence, p. 22. 
6 See Black, 155. 
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relationship between an individual and its properties before 
considering the truth value of the PII. The undesirable formulation of 
the PII, the one that B finds to be uninteresting, is what is commonly 
called the trivial version of the PII. This version states: 
 

PII´: In nature there will never be two individuals that are 
exactly the same, where “exactly the same” means sharing all 
the same properties, including those related to identity. 

 
This formulation is termed the trivial version since it seems prima 
facie true and uninteresting that no two things having different 
identities will ever be the same thing. B would prefer to investigate 
whether or not a more interesting formulation of the PII is true or 
false. For, if we are already taking ourselves to be considering two 
things, it seems trivial to say that if they have the same identity then 
they are the same individual and if they have different identities then 
they are different individuals. Following B’s stipulation, A says: “Will 
you at least allow me to include among ‘properties’ what are 
sometimes called ‘relational characteristics’––like being married to 
Caesar or being at a distance from London?”7 The version that A 
proposes to discuss instead is the following: 
 

PII´´: In nature there will never be two individuals that share 
all the same properties (other than those related to identity), 
either relational or non-relational. 

 
This version is neither prima facie true nor false and seems to have 
more interesting implications than the trivial version. 

In his “Primitive Thisness and Primitive Identity,” Robert Merrihew 
Adams takes into account the different ways of formulating the 
principle in terms of identity-related properties, non-identity-related 
properties, and non-relational, non-identity-related properties. His 
reasons for distinguishing between different formulations of the 
principle seem to be similar to those held by Black’s B. He says: “The 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 
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Identity of Indiscernibles might be defined, in versions of increasing 
strength, as the doctrine that no two distinct individuals can share (1) 
all their properties, or (2) all their suchnesses, or (3) all their 
nonrelational suchnesses” (Adams, 11). Adams’ (1) corresponds to 
PII´. His (2) and (3) are similar to PII´´, except that he separates its 
last clause into two different versions of the PII. In order to better 
understand Adams’ three formulations of the principle, it will first be 
necessary to begin our discussion of the two competing notions of 
haecceity. 
 
3. Concepts of an Individual: Several Expositions of 

Haecceity 
 

In all three formulations of the principle, we find it concerned chiefly 
with the relationship between individuals and their properties. In 
order to understand what exactly is at stake in saying that two 
indiscernible things are identical, we must realize the primacy of the 
question of what makes something an individual. Different concepts 
of the individual will come to have differing implications on the truth 
and implications of the PII. Debates that fail to stipulate the variant 
of individual unity at hand will result in interlocutors talking past one 
another. It will be unclear whether or not some formulation of the 
PII is true or false if considered apart from any specific concept of 
individual identity. However, once we stipulate what specifically 
individuates things from each other, we will find ourselves in a much 
better position to discuss the principle. For these reasons, if we try to 
investigate the principle without first stipulating the notion of the 
individual under which we are considering it, not only will our efforts 
be fruitless but we will also come to entangle ourselves in unnecessary 
philosophical confusion. 

One way of articulating the notion of an individual is by reference 
to a concept of haecceity. Haecceity is what allows a substance to be 
‘this’ rather than ‘that’. That is, it is the notion that allows for the 
numerical differentiation of different individual substances. An 
individual substance is this individual substance rather than that 
individual substance in virtue of the distinct haecceity it possesses, 
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which that individual substance lacks. While many different 
philosophers have accepted a notion of haecceity, the forms of 
haecceity they accept tend to be radically different. These differences 
will later be seen to play a strong role in the determination of the 
truth or falsity of different formulations of the PII. 

Let us overly simplify the history of philosophy by distinguishing 
between two general ways in which philosophers have conceived of 
haecceities. We will speak first of those to whom haecceity is 
something nonqualitative that obtains to an individual distinct from 
the rest of their properties. Philosophers who subscribe to theories of 
this sort might be termed “primitive haecceitists,” insofar as they 
propose primitive, nonqualitative haecceities. A second group of 
philosophers who have maintained a concept of haecceity are those to 
whom haecceities are nothing but the conjunction of the entirety of 
some particular’s properties. Let us refer to these latter haecceitists as 
subscribing to a “whole-entity” conception of the notion. Out of 
consideration of the scope of this paper, we will further simplify by 
discussing one philosopher of each type. Of the primitive haecceitists, 
we will discuss Adams. Of the whole-entity haecceitists, we will 
discuss Leibniz. 

Let us return then to Adams. We have already mentioned his 
concept of suchnesses. In the course of his paper, Adams 
distinguishes between properties of individuals that are “thisnesses” 
and properties that are “suchnesses”. First, he defines individuals as: 
“particulars such as persons, physical objects, and events.”8 Adams 
then defines thisness as: “the property of being identical with a 
certain particular individual—not the property that we all share, of 
being identical with some individual or other, but my property of 
being identical with me, your property of being identical with you, 
etc.”9 Each particular individual will have its own individual property 
of being identical with itself—its own thisness. Furthermore, he 
stipulates: “‘Thisness’ is intended to be a synonym or translation of 
the traditional term haecceity.”10 Finally, he defines suchnesses as 

                                                 
8 See Adams, p. 6. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
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those purely qualitative properties that “…could be expressed, in a 
language sufficiently rich, without the aid of such referential devices 
as proper names, proper adjectives and verbs (such as ‘Leibnizian’ and 
‘pegasizes’), indexical expressions, and referential uses of definite 
descriptions.”11 Adams’ definitions of individuals and suchnesses 
remind us of Aristotle’s definitions of particulars and universals.12

 

However, Adams distinguishes between individuals and the property 
of being that individual in addition to other qualitative properties 
capable of obtaining to many different individuals. 

In discussing his concept of thisnesses as the property held by an 
individual of being identical with itself, Adams is quick to note that 
by postulating a thisness property, he does not intend to postulate 
either that there exist “substrata without qualities of their own, which 
would be what was left of the individual when all its qualitative 
properties were subtracted” or that “individuals are nothing but 
bundles of qualities.”13 It is neither the case that suchnesses in some 
sense obtain to a basic thisness nor that there is not any sense of an 
individual aside from the compilation of their thisness and 
suchnesses. 

I am prepared to accept Adams’ concept of the individual, with one 
friendly amendment that will allow for a more nuanced 
understanding of the relationship between certain qualitative 
properties and the individual to come forth. I would like to take 
Adams’ concept of qualitative properties and subdivide it into two 
different kinds. Of the qualitative properties that pertain to an 
individual, I should like to differentiate between whatnesses and 
suchnesses. Whatness is intended to be a translation of the medieval 
term quiddity. The concept of an individual’s whatness should be 
taken to refer to those qualitative properties that necessarily obtain to 
an individual in virtue of his thisness. Given any instantiation of that 
individual, at any time in any world, his set of whatnesses will remain 
                                                 
11 See Adams, p. 7. 
12 In Chapter 7 of De Interpretatione Aristotle remarks: “Now of actual things some 
are universal, others particular (I call universal that which is by its nature predicated 
of a number of things, and particular that which is not; man, for instance, is a 
universal, Callias a particular)” (Aristotle, 17a38). 
13 Ibid. 
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the same. For example, the whatnesses necessarily obtaining to 
Aristotle would include ‘being the son of Nicomachus and Phaestis’14

 

and ‘being a human’15, among others. There is no possible world in 
which these properties could not obtain to the individual Aristotle. 

The concepts of an individual’s suchness should then be taken to 
refer to those qualitative properties that only contingently obtain to 
an individual. For example, the suchnesses obtaining to Aristotle in 
our world would include ‘being named ‘Aristotle’’, ‘being the teacher 
of Alexander the Great’, etc. We may, however, posit a possible world 
in which the suchnesses obtaining to Aristotle would include ‘being 
named Schmaristotle’, ‘being one of Alexander the Great’s tax 
collectors’, etc. While both whatnesses and suchnesses are in some 
sense reminiscent of universals (insofar as it makes sense to speak of 
them applying to multiple individuals and their not requiring a 
subject in their iteration), I believe that it will serve us well to note the 
distinction. For, while we might wish to speak for example of 
Aristotle not having been the teacher of Alexander, we do not seem 
to be in any position to speak of his not having been a human. 
Similarly, while we may want to talk about the individual Bucephalus 
as necessarily having the whatnesses of ‘being a horse’ and ‘being the 
son of horse x and horse y’, we might also want to speak about his not 
having the suchnesses ‘being named ‘Bucephalus’’ or ‘being 
Alexander the Great’s horse’, it would make little sense to speak of 
the individual Bucephalus as having the whatnesses of ‘being a 

                                                 
14 Recall Saul Kripke’s consideration of the fact that from an individual born of 
certain parents in one world cannot be born of others in a different world. That is, 
the sperm and egg out of which an individual is formed can only come from two 
specific people. (Naming and Necessity, pp. 110-13) 
15 Consider Timothy Sprigge’s discussion of whether or not “the particular we call 
the Queen” could possibly have had the property of not being human. He says: 
“The internalist suggests that we cannot imagine that particular we call the Queen 
having the property of at no stage in her existence being human. If the 
antiinternalist admits this, admits that it is logically inconceivable that the Queen 
should have had the property of, say, always being a swan, then he admits that she 
has at least one internal property. If on the other hand he says that it is only a 
contingent fact that the Queen has ever been human, he says what it is hard to 
accept. Can we really consider it as conceivable that she should never have been 
human?” (Internal and External Properties , p. 203) 
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human’ or ‘being the son of Nicomachus and Phaestis’. There seems 
to be a correspondence between an individual’s haecceity, his 
whatness, and the suchnesses that may possibly obtain to him. An 
individual’s haecceity, in the form of thisness, is what differentiates it 
as this particular individual that has some qualitative whatnesses and 
suchnesses rather than that individual that has some qualitative 
whatnesses and suchnesses. For, while qualitative whatnesses and 
suchnesses may possibly obtain to multiple individuals, each of these 
individuals will necessarily have their own private thisness. 

Let us now consider the position of whole-entity haecceitists, who, 
for the purposes of our paper, will be represented by Leibniz. One 
might at first object to referring to Leibniz as a haecceitist due to his 
vehement opposition to the Scotists. However, given an exposition of 
his metaphysics of individuality, we will see that, while he does not 
accept a Scotist account of haecceity, he does in fact defend his own 
distinct notion of haecceity.  

Leibniz’s conception of haecceity differs in one key way from 
Adams’. While for Adams an individual’s haecceity is a non-
qualitative property (thisness) that obtains to an individual along with 
a set of qualitative suchnesses while not being a function of them (or 
qualitative whatnesses and suchnesses according to my additions), for 
Leibniz, an individual entity’s haecceity is nothing but the result of 
the compilation of the entirety of that individual entity’s properties. 
Therefore, let us refer to Leibniz’s account as being “whole-entity” 
haecceitism. Furthermore, while Adams proposes that we may speak 
of the possibility of different qualitative suchnesses (or just suchnesses 
according to my distinction) pertaining to an individual along with 
his thisness, Leibniz holds that for every individual, there exists only 
one set of properties that may possibly pertain to him. This doctrine 
of the necessity of the entirety of an individual’s properties to his 
essence has come to be known as superessentialism. 

Let us examine some quotations that support this reading of 
Leibniz. Leibniz asserts that every property obtaining to (that will ever 
obtain to) someone must be contained in the notion of that person. 
He says: “…the notion of an individual substance includes once and 
for all everything that can ever happen to it and [that], by considering 
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this notion, one can see there everything that can truly be said of it, 
just as we can see in the nature of a circle all the properties that can 
be deduced from it.”16 His conception of the complete notion of an 
individual includes the entirety of that individual’s properties across 
time. If we could conceptualize an individual’s “notion”, or, 
haecceity, then we would be able to deduce all the properties that will 
ever obtain to it. For, every predicate that will ever obtain to a person 
is contained in the notion of that person. However, if we only 
conceive of some incomplete set of an individual’s properties, we will 
not be able to conceive of that individual’s haecceity. Leibniz says: 
 

[Thus], taken in abstraction from the subject, the quality of 
being a king which belongs to Alexander the Great is not 
determinate enough to constitute an individual and does not 
include the other qualities of the same subject, nor does it 
include everything that the notion of this prince includes. On 
the other hand, God, seeing Alexander’s individual notion or 
haecceity, sees in it at the same time the basis and reason for all 
the predicates which can be said truly of him, for example, that 
he vanquished Darius and Porus…17

 
While human beings might not be able to conceive of persons so 
completely, due to the fact that they tend to form only confused and 
incomplete ideas of things, an idea of this fundamental haecceity 
exists in God’s idea. That is, considered properly, the individuality of 
any individual substance can be conceived of distinct from that of any 
other. While our confused notions of things, composed mainly of the 
products of the sensory perception of only some of a thing’s 
qualitative properties, may be such that we inadvertently see two 
actually discernible things (considered properly) as indiscernible, that 
does not mean that they are indiscernible or identical in principle. 
For, according to Leibniz, it is impossible for two individuals to have 
the same haecceity (individual concept) and still be numerically two 
individuals. We may err and believe, e.g., that two seemingly 

                                                 
16 See Leibniz, Discourse on Metaphysics, §13. 
17 See Leibniz, Discourse on Metaphysics, §8. 
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qualitatively identical (but actually different) things are one and the 
same. 
 
4. Implications of the Different Concepts of Haecceity 

for the PII 
 

It makes little sense to argue that one is logically obligated to accept 
one or another metaphysical concept of the individual. We are in no 
position to obtain verification that either of the above positions is 
true or false in principle. Such is metaphysics. The choice of a theory 
of the individual is up to the reader. However, it is possible to 
understand what exactly the implications of an adherence to such 
views are. An understanding of the scope and implications of the 
available views will hopefully influence one’s choice. As we have come 
to understand two different ways of formulating the concept of an 
individual in terms of haecceity, it will now be fruitful to see the 
precise logical implications entailed by an adherence to either.18 The 
implications to be presently considered will pertain to the truth value 
of the PII, transtemporal identity, and transworld identity. An 
exposition of these implications will come to bear on which 
metaphysical concept of the individual the reader will come to accept. 

Let us now consider the implications of an adherence to the 
Leibnizian whole-entity conception of haecceity. In this case an 
individual is a complete set of world-indexed properties. As an 
individual’s haecceity persists across time in virtue of its perpetual 
constitution of the entirety of that individual’s transtemporal 
properties, we are in a position to grant the individual transtemporal 
identity with itself. Since at every point in time the individual will be 
conceived of most properly in terms of its whole-entity haecceity, it 
will make sense to speak of transtemporal persisting self-identity. All 
this is true in spite of the fact that we may observe an individual as 
exhibiting different qualitative properties at different points in time. 
However, insofar as an individual may only exist under one complete 
notion, it will be impossible to consider some given particular 

                                                 
18 For the sake of brevity, we will refrain from discussing bare substratum and trope 
theories of the individual. 

 © 2006 Samuel Henry 



30 Ex Nihilo, Volume VI 

individual as possibly existing in some other world. For, not only 
might the qualitative properties possessed there differ, but as each 
property is in some sense world-indexed even the satisfaction of a 
seemingly identical set of properties will in fact lead to an entirely 
distinct haecceity. Therefore, to accept the Leibnizian whole-entity 
haecceitism is to be granted transtemporal but not transworld 
identity. The Leibnizian conception of the individual also necessitates 
an identification of PII´ and PII´´. For, as the entirety of an 
individual’s properties will determine its identity, there is no reason 
to distinguish between the two formulations of the PII. Thus, in this 
case, the PII is trivially true. For, no two things that possess all of the 
same properties, including those related to identity, will ever succeed 
in remaining two distinct individuals. Any two things that are 
indiscernible (in principle) with respect to properties will be identical. 

Finally let us consider the implications of an adherence to an 
Adamsian primitive thisness haecceitism. In this case an individual is 
primarily constituted by a nonqualitative thisness. Secondly an 
individual exhibits or possesses both whatnesses that will persist 
across time and worlds and sets of suchnesses that may come to 
change across either time or worlds without fundamentally altering 
the individual. If the individual comes to satisfy different suchnesses 
over either time or worlds, he will nevertheless remain the same 
individual in virtue of his transtemporal and transworld thisness. For 
an individual to remain the same individual requires merely that he 
persist in satisfying the same primitive thisness. Purely qualitative 
properties have no bearing on the concept of the individual. 
Therefore, according to the Adamsian, PII´ is true. If any two things 
have the same haecceity, they are the same individual. For example, 
our Aristotle at birth is the same as our Aristotle under the tutelage of 
Plato. Furthermore, our philosophizing Aristotle is the same as 
another world’s taxcollecting “Schmaristotle”. The PII only applies to 
haecceities, not to any other qualitative properties. Furthermore, 
PII´´ is false. 

We may easily posit a case in which two distinct individuals, that is, 
two things possessing different Adamsian thisnesses, could come to 
satisfy the same set of qualitative properties. To suppose a possible 
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world in which something different happens to an individual is not to 
suppose an entirely new individual. Rather, it is to consider what it 
would have been like had some person come to possess different 
qualitative properties than those possessed in some other world, such 
as the actual. It is in virtue of the direct reference of the name, e.g. 
“Aristotle”, to the thing (person) so named in the actual world that 
we may succeed in referring to him in other worlds, even in one in 
which he was not named e.g. “Aristotle”. We may therefore speak of 
the same thing possibly satisfying one set of qualititative suchnesses 
(φ1) in one world (w1) and another set of qualitative suchnesses (φ2) in 
another world (w2). 

Let us now take this possibility a step further. Since we may 
reasonably consider one individual coming to satisfy different sets of 
qualitative suchnesses in different worlds, it is certainly reasonable to 
consider that two individuals could come to satisfy different sets of 
qualitative suchnesses in different worlds. Furthermore, why not 
consider these two individuals in the same two possible worlds. Now, 
suppose that in the second of these worlds, the second individual (of 
course to call him the second individual is purely arbitrary) satisfies 
the set of qualitative suchnesses satisfied by the first individual in the 
first world. Moreover, in the second world the first individual satisfies 
the set of qualitative suchnesses satisfied by the second individual in 
the first world. That is, they switch. Finally, let us make these 
individuals identical twins. 

If we then suppose two monozygotic twins (a, b) we may suppose 
that one twin (a) satisfies a set of qualitative suchnesses (φ1) in w1 that 
the other twin (b) satisfies in w2 and that the set of qualitative 
suchnesses (φ2) satisfied by the second twin (b) in w1 be precisely that 
set satisfied by the first twin (a) in w2. It may help to give a table 
illustrating the possibilities being considered: 
 

 a b 
w1 φ1 φ2 
w2 φ2 φ1 
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Let’s consider an example. In the actual world (w1), assuming for the 
sake of argument the literal truth of scripture, a satisfies the set of 
qualitative suchnesses (φ1) containing, e.g., ‘was born second’, ‘was 
named Jacob’, ‘acquired the birthright’, etc. Additionally, b satisfies 
the set of qualitative suchnesses (φ2) containing, e.g., ‘was born first’, 
‘was named Esau’, ‘gave up the birthright’, etc. We may now consider 
a possible world (w2) in which a was born first, named Esau, gave up 
the birthright, etc, while b was born second, named Jacob, acquired 
the birthright, etc. 

Here is what the Leibnizian would have to say about this case: What 
is called “a” in w1 is only identical with what is called “a” in w1. What 
is called “a” in w2 is only identical with what is called “a” in w2. What 
is called “b” in w1 is only identical with what is called “b” in w1. What 
is called “b” in w2 is only identical with what is called “b” in w2. That 
is, what we have here are four different individuals, only two of which 
are actual. 

The Adamsian, however, would be committed to a different 
interpretation of the case. Despite having satisfied the same sets of 
qualitative suchnesses in the two different worlds, a is still a regardless 
of the world and set of qualitative suchnesses that he satisfies therein. 
Additionally, b is still b despite the world and set of qualitative 
suchnesses that he satisfies therein. That is, insofar as a in w1 is 
indiscernible from a in w2 in terms of haecceity, they are the same 
thing. Similarly, insofar as b in w1 is indiscernible from b in w2 in terms 
of haecceity, they are the same thing. Furthermore, insofar as a in w1 

is discernible from b in w2 in terms of haecceity, they are different 
things. Finally, insofar as b in w1 is discernible from a in w2 in terms of 
haecceity, they are different things. In this sense, as we may speak of 
the same individual satisfying the same thisness (at least) from 
conception to death (i.e., across time) and across different possible 
worlds, to accept Adamsian primitive thisness is to be granted the 
truth of PII´, the falsehood of PII´´, and the existence of 
transtemporal and transworld identity. Transtemporal and transworld 
identity may thus be reformulated as the identity of qualitatively (but 
not nonqualitatively, i.e. haecceitively) discernibles. Insofar as the 
truth of PII´ allows for transtemporal and transworld identity within 
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an Adamsian concept of the individual, we must now admit that the 
PII, thus formulated, is not as trivial in its truth as we might 
previously have thought. 
 
5. Concluding Comments 
 

The reader is now aware of the necessary connection between one’s 
account of individuality and the variant of the PII that one is bound 
to. It is improper to attempt a discussion of the PII without first 
considering under what account of individual unity it is to be 
considered. Individual unity may be conceived of in terms of two 
versions of haecceity or distinct from any such notion whatsoever. 
While I leave it up to the reader to choose for himself whether or not 
he would like to allow haecceities into his metaphysics (and to choose 
whichever variant he likes if he does), I should like to confess that I 
(the self-same I who began writing this sentence approximately four 
seconds ago and who might not have ever written it) do accept 
haecceities, specifically the amended Adamsian account given above. I 
accept this formulation on the basis of its simplicity and its ability to 
account for transtemporal and transworld identity.  
 

SAMUEL HENRY 
University of Chicago 
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Abstract 
In this paper, I try to tackle the Indeterminacy of Translation thesis 
through the perspective of a person who is bilingual. Is first-person 
experience of bilingualism enough to prove or disprove 
indeterminacy, as Searle charges in "Translation, Empiricism, and the 
First Person"? How many non-correlated languages can coexist in a 
single rational mind? I end up with a thesis that indeterminacy is the 
criterion of individuation for languages, and that, according to 
Quine's theory of language, most bilingual communities do not speak 
two languages but one bloated supra-language, larded with synonyms. 
In the second part of the paper, I try to speculate on what it means 
for two languages to be freestanding—indeterminate with regard to 
one another—in one mind and in the community at large, by 
comparing the situation to other puzzles in philosophy of mind, such 
as the Inverted Spectrum and the predicament of Frank Jackson's 
Mary. 
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1. Quine, Searle, and the Babelfish Problem 
 

The fictional Babelfish is a small airborne piscine that swims into 
one’s brain through the ear, making foreign languages suddenly 
intelligible.1 Its computerized counterpart, powered by the Systran 
translation protocol developed in the 1960s, is a morphology-
equipped computer program which, due to the difficulty of machine 
translation, lags considerably behind its namesake. For monolingual 
speakers, the absurdity has often been highlighted by a case of double-
translation: Babelfish (the program) is notoriously bad at translating 
sentences into a foreign language and back into the native language. 
In an infamous example, the engine, when going from English to 
Russian to English again, rendered “the spirit is willing, but the flesh 
is weak” as “the vodka is strong, but the meat is rotten.”  

In criticizing Quine’s Indeterminacy of Translation Thesis, John 
Searle leans heavily on the first-person Babelfish case, creating, and 
then eliminating, a linguistic middleman to highlight the absurdities 
inherent in translation-indeterminacy. He alights on nothing so 
outlandish as the transformation of ‘spirit’ into ‘vodka’, but on 
Quine’s equally infamous equation of ‘rabbit’ with ‘rabbit-stage’ via 
the radical-language intermediary ‘gavagai’. Searle goes straight for the 
“prima facie obviousness” of the difference between the first term and 
the third as it is experienced by a single speaker: 

 
We know from our own case that we do mean by ‘rabbit’ 
something different from ‘rabbit stage’ or ‘undetached rabbit 
part’…(According to Quine), I can’t tell whether by ‘rabbit’ I 
mean rabbit stage, rabbit part, or whatnot.  
 
The point...is that, when we understand someone else or 
ourselves, what we require—among other things—is a knowledge 
of intentional contents. Knowledge of those contents is not 
equivalent to knowledge of the matching of utterances with 
conditions of the world. We see this most obviously in the first-

                                                 
1 See Adams 1995. 
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person case, and our neglect of the first-person case leads us to 
have a false model of the understanding of a language.2

 
The basic shape of the rejoinder to a first-person critique like Searle’s 
can be found in Føllesdal’s “Indeterminacy and Mental States.” 
Føllesdal alleges that in his examples—correlating ‘rabbit’ with ‘lapin’ 
or ‘butterfly’ with ‘papillon’—Searle was likely not pulling his 
correlation out of empirical observation, but relying for authority on 
“a well-established translation manual” between French and English. 
Føllesdal also argues against making a Babelfish-style equation, 
stressing the need, in radical translation, to stick to one manual 
rather than zig-zagging between two or more: it is the zig-zagging, not 
indeterminacy, that is responsible for the first-person prima facie 
paradox with regard to translation.  

How can the Babelfish translation be interpreted? If we are not to 
shrink from the full consequences of indeterminacy, as Quine did 
not, there must be some way of directly engaging with Searle’s first-
person, in the form of an individual who should be in the best 
position to embody the paradox of indeterminate languages in a 
single mind: namely someone who speaks them both. In this paper, I 
propose to give a Quinean account of bilingualism, that phenomenon 
which provides such adamant resistance to indeterminacy. In doing 
so I will be expanding speculatively on a few comments made about 
the phenomenon, principally in Chapter 2 of Word and Object. 

There are several reasons why the bilingual case is of interest. First, 
it gives a rough-and-ready way of dividing up “language” and 
“theory”—for a bilingual person manifestly has two languages, and one 
theory of the world. Following Føllesdal’s analogy, the bilingual 
embodies a two-language dictionary and a single encyclopedia, which 
encodes one set of mutually compatible beliefs: her single-language 
encyclopedia plus her translation manual should be sufficient to 
generate a second encyclopedia, with the same beliefs in a different 
language. Yet according to Quine, these components are hopelessly 
adulterated, and dictionaries are inseparable in principle from 
encyclopedias. How, then, is both the rational coherence and the two-
                                                 
2 See Searle 1987. 

© 2006 Melissa Fusco 



38 Ex Nihilo, Volume VI 

language fluency of bilinguals possible? Second, investigating the 
degree to which two languages in the head of a bilingual are fixed 
relative to one another should help in accommodating Searle’s foot-
stamping intuition that we know, trans-linguistically, what we mean, 
and that we preserve meaning when we translate. Along the way, I 
will also end up with a hypothesis regarding Føllesdal’s observation, 
in his rejoinder to Searle, that indeterminacy in the first person will 
imply some serious revision of “what is to count as the same 
language.”3  

 
2. Quine’s Methodology and the Mystery of “Going 

Native” 
 

Bilingualism as a category surfaces late in the radical translation story, 
as it is laid out in Ch. 2 of Word and Object. The querying of 
speakers—made possible by a preliminary identification of assent and 
dissent—has by this point proceeded through observation sentences 
(“it is red,” “lo, a rabbit”), which were relatively easy for an intrepid 
field linguist to correlate to stimuli across speakers. The project has 
run aground, however, on other occasion sentences that are not so 
exclusively predicated on observation (example: “lo, a bachelor”). 
These do not crop up uniformly across speakers in conjunction with 
anything that is immediately apparent to an observer, because they 
are situated inside the web of belief, at a relative remove from 
stimulation. Two factors are now at play: “a fairly standard set of 
sentence-to-sentence connections” in the web, and “a random 
personal history”4 which includes, somewhere, the words or 
observations that led the speaker to form dispositions to assent to or 
dissent from the prompt. 

Any one native’s personal history is clearly not a prerequisite for 
speaking his community’s language. The translator’s task, then, is 
plumbing the internal connections between terms, and a convenient 
route for factoring out the contribution of ‘random personal history’ 

                                                 
3 See Barrett, p. 103. 
4 See Quine 1960, p. 45. 
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presents itself. The solution hinges on concentrating on the 
connections that can be discerned within individual minds: 

 
Curiously enough the stimulus meanings of ‘Bachelor’ and 
‘Unmarried man’ are...identical for any one5 speaker…. Stimulus 
synonymy, or sameness of stimulus meaning, is a good standard 
of synonymy for non-observational occasion sentences as long 
as we stick to one speaker...‘Bachelor’ and ‘Unmarried man’ are 
stimulus-synonymous [for the whole community in the sense of 
being thus for each member].6

 
At some point, however, the linguist will get as far as he can in 
distilling these term-to-term synonymy correlations, independent of 
the native’s personal history. In the account given the next step is 
both momentous and mundane; faced with the impasse, the radical 
field linguist simply “goes native”: 

 
We now see a way, though costly, in which [the linguist] can 
still accomplish radical translation of non-observational 
occasion sentences. He can settle down and learn the native 
language directly as an infant might. Having thus become 
bilingual, he can translate the non-observational occasion 
sentences by introspected stimulus synonymy.  
  
This step has the notable effect of initiating clear recognition of 
native falsehoods...once he becomes bilingual and so transcends 
the observation sentences, he can bicker with the native as a 
brother.7  

 
This is the moment of the birth of the analytical hypothesis. It is the 
fruit of a delicate balancing act: the linguist would not even know 
where to begin when it came to testing terms for stimulus-synonymy, 
if he had no hypothesis about their relation and proceeded at 

                                                 
5 Emphasis added 
6 See Quine 1960, p. 46. 
7 Ibid., p. 47. 
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random; yet he must be satisfied that his procedures leave room for 
patterns he has not explicitly considered. The linguist’s final strategy 
for factoring out another’s personal history is to step into the native’s 
shoes and factor in his own history, both in the form of his 
experience with the language and his observations of the 
environment. After he knows the synonymy and assent-dissent 
profiles of the word as well as anyone, he can query assent and dissent 
of his own person, carrying out his remaining field-experiments on 
himself. 
 
3. First Things First  
 

While the methodological restriction to assent/dissent may have been 
necessary for objectivity when dealing with other natives, it makes for 
an extremely strange version of self-knowledge. It seems that on the 
Quinean account, when we translate a language in our minds we send 
a stimulus-query into a void, and get back an unquestionable, 
uninflected assent or dissent. At first blush, the scenario is 
reminiscent of another of Searle’s famous publications, the “Chinese 
Room” article: an absurdist tableau of black boxes in the brain-
chamber, a naive black-box behaviorism about ourselves. Either that, or 
to call the accomplishment of the linguist at this stage “bilingualism,” 
and to equate it to “learning the language as an infant might,” is 
simply wrong.  

How can a linguist “go bilingual” in the sense of internalizing first-
person stimulus-synonymy to the extent of filtering out all falsehoods, 
and yet not cut the legs out from under Quine’s argument—when, as 
Searle claims, a lapin is a rabbit and not a rabbit-stage, and any first-
person experience of knowing two languages is sufficient to settle the 
matter?  
 
4. One Language or Many? 
 

One way of shedding light on how many languages there are in a 
bilingual’s head is to go back to the field, and raise a preliminary 
question: how did we know how many languages were there to begin 
with? Let us postulate, for the sake of argument, that there is not 
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merely one, but two languages hidden in the data pool confronted by 
the radical field linguist—but that, as Searle claims for French-English, 
the translation between them is completely determinate and fixed by 
one canonical translation manual to the exclusion of all others. This 
is a manual to which all competent speakers adhere. Then a foreign 
observer could never tell if the native spoke more than one language, and that 
the stimulus-synonymous correlations the native assented to were not in fact 
equations between the two languages. The correlations of assent and 
dissent would be the same across this determinate bilingual 
community as the pattern of stimulus-synonymy and stimulus-
analyticity that the linguist observes in the postulated single Jungle-
language of W&O 2. 

It seems that if all of the natives adhered to a canonical translation 
manual, there would be no observable behavioral difference (and 
therefore, for the Quinean linguist, no actual difference) that would 
mark the distinction between multiple languages in play: the people 
in the jungle community merely speak a supra-language that has many 
synonyms and many ways of saying the same thing. All that is visible 
from the fancifully-fancyless, God’s eye view of the radical linguist is a 
certain tendency for terms in the pool to self-segregate; thus the two 
postulated languages are no more distinct than the different strata of 
diction we are familiar with in our home language. Just as seeing ‘law-
enforcement officer’ instead of ‘cop’ in a certain context increases the 
chances of seeing ‘suspect’ as opposed to ‘robber’, so seeing ‘lapin’ 
increases the probability of seeing ‘oeuf’, ‘pannier’, and ‘carrotte’ in 
the vicinity, as indeed it raises (to lesser extent) the probability of the 
occurrence of all the words in the language-subset we call ‘French’, 
relative to the language-subset we call ‘English’. As in our language 
there is diction for close friends and there is diction for business 
associates, in the determinate redundant language of a fixed bilingual 
community there is French diction, and there is English diction. They 
define two different ways of saying exactly, determinately the same 
thing. 
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5. The Ascendancy of the Canonical Translation Manual 
(when ‘manual’ becomes ‘dictionary’) 

 

My claim is that when a language is not learned by direct method, but 
instead by unanimous adherence to a pre-established bilingual 
dictionary, we do not really have two languages, just an enlarged and 
redundant system of synonyms and synonymous expressions—and in 
such a case we may as well conceive of the learning of a second 
language as a larding of the first language with redundancies, for all 
the evidence can tell us.8 The lesson of the non-tendentious linguistic 
data pool of Word and Object is that we cannot import our assumption 
of how many languages are in play; on a Quinean account, 
indeterminacy may in fact be the criterion of individuation for languages. 
Among other implications, this conclusion makes law out of a maxim 
most people are familiar with: memorizing a dictionary is a bad way to 
learn a second language. For true bilingualism—for there to be two 
languages, and not just one—a degree of autonomy must flower 
between two systems.  

How does this state of fixed bilingualism come about? Many 
bilinguals learn their second language by analogy with the first—by 
“adherence,” as Føllesdal points out, to “a well-established manual,” 
which is the method by which a second vocabulary is imposed on the 
first. Framed in the Quinean idiom of language-acquisition ostension 
(or Davidsonian triangulation) there is an important difference 
between the two cases. The baby and the untutored wayfarer learn 
their terms by “direct method.” This is the triangulation of teacher-
observer-salient object to go with the introduction of a new term. By 
contrast, a classroom learner confronts the triangulation of teacher-
observer-old term with the introduction of a new term. The correlation 
                                                 
8 For an extreme illustration of one end of the spectrum of redundant languages, 
consider the relationship between English and the idiom of Pig Latin. Pig Latin is a 
syntactical alteration of English words to produce non-English words, and clearly 
the relationship between English terms and their counterparts is one-hundred 
percent determinate; Pig Latin is perhaps the supreme case of a second language 
that is totally subordinate to the first. It would be silly to say that indeterminacy 
applies to Pig Latin—but then, it would also be silly to call it a different language. 
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made is from word to word, not from word to thing, as it was 
originally. The second word becomes simply a mediator for the 
original word, and takes on whatever significance the old word had 
according to the speaker’s language-and-theory of the world. 

Thus, when I learn French from a dictionary all the mistakes and 
idiosyncrasies of my English idiolect are reproduced in crystalline 
isomorphism in the idiolect of my new language, mediated by the 
standardized transformation between the two which I have been 
taught to use. No new reification goes on, and there is no direct 
ostension to things in the world which pins new terms to stimuli: 
language is learned, but not theory. This is not so much because the 
language/theory distinction is already out there in the world and the 
language-learner already has the “theory part,” but because everyone 
makes their own division and the learner is simply reproducing his 
division in a new vocabulary. 

If my allegations regarding language-learning and bilinguals are true, 
the status of standard translation manuals is nothing less or more 
than enthroned convention: it expresses truths about usage amongst 
bilingual people by systematizing a prevalent set of analytical 
hypotheses. As these canonized translations gather momentum, they 
reinforce the conformity of new bilinguals, and the tradition 
continues.  

Could a doctrine of meaning legitimately ask for more? The 
doctrine of meaning does, as it deals not with the choices of language 
speakers, but to the freestanding truths determined by the relations of 
intensional entities. The difference is a counterfactual one: these 
relations would presume to fix translation by providing the unseen 
criteria necessary for making one right choice between equivalent 
manuals. This is remarked on by Føllesdal, who attributes “Humpty-
Dumpty” hubris to Searle—the presumption both that “he could 
make a linguistic expression mean everything he wanted it to mean”9 
and, perhaps more oddly, that he could make it mean only that, to the 
exclusion of all other possible translations. Humpty alone cannot 
legislate meaning just by claiming that ‘x’ means ‘y’; his whole 
community’s (present and historical) use of ‘x’ to mean ‘y’ can and 
                                                 
9 See Føllesdal, p. 106. 
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does legislate this correlation by proving that it works. However, even 
the community as a whole cannot banish the counterfactual spectre 
represented by equally serviceable, incompatible manuals. The fact 
that nothing that could prove the community’s actions wrong also 
shows that their actions cannot be uniquely right: after all, (1) there 
are no transcendant intensional entities, serving to fix ‘y’ to ‘x’ 
because both are securely tethered to intensional entity α and (2) the 
evidence necessary is public behavioral evidence, which issues no tie-
breaking verdicts. Since a community of speakers working in concert 
managed to—and was indeed all that could—bring a language into 
being in the first place, it is only the concerted effort of a bilingual 
community that grows up between the two languages that fixes a 
translation manual.  

It begins to look not only as if “we have worked out a manual that 
has been tested by millions,” as Føllesdal relates, but that millions of 
people have forged the manual, perhaps with the help of an ingenious 
pioneering linguist who first observed useful parallel isomorphisms 
between his languages. These bilingual millions, in following his lead, 
make the manual the same way as, even farther back, millions of 
people first “made” the two languages. What this analysis suggests is 
that this process was far more ex nihilo than it might have seemed 
from the point of view of the people carrying it out. They were 
bootstrapping their way to a determinate bilingualism—which is what 
we must always do in the vague, self-referential “science” of meanings. 
The other possible manuals retreat in possibility—their possibility 
becomes a past fact as opposed to a viable one—as the bilingual 
community grows and thrives, establishing its own norms and 
regularities in reality begin to approximate a single supra-language, 
rather than two separate ones.  

Thus translation, at root indeterminate, becomes determinate 
through the birth and operation of bilingual communities. The 
Indeterminacy Thesis, as exposited in W&O 2, relies on the fact that 
there is no preexisting community that has established norms of 
language-combination. The reason for positing a radically distinct 
language and radical translation (“a language of a hitherto untouched 
people” and “[a] task that is not in practice undertaken in its extreme 
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form”10) is so that there will be no vacuous way out of the dilemma by 
pointing to the fact that there is already an established tradition of 
communication which equates e.g. ‘gavagai’ with ‘rabbit’, and not 
with ‘rabbit-stage’. 
 
6. The Meshing of Mental Dictionaries 
 

This story still does not settle what goes on in the mind of the 
translator. What is the nature of the task of linguist-as-proto-bilingual, 
who first provides a manual on which a bilingual community can 
build? Here is someone who cannot build upon translation traditions, 
either because he is cut off from other bilinguals or bilingual 
communities, as in the case of the quarantined Quinean linguists 
avoiding one another in the field, or because there is simply no one 
else immersed in both communities.  

The proto-bilingual’s knowledge of his home language can be 
conceived as a dictionary and an encyclopedia of his singular idiolect. 
An encyclopedia lists true facts about objects in the world, and a 
dictionary isolates those of the facts that purport to be true of the 
words for those objects, in virtue of meaning alone. The distinction is 
important because agreeing more or less on the dictionary-subset 
allows him to revise his views of the world in ways similar to his 
fellow-speakers when presented with similar evidence, facilitating the 
exchange of information. When he leaves home for an entirely alien 
environment—say, the totally unknown community of Jungle-
speakers—we presume that he may take his language with him—that is, 
may pack his dictionary, while leaving the encyclopedia behind. The 
dictionary helps guide him in the face of the exotic stimulation he is 
likely to receive, by recommending the terms best suited to 
encapsulate new experiences in a way similar to the ways his fellow 
language-speakers would adopt (“It’s a cow, only it’s green cow, with 
wings”), versus where adoption of an entirely new term is warranted. 
The proto-bilingual’s intuitive private dictionary manipulation is an 
index of his skill with his home language. 

                                                 
10 See Quine 1960, p. 28 
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In order to reproduce this language/theory distinction made by the 
native in practice (assuming, temporarily at least, that any native will 
do) the linguist needs to be able to reproduce similar dispositions, 
replicating the dictionary-encyclopedia divide that approximates 
them. 

Since each person divides up language and theory in a slightly 
different way, however, even speakers of the same language will have 
different encyclopedia-subsets placed aside as dictionaries. Everyone 
agrees that the transitions so-characterized are possible, but they are 
not actually agreeing on the same thing: again the agreement is 
vacuous, like pointing to preestablished manuals to justify the 
determinacy of manuals. The denial of the robustness of dictionaries 
is of a piece with Quine’s general denial of the analytic/synthetic 
distinction—his refusal, that is, to grant the distinction anything more 
than a derivative and pernicious existence:  

 
A practical dictionary [does not] distinguish between linguistic 
information about a term and factual information about its 
denotata. The goal is simply the user’s success at plying the 
language.11

 
Quine’s dictionary (in this case a unilingual one) is geared towards 
fluency rather than translation. It is important, for true fluency, to 
have the same dispositions to revise as the natives do: this is how one 
can successfully report new information to them, or “bicker [with 
them] as a brother.” But dispositions to revise vary from person to 
person, so all that can be asked is that one’s dispositions lie within 
some normal range. These dispositions—especially for the fledgling 
bilingual—can perhaps best be understood by analogy to certain 
tendencies of revision that exist in the home language, though in 
actuality they are freestanding. Furthermore, because the tendencies 
for revision in the home language vary between idiolects and were not 
uniquely determined to begin with, identifying the best analogy is 
doubly approximate. The relationship between the words in the new 
language does not essentially depend on the analogy chosen to 
                                                 
11 See Quine 1995, p. 83. 
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illustrate the relations between them. These analogies—the translation 
manuals—are merely temporary scaffolding for the erection of an 
autonomous edifice, a new language, which in the end needs nothing 
but itself.  

Seen in this light, the linguist’s task is equal parts creative and 
investigative. Scientists purport to uncover evidence about the 
autonomously existing physical world, while the linguist, on the other 
hand, produces/invents/creates new evidence as he carries out his 
work. He can never be sure that other conclusions might not have 
come out if a different hypothesis had been formulated—that another, 
incompatible manual might not have provided an equally serviceable 
seed for the founding of a bilingual community. When there is no 
community to reference, he is drawing his evidence from the 
functioning or non-functioning character of a bilingual community of 
one, namely himself: in the first-person case, the hypothesis is the 
data. If everyone makes the same hypothesis, there is nothing left to 
confirm. Joining the linguistic community—going bilingual—means 
abandoning the experiment and joining forces with the evidence.  
 
7. Mary (and Pig Latin) 
 

We now return to Searle’s objection. Is it really true that the first-
person experience of bilingualism banishes all indeterminacy? I think 
that it doesn’t, except when the determinism is tendentiously 
banished by the learning of a redundant language. In order for a 
second language to stand on its own feet, it needs to be learned 
without reference to the preexisting matrix. According to most 
language-acquisition theories (Quine’s included), this begins with 
sense-data and ostension. 

Thus, in opposition to the redundant-language determinacy 
generated by adherence to manuals, and the extreme illustrated by the 
speaker of Pig Latin, consider the opposite case of Frank Jackson’s 
Mary.12 We can put Mary in a bilingual, language-and-theory 

                                                 
12 See Jackson 1986, pp. 291-95. 
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disjunctive situation by making her color-blind prison English-
speaking, but arranging for her release in France. 

Familiarly, Mary knows all the physical facts about “red” in English, 
and the qualitative facts about “rouge” in French. Mary is fluent in the 
scientific-English language and fluent in the qualitative-French one: 
the former term is situated deep within the web of beliefs about the 
physical world, and the latter is an observational-occasion sentence 
with its anchor at the periphery of experience. The point is that her 
guess for correlating red-rouge is not at all improved for having both 
terms in her head, or for being able to deploy both of them 
competently. Mary could have an inverted spectrum, a translation 
indeterminacy, with regard to herself. This is explained away by the 
different holistic roles played by the two predicates in Mary’s belief-
web. Their containment within one mind notwithstanding, 
indeterminacy will arise where the domains of each language mark 
out mutually exclusive portions of sense-data and remembered 
experience.  
 
8. Indeterminacy as First-Person Permutability 
 

Mary’s is admittedly a strange case. We can see the degrees to which 
languages can stand independent of each other, however, through 
another, similar case—by reviving the old thought-experiment of the 
Inverted Spectrum.  

While there are many differences between first person meanings 
and the qualitative experiences that are permited in the inverted 
spectrum, the relative freedom of others’ experiences to be wildly 
different from our own is very much the same in both thought-
experiments. The inverted spectrum argument teaches us that the 
very thing that anchors our predicate in our own minds, because it is 
unsharable, cannot be legislated upon others. Granting the possibility 
others’ spectrums being inverted with regard to our own, yet 
recognizing that such people are communicably indistinguishable, is 
on a par with realizing that different translations can be equally 
serviceable glosses for the same term while being unequal to one 
another. Both possibilities are subject to the same restriction: once we 
settle on a system (a certain rotation/displacement of the wheel, a 
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certain holistic mapping of one lexicon onto the next) we are also 
settling the person from whose point of view we are speaking. We can 
communicate with anyone else whose system is also fixed, regardless 
of whether it’s fixed in the same way as ours is: even Mary knows, 
despite her total dissociation, that if rouge = red, then rouge cannot also 
equal green. Any person failing to make this distinction would be 
color-blind, a condition which would show up in behavior. Likewise, 
it matters not so much that we agree about whether ‘gavagai’ is best 
translated by ‘rabbit’ or ‘rabbit-stage,’ but it is certainly a problem—a 
problem of a different sort—if we can’t tell the difference between 
rabbits and rabbit-stages. 

Føllesdal writes that “it is of crucial importance that we do not mix 
manuals...once we have started to translate by help of one manual we 
have to stick to [it].”13 If we zigzag between two people’s heads, we will 
disrupt the isomorphism that makes communication possible, getting 
repetitions and divergences where none should be. The inversion of 
our spectra relative to one another is fine only so long as red doesn’t 
begin looking to me as red normally looks to you in some places, and 
not in others. Quine portrays the zig-zag this way: “…suppose [the two 
linguists] compiled manuals of translation, and both manuals proved 
successful in translating some long native monologue into coherent 
English. Then suppose we translate it again using the two manuals 
alternately, sentence by sentence. Would the result still be coherent? 
[No—it may well not be], and given no basis for saying which manual 
is at fault, we have what I have called indeterminacy.”14 Thus, in 
making Searle’s Babelfish argument, one confuses legitimate 
(necessary) first-person determinacy for the determinacy legislated by 
the doctrine of meaning, which denies the viability of counterfactual 
translation manuals.  
 

                                                 
13 See Føllesdal, p. 105. 
14 See Quine 1995, p. 82. 
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9. Conclusion(s) 
 

The credo of indeterminacy is that the facts about English and the 
facts about French together, as much as anyone could know them—
which is to say as much as any speakers know them, for there is 
nothing beyond competence to demonstrate knowledge—will not 
together generate criteria for a unique translation. There are facts 
about English, and facts about French, and then there is the 
canonical translation, which embodies an extra fact, a new claim that 
is distinct from the languages themselves, although this fact can justify 
itself just as the others can.  

To finalize my conjecture about Quinean bilingualism, I will try to 
paraphrase him. In “Reply to Chomsky,” he wrote: “Consider, from 
this realistic point of view, the totality of truths about nature, known 
and unknown, observable and unobservable, past and future. The 
point about indeterminacy of translation is that it withstands even all 
this truth, the whole truth about nature.”15 Consider the totality of 
truths about known languages and unknown languages, observable 
(and not unobservable, for there are no such facts), past and future. 
Indeterminacy of translation is such that it withstands even all this 
truth. The totality of the observable data about language A and 
language B—for this is all the truth about language that there is, there 
being nothing underlying—will not uniquely single out a correlation 
between the terms of A and the terms of B, until the languages come 
into contact. It would be a mistake—the same mistake that people 
make when they confusedly lump indeterminacy together with the 
underdetermination of science—to call it the discovery of some unique 
thing that was already there. When they do, norms for 
communication will become established, and the resulting bilinguals 
cannot be wrong about their translations, but neither can they post-
date their correctness. After all, they are theorizing about themselves.  

This means a translation cannot be discovered in the way that 
scientific entities are. The advantage of our theorizing about ourselves 
is that we play a “rigged game.” Quine calls this rigged ability to 
communicate with ourselves as “a put up job…the brute irrationality 

                                                 
15 See Quine 1969, p. 303 
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of our sense of similarity [gives us] little reason to expect that this 
sense is somehow in tune with the [external, scientific-objective] 
world—a world which, unlike language, we never made.”16 Føllesdal 
seconds this with his MMM thesis, writing that “the crux of 
the…thesis is that…while in science we are exploring a realm that is 
not of our own making, or at least not totally of our own making, this 
is not so in translation.”17 The linguist and the lexicographer play 
both sides of the net in this game, a fact which is brought out most 
absurdly when one is put in the first-person bilingual scenario of 
declaring the relationship between two languages in his own head to 
be indeterminate. I have suggested that the relationship is privately 
determinate in the way that sense-data is, but that that this does not 
fix meanings publicly in either case, as language is public. The 
canonical bilingual merely embodies the most presently common, 
most presently empirically-verifiable version of the many correlations 
that were possible in embryo—and are indeed always possible between 
any segregated systems. Confusion can be traced back to an 
alternation between first-person and third-person terms, giving rise to 
apparent paradoxes of meaning. 
 

MELISSA FUSCO 
Stanford University 
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EX NIHILO INTERVIEWS 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ON THE ANALYTIC-CONTINENTAL DISTINCTION 
DR. ROBERT SOLOMON 

DR. EDWIN ALLAIRE 
 

Introduction 
The interviews that follow grew out of the question, “What is the 
appropriate method of philosophy?” For a discipline so wedded with 
self-analysis as philosophy, it was very natural for conversations 
amongst undergraduate students to turn toward this question, and 
others like it. 

Many times, there is a distinction drawn between an Analytic 
school of philosophy and a Continental school of philosophy. Our 
hope is that the answers forwarded in the next few pages help, first, to 
clarify what is meant by this distinction, and secondly, to encourage 
inquiry about the appropriate nature of philosophical investigation.  
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INTERVIEW WITH DR. ROBERT SOLOMON 
 
ExN: Who are your favorite philosophers and why? 
 
Solomon: Jean-Paul Sartre, because he’s so sharp but bone-headed. 
Nietzsche, because he’s so flamboyant and interesting. Camus, mostly 
because I like him as a human being and the kind of portrait he 
presents. And then there are some of the usual suspects, Plato, Hegel. 
Part of it, I’ve found, “Who’s your favorite philosopher?” is more 
important when you’re a young philosopher. If you’re still worried 
about your favorite philosopher when you’re 50, um, it’s probably 
time you let go. 
 
ExN: Well, how about those philosophers who have been most 
influential to you. 
 
Solomon: Nietzsche and Sartre. 
 
ExN: Any reason in particular, besides their interesting nature or 
flamboyance  ?
 
Solomon: Yes. I’m not sure exactly what you have in mind by 
purpose, but they both really urge you, force you, to take account of 
yourself and your life, and what you’re doing. And with Sartre, there’s 
such a heavy emphasis on responsibility and taking responsibility. To 
me, I look around me and I see so many people in this victimized 
frame of mind who just don’t take responsibility. Or if they’re not 
victimized, they’re simply irresponsible. They just don’t take a 
responsibility for things they really ought to take responsibility for. To 
me, that’s such an important message, and something that you really 
have to make people feel, because they don’t want to. With Nietzsche 
it’s different. For him, thinking is free. I mean, you can think all sorts 
of things. And it’s fine if on Tuesday you look at a problem this way, 
and you say, “Okay, this idea of freedom really doesn’t make any 
sense.” And then on Thursday, you find the exact opposite. That’s 
fine; which isn’t to say that Nietzsche doesn’t have any consistent 
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ideas; but one of the things I like about him is this free willingness to 
say, “Okay, let’s look at it this way, let’s look at it that way.” And 
that’s the opposite of Sartre. Sartre would say, let’s just look at it this 
way (and if you don’t you’re in “bad faith”). While Nietzsche says, 
“No! No! Let’s look at it all sorts of different ways.” 
 
ExN: What comes to mind when you hear people characterize a 
certain piece of work as Continental or Analytic, or characterize a 
certain philosopher’s work as Continental or Analytic philosophy? 
 
Solomon: Narrow-minded bastards. I mean, I find the very 
distinction is [unfounded]. It doesn’t make any sense. Analytic 
philosophy refers to a certain way of doing philosophy, Continental 
philosophy refers to a certain place where philosophy has been done. 
In fact when I go to Europe I find a lot more Analytic philosophy 
than I do Continental philosophy; and in the United States, I find a 
lot more Continental philosophy. Well not more than Analytic 
philosophy, of course, but it seems to me that Continental 
philosophy is appreciated by the best analytic philosophers as well. So 
it’s [an unfounded] distinction. A lot of it has to do with 
philosophical techniques, and what people are distinguishing in fact 
is less of a school or two sets of philosophies as much as two styles. I 
suppose the usual way of putting it is that Continental philosophy 
tends to be more literary. It experiments with forms like 
autobiography and personal revelation. (“Revelation” is a bad word, 
make that “personal exploration.”) Whereas Analytic philosophy is 
supposed to be very impersonal and rigorous, I can’t think of very 
much Continental philosophy that’s rigorous. Personally, I find 
rigorous philosophy actually quite tedious. I mean, you should think 
something through, but that’s not the same thing as being anal-
compulsive about it. 
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ExN: A lot of what people normally characterize as Analytic 
philosophy started in Cambridge with Russell and Wittgenstein… 
 
Solomon: Well, the usual troicha is Frege, Russell, Wittgenstein. 
Which is odd in itself, because Frege is basically a logician. But 
Bertrand Russell, he also is a mathematical logician, but he wrote 
books on marriage and freedom and democracy. He may not have 
taken those books as seriously, because obviously, logic is a lot harder 
than social commentary, but there’s no question that he saw himself 
as doing both. And Wittgenstein was mainly influenced by people 
who we refer to as Continental philosophers. Schopenhauer in 
particular. And to understand what Wittgenstein is about, is to one 
extent to understand how seriously he took those meaning of life type 
questions that the Continental philosophers would answer. 
 
ExN: I’ve read in some of your works that you’ve talked about 
tribalism in academic philosophy. When do you think that people
started to identify themselves as Analytic or Continental? 

 

 
Solomon: Well let me broaden the question to start with. I think 
philosophy as a whole has always been cultish. It used to be all about 
“schools” of philosophy. And it goes back to the Greeks, with the 
schools of the skeptics versus the stoics. And partly, as much as they’d 
like to think of themselves as individual figures, philosophers tend to 
like company. And like anyone else, they like a good sporting match. 
So they tend to form teams, and find a rival team, and argue 
ferociously against them. It’s sort of like two sects of Christianity. 
From the outsider’s point of view, there doesn’t appear to be any 
difference between them, but they argue ferociously. You find the 
same thing if you look at Chinese philosophy or Indian philosophy: 
there are schools, cults all running through philosophy. Some of it’s 
competitiveness, some of it’s a need for rivalry: someone to work 
against. For some, it’s just intellectual insecurity. People find 
themselves very uncomfortable thinking for themselves. In a lot of 
contemporary philosophy, on the Continental side as well, people 
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only feel secure, essentially, if they are quoting someone else. I won’t 
say that’s despicable, but I will say that it’s disheartening. 
 
ExN: You’ve written about a friend that you had in graduate school 
who was discouraged from doing philosophy, and other friends you 
have in other academic fields who are discouraged by this tribalism 
that you’ve described in academic philosophy. 
 
Solomon: Well, just walk around this department for a little while, 
and it’s very clear that there’s a propaganda machine at work, scaring 
people away from certain ways of doing philosophy, and towards 
others. So the cult builds on itself, there’s no question about that. 
But it’s very dynamic. It’s operative all the way through. It’s not just 
latent, it’s something that is an active process. Most of the people I 
know in other academic fields are appalled by what’s going on in 
philosophy. And you can quote me on this, philosophy is in the 
process of making itself utterly irrelevant, not just to other walks of 
life, people in the street, but it’s making itself irrelevant even to 
people in other academic fields. And that’s fatal. It used to be that 
people in French, German, Psychology, History; they all looked to 
philosophy as a source of ideas, as a source of inspiration, as a source 
of historical examples. And that’s not happening anymore. Most 
people in most other departments couldn’t name a living 
philosopher…and they’re not at all embarrassed about that. They 
couldn’t tell you what’s going on in philosophy. 
 
Now what’s happening in these other departments, the English 
Department for example, they’re taking over philosophy for 
themselves. You get courses about Postmodernism and so on in the 
English Department, but you never talk about it here. So the 
philosopher’s are missing out, because what they are doing is 
constructing these little puzzle worlds and it just doesn’t apply to 
anything else. It doesn’t appeal to anyone else. There’s nothing you 
can get from it. In fact, the whole idea is that you get so absorbed in 
these little puzzles, that you master the language and master the 
arguments. At this point you’ve probably lost sight of everything else 
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anyways, but the most important thing is that you actually get to be 
part of the cult. That’s not how philosophy is supposed to be. 
 
ExN: Can you follow up to what you were talking about earlier? 
You mentioned people drawing a distinction in terms of 
methodology. 
 
Solomon: Well, I said that the Continental-Analytic distinction is a 
faulty distinction. Analytic philosophy is a method, it’s a way of 
choosing to attack a problem, whereas Continental philosophy, the 
term comes from the English because they wanted to distinguish 
English philosophy from what went on across the channel, but that’s 
very misleading. One interesting tidbit here, is that there are two very 
different kinds of Continental philosophy. One might be called 
classic Continental philosophy, which is essentially Descartes, 
Leibniz, and Kant; the German idealists, Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger, 
and Sartre. And then there’s Postmodern Continental philosophy. 
And the sort of antagonism between classical Continental philosophy 
and Postmodern Continental philosophy is just as vicious as between 
Analytic philosophy and what they call Continental philosophy. 
 
But in fact, I’m in the classic tradition, and I’ve never had any 
problems teaching in Analytic departments and fitting in what I have 
to say about Hegel, or Nietzsche, or Sartre to what’s going on in 
Analytic philosophy. It’s just never been a conflict. The conflict 
comes in with Derrida and Foucault. And Derrida in particular, who 
started saying all of these outrageous and teasing things to Analytic 
philosophers, essentially because he loved paradoxes and he loved 
wordplay. And when he was teasing them, he was talking very 
specifically in ad hominem. Derrida has a very famous article on John 
Searle, which really portrays Analytic philosophy in such a way that 
Analytic philosophers just tear their hair out every time they read it. 
So, the real antagonism is not between Analytic and Continental 
philosophy, the real antagonism is between Analytic philosophy and 
Postmodern philosophy. It is there that people view it as a kind of 
challenge. But, to tell you the truth, I’m just not very interested in it. 
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ExN: What about drawing some distinction between Analytic and 
Postmodern, do you want to say that you have an Analytic camp 
and a Postmodern camp? 
 
Solomon: It is not as if Analytic philosophy is all of a piece either. I 
mean there’s a huge split between the philosophers who follow the 
early Wittgenstein and are still very logic, analysis oriented, and those 
that follow the later Wittgenstein, who are more cultural and sort of 
getting back to the big philosophical questions. But most of the 
people in this department are very wedded to a very early kind of 
Analytic philosophy. I mean, I studied Analytic philosophy, but I 
studied the Oxford school of Analytic philosophy. I just don’t have a 
sense at all, any interest at all, in the formal logic obsession. And 
that’s what a lot of the faculty do here. There’s a logic requirement 
just to weed out the students who aren’t interested or up to par on 
logic, but there are really no demands that they understand the 
history of their own subject. 
 
ExN: At first it seemed like you weren’t criticizing Analytic 
philosophy altogether, or you at least seemed to think that there are 
some points at which it could be useful. 
 
Solomon: Oh, I’d like to say something much stronger than that. I 
don’t want to criticize Analytic philosophy at all. I want to criticize 
the narrow-mindedness that says you can only do Analytic 
philosophy, or that says only Analytic philosophy is real philosophy. I 
mean, there are so many kinds of philosophy. A very famous Analytic 
philosopher expressed amazement at some problems I had that had 
their basis in Chinese philosophy. That’s just weird. I mean, he just 
wanted to say the Chinese have no philosophy. There’s really nothing 
weird about Chinese philosophy, but that’s an example of what I take 
to be this incredible narrow-mindedness. 
 

© 2006 Ex Nihilo 



60 Ex Nihilo, Volume VI 

ExN: And then the second thing you said was that because of the 
way Analytic philosophers go about philosophy, we’re making 
ourselves irrelevant to other departments and to the rest of the 
world. And so, do you think it’s on y the way we keep to ourselves 
that makes our department irrelevant, or the exclusiveness that 
makes the departmen  increasingly irrelevant? 

l

t
 
Solomon: It’s a combination of both. But, it’s also neither in the 
sense that…when I started studying Analytic philosophy…we were 
dealing with the same questions like, “What makes an action an 
action?” This is a straightforward Analytic question, but, I was 
interested in it from Sartre and Nietzsche. There’s a larger picture in 
mind. I mean, Wittgenstein always knew that those meaning of life 
type questions were what really counted, and Russell did too. But it’s 
when you just limit what we’re allowed to talk about in such a strict 
way that you lose relevance. For instance, I could give you a fast 
account about why the problem of reference should have become so 
central to philosophy. And some it has to do with classic questions in 
epistemology, but a lot of it has to do with classic questions in 
religion. It has to do with questions that people ask about God and 
their relationship with God. It has to do with questions about 
whether… the life that we know through the senses is reality or 
something else. These are very classic questions. If you take a look as 
the basis of every religion and everybody’s thinking, people seem to 
say, “Well, you know, sometimes I think my life is just like a dream,” 
or I hear people saying, “My life just doesn’t seem real to me.” And 
again, these are maybe clumsily-put notions but they point to 
something very palpable in life, and our job is to figure out, “Okay, 
now what is that?” As I said, it’s from such questions that we get into 
questions of, well, “What are we doing when we refer to anything?” I 
mean, we’ve got, “Is that book real?” Okay, I can understand how that 
question follows from this whole line, but when we sort of cut off the 
line, ignore where it came from, and just say, “Okay, the question is 
‘What am I doing when I refer to that book?’” Then I’ll say, “Excuse 
me?” I mean, it’s surely not the kind of question people are going to 
call me on the phone and say, “I have this burning question: what am 
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I doing when I refer to this book?” That’s not how people work. So, 
my job is not only to get them to ask these questions, but to get them 
to ask them in this rich framework, that’s what’s missing. 
 
ExN: The limiting of the concerns of philosophy… 
 
Solomon: Yeah, I mean the centralistic concern is what it’s always 
been, but in a more important sense, I mean, people have to be 
shown why this is relevant. This is one of the questions students ask 
(and I remember twenty years ago, a student of mine): that question 
is, “How is this relevant to my life?” And I always thought that was a 
perfectly legitimate question. Now, in terms of the answer, there 
wasn’t the answer “Well, this will help you get better job.” That’s not 
the answer. But, it’s much more like, “Okay, let me tell you a story, 
and by the end of the story you will understand how this is relevant.” 
What makes something significant? What makes it important? What 
makes it worth thinking about? The sad truth is that for a lot of 
students in philosophy right now, the only reason for doing 
philosophy is because they’re good at it. Think about that for a 
second. The only reason for doing philosophy is because they got an 
“A” in their last course. And they’ll probably do it again in the next 
one. And if those students move onto graduate school and keep on 
getting “A”s, maybe some of you, if you’re lucky, find yourselves good 
jobs, get accepted to good journals, start gaining notoriety… But if 
you asked the question, “What’s this for?” the kind of question we 
started with, the answer for most people, including some of the 
philosophy graduate students we’ve got here, is, “The reason I do this 
is just because I’m good at it.” Nothing more. 
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INTERVIEW WITH DR. EDWIN ALLAIRE 
 
ExN: Why do you do philosophy? 
 
Allaire: Why do I do it? The simplest answer is that I can’t not do it. 
What that means is that it’s just a kind of compulsive activity; it’s 
almost like an addiction. And the fortunate thing is it’s an addiction 
that the society in general doesn’t oppose. In fact, you can make a 
living doing it. As I say to students often: I just hope that you fall in 
love with doing something. If something really grabs you to do it, 
then do it. And then you’re lucky if on top of it you can make a living 
doing it. It’s very fortunate. It’s surprising how many students there 
are who haven’t fallen in love with anything. I’m not talking about 
falling in love with people. It doesn’t make any difference whether it’s 
medicine or carpentry or whatever. If someone really likes to do 
something and they can turn around and make a living, then great.  
 
ExN: Who are your favorite philosophers and why? 
 
Allaire: I like Plato’s dialogues and part of the reason why I like them 
is that they’re a great source of puzzles and so on. And the early so-
called Socratic dialogues are interesting in terms of watching someone 
deal seriously with important problems. For example, the Crito. I like 
Descartes – because he’s just so wild and crazy. Spinoza, probably for 
me, is the philosopher who’s most in command of what he’s doing 
when he’s laying out his philosophy. The ethics is an incredibly 
sophisticated piece of work and it can compare with any of the major 
works of the modern period, including Kant’s Critique of Pure 
Reason. It’s superior, in terms of its organization. In the 20th century, 
I love Wittgenstein – of course – and my old teacher Bergman. A guy 
who’s worth reading. I don’t agree with him necessarily, but you can 
always learn a lot from working through his texts. 
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ExN: I know that you just said that doing philosophy is a kind of
compulsion, but do you think philosophy has a purpose or that it 
should have a purpose?  

 

 
Allaire: I think it does have a purpose. It certainly belongs in the 
university. I take it that all the central problems of philosophy come 
up again and again for young people. It’s not all young people, but 
everybody at one time or another has thought about something 
philosophical. One gets to wondering about whatever – the existence 
of God, the purpose of life, the nature of the world, etc. They’re 
there. And so, one ought to be able to study all of that. And there’s a 
good by-product from studying philosophy. Probably, it’s as good a 
training for thinking critically as anything. Mathematics is really 
important for that, but it’s nice and ordered and structured. But to 
read philosophy, you have to fight with the text. And it’s difficult to. I 
think that it is important for other reasons – it’s probably the best 
discipline for learning how to talk about what other disciplines do. 
Philosophers are generally good at talking about art criticism, literary 
criticism, that kind of thing. They can be pretty good and they can be 
pretty sharp.  
 
ExN: What comes to mind when you think of the analytic-
continental philosophy distinction?  
 
Allaire: Analytic philosophy started with people who were, in effect, 
apologists for the new science. There was an attempt to provide an 
open metaphysics that accommodated the new science, and that led 
to an interest in the nature of mathematics and the nature of logic, 
etc. And so, in the 20th century you get people like Russell, 
Wittgenstein, Quine, and these people who are concerned with the 
nature of language and the nature of logic. It seems to me it’s all 
shaped by a deep interest in metaphysics and ontology, coupled with 
some unfortunate concerns with epistemology. Whereas the 
continental people keep, in one way or another, morality, man and 
the nature of man, at the center of their interests. My view is that – 
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and I’ll try and put it in a nasty way – morality is too important and 
too significant to be entrusted to philosophers. 
 
I have something rather serious in mind: I don’t think that 
philosophers have any special abilities with respect to laying out what 
the good life is, or how people ought to behave. I think that’s sort of a 
general issue for thinking people and their political matters, as well as 
those matters involving parents and children. I don’t think that 
philosophers should think of themselves as sources of “oughts.” Now, 
whether or not all continentals think that way, etc. – I don’t know. 
But you can certainly find a lot of that sort of thing. I like Sartre. I 
should say about Sartre that I think that he is good in some ways: 
when he acts like a gadfly. In that, he does serve an important 
purpose. But Socrates takes on the role of a gadfly, too. I have met 
philosophers who have been important in my life and they have 
thought about important things, but I have never met a philosopher 
in my life and thought “I should imitate how he lives.”  
 
ExN: So, if you were to pick up a text of philosophy, what 
characteristic features about it wou d identify i  as an analytic tex
or a continental text? And what is that dividing line? 

l t t 

 
Allaire: I’ll put it this way. For me, what’s primary to try and get your 
answer out is to first state what the problem is. What is moving the 
philosopher? What are the underlying concerns, what is shaping the 
philosopher’s thoughts? If you think that way, then in a rough and 
ready sense, you can say that analytic philosophers can be concerned 
about a whole range of things, but they are very concerned about the 
nature of language, meaning, and necessity, as well as metaphysical 
issues. But there is also some of that in so-called continental people. 
But what we mean by continental philosophy is some style that is 
different from the analytics. Continentals are the people who often 
achieve things by dealing with causal problems that concern the 
nature of society and how society evolved in certain ways. I mean 
Nietzsche: Nietzsche is interesting, but not very philosophical. 
Interesting because he is concerned about how this sort of Christian 
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moral theme came about. I think that people like Sartre are 
concerned with defending and arguing for freedom and attacking 
Freud. But I don’t think, after attacking Freud, that he defends 
freedom and morality – in any certain way.  
 
ExN: Would you say, in general, that continental philosophy has its 
object o  study as being man?  f
 
Allaire: Man, morality, political theory and, inevitably, they get into 
critiques of society or attempts to explain why certain political 
structures and organizations grow. The simplest way of talking about 
analytic and continental, but somewhat facetiously, is that analytic 
philosophers try to make the world safe for natural sciences and the 
continentals want to make it safe for the social sciences. The only 
trouble is that the social sciences are kind of “hairy.” The continentals 
want to do the social sciences, but, it’s not going to be science because 
they want to reject the fact/value distinction. Those two things they 
rub together. You can imagine someone doing Nietzsche’s type of 
thing about the evolution of Christianity and Christian morals, value 
free. Without saying it’s bad, good, etc. – and that would be a sort of 
social scientist, anthropologist, etc. Nietzsche wants to do all that, and 
attack. And that’s where you get the moralizing that goes on. And 
some people want to say it’s a defect of analytic that they don’t do 
moralizing. Analytic philosophers do a lot with ethics, but, it has to 
do with ethics in relation to metaphysics and so on, and they don’t 
see themselves as churning out “oughts.” I don’t see anything wrong 
with that. There are the poets, there’s religion, and wherever it is, but 
philosophers don’t have to be preachers.  
  
ExN: We’ve been talking about the content that analytic 
philosophers and continental philosophers have. They also seem to 
have a difference in methodologies. What is that difference?  
 
Allaire: There ought not to be any difference in methodology. If you 
are making assertions you should support them, etc. Now, if you’re a 
gadfly, that’s the activity, but there are no assertions that are 
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necessary. In fact, they don’t make any assertions – if you look at 
Socrates, you can accomplish a great deal in terms of getting people to 
think about where they are and what they’re doing – without making 
any assertions. In fact, you really can’t make any assertions. There are 
exceptions to that. But, if you’re doing the kind of thing that 
Nietzsche does, it seems to me you should make an argument. What’s 
allowed, apparently, is a certain kind of charged, shrill, writing; 
excitement; a lot of dancing and jiving. In fact, you can be charmed 
by that, but it certainly doesn’t improve the quality of the account or 
the analysis. But it may do something for the gadfly function. When I 
read Nietzsche, he’s trying to come off the page at you. That you 
don’t see in the analytics. Who knows, that might be a defect of the 
analytics. Maybe we ought to get someone who does that, but it’s hard 
to get someone who works on the nature of mathematics to say 
“There are no numbers!” 
 
ExN: In our discussion with Professor Solomon he suggested that 
perhaps the distinction doesn’t really have a basis. And that it might 
actually be harmful to philosophy in general. Do you think that the 
distinction can add some value to phi osophy?  l
 
Allaire: The difference between continental and analytic? Well, yeah, 
sure. If you take Derrida, there’re a lot of similarities between Derrida 
and the later Wittgenstein. It’s not that the continentals don’t think 
about language, etc. Let me put it this way: I don’t think the 
distinction is important in the way that the distinction between 
Greek philosophy and 20th century Anglo-Saxon philosophy with the 
language difference and all the rest of it; but, there certainly has been 
a difference in lots of different things between the groups. Some 
philosophy departments are split over the difference.  
 
ExN: Would you characterize The University of Texas department 
as “split?” 
 
Allaire: There was more tension 10 or 12 years ago than there is 
today. And there wasn’t a great deal of tension back then. There 
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might be a difference between so-called continental and analytics – it 
has to do with the reader of the argument. What it means to assert, 
support, etc. – and if you’re clear on what you’re doing and you don’t 
have anything to do with being gadflyish then you’re going to be 
much more careful about your arguments, support, etc. I also think 
that mathematics is a much bigger influence on so-called “analytic” 
than it is on continental cases.  
 
ExN: Do you think there are some things in the philosophical realm 
that can only be said using literary style? 
 
Allaire: Literary? No. They’re trying to get you to feel a certain 
something and that’s what novelists, poets, and short-story tellers do. 
And I don’t see that that’s what a philosopher wants to do. I had a 
math teacher when I was young who was very much in tune with the 
beauty of mathematics – the beauty of the proof. He’d put a proof 
down on the board and say, “Isn’t it lovely?” There’s something great 
about that sort of thing. But, if you’re just put down the proof, there’s 
no way to simultaneously say, “This is lovely,” “This is beautiful,” etc. 
There’s a sense in which analytic philosophers make themselves 
absent from their writings.  
 
If you pick up a math text, the author in the preface, in a sense, is 
there; but for the rest of the book he’s not there. I don’t mean to 
suggest that Nietzsche’s narcissistic – but you can tell that’s he’s in the 
page. That’s all I’m saying. I don’t know anybody who can write like 
Nietzsche writes. I’m very simple-minded though. Wittgenstein says 
somewhere, roughly, “If you can’t say something clearly, it’s not worth 
saying.” And I think that’s right. But there are many times when you 
really don’t want to be saying anything; like when you’re trying to 
comfort someone who’s in pain. The words are there to be used, but 
it’s not a matter of clarity. This is also the same principle in physical 
interaction, in order to be comforted; it’s not an act of language, but 
it’s the same idea. You wouldn’t want to have a love relationship with 
someone where everything was said “clearly.” You know your partner 
would say “get out of my life.” There is a danger doing philosophy, 
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you get scrupulous and you can ruin a lot of good relationships. You 
could be sitting with your partner and someone gets off a 
generalization and you say: “What? What’s your basis for that?” You 
can pick up very bad habits doing philosophy. You can also ruin 
reading. You put a lot of pressure on the text, and it doesn’t deserve 
that much. You have to learn how to be somewhat easy, sometimes. 
 
ExN: One of the things that Professor Solomon mentioned was that 
analytic philosophy can become myopic and focus on issues that are 
pretty far removed from the issues that you mentioned earlier in 
the interview – issues like the meaning of life.  
 
Allaire: And here’s where there will be a difference. If the question is, 
“What’s the meaning of life?” I think that most analytic philosophers 
would not think it a philosophical issue and that there’s something 
confused about the question. You can still think the question’s 
important, but not think it’s a philosophical issue. Philosophy should 
be a little more modest with respect to what it thinks it can do. It 
doesn’t take on medicine, mathematics, etc. It doesn’t take the place 
of psychoanalysis or whatever it is that ministers think they do.  
 
ExN: You were talking about the gadfly earlier, Socrates would be 
one, Nietzsche as well, what do you think the place of the gadfly is
in society? 

 

 
Allaire: There are lots of gadflies in society who aren’t philosophers – 
not even academics – lots of journalists. One of the better ones – 
perhaps a little too assertive – is Paul Krugman who writes an Op-Ed 
column for the New York Times. And he’s an economics professor 
out of Princeton.  
 
It’s hard to be an academic philosopher at a university and be a 
gadfly. But I do think the whole university ought to be a gadfly. What 
a university has to be faithful to is reason, and everything should be 
up for question. You have to have a justification for the challenges. 
But everything ought to be up for question. It’s not the function of 
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just one department or just one person in the department – it should 
be going on all the time at the university. But universities these days 
are largely vocational institutes, which involves a very different kind 
of activity. It’s hard, they say, when you’re teaching in the classroom, 
to be gadflyish. In certain courses that you teach – say contemporary 
moral problems – that’s the place to do it. It’s probably the best way 
to be when you’re teaching a course – rather than laying out 
arguments. You really want to try and make people think about where 
they are and the reasons they have for being where they are. The way 
it’s set up here, however, you have to play both roles in the dialogue 
as you’re teaching a class. You don’t have the luxury that Socrates had 
of encountering somebody who’s willing to come at you. I really don’t 
know what kind of encounters Socrates really had, but you can do it 
yourself by playing Socrates when reading an article where you’re 
raising questions, pointing out deficiencies, but not turning around 
and saying here’s what the right answer is – just like Socrates. 
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Abstract 
In the opening pages of the Introduction to the Phenomenology of 
Spirit, Hegel attempts to lay the groundwork for his own approach to 
knowledge in the Phenomenology via an ambitious two-page critique of 
modern epistemology. Hegel’s argument here presents the reader with 
a rather formidable interpretive challenge. For, in developing his 
critique in these pages, Hegel avoids any explicit reference to the 
philosophical positions he attacks. Rather, the Introduction works 
from a very general and broad-based construal of the epistemological 
tradition and its problems. Given this, expositors of the 
Phenomenology have often neglected important aspects of Hegel’s 
argument here. More precisely, Hegel scholarship has offered very 
little systematic treatment of how the Introduction’s objections might 
be applicable to the Kantian philosophy. Thus, I will argue, in 
contrast to certain interpretations of the Phenomenology, that Hegel’s 
argument in the Introduction is best read as an attempt to come to 
terms with Kant’s theoretical philosophy. Specifically, I will attempt 
to show that Hegel’s confrontation with Kant exposes the problem of 
skepticism lying at the heart of the Introduction’s propaedeutic 
strategy and the Phenomenology. 
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Despite the Phenomenology’s treatment of a seemingly disparate host of 
themes, ranging from subjects as diverse as phrenology, Antigone, 
and Adam Smith, Hegel’s Introduction suggests that he, at least 
initially, understands the Phenomenology as directly concerned with the 
traditional problems of epistemology.1 A central task in the 
Phenomenology’s attempt to come to terms with epistemology involves 
Hegel’s critique of Kant’s theoretical philosophy in the opening pages 
of the Introduction. Here, Hegel’s criticisms of Kant occur in the 
context of what is a much more general critique of modern 
epistemology. In fact, Hegel draws his critical noose so wide in these 
pages that he at no point explicitly identifies the targets of his critique 
by name - indeed, the name ‘Kant’ never even appears in the 
Introduction. Given this difficulty, many commentators have 
neglected some of the most important details of Hegel’s argument 
against the Kantian tradition.2 This is, to be sure, no slight 
transgression. For lying at the heart of Hegel’s propaedeutic strategy 
in the Introduction is the attempt to overcome the alleged 
shortcomings of the Kantian philosophy. In spite of such 
interpretative difficulties, it is my purpose to offer an accurate and 
systematic analysis of Hegel’s objections to Kant in the Introduction. 
More precisely, I will attempt to show that Hegel’s confrontation with 
Kant exposes the problem of skepticism lying at the heart of the 
Introduction and the Phenomenology itself.  

In order to recognize this, it will first be necessary to outline Hegel’s 
general argument against the modern epistemological tradition as 
presented in the Introduction. After doing so, we can then begin to 
recognize how Hegel’s criticisms here might apply to Kant and 
transcendental philosophy. Finally, we can consider several objections 
the Kantian might be able to make against the Introduction’s 
argument and how Hegel might attempt to answer them. Given all of 
this, we will be in a better position to appreciate Hegel’s strategy for 

                                                 
1 Throughout this discussion, I will be relying exclusively upon A.V. Miller’s English 
translation of the Phenomenology of Spirit. Henceforth referred to in its standard 
English language abbreviation: PhS.  
2 See, for example, J.N. Findlay, Hegel: A Re-Examination. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1976.  
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orienting the reader into his own novel approach to the problem of 
knowledge in the Phenomenology and its relevance for contemporary 
debates in epistemology. 3

 
Hegel begins his discussion by pointing out what he characterizes as a 
“natural assumption” of modern philosophy: 

 
It is a natural assumption that in philosophy, before we start to 
deal with its proper subject-matter, viz. the actual cognition of 
what truly is, one must first of all come to an understanding 
about cognition…4

 
It is not difficult to recognize the philosophical project Hegel 
identifies here. For lying at the heart of modern critical philosophy 
following in the wake of Descartes is the claim to what is often 
referred to as ‘epistemology as first philosophy’ - simply stated, the 
claim that the first task of philosophy (prior to any attempt to know 
the nature of “what truly is” - or, as Hegel later refers to it, “the 
Absolute”) ought to involve coming to know the nature and 
conditions of knowledge itself.5  

Rather than argue against this tradition on its own terms, Hegel 
engages in what can best be described as a diagnostic strategy of 
criticism - or, in other words, a critical approach that seeks to 
undermine a position by uncovering the basic presuppositions 

                                                 
 

3 G.W.F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1977). Henceforth referred to in its Standard English language 
abbreviation: PhS. 
4 See PhS, §73. 
5 Ibid. When possible, I will try to substitute the terms ‘what truly is’ and ‘things as 
they truly are’ for Hegel’s use of ‘the Absolute’. It would be well beyond the scope 
of this discussion to try to explain Hegel’s technical use of this term in the 
Phenomenology. However, for our present purposes, we should note that Hegel’s use 
of ‘the Absolute’ can be treated as loosely coterminous with the world in its truth 
or, in other words, the world as it is independent of any contribution from our 
cognitive activities. This sort of short-hand, while terribly flawed, will help us get a 
handle on the ‘incompleteness’ Hegel finds in the critical tradition.  
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motivating it. He begins by arguing that although it would indeed 
seem “natural” to want to understand knowledge before attempting to 
know the truth of things, such an enterprise is only plausible if 
certain assumptions about our knowledge are taken for granted. More 
precisely, he charges that modern epistemology: 

 
…takes for granted certain ideas about cognition as an 
instrument and as a medium, and assumes that there is a 
difference between ourselves and this cognition. Above all, it 
presupposes that the Absolute stands on one side and cognition 
on the other, independent and separated from it, and yet is 
something real…6

 
We can, with some work, untangle the gist of Hegel’s description 
here: namely, that the epistemological tradition presumes a deeply 
dualistic view of the knowing relationship. For our purposes, we can 
divide Hegel’s characterization of this dualism into two general yet 
distinct epistemic relations: (i) the separation of the subject from its 
knowledge and (ii) the separation of the subject’s knowledge from 
things in the world. 

Hegel’s claim is that in assuming separations of this sort, modern 
epistemology is led to regard knowledge as something standing 
between ourselves and the world - or, as he characterizes it in the 
passage above, as an “instrument” or a “medium” through which we 
come to terms with things. Given this model of knowledge as a sort of 
intermediary between ourselves and things in the world, the question 
of knowledge comes to be in understood in realist terms as a question 
of correspondence between our knowledge of things and these things 
as they really are. Yet, in putting the question this way, the possibility 
soon emerges that our knowledge of things might fail to match up 
with how things are in-themselves. The problem being raised here, 
which is often referred to as the ‘problem of the veil of perception’, 
involves the worry that our knowledge could be offering a distorted or 
inaccurate view of things and hence that there could be a discrepancy 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 
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between what we can possibly know about the world and the world in 
its truth. 

But what is perhaps most interesting about Hegel’s discussion here 
is the way in which he characterizes modern philosophy’s response to 
this potential deception. According to the Introduction, the idea that 
there could be a possible gap between our knowledge of things and 
things-in-themselves gives rise to a feeling of uneasiness or “fear” 
about the validity of our knowledge. More precisely, he charges that 
this “fear of falling into error”7 leads the philosopher to suspend any 
judgment regarding the ultimate status of things in the world. The 
result, on Hegel’s account, is that modern philosophy, in an attempt 
to avoid the skeptical implications of this situation, undertakes an 
investigation of the nature of knowledge itself in order to determine 
whether or not knowledge of the world is indeed possible. Thus, in 
this way, Hegel is able to claim that the assumptions of modern 
philosophy bring about a fear concerning our knowledge - a fear 
which engenders the practice of epistemology as first philosophy. 

However, while these assumptions may license such a strategy 
against skepticism, Hegel suggests they also ensure its failure to 
answer the skeptic’s challenge. As can only be fully appreciated later, 
the problem is that in making such a presupposed view of knowledge - 
i.e., knowledge understood as an instrument or medium separated 
from the world - the subject of its investigation, epistemology prevents 
itself from ever resolving knowledge’s separation from things-in-
themselves. Epistemology methodologically restricts its inquiry to an 
investigation of the “nature and limits”8 of knowledge itself prior to 
knowing, yet, by turning away from the world in this way, effectively 
forecloses any means of coming into relation with it. Thus, Hegel 
claims that what had originally presented itself as a fear of error 
“reveals itself rather as a fear of the truth.”9 Indeed, Hegel’s comments 
here seem to portray such a preparatory investigation of knowledge as 
an almost neurotic hesitance on the part of philosophy - as if to evoke 
the well-worn image of the philosopher in his bed-sheets timidly 

                                                 
7 Ibid., §74. 
8 Ibid., §73. 
9 Ibid., §74. 
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pondering: “Do I dare disturb the universe?” Given this, modern 
epistemology can at best offer only a restricted knowledge of its so-
called knowing instrument or medium in complete independence 
from any claims about the nature of the world.  
 
With this admittedly rough overview of the Introduction’s critical line 
of argument, we are in a better position to appreciate how Hegel’s 
complaints here might apply to Kant’s theoretical philosophy. 
However, before doing so, it might immediately be objected that 
whatever Kant’s faults, it would seem wholly unreasonable of Hegel to 
accuse him of anything like the same epistemological pretensions as 
those of Descartes, Malebranche, and Locke - to mention only a few. 
That is to say, an advantage and indeed, a defining feature of Kant’s 
move to a transcendental account of the conditions for the possibility 
of experience is held to lie precisely in its explicit refusal of any sort of 
metaphysical assumptions about the knowing relationship. Moreover, 
it might also be argued that Kant, unlike some of his predecessors in 
the critical tradition, offers nothing like a preliminary “testing” of 
knowledge in order to ensure its accuracy to what truly is. 
Nevertheless, as will be seen shortly, Hegel’s comments here are 
sufficiently general enough to allow for such objections. In order to 
recognize this, we would be well-served to examine the Introduction’s 
complaints against the Kantian philosophy in terms of the two 
assumed relationships Hegel identifies with the epistemological 
tradition: (i) the separation of the subject from its knowledge and (ii) 
the separation of knowledge from things-in-themselves.  

(i) Regarding the first of these, Hegel charges that the 
epistemological tradition commits itself to the view that “there is a 
difference between ourselves and cognition.”10 The idea that there could be 
a difference between ourselves and cognition highlights what Hegel 
takes to be the essential dogmatism in assuming that philosophy can 
occupy a standpoint of inquiry outside of knowing - that epistemology 
can somehow ‘step out’ of knowledge as if it were some sort of tool 
(instrument or medium) at its disposal. There is, to be sure, ample 

                                                 
10 Ibid. 
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reason to believe that Hegel sees Kant’s form of transcendental 
argument as relying upon such an assumption. More precisely, in 
attempting to explain the possibility of synthetic a priori judgments in 
the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant employs a “transcendental” form of 
argument - that is, a form of argument that asserts the necessity of 
certain synthetic a priori propositions by demonstrating their role as 
necessary conditions for the possibility of experience. In doing so, 
Kant argues that such preconditions for experience can be known 
through the employment of reason itself. For as he notes in the 
Introduction to the Critique: “…reason is the faculty that provides the 
principles of cognition a priori.”11 Thus, in appealing to the use of pure 
reason, Kant attempts to develop an account of experience by taking 
up a standpoint of inquiry that is itself outside of experience.  

(ii) However, in addition to the assumption mentioned above, 
Hegel also claims that the epistemological tradition presupposes that 
“the Absolute stands on one side and cognition on the other.”12 By this, 
Hegel means that the critical tradition presupposes the existence of a 
separation between our knowledge and the world. As alluded to 
earlier, in order for epistemology’s investigation of the “nature and 
limits”13 of knowledge to be a legitimate enterprise, one must first 
assume that knowledge is capable of being separated from any 
reference to what truly is. In this way, the practice of epistemology as 
first philosophy is able to hold that knowledge can be investigated in 
its supposedly pure or formal aspects without committing the 
investigation to any sort of claims regarding the world. In regard to 
Kant, it is clear that the transcendental project is not concerned with 
any claims regarding the objects of empirical knowledge. On the 
contrary, Kant holds: “that absolutely no concept must enter into [the 
transcendental philosophy] that contains anything empirical…”14 Instead, 
Kant’s transcendental investigation in the Critique addresses itself to 

                                                 
11 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. P. Guyer and A. Wood (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), A11/B24. Henceforth referred to as CPR.  
12 See PhS, §74. 
13 Ibid., §73. 
14 CPR, A15/B29. 
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those elements of knowledge that can be understood as conditions for 
the possibility of experience. As is well-known, Kant is led to claim 
that such experience-determining conditions can be known a priori in 
terms of both the pure forms of intuition and the categories of the 
understanding, which together govern the possibility of our empirical 
knowledge of things. By locating such conditions at a purely a priori 
level, Kant is able to explain experience in a way that does not itself 
rely upon any sort of appeal to the putative ‘givens’ of experience for 
its justification and, in this sense, can be said to regard experience as 
separable from any claims regarding things in the world.15  

Given this reading of the argument in the Introduction, we can see 
how Hegel might be able to accuse Kant of harboring something like 
the same sort of assumptions as traditional epistemology. However, 
Hegel’s purpose in identifying such assumptions is not merely to draw 
attention to the dogmatic orientation of epistemology but also to 
point out that there are fundamental contradictions in the 
epistemologist’s attempt to investigate knowledge before knowing. 
More precisely, he wants to argue that the assumptions legitimating 
the practice of epistemology as first philosophy are the very same 
assumptions that prevent it from overcoming its skepticism 
concerning things-in-themselves. Hegel introduces this problem in the 
opening paragraph of the Introduction: 

 
It would seem…that this evil [the distortion of our knowledge] 
could be remedied through an acquaintance with the way in 
which the instrument works; for this would enable us to 
eliminate from the representation of the Absolute which we 
have gained through it whatever is due to the 
instrument…[However] If we remove from a reshaped thing 
what the instrument has done to it, then the thing – here, the 

                                                 
15 As Kant claims: “…we will understand by a priori cognitions not those that occur 
independently of this or that experience, but rather those that occur absolutely independently 
of all experience…Among a priori cognitions…those are called pure with which nothing 
empirical is intermixed,” CPR, B3. 
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Absolute – becomes for us exactly what it was before this 
superfluous effort.16

 
This passage presents, albeit in a very crude way, Hegel’s view 
regarding the futility of epistemology’s attempt to secure a method for 
knowing things-in-themselves. For, as Hegel claims here, if knowledge 
is regarded as an intermediary between ourselves and the Absolute, 
then any attempt to undo the perceived distorting effects of this 
mediation via ‘subtracting the refraction of the ray of knowledge or 
improving the knowing-instrument’ would also undo the very means 
by which we come into relation with things-in-themselves. That is to 
say, in assuming that an account of the scope and limits of knowledge 
can be achieved prior to the actual activity of knowing the world, 
epistemology as first philosophy restricts its investigation to a domain 
of inquiry that is effectively cut off from any epistemic relation with 
the world. The end result, according to Hegel, is that such an 
antecedent investigation of the knowing instrument-medium has 
already conceded the impossibility of overcoming skepticism.  

That Hegel sees Kant as undertaking such an enterprise is readily 
evident from his explicit discussions of Kant’s project elsewhere. For 
example, in the Encyclopedia, Hegel claims that the Kantian 
philosophy “set itself the task of investigating just how far the forms of 
thinking are in general capable of helping us reach the cognition of 
truth…before cognition began.” 17 He goes on in the same passage to 
describe Kant’s argument in the Critique as “the mistaken project of 
wanting to have cognition before we have any cognition”, which he likens 

                                                 
16 See PhS, §73. 
17 Hegel’s comments in this passage are worth recalling at length: “…the Critical 
Philosophy set itself the task of investigating just how far the forms of thinking are in general 
capable of helping us reach the cognition of truth. More precisely, the faculty of cognition was 
to be investigated before cognition began. This certainly involves the correct insight that the 
forms of thinking themselves must be made the object of cognition; but there soon creeps in, 
too, the mistaken project of wanting to have cognition before we have any cognition, or of not 
wanting to go into the water until we have learned how to swim,” G.W.F. Hegel, The 
Encyclopedia Logic, trans. T. Geraets, W. Suchting, and H. Harris (Indianapolis: 
Hackett, 1991), E, §41. Henceforth referred to as E.  
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to refusing to go into the water until one has learned how to swim.18 
On this basis, Hegel is able to claim that the Kantian attempt to 
develop an account of the conditions for the possibility of experience 
amounts to an attempt to know prior to the actual activity of 
knowing. The consequence, following Hegel’s argument here, is that 
Kant is left with no means of establishing a genuine relationship with 
things-in-themselves and is thereby condemned to a skepticism about 
the ultimate nature of the world.  
 

However, such an interpretation of Kant’s position in the Critique 
appears to suffer from a number of serious shortcomings. To begin 
with, one might immediately object that although Kant’s 
transcendental investigation occurs independently of any empirical 
claims about what is, it would be wrong to accuse Kant of conducting 
his investigation prior to the actual activity of knowing. In an article 
devoted to Hegel’s critical response to Kant, Paul Guyer argues in 
defense of Kant that Hegel’s characterization of transcendental 
philosophy as an attempt to know before knowing is “grossly unfair” 
and that, on the contrary:  

 
…Kant’s procedure is to begin with certain apparently 
indisputable claims to knowledge, make inferences to the 
cognitive capacities necessary to explain such claims, and only 
then make further determinations about the inevitable 
limitations of such cognitive capacities. This is not the same 
thing as examining an instrument before using it.19

 
Here, Guyer stresses what is often referred to as the Critique’s analytic 
or regressive method of argument. Kant’s regressive argument, which 
                                                 

 
18 Like the Introduction to the Phenomenology, Hegel’s treatment of Kant here in the 
Encyclopedia’s Second Position of Thought with Respect to Objectivity is closely 
linked with his treatment of Locke and the empiricist tradition (although here in 
the Encyclopedia, Hegel discusses each specifically and separately).  
19 Paul Guyer, “Thought and Being: Hegel’s Critique of Kant,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Hegel, ed. F. Beiser. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 
185-6. 
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can be found in both the Aesthetic and parts of the Analytic, 
concerns the practice of assuming the possession of certain synthetic 
a priori knowledge (e.g., our a priori knowledge of the truths of 
geometry) and then proceeding to demonstrate, on the basis of such 
an assumption, that this knowledge is only possible if our cognitive 
faculties possess a particular sort of structure (e.g., the pure forms of 
intuition). The regressive argument is, in this way, claimed to be 
capable of establishing the necessity of certain a priori contributions to 
empirical knowledge. Given this, Guyer wants to claim that Kant’s 
project in the Critique, far from attempting to study knowledge prior 
to knowing, actually works from the basis of certain knowledge 
claims.  

However, Guyer’s objection here, while certainly correct in asserting 
the regressive character of Kant’s transcendental strategy, ultimately 
rests upon a misreading of Hegel’s argument (at least as it is presented 
in the Introduction). That is, the point of Hegel’s argument is to 
criticize any attempt at examining the structure of knowledge without 
actually engaging in the process of developing and testing claims to 
know the world. In this sense, Hegel’s primary interest is in 
reorienting epistemology away from the idea that the philosopher can 
affirm a critical distance from knowledge and towards a standpoint in 
which the critique of knowledge is united with the process of its 
engagement with things.20 Thus, the question to be addressed to the 
Kantian becomes that of whether or not Kant’s regressive strategy 
maintains this sort of separation between knowledge’s critique and its 
employment.  

Given our description of Hegel’s argument, there is ample reason to 
believe that Kant is indeed guilty of such an assumption. That is to 
say, although Kant begins with the avowal of a determinate claim to 
know, he nonetheless retains an investigative position outside of the 
activity of knowing. All that the regressive argument is committed to 
is the claim that we are in possession of a certain knowledge ‘x’; what 

                                                 
20 As Hegel notes in the Encyclopedia: “…the activity of the forms of thinking and the 
critique of them, must be united within the process of cognition. The forms of thinking must 
be considered in and for themselves; they are the object and the activity of the object itself…” 
(E, §41) 
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it is not committed to is any sort of investigation from within the 
actual process of coming to know x. On the contrary, after admitting 
this knowledge x, the transcendental philosopher moves to an 
account of the cognitive situation necessary for our holding x. But in 
order to formulate such conditions, Kant must occupy a standpoint 
capable of entertaining a range of possible forms our cognitive 
faculties might assume - i.e., he must be able to search out from 
amongst various candidate configurations of our knowledge those 
which must necessarily hold in order for x to be possible. This, 
however, takes the Kantian philosophy well outside the activity of 
actually developing a claim to x and into an account of the structure 
of knowledge itself. Thus, even if we were to agree with Kant that, for 
example, our knowledge of geometry requires the existence of pure 
forms of intuition, this is a claim that cannot be recognized from 
within the actual process of coming to know geometric truths. Rather, 
such a claim can only be developed from a standpoint that makes the 
structure of knowledge itself the object of inquiry. And this is 
precisely what Hegel accuses the Kantian philosophy of doing.  

However, Hegel wants to claim more than this. For, as we have 
already noted, the Introduction suggests that such an enterprise 
effectively puts Kant in a position that prevents him from ever 
overcoming the problem of skepticism. But is such an explanation of 
Kant’s skepticism convincing? It certainly doesn’t seem to be in any 
obvious sense. Indeed, one might plausibly object that even if we were 
to grant Hegel that the Kantian is guilty of something like the attempt 
to know before knowing, this still does not appear to necessarily 
foreclose the possibility of knowledge of things-in-themselves. To be 
sure, Kant does not want to assume, in the manner of dogmatic 
metaphysics, the consanguinity of the determinations of knowledge 
and things-in-themselves nor, of course, does he want to completely 
concede from the outset that skepticism has won the day. That is to 
say, Kant’s argument for the irresolvability of skepticism, far from 
issuing from anything like a presupposed separation of knowledge 
from things-in-themselves, proceeds from conclusions that result only 
after Kant has found our knowledge lacking to such a task. Given all 
of this, the Kantian might object that in order for Hegel’s criticisms 
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here to be taken seriously, he ought to engage Kant’s actual 
arguments for skepticism directly, particularly those claims regarding 
the ideality of space and time in the Aesthetic and those regarding the 
illegitimate extensions of reason in the Dialectic, so that he might 
demonstrate how exactly Kant’s skepticism follows from the Critique’s 
attempt to investigate knowledge itself.21

This is, to be sure, not an unreasonable demand to make of Hegel. 
And, given the generality of his discussion in the Introduction, it is 
certainly one that he is incapable of meeting directly. Nonetheless, it 
can be said on Hegel’s behalf that the Introduction never intended to 
offer anything like a definitive argument against Kant and the critical 
tradition - we will have to wait until Hegel systematically considers 
these positions later in the Phenomenology proper in order to get his 
ultimate statement of criticism. Indeed, shortly after laying out his 
complaints against the critical tradition in the Introduction, Hegel 
goes on to suggest that “instead of bothering to refute all these ideas,” we 
would be better served to “reject them out of hand as adventitious and 
arbitrary...”22 While such a reply to the Kantian may not be ultimately 
satisfying, it nonetheless serves Hegel’s purposes in the Introduction. 
More precisely, here Hegel has the more modest ambition of coaxing 
the reader out of traditional approaches to the problem of knowledge 
and into the phenomenological approach at work in the 
Phenomenology. Given the largely propaedeutic nature of the 
Introduction’s critical strategy, it is not necessary, nor is it feasible, to 

                                                 
21 Cf. Karl Ameriks offers something like this sort of criticism in Karl Ameriks, 
“Hegel’s Critique of Kant’s Theoretical Philosophy,” Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research, XIVI, no. 1 (September 1985): 17-8. However, Ameriks’ description of the 
problem lays less emphasis on the issue of skepticism and more on Hegel’s 
complaints regarding the alleged dogmatism of the Kantian philosophy’s epistemic 
presuppositions. 
22 PhS, §76. However, as Hegel is quick to tell us, this does not mean that we should 
merely assume the incorrectness of such ideas. For as he notes, in what is perhaps 
the defining passage of the Phenomenology, “…when confronted with a knowledge that is 
without truth, Science can neither merely reject it as an ordinary way of looking at things, 
while assuring us that its Science is a quite different sort of cognition…nor can it appeal to 
the vulgar view for the intimations it gives us of something better to come…One bare 
assurance is worth just as much as another.” (PhS, §76) 
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try to decisively lay to rest epistemology as traditionally practiced. It is 
enough, in Hegel’s view, to merely point out the epistemological 
tradition’s failure to overcome skepticism and to propose, via a 
diagnosis of the basic assumptions motivating that tradition, that 
such a failure - rather than suggesting a defect in knowledge itself - 
might, to the contrary, suggest a defect in our approach to the 
problem of knowledge. By raising these sorts of suspicions about the 
critical tradition, Hegel is in a better position to claim that a radical 
rethinking of the epistemological project is warranted. And, in doing 
so, he allows himself to offer his own form of phenomenological 
investigation as a possible solution to the problem of skepticism. So, 
while the Introduction may not be able to directly or definitively 
answer the Kantian’s objections, it is able to inject some doubt about 
the viability of the Kantian project - and this is sufficient, so Hegel 
seems to think, to get his own phenomenological project off the 
ground.  
 

In summary, we have seen how, for Hegel, Kant’s transcendental 
philosophy can be interpreted as attempting to investigate knowledge 
prior to the actual activity of knowing. The problem with such a 
precursory investigation of knowledge, according to Hegel, is that it 
prevents Kant from ever overcoming the separation of knowledge 
from things-in-themselves and thereby leads him into an irresolvable 
skepticism. Yet, although Kant denies knowledge of things-in-
themselves, he refuses to completely surrender to the skeptic’s 
argument. On the contrary, Kant attempts to argue for the objectivity 
of empirical knowledge in a way that recognizes both the 
transcendental ideality and empirical reality of what is known.23 In 
what appears to be a targeted reference to Kant’s argument for the 

                                                 
23 This distinction is made throughout the Transcendental Aesthetic and the rest of 
the Critique of Pure Reason. For example, as Kant claims in regard to the form of 
space in the Aesthetic: “We therefore assert the empirical reality of space (with respect to 
all possible outer experience), though to be sure its transcendental ideality, i.e., that it is 
nothing as soon as we leave aside the condition of the possibly of all experience…” (See CPR, 
A28/B44) 
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objectivity of our empirical knowledge of law-governed phenomenon, 
Hegel claims that for Kant: 

 
…there is a type of cognition which, though it does not cognize 
the Absolute as Science aims to, is still true, and that cognition 
in general, though it be incapable of grasping the Absolute, is 
still capable of grasping other kinds of truth.24

 
According to Hegel, the Kantian project’s restriction of our 
knowledge of things to appearance effectively licenses two domains of 
truth: the unknowable truth of things-in-themselves and the “other 
kinds of truth” of appearance. For Hegel, however, such an attempt to 
claim anything like an objectivity or truth for a knowledge incapable 
of grasping things-in-themselves should be rejected as a false solution 
to the problem of knowledge. In fact, Hegel claims that Kant can 
offer only “a hazy distinction”25 between these two forms of truth - a 
distinction which does little to show how these “other kinds of truth” 
could actually be true at all. Truth, as Hegel wants to suggest at this 
point, can only involve the way things really are in-themselves 
independent of the way they might be constituted for us. Put this way, 
it may appear as if all Hegel is doing here is merely begging the 
question against these “other kinds of truth” - for it is not immediately 
clear why we should accept Hegel’s definition of truth to the 
exclusion of any other more limited notions of truth. However, as 
should be evident from our discussion above, Hegel is not so much 
posing his own form of truth against traditional epistemology as he is 
accepting the criteria of truth set by traditional epistemology itself. 
Traditional epistemology, as described earlier, initially understands its 
task as the attempt to achieve “the actual cognition of what truly is.”26 
Therefore, in claiming that the idea of some other kind of truth is 
ultimately unintelligible, Hegel is likewise accusing the 
epistemological tradition of maintaining an inconsistent view of how 
the problem of knowledge should be answered.  

                                                 
24 PhS, §75. 
25 Ibid.  
26 Ibid., §73.  
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Hegel’s almost dismissive way of arguing against these more limited 
kinds of truth nicely summarizes his overall critique of Kant in the 
Introduction. As Hegel suggests, the great danger with ‘truths’ of this 
sort is that they engender something like a false sense of 
accomplishment for the philosopher. That is to say, such a qualified 
truth allows Kant and modern epistemology to find some comfort in 
their failures to achieve an “actual cognition of what truly is” and 
thereby entices them to abandon their pilgrimage to, as Hegel 
describes it, the “heaven of truth”27 for a lesser imitation of paradise. 
Yet, according to Hegel, genuine philosophical truth can only be 
satisfied by a knowledge of what truly is. And, to the extent that Kant 
and the epistemological tradition fail to meet this standard, they fail 
to achieve the status of philosophy. For Hegel, such a failure should 
not to be attributed to any mere error of procedure on the part of the 
epistemologist. On the contrary, as we have seen, Hegel locates the 
ultimate source of this failure in an underlying attitude sustaining the 
epistemological project: as mentioned earlier, a fear of truth. In this 
way, the challenge Hegel presents for himself in the Introduction 
becomes that of laying aside this fear or worry and pursuing a genuine 
philosophical love of knowledge - a love that settles for nothing less 
than an Absolute truth, a truth no longer burdened by “some sort of 
other.”28 How Hegel intends to do this comprises the remaining five-
hundred pages of the Phenomenology of Spirit.  
 

In conclusion, I have attempted to offer a reading of the 
Introduction’s opening argument that stresses Hegel’s concern with 
Kant and the problem of skepticism. While it is certainly no secret 
that the Introduction represents an attempt to come to terms with 
these issues, the exact details of Hegel’s rather abstruse argument in 
these pages are seldom appreciated. My hope is that in developing 
such a detailed outline of Hegel’s objections as they apply to the 
specific claims of the Kantian project, we can recognize the argument 
advanced in the Introduction as more than a mere rhetorical 
propaedeutic to the investigation in the Phenomenology. On the 
                                                 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., §87. 
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contrary, Hegel’s argument in the Introduction should be read as part 
of a serious and sustained attempt to overcome the skeptical 
problems of Kant and the critical tradition and to do so in a way that 
lays the foundation for an Absolute knowledge. 
 

MALCOLM MCCOLLUM 
Rice University, Houston 
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MARISSA CURRAN 

Washington University in St. Louis 
 
Abstract 
This paper examines noted philosopher Donald Davidson’s claim 
that language is required for thought. He asserts that in order for any 
being to have the ability to think, they must also be able to use and 
understand language. I challenge his position that, animals cannot 
(and do not) think. I first outline Davidson’s basic position, using 
material from his Radical Interpretation and Thought and Talk. I 
question two of his premises: 1) that thought is dependent upon the 
ability to interpret speakers of a language and 2) that beings without 
the concept of thought cannot have thought. I then make the claim 
that some animals can indeed interpret both other animals and 
people, suggest that animals may in fact have their own type of 
primitive language, and argue that having the concept of thought is 
not a requirement for being able to think. 
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Philosophers are known for nothing if not for taking on ambiguous 
and difficult questions and then attempting to answer them in 
straightforward and reasonable ways. One such question is whether 
language is a necessary requirement for thought. In this paper, I want 
to examine Donald Davidson’s view that unless a creature has 
language, it is unable to think. I intend to explain his position, as 
developed in Thought and Talk and Radical Interpretation, and its 
implications, then propose that we may want to reject it. In addition, 
I draw upon evidence from autistic human beings and animal 
behavior to support the counter-argument that animals can think 
even if we grant that they do not have language. Perhaps most 
importantly though, I suggest that the crucial flaw in Thought and Talk 
is Davidson’s failure to provide sufficient reasons for why we should 
adopt his position. 

 
1. Davidson’s Position: Animals Cannot Think 
 

In Radical Interpretation, Davidson gives a theory of the most useful 
way people can interpret each other’s behavior. In doing so, Davidson 
does not want to rely on a base language in order to interpret 
behavior.1 Most important here are the implications of his argument. 
He says that “interpreting an agent’s intentions, his beliefs, and his 
words are parts of a single project, no part of which can be assumed 
to be complete before the rest is.”2 That is to say, it is not possible to 
interpret an agent’s beliefs or intentions without understanding his 
language. The implicit conclusion is that because animals do not have 
words (a claim I will explore in its own right later), it is not possible 
for human beings to say anything about their intentions or beliefs. (I 
think this argument is prima facie counterintuitive to most people 
who believe that they certainly can interpret the beliefs and desires of 
some animals.) In Radical Interpretation, Davidson goes on to state 
that: 
 

                                                 
1 He needs to say more about how one goes about developing a first language in 
order for readers to accept his claims, but that is not the focus of this paper. 
2 See Davidson, p. 288. 
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The interdependence of language and meaning is evident in this 
way: a speaker holds a sentence to be true because of what the 
sentence means and because of what he believes. Knowing that 
he holds the sentence true, and knowing the meaning, we can 
infer his belief.3

 
I take this to mean that agents can interpret other agents because they 
each know that the other holds certain facts to be true and because 
they can understand the meaning of the language being spoken. I do 
not find this to be particularly controversial. But more startling is 
Davidson’s next claim. Not only is it impossible for humans to 
interpret the thought of animals, he says, but animals have no thoughts 
to be interpreted. 

 
2. Thought and Talk: Davidson’s Justification 
 

The very first sentence of Thought and Talk claims that “the 
dependence of speaking on thinking is evident, for to speak is to 
express thoughts.”4 I have no problem granting this. The problem lies 
in Davidson’s converse claim that thinking is dependent upon 
speaking. It is not immediately clear, of course, that this is the case. 
As such, the burden of proof lies squarely on Davidson; he must offer 
compelling evidence in order to persuade us to accept his 
unconventional ideas, and as I hope to suggest later, he does not. He 
asks, “Can there be thought without speech?”5 He simply takes it to 
be a universally accepted fact that “attribution of intentions and 
beliefs to dogs smack of anthropomorphism.”6

Davidson reaches the conclusion that thought depends on speech 
through a couple of different premises, the first of which is that a 
thought is “defined by a system of beliefs, but is itself autonomous 

                                                 
3 Ibid., p. 293. 
4 Ibid., p. 321. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
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with respect to belief.”7 There is nothing in this claim that precludes 
animals from having thought. 

Davidson also asserts that the idea of an interpreter is important to 
his theory. He states that a speaker must be an interpreter of others, 
but that no common language is needed.8 This is evident because we 
know that people from different language-speaking communities are 
able to communicate with each other quite readily.  

Davidson restates his thesis in an interesting way mid-way through 
his paper. He says, “…a creature cannot have thoughts unless it is an 
interpreter of the speech of another.”9 This is somewhat different 
than his original argument that a creature cannot have thoughts 
unless it speaks a language. At any rate, we have already seen from 
Davidson’s claim in Radical Interpretation that he holds animals unable 
to interpret. In Thought and Talk, he goes on to explain that 
attributions of beliefs and desires that are teleological (or goal-
oriented) are supervenient on behavior.10 This adds no relevant 
support to the argument that animals cannot think. He also says that 
when we attribute behavior, we must account for rationality of action 
contingent on beliefs and desires. Again, there is nothing I can find 
in this claim that disallows animals from having the requisite beliefs 
and desires to be able to translate our speech, and act accordingly.  

Davidson then speaks a bit about his theory of interpretation, 
which does not appear to be directly relevant to his thesis. However, 
he does mention that a method of interpretation must “help bring 
order into our understanding of behavior.”11 It seems as though this 
claim, meant as a criterion for accepting a (his) theory of 
interpretation, can be used to support the counterclaim that 
interpretation is possible between animals and humans; for it appears 
evident that each understands, at least on some level, the other’s 
behavior. 

                                                 
7 Ibid., p. 322. 
8 Ibid., p. 323. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid., p. 324. 
11 Ibid., p. 326. 
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To elucidate his point, Davidson gives an interesting example of a 
man who selects an apple from a fruit bowl. People observing this 
man cannot know his reason (belief, desire, thought) for making the 
choice he does. It could be because he has a preference for things on 
his right, because he hasn’t eaten an apple in quite some time, 
because the other fruit was too expensive, or so on. Amongst all the 
possible alternatives, Davidson argues that we have no way to arrive at 
the correct interpretation of the man’s actions; however, he does not 
make the implications of this assertion explicit. I read his use of the 
thought experiment to be something like: “Since we cannot know 
which interpretation is correct without the man telling us, speech is a 
necessary component of successful interpretation.” More specifically, 
he says: “All this strongly suggests that the attribution of beliefs and 
desires must go hand in hand with the interpretation of speech.”12

 
3. Even if Interpretation Depends on Language, Why 

Must Thought? 
 
“Without speech we cannot make the fine distinctions between 
thoughts that are essential to…the explanations [of behavior] we 
supply.”13 Here, Davidson is talking about intentionality. Other 
philosophers (like Dennett and Heil) refer to it as ‘fine-grained 
propositional attitudes.’ In other words, animals and other agents 
without language are unable to make distinctions the way creatures 
with linguistic ability can. For example, we can understand that Sally 
is both a teacher and deaf, and it is possible that we may believe one 
of these attributes and not the other. Dogs, however, cannot (says 
Davidson) understand that their master is also Fred is also a mechanic 
is also Sally’s husband. The fact that animals do not have the 
cognitive complexity to distinguish between these propositions leads 
Davidson to claim that they cannot think. We might be getting into 
an issue of semantics. Can dogs think? This is a definitional question 
that depends on what we mean by ‘think’. Davidson’s definition, of 
course, includes the above ability.  
                                                 
12 Ibid., p. 327. 
13 Ibid., p. 328. 
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Relatedly, Davidson makes the point that because animals cannot 
make distinctions between “universal thoughts and conjunctions of 
thoughts,” we are left in a situation like the observers of the apple-
picker. We have many equally viable alternative explanations for the 
behaviors of animals, but since they cannot tell us which one is 
correct, we cannot successfully attribute thoughts to them.14 However, 
I maintain that this is saying something very different from saying 
that animals cannot have thoughts. Arguably, he has merely proven 
that it may be difficult for humans to interpret the behaviors of non-
linguistic creatures. (This does not imply that creatures do not have 
thoughts, only that we cannot always know them.) 

For Davidson, to attribute a thought or attitude to another creature 
is just to mimick the linguistic sentence (or “speech act”) inside the 
head of that creature.15 From this he concludes, rather questionably, 
that only agents with a language could have a thought, since to have a 
thought “would be to have a disposition to utter certain 
sentences…under given circumstances.”16 That is, they must have 
formed a sentence in their minds. 

Davidson makes one final important point in Thought and Talk. He 
says that animals, or agents without language, cannot have thought 
because they cannot have the concept of thought. John Heil discusses 
this claim in Philosophy of Mind. This is to say that animals cannot 
have “second-order states,” or beliefs about beliefs. Heil summarizes 
Davidson’s insistence that only a language-user can have beliefs.17 
Davidson thinks that only a member of a linguistic community is able 
to understand what it means to have beliefs, but does not offer 
reasons for this claim. He holds that since language-users alone are 
able to understand the given description of their own mental states 
(propositional attitudes like belief and desire), language-users alone 
are able to reflect on their own thoughts. Animals cannot reflect on 

                                                 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid., p. 330. 
16 Ibid., p. 331. 
17 See Heil, p. 241. It is crucial to recognize that Davidson does not say why this is 
the case. 
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their beliefs and desires, so Davidson concludes that they do not meet 
the requirements for thinking.  

Further, he asserts, it is behavior caused by reflection on beliefs and 
desires, not behavior caused by the beliefs and desires themselves, that 
constitutes rationality. Davidson says: “Someone cannot have a belief 
unless he understands the concept of being mistaken.”18

 
4. My Objections to Davidson’s Interpretation View 
 

Davidson’s first problem lies in excluding animals from the class of 
beings that have the ability to interpret. I want to argue that it is 
reasonable to take the quotation cited earlier, from Radical 
Interpretation, and apply its central idea to a dog. Davidson does not 
think that the dog has beliefs about his environment, about his 
master, about his routine in day to day life, etc. But Davidson merely 
asserts this without offering compelling reasons why we should 
believe it. In fact, all he says is that the dog cannot have beliefs 
because it cannot understand the concept of having beliefs. It is 
crucial for Davidson to give grounds to support his position, because 
it is prima facie counterintuitive to most readers. The dog, many 
people believe, is able to interpret what his master means when he 
says, “Want your dinner? Want to go for a walk? Go get your ball!” It 
seems right to say that the dog can interpret our language because his 
behavior suggests that he does. Most dogs might move towards their 
food bowl at the mention of dinner, would wag their tail happily at 
the prospect of a walk, and will probably fetch a toy when asked to. It 
seems to me that the only stipulation for the dog’s interpretation 
ability is that someone taught him the meaning of those words and 
concepts.19

                                                 
18 See Davidson, p. 333. 
19 I recognize that a common objection to this claim is that animals do not think, 
but are rather conditioned to behave in certain ways to certain stimuli. First of all, 
not all animal behaviors can be explained away in terms of conditioning. It must be 
pointed out, however, that even in order to be conditioned to respond in certain 
ways, animals must at least be capable of some sort of inner representations. If 
animals had no ability to think, it is unclear how they would be able to learn 
behaviors, even rudimentary ones.  
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Likewise, infant human beings know nothing until taught to 
associate actions with words and phrases. Current science is in the 
process of verifying that it may be the same with animals, at least on a 
less complex level. If Davidson were to claim that animals are 
fundamentally different, he would be drawing an unnatural 
distinction between the species. But if he does not differentiate 
between humans and other animals in this way, he must concede that 
neither human babies nor animals are incapable of propositional 
attitudes and thought, or that they both are. (Presumably, he would 
choose to argue that neither are capable of thought.) 

The example of baby cries illuminates my point. New mothers are 
certainly able to interpret their babies’ desires based on the sounds of 
different types of cries. Of course infants do not have a language. But, 
I doubt many people would argue that they do not have beliefs. A 
baby believes that it is wet, is hungry, is cold, etc. Parents interpret the 
child’s beliefs about the world and her desires for something to be 
changed. The infant has no words. In order to maintain a consistent 
argument, Davidson would have to also hold that babies cannot 
think, nor can parents interpret their cries, because they do not have 
language. In my opinion, this implication damages Davidson’s 
credibility. 

It is not clear why Davidson maintains that all animals (and infants, 
and individuals with particular forms of mental retardation) lack 
interpretation power and the ability to have beliefs, thoughts, and 
desires. In order to understand his reasoning, we must look again at 
Thought and Talk. Though even there, he does not do an adequate job 
of supporting his claims. 
 
5. My Objections to Thought and Talk 
 

It is interesting to ask, first of all, exactly what Davidson means by 
speech in this paper. He does not address this, but it can be easily 
seen how some might argue that animals communicate with each 
other, and ask why that communication would not count as speech. 
Unfortunately, the debate over how much syntax is needed before 
communication can count as primitive language cannot be taken up 
here. It is simply interesting that Davidson just seems to assume that 
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the difference between communication and language is one of 
fundamental type and not of degree. 

But, let’s go back to the notion that agents can interpret each other 
even if they do not share a language. If this is so, then why can’t 
people understand animals and animals people? Davidson would say 
this is due to the fact that animals have no language (as opposed to 
just having a different language from human beings). But is this right? 
Are readers obligated to concede this? I see no reason why we should 
believe him: he offers nothing in the way of support for this claim. He 
merely states that because animals do not have words, animals and 
humans cannot communicate in any real sense. I think Davidson is 
required, first of all, to offer reasons for why animal noises (dolphin 
sounds, barking, bird song, etc.) are necessarily not a type of less 
complex language. He does not address this in Thought and Talk. 
Though I cannot directly address this issue here, if Davidson is to 
make a claim of this sort, the burden of proof lies on him.  

In order to strengthen his position, Davidson gives the example of 
the man with the apple; but his argument appears to be a non sequitur, 
and his reasoning unconvincing. This is to say, just because it is 
established that we do not know with complete certainty why the man 
in his example chose the apple, this does not mean we can move to 
the conclusion that we cannot to a useful extent interpret animals. But 
more importantly, in this section he is making the argument that 
interpretation is dependent upon language, not that thought is 
dependent upon language.  

One of Davidson’s main arguments for why animals cannot think is 
that they are unable to make the fine-grained distinctions that 
humans make. The intuitive response is, “Granted that animals 
cannot think on the same level as human beings can, why should this 
entail that they cannot think at all?” Making this move depends on 
the characteristics we attribute to having the ability to think. It is not 
clear, however, that even without linguistic ability some animals 
cannot make fine-grained propositional distinctions. For example, pet 
owners will testify that their dogs know several different names for 
the same item (that “ball” and “toy” refer to the same object) and they 
are able to recognize the many different names we give them (“Lucy,” 
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“Lu-Lu,” “Baby Lu”). Does this not at least suggest that animals have 
some intentionality? The onus is on Davidson to address these 
objections and offer reasons for why his theory is the correct one.  

Davidson claims that for human beings to “think” is to play 
sentences to ourselves inside our heads (more or less). Again, we must 
ask why he holds this to be the case. I remind the reader of autistic 
children and adults, who have testified that they have thought in 
pictures, feelings, and through sensory means before being able to 
understand a language. I find no reason to accept Davidson’s 
allegation that a thought must, under all circumstances, take the form 
of a sentence or group of sentences, because other than assert it, he 
does nothing to show that this is the case. Even linguistic creatures (like 
human beings) sometimes experience something that can be 
described as a thought even before words register in the brain. 
Davidson’s reply to this observation, I’m afraid, would be that a 
“thought” like that (one which is not based on language) is not a true 
thought at all.  

Finally, Davidson makes the claim that animals cannot have 
thought because they do not understand what it means to have a 
thought, nor can they conceive of the possibility of being mistaken. 
Why does he take these two characteristics to be the deciding factors? 
Perhaps more importantly, why should we? Readers have no motivation 
to believe Davidson’s conclusion if it is not motivated by reasons. 

As I hope is clear, I argue that Davidson makes several 
unsubstantiated claims in his work. The reader may still be skeptical, 
as I am, of Davidson’s thesis that non-linguistic creatures cannot 
think. From here I believe it will be useful to look at some experts on 
animal behavior and autism who maintain that Davidson’s argument 
is misguided. If he is not going to offer reasons why we should accept 
one position over the other, I certainly will. Even Heil admits that 
“such theories capture a facet of our mentality perhaps…but provide 
no help at all with the minds of [animals].”20

 

                                                 
20 See Heil, p. 241. 
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6. So…Is Thought Dependent on Language? 
 

Davidson says that “neither language nor thinking can be fully 
explained in terms of the other.”21 I want to disagree, and will go on 
now to argue that thought can be explained without a dependence on 
language (or, more precisely, without dependence on a complex 
language like ours). The study of autism provides evidence in support 
of my claim, since it is widely believed that autistic persons think in 
terms of pictures. The speech function is the exact function that is 
either impaired or entirely lacking in autistic children and adults.22 Is 
Davidson willing to argue that they cannot think? He is forced to 
either argue this or risk inconsistency in his position, neither of 
which is an attractive option. I claim that the thoughts of those who 
suffer from autism simply do not come to them in the form of words 
and phrases, but in pictures, feelings and sensations. Let’s turn to 
those who are able to shed light on autistic and animal minds. 

Temple Grandin, a leading figure in the on-going study of autism 
and the mental capabilities of animals, believes that philosophers like 
Davidson who maintain that language is necessary for thought are 
“totally ridiculous.”23 Grandin is herself autistic, and has worked with 
dogs, cats, and horses for many years. She suggests that there are 
multiple similarities between people with her disease and these higher 
animals. She says neither autistic people nor animals think in 
language, and gives an example of the way her own mind works: “If 
you said to me ‘teakettle,’ pictures of teakettles would start coming 
into my head…animals also think in smells and sounds. They can 
think in touches. It’s sensory-based thinking rather than language-
based. They can take smell pictures and sound pictures and associate 
them together into categories to form…concepts.”24

Davidson would respond that animals such as those described may 
be doing something, but they are not thinking, because they are 
incapable of second-level states and cannot draw fine-grained 

                                                 
21 See Davidson, p. 322. 
22 See Grandin, p. 10. 
23 Ibid., p. 45. 
24 Ibid., p. 21. 
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distinctions. However, Grandin’s claim is that animals do think, but 
simply not at the complex level we do. For example, in her book 
Animals in Translation, she speaks of migratory birds that are shown 
a migratory route one time and can remember it for life. She explains 
this phenomenon by suggesting that the birds have a sensory-based 
memory--they sense and record smells along the way. It is claimed that 
similarly, people sometimes think in pictures. For example, once in a 
while a person will hear a particular song and have their thoughts 
immediately transported back to the place where they first heard it 10 
years earlier. That, says Grandin, is thinking in a sensory (not 
language) based way.25 She believes this is what animals do all the 
time. She puts forth a number of experiments, in which animals were 
shown to be able to solve problems under new conditions. Birds have 
demonstrated the simple use of tools and the ability to hide worms 
from other birds when they realize they are being watched.26 To 
Grandin, this is a strong indication that animals have cognitive 
function, mental capabilities, beliefs, desires, and thoughts. I accept 
Grandin’s theory as the best explanation of the evidence. 

But, we return to an impasse over semantics, because all of this is 
still not enough to persuade Davidson that non-linguistic beings can 
think. While others are willing to grant thought based on other 
factors, he has very strict criteria. Grandin remarks in her book: 
“[Animals] are not going to do nuclear physics, but they definitely can 
think.”27

 
7. So Where Does This Leave Us? Can Animals Think? 
 

Donald Davidson is a well-regarded philosopher. He has made 
significant contributions to the study of translation, behavior, and 
interpretation. He also insists upon the radical thesis that animals, 
because they do not have language, are not capable of thought. As I 
stated above, since language is his criterion, it seems he would have to 
concede that babies cannot think, autistic children cannot think...any 

                                                 
25 Ibid., p. 45. 
26 For example, crows can bend pieces of wire to retrieve treats from a little tube. 
27 See Grandin, p. 45. 
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agent who cannot use language cannot think. As I hope to have shown, 
there is evidence that animals (and those with autism) do think, but 
in pictures and feelings, not words. I have also suggested that 
Davidson’s papers, Radical Interpretation and Thought and Talk, raise 
many questions that he does not adequately address. At the very least, 
an acceptable working definition of the word “thought” must be 
established. Before that happens, philosophers, academics, vets, 
authors and the general public will have quite a task drawing 
meaningful conclusions about this complicated issue. 
 

MARISSA CURRAN 
Washington University in St. Louis 
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Abstract 
In contemporary Spinoza scholarship there is a debate raging over 
whether or not there is room for any kind of teleology in Spinoza’s 
metaphysics. I argue that the definition of teleology given by Don 
Garrett, a leading Spinoza scholar who claims that Spinoza endorses 
teleology in finite beings, fails to account for the complexity of 
Spinoza’s treatment of teleological events in the Ethics. Garrett’s 
phrasing of the problem does not distinguish between teleological 
explanations of events and teleological etiologies of events. Garrett 
assumes that if one can offer a teleological explanation of an event, 
then the event came about for the sake of that end. While Spinoza 
often explains things teleologically, nothing in his system actually 
comes about or acts teleologically. Thus, I argue for a second way of 
phrasing the problem that picks up on the complexity of Spinoza’s 
deeper rejection of teleology in finite things. 
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In contemporary Spinoza scholarship there is a debate raging over 
whether or not there is room for any kind of teleology in Spinoza’s 
metaphysics. The answers given depend to a large extent on the way 
the problem is phrased. Don Garrett, situating Spinoza within the 
context of Aristotle, Descartes and Leibniz, phrases the debate in 
terms of a teleological versus a mechanical explanation of the origin 
of an event. Under this view 

 
“a teleological explanation is one that explains a state of affairs by 
indicating a likely presumptive consequence [i.e. what its being 
so is for] (causal, logical, or conventional) of it that is implicated 
in the state’s origin or etiology. Such consequences often, if not 
always, take the form of ends, goals, or goods… A mechanical 
explanation, in contrast, explains a state of affairs by indicating 
how it arises from a previously existing physical structure and 
distribution of forces within it. ”1

 
Phrased in this way, Garrett comes to the seemingly surprising 
conclusion that Spinoza endorses teleological explanations of 
causality concerning finite parts of nature, but rejects a teleological 
explanation of nature as a whole.2 This is surprising because Spinoza 
famously holds that all things are causally necessary, thus making a 
mechanical explanation possible for every event. Garrett does not 
deny this, but holds that Spinoza also often gives teleological 
explanations of events caused by finite beings, and that, in fact, these 
teleological explanations do not contradict his rejection of the 

                                                 
1 See Garrett, p. 310. In this paragraph he gives some useful “examples of possible 
teleological explanations: a sapling draws nourishment from the soil because doing 
so it is likely going to contribute to the end of its being a mature tree; a human 
being constructs a house because it is supposed that doing so will help to achieve 
the goal of protection from the rain and cold; and an arrangement of sharp teeth in 
front and sharp teeth in back occurs in an animal’s mouth to serve the animal’s 
goods of strength and continued life by allowing it to tear and chew food 
efficiently.” 
2 See Garrett, p. 311. 
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teleology of nature as a whole. As I will show, Garrett is undoubtedly 
correct on both points.3  

Even so, I will argue that the way Garrett phrases the problem of 
teleology in Spinoza causes him to pass over a second anti-teleological 
strain that is at least as significant for Spinoza as his rejection of 
teleology in nature as a whole. Garrett’s phrasing of the problem does 
not distinguish between explanations of events and etiologies of events 
(the way an event actually comes about). Garrett assumes that if one 
can offer a teleological explanation of an event, then the event came 
about for the sake of that end (had a teleological etiology). It is my 
view that while Spinoza often does explain things teleologically, nothing 
in his system actually comes about or acts teleologically (i.e. the etiology of 
events is never teleological). This rejection of teleological etiology 
follows from the way Spinoza understands the impulses that inspire 
action. For Spinoza, someone who views the world teleologically 
thinks he acts, wills, or wants something because he considers that 
thing to be a good, goal, or end (final cause). He falsely believes that 
his desire springs from the inherent goodness of the perceived final 
cause and his free choice to pursue it. On the other hand, someone 
who views the world rationally or mathematically – someone 
“concerned not with ends but only with the essences and properties” 
of things – recognizes that “we judge a thing to be good because we 
endeavor, will, seek after and desire it.”4 Such a person recognizes 
that final causes are products of the human imagination, that in 
reality events and actions only have efficient causes, and that these 
efficient causes are linked in an infinite causal chain. 

To articulate this fuller account of Spinoza’s relation to teleology, I 
will begin by discussing how exactly he comes to reject teleology in 
nature as a whole in both the explanatory and etiological senses of the 
term. Then, I will turn to the question of whether or not Spinoza 
                                                 
3 Spinoza shows that a mechanical explanation of all events is possible in the Ethics, 
Part I, Propositions 28 and 29. (EI, P28 & P29) One particularly clear example of 
Spinoza’s use of teleological explanations is at the beginning of the Treatise on the 
Emendation of the Intellect, where Spinoza describes his own philosophy in 
teleological terms. (TdEI, sec. 14) I will return to this topic later in the paper. 
4 See Spinoza, EI, AP & EIII, P9S. All quotes follow the Samuel Shirley translation 
of the Ethics. 
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rejects teleology for finite beings, human or otherwise. By beginning 
with a close reading of Spinoza’s rejection of teleological explanations 
of nature as a whole in the Appendix to Part I, the issues which are 
widely relevant to his anti-teleology will become clear. This 
clarification will serve to ease the transition into the more 
complicated and controversial issue of teleology in finite things. In 
the last part of the paper, having established Spinoza’s rejection of 
teleological etiology in finite things, I will turn to the question of why 
Spinoza endorses certain teleological explanations in regards to the 
actions of finite beings. 

Spinoza holds that people are subject to the widespread prejudice 
that “all things in nature are like themselves in acting with an end in 
view. Indeed, they hold it as certain that God himself directs 
everything to a fixed end.”5 He explains the origin of this prejudice in 
the third paragraph of the Appendix to Part I. This paragraph serves 
as the backbone of his argument against teleology in nature as a 
whole, and, as such, I will analyze it line by line here. 

 Spinoza takes as his basis “that all men are born ignorant of the 
causes of things, that they have a desire to seek their own advantage, a 
desire of which they are conscious.”6 At this point Spinoza only 
claims in a loose way that this “must be universally admitted” and 
does not geometrically deduce it from the “nature of the human 
mind” which he will discuss in Part II. One can, however, reconstruct 
how Spinoza will affirm a more rigorous version of this claim from 
later material in the Ethics.7 This ‘desire to seek their own advantage’ 
is what Spinoza will define as the essence of all finite beings. This 
actual essence is “the conatus with which each thing endeavors to 
persist in its own being.”8 This persisting entails avoiding what 
decreases one’s power of action and pursuing what will increase one’s 
power of action (i.e. what is to one’s own advantage). Although one’s 
conatus seems explicitly directed towards the final cause of one’s self-
                                                 
5 See Spinoza, EI, AP. 
6 Ibid. 
7 It is unclear what the sense of ‘must’ is in this passage. I understand Spinoza to 
mean that, practically speaking, anyone who reflects on human nature and everyday 
experience will come to such a conclusion. 
8 See Spinoza, EIII, P7. 
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preservation, what is more important, as we will see, is that one’s 
conatus is the collection of appetites, volitions, and desires, which are 
the efficient causes driving one’s actions. As the efficient causes that 
drive finite action, the conatus will form the core of Spinoza’s 
rejection of teleological etiology in the actions of finite things.9 We 
will return to this shortly. 

Continuing from where we left off: 
 

From this it follows that men believe they are free, precisely 
because they are conscious of their volitions and desires; yet 
concerning the causes that have determined them to desire and 
will they have not the faintest idea, because they are ignorant of 
them.10

 
Because men are conscious of their desires, they believe that they 
freely choose them, “in this same way a baby thinks that it freely 
desires milk, an angry child revenge, and a coward flight.”11 This false 
belief arises because people are ignorant of the causes of these desires. 
This ignorance leads them to a further, second, false belief that they 
control which advantages they seek and choose freely the ends, goals, 
and goods (final causes) towards which they strive. 

Reading further, Spinoza leaves efficient causes aside and isolates 
final causes:  

 
Secondly, men act always with an end in view, to wit, the 
advantage that they seek. Hence it happens that they are always 
looking only for the final causes of things done, and are 
satisfied when they find them, having, of course, no reason for 
further doubt.12

                                                 
9 Another assumption that Spinoza implicitly takes for granted is that people have a 
natural drive to understand things. This drive is the basic motivation standing 
behind each step of the development of the teleological perspective. As with his 
explicit bases, later in the Ethics he will formulate this with geometrical precision, 
showing that this inherent drive to understand leads to the highest human pleasure. 
10 See Spinoza, EI, AP. 
11 Ibid.; Letters, Ep58, and EIIIP2S. 
12 Ibid., EI, AP. 
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This statement, in order to be understood correctly, must be taken 

in conjunction with the previous few sentences. Being ignorant of the 
true efficient causes of their desires, and, as such, believing they are 
absolutely free to choose what they do, men focus solely on the final 
causes of their actions, thus hardening their belief in the second form 
of false freedom. As long as one still has the efficient causes of one’s 
actions in view (i.e. desires), one will be tempted to see how those are 
determined by a much larger causal chain. However, when one 
focuses on final causes, one’s causal search stops with them, since 
they appear to be the only relevant causes. As such, they seem to be 
independent of other causes. Thus, our choice between one or 
another goal appears free insofar as we can find no cause for it other 
than our conscious determination.  

Naturally emphasizing final causes, humans judge other beings in 
terms of their own goals, ends, and goods. Returning to the 
paragraph: 

 
But if they fail to discover them from some external source, they 
have no recourse but to turn to themselves, and to reflect on 
what ends would normally determine them to similar actions, 
and so they necessarily judge other minds by their own.13

 
Thinking only in terms of final causes, and believing that one freely 
chooses the final causes towards which one is directed, there is no 
way for one to discover the final causes towards which others are 
driven. Because one does not see a causal chain leading up to one’s 
own actions, one is not tied into a larger causal story about why and 
how the world works, including why other people act as they do. 
Thus, the only way that one can try to understand the actions of 
others is by imagining that they act for the same ends that one does 
oneself. There is no guarantee, however, that they actually do have 
the same final causes in mind, and it is likely that their causes will be 

                                                 
13 Ibid. 
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at least slightly different.14 Spinoza traces the origin of much conflict 
amongst people back to this kind of misunderstanding. He argues 
that once we have adequate knowledge of the efficient causes of our 
own actions and the actions of others (which will allow us to see how 
all things fit into a larger causal chain), this kind of disagreement will 
cease because we will not assume others act for the same reasons we 
do.  

Next, Spinoza discusses briefly how someone viewing the world 
teleologically sees things in nature as directed towards his own ends: 

 
Further, since they find within themselves and outside 
themselves a considerable number of means very convenient for 
the pursuit of their own advantage – as, for instance, eyes for 
seeing, teeth for chewing, cereals and living creatures for food, 
the sun for light, the sea for breeding fish – the result is that 
they look on all the things of Nature as means to their own 
advantage.15

 
Human beings naturally view a thing to be good or bad in so far as it 
promotes or hinders their ends.16 Those who view the world 
teleologically mistakenly try to understand the reasons why finite 
beings exist in terms of final causes. Being human, and seeing that 
many things in nature are convenient means to their ends, men 
suppose that all things were created to benefit humans.17 Imagining 
their benefit to be the primary cause of things human beings come to 
believe that their normative judgments of things are qualities of the 
                                                 
14 For example, one who believes that he acts for the sake of esteem will tend to 
read the same intention into the acts of others, though their motivations may in 
fact be different. Or, similarly, one who believes he goes to work to earn money will 
tend to assume that others are motivated by the same end although this may be 
only a small part of their motivation. 
15 See Spinoza, EI, AP. 
16 Ibid. 
17 There is a bit of an ambiguity here over whether the ends which they see things 
directed towards are human ends generally or their own personal ends. One 
plausible interpretation is that while man believes that the ends things are directed 
towards are general human ends, his notion of these general ends is formed largely 
by his own individual ends. 
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things themselves, apart from how those things appear to them.18 This 
then creates the illusion of a natural order of things, set out for the 
sake of mankind. Thus, “they say that God has created all things in 
an orderly way, without realizing that they are attributing human 
imagination to God.”19

Returning to the central paragraph, Spinoza finally arrives at nature 
as a whole:  

 
And realizing that these were found not produced by them, they 
came to believe that there is someone else who produced these 
means for their use. For looking on things as means, they could 
not believe them to be self-created, but on the analogy of the 
means which they are accustomed to produce themselves, they 
where bound to conclude that there was some governor or 
governors of Nature, endowed with human freedom, who have 
attended to all their needs and made everything for their use.20

 
Shockingly, men fall into the same error in relation to nature as a 
whole that they do in relation to other people and things in nature. 
That is, they mistakenly use the ends they believe they freely choose to 
try to understand nature as a whole. Blind to the efficient causes of 
their own desires and believing themselves causally free, human 
beings posit (by way of analogy with their beliefs about their own 
situation) that the world was created by a being endowed with the 
freedom to choose its own ends. Thus, they come to think that the 
whole of nature is its striving towards these ends.  

What is this end that men believe the universe is striving towards? 
Spinoza continues: 
 

                                                 
18 The person who views the world mathematically will, on the other hand, 
understand that the apparent normative qualities of things are human creations 
that have nothing to do with the causal genesis of non-manmade things. Similarly, 
such a person will tend to judge manmade things not in terms of the form he 
believes the object should have taken, but in terms of their author’s intent in 
creating the object. (For further discussion of this point see EIV, Preface) 
19 See Spinoza, EI, AP. 
20 Ibid. 

© 2006 Tyke Nunez 



   Teleology in Spinoza? 111 

And having no information on the subject, they also had to 
estimate the character of these rulers by their own, and so they 
asserted that the gods direct everything for man’s use so that 
they may bind men to them and be held in the highest honor by 
them.21

 
This teleological picture of divinity “turns Nature completely upside 
down, for it regards as an effect that which is in fact a cause, and vice 
versa. Again, it makes that which is by nature first to be last; and 
finally, that which is highest and most perfect is held to be the most 
imperfect.”22 Although, as Garrett points out, Spinoza does not 
explicitly explain the first two remarks further, he makes it clear that 
God, thus conceived, is necessarily imperfect: “for if God acts with an 
end in view, he must necessarily be seeking something that he lacks.” 
He would therefore be incomplete and imperfect.23 But for most 
theologians, and for Spinoza, God is by definition complete and 
perfect. Thus, Spinoza argues that God cannot be explained as acting 
teleologically (i.e. with the aim of bringing about some final state). As 
should be clear from the explanation, Spinoza’s objections to 
teleological explanations of nature as a whole have the same force 
regardless of what the supposed telos is. 

Further, as Garrett argues, since God is complete, the notions of 
desire, appetite, good and advantage cannot apply to him, and 
therefore God cannot be acting towards an end. These notions only 
apply to individual beings because they arise within those beings in 
relation to the larger context of the surrounding objects in which the 
being exists. For example, I can only desire food because food is 
something that is separate from me. Or I can only seek my own 
advantage because I am incomplete and may be benefited by things 
outside myself. But God, being complete, is everything. Thus he lacks 
                                                 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. It is key to understanding this passage that in Latin ‘perfectus’ means both 
perfect and complete. For Spinoza this quality only belongs to God/Nature. All 
finite beings are imperfect, because they are incomplete – only a finite expression of 
a small part of God/Nature. This incompleteness/imperfection is not because they 
could be other than what they are, but simply because they are not everything. 
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nothing, and there isn’t anything apart from him. Therefore, he 
cannot have desires or appetites. Further, since he is perfect, nothing 
can be helpful or hurtful to him and there is no divine good or 
advantage. 

I will now turn to the more complex question of the status of 
teleological explanations and actions for both humans and other 
finite beings. In this discussion, the notions of conatus and false 
‘freedom’ that led to the false belief that the universe as a whole 
strives towards an end will remain central. Garrett has two main 
arguments for why Spinoza endorses teleological actions in finite 
beings. First, by the conatus doctrine mentioned above, things strive 
to persevere in their own being, and all such explanations of behavior 
are, by Garrett’s definition, teleological. Second, Spinoza often uses 
plainly teleological explanations and language to describe the 
processes of finite beings.24 I will take up each of these in turn, 
showing how, with a more subtle definition of teleology and a more 
careful look at the way people use teleological explanations, we can 
better account for Spinoza’s broadly anti-teleological statements like 
“all final causes are but figments of the human imagination.”25

Before I begin, it is important to note that Garrett is correct in not 
finding any reason to distinguish between finite, inanimate things 
and human or other animate beings in regards to the question of 
whether or not the etiology of the actions of these entities is 
teleological in Spinoza’s system. Although, as Garrett also points out, 
Spinoza is primarily concerned with human beings in the Ethics, 
there is no reason to make a sharp distinction between classes of 
finite beings because, in all cases, their essence is their conatus, which 
is the core of their causal potency and the internal drive wheel of 
their striving (granted, it is strange to talk about inanimate things as 
‘striving’ but, for Spinoza, this is merely a problem of semantics). 

                                                 
24 In Garrett’s article these two arguments are separated into four distinct sub-
headings. I have conflated them because there actually seem to be only two distinct, 
though related, arguments that he puts forth. 
25 See Spinoza, EI, AP. This is a notoriously controversial passage. In the rest of this 
sentence Spinoza says “Nature has no fixed goal” making a second reading 
plausible, in which Spinoza’s rejection of final causes is limited to nature as a 
whole. As I am about to show, I think this reading is unnecessarily restrictive.  
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Thus, the question of whether or not any finite beings act 
teleologically hinges primarily on the nature of the conatus, and it is 
irrelevant whether the finite beings in question are human beings or 
not. 

Turning to the first argument, Garrett holds that the conatus 
doctrine implies that all things always act teleologically. When he 
offers his definition of teleological versus mechanical explanation, he 
gives the following example of a teleological explanation: “a human 
being constructs a house because it is supposed that doing so will help 
to achieve the goal of protection from the rain and cold.”26 In this 
explanation, the house-building is the action and protection is the 
end. For Garrett, the same kind of explanation applies self-evidently 
to the conatus doctrine. The conatus doctrine states that all things 
always strive for their own preservation. Thus, things always act 
teleologically in the sense that they always strive for the end of self-
preservation.27 

With his weak definition of teleology, based on explanation rather 
than etiology, Garrett fails to note the importance of appetites, 
desires and urges in understanding the conatus doctrine. These are 
what make up the human conatus, and thus they are the primary 
cause of all actions undertaken by human beings. Since the conatus 
doctrine is explained in terms of striving towards an end, it falls 
under Garrett’s definition of teleology. However appetites, desires 
and urges are efficient, not final, causes; they drive action, not what an 
action strives towards. Garrett’s definition of teleology thus misses the 
fact that the conatus doctrine grounds all action in efficient not final causes, 
and instead focuses on the more superficial, teleological-sounding 
explanation for action that it offers. 

This is a crucial point, worth lingering on. One might object: “what 
about an action that is undertaken to fulfill an urge or desire; in this 
case isn’t the urge the final cause of the action? For example, suppose I 
eat an apple in order to satisfy my appetite for food. In this case I 
acted primarily with the goal of satisfying my hunger.”— Yes, but the 
satisfaction of your hunger is the final cause, not the hunger (the urge) 
                                                 
26 See Garrett, p. 310. 
27 Ibid., p. 313. 
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itself, which is the efficient cause. Spinoza takes this clarification 
further to show that the force causing an action lies with the efficient, 
not the final, cause: 
 

What is termed a ‘final cause’ is nothing but human appetite in 
so far as it is considered as the starting-point or primary cause of 
some thing. For example, when we say that being a place of 
habitation was the final cause of this or that house, we surely 
mean no more than this, that a man, from thinking of the 
advantages of domestic life, had an urge to build a house. 
Therefore, the need for a habitation in so far as it is considered 
as a final cause is nothing but this particular urge, which in 
reality is an efficient cause.28  

 
In this case the potency of the final cause of habitation, is really the 
urge to build the house or the appetite for a domestic life. Thus, 
Spinoza reduces the importance of the final cause of habitation to the 
efficient cause of an appetite or an urge, and the importance of final 
causes in general to the efficient causes which engender action. It is in 
this sense that the etiology of all events is grounded in efficient 
causation. 

Further, Garrett’s definition fails to emphasize the crucial point 
that the conatus doctrine strips action of the illusion of self-causation 
that Spinoza claims most people are under when they understand 
events in terms of final causes (as was shown in the discussion of the 
Appendix to Part I). It does this because all endeavoring to persist 
arises out of the instinct for self-preservation, and, as Spinoza showed, 
a few propositions prior to the one introducing the conatus, “no 
thing can be destroyed except by an external cause.”29 In a similar way 
no finite being can cause itself or bring itself into being. In this sense, 
every finite being depends on other finite beings external to it for its 
existence, survival, betterment, detriment and destruction. Therefore, 
the conatus of each thing (the force in it which endeavors to persist 
and which drives all its actions) depends on, responds to, and is 

                                                 
28 See Spinoza, Part IV, Preface. 
29 Ibid., EIII, P4. 
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determined by all of the other finite things external to it that effect 
it.30 Thus, the conatus doctrine ties the being into a network of 
efficient causes which determine its particular impulsions and thus its 
actions. These actions in turn affect the conatus of other finite beings 
and the actions they undertake. In this way, the universe as a whole 
forms one seamless causal continuum in which all events are precisely 
determined.  

When people explain events in terms of final causes, these causes 
have the illusion of being freely chosen because, as the terminus of a 
causal chain, they do not inspire a search for further causes. 
Explanations in terms of efficient causes, on the other hand, do not 
give the illusion of being freely chosen because appetites and desires 
arise only in relation to external things. As such, they are only one 
link in an infinite causal chain extending in either direction. It is 
easier to see the causal dependency in the case of efficient causes 
because, unlike our goals and objectives, we do not take ourselves to 
have engendered our own desires or appetites. Rather, we believe 
either that we are born with them or that they are the result of the 
circumstances in which we live. For example, supposing my hunger to 
be the efficient cause of my eating, it is easier to see how my hunger 
was not solely caused by my own causal potency than it is to see how 
my eating was not solely caused by my causal potency. It is this causal 
interconnection that is the central point of Spinoza’s rejection of final 
causes, and it is the illusory causal independence that teleological 
explanations promote that Spinoza is struggling against. 31

But, if recognizing the causal interconnectedness of all finite beings 
and understanding the imaginary nature of teleological thinking is so 

                                                 
30 See Spinoza, EIII, P6. 
31 I don’t mean to imply by this that Spinoza denies that finite beings have any 
freedom whatsoever. Rather the kind of freedom he endorses is one which is 
defined by having adequate knowledge of the causes of their action. Without 
straying too far afield, it is worth mentioning that having adequate knowledge of 
the causes of something results in a shift of our affects towards the thing (which is a 
shift in our appetites and desires in relation to the thing) such that they are 
dampened and come into line with what they would be if God was perfectly 
manifest in our finite parcel of nature (i.e. the free person is perfectly in tune with 
divine necessity). 
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critical to understanding Spinoza’s project, then why does the Ethics 
often employ teleological language that is apt to mislead the reader 
into giving final causes a false significance? For example, as Garrett 
notes, on a few occasions Spinoza seems to directly affirm teleological 
action in mankind: 
 

Now all the prejudices which I intend to mention here turn on 
this one point, the widespread belief among men that all things 
in Nature are like themselves in acting with an end in view. 

 
Men act always with an end in view, to wit, the advantage they 
seek.32

 
Or, as Garrett also notes, in the beginning of the Treatise on the 
Emendation of the Intellect, Spinoza writes at length about the ends 
towards which men generally strive, how he once also strove towards 
these ends, and the ends towards which he now strives.33

The answer to this question is complex. First, it is important to 
understand just what Spinoza means when he says “men act always 
with an end in view.”34 To clarify this, it will help to return to 
Spinoza’s comment about the man building the house. In that quote, 
it is important to note the perspective from which Spinoza is 

                                                 
32 See Spinoza, EI, AP. Both of these quotes, it could be argued, are not sufficient to 
demonstrate that Spinoza endorsed teleological explanations, even in the very 
limited sense I am putting forward here. Regarding the first, one could argue that 
the belief that people act teleologically is part of the prejudice Spinoza is fighting. 
Regarding the second, one could argue that the claim is part of a hypothetical 
demonstration and that it is a false belief arising because people are ignorant of the 
efficient causes really determining their action (see context). Reading these quotes 
in this way would lead one to believe that Spinoza rejects teleological explanations 
completely, and that his own use of teleological explanations is only rhetorical, 
merely a necessary evil of his pedagogical project. I think Spinoza’s justification for 
his use of teleological explanations is deeper, and one significant virtue of my 
reading is that I can explain these explanations as more than necessary fudges of the 
truth. Even so, this way of reading Spinoza as rejecting all teleological explanations 
deserves to be taken up in its own right. 
33 Ibid., TdEI, sects. 1-14. 
34 Ibid., EI, AP. 
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speaking. He is not the agent that built the house, but is rather 
describing from outside the causal process that led to the house being 
built. From the builder’s perspective, he built the house to have a 
place of habitation. There is an important distinction here. Spinoza is 
analyzing the event from a rational, ‘mathematical’ perspective. Thus, 
he is concerned with the essence of the man and how the action was 
born out of that essence. Hence, he focuses on the efficient causes of 
the undertaking – the urge. But from the man’s own perspective, as a 
finite being whose primary concern is persisting in his own being, 
what is important is the practical concern of the house’s ‘final cause’ 
as a place of habitation. He must focus on achieving this goal; it is less 
important for his practical concerns to understand why exactly he has 
this goal. 

Spinoza does not want to deny the practical importance of 
teleological thinking. Rather, he wants to put teleological thinking in 
its appropriate place. Final causes are imaginary because they depend 
on the nature of the human mind (once things are considered 
intellectually the importance of final causes disappears). This does not 
mean that they are useless or should be jettisoned entirely, only that 
they should not be mistaken for something they are not. 

Nonetheless, understanding in what sense Spinoza believes final 
causes should be preserved isn’t immediately clear. It will help to turn 
to Spinoza’s discussion of models in the preface to Part IV. An 
undertaking is said to be completed (perfect), by those familiar with 
the author’s intension, when the author’s aim is achieved. “This 
appears to have been the original meaning of these terms 
[complete/perfect, aims, intensions].” (EIV, Preface) Then people 
began to create their own models and ‘general ideas’ by which they 
judged the perfection (completion) of both other’s creations and 
objects in nature. The applications of such models to natural things is 
clearly misleading because it treats natural things as though they 
where created intentionally, and God is not an intentional agent. It is 
equally misleading to apply these models to the works of other people 
without reference to the intentions and models those people set out 
with. It is in applying one’s own models to understanding others’ 
actions, the problem arises. But models themselves ought to be 
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retained.35 Spinoza’s project in Part IV Spinoza is to build a model of 
human virtue that all people can look to as a guide for their own 
actions. Thus, he condones the use of models for guiding one’s own 
life. In a similar way, final causes are useful when orienting one’s own 
actions, but problematic when trying to understand the actions of 
others. When final causes are only used in this limited way, they lose 
their deceptive nature and become benign tools for any thinking, 
finite, individual being to use in navigating its daily existence.36

Accordingly, Spinoza not only recognizes the need to appeal to 
teleological thinking in trying to convince others to pursue the life of 
reason, but also has no qualms about explaining his own actions in 
teleological terms. The Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect is the 
clearest example of his use of teleological explanation. Spinoza both 
explains how he came to pursue the life of reason in teleological 
terms and appeals to his reader’s inclination towards teleological 
thinking in order to persuade his reader to pursue the rational life as 
well. This explanation runs: the goal of the life of reason is the 
attainment of the highest of human pleasures – the contentment 
associated with an intuitive knowledge of nature mirroring God’s 
knowledge. The primary reason Spinoza has wrote the Ethics was to 
further his own progress towards this end.37 The case he puts forward 
for the life of reason in the Ethics rests on convincing people that the 
rewards of such a life are the greatest pleasures a human being can 
enjoy.  

Thus, the answer to the question of whether or not Spinoza 
endorses teleological action is not a straightforward one. He 
recognizes that people naturally conceive of their actions 
teleologically, and he affirms this kind of explanation of human 
action within a limited sphere – namely, within the context of 
interested individuals acting to persevere in their own being. 
                                                 
35 See Spinoza, EIV, Preface. 
36 As such, the statement ‘men act always with an end in view’ should be interpreted 
as saying that people acting as agents concerned with the perseverance of their own 
being focus on the end that they are striving towards, not the reasons for their 
striving. 
37 Human beings are influenced by others around them. Therefore, if others are 
also pursuing the life of reason, then any man’s pursuit of this life is furthered. 
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However, he is weary of such explanations because people often 
overextend them, using them to try and understand the actions of 
others. This leads to causal isolationism and misunderstanding. 
Further, Spinoza shows that when causation is considered 
intellectually, apart from how it appears to human minds, the notion 
of final causation loses its sense and, strictly speaking, final causes do 
not exist. It is in this sense that the etiology of all events depends on 
efficient, not final, causes. Finally, when one understands that the 
etiology of any event lies in its efficient causes, one will look to the 
chain of efficient causes to explain that event. One will have no 
qualms, however, about using teleological explanations when one is 
acting as an interested individual in the world. 

As should by now be clear, Garrett’s definition of teleology is not 
fine-tuned enough to pick up on these subtleties. Further, because of 
the weakness of his definition, Garrett’s picture of Spinoza’s rejection 
of teleology in nature as a whole is also inadequate. From the above, 
we can see that Spinoza’s rejection of teleology in God, at least as he 
develops it in the Appendix to Part I, is based on his rejection of 
teleological action in human beings. This is because the idea that 
God acts for the sake of some end is a result of human beings reading 
their misconceptions about the motivations of their own actions into 
an imaginary divine being of their own creation. If they understood 
the motivations of their own actions correctly (i.e. primarily through 
the efficient causes of their actions, and the efficient causes of those 
causes), they would not be tempted to imagine a divine being 
endowed with the false freedom of arbitrary causal power. Thus, 
although it is possible to understand, from the point of view of 
Spinoza’s metaphysics, why he rejects teleology in divine beings 
without understanding how human beings are lead into this false 
belief, having adequate knowledge of the phenomenon of false belief 
in divine teleology requires understanding how this false belief came 
about, which means understanding Spinoza’s deeper rejection of 
teleological action in finite beings. In this way, a more complex 
understanding of the role of teleology in Spinoza’s thought than the 
one Garrett offers is necessary if one wants to have an adequate 
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understanding of Spinoza’s rejection of teleology in regards to nature 
as a whole. 
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