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Introduction I: Philosophy and the Perils of Progress

Russell Blackford




An Embarrassment for Philosophy?

Philosophy proceeds, supposedly, by way of rational inquiry and argument, yet, as Jonathan Glover has written, “philosophers persistently disagree” to such an extent that the “apparent lack of clear progress or of a body of established results is an embarrassment” (Glover 1988, 160–161). To outside observers, this may appear puzzling. Even professional philosophers sometimes worry about their discipline’s lack of consensus, continuing disagreement on standards and methods, and increasingly fragmented, hyperspecialized state of play.

In an article in the academic journal Philosophy, David Chalmers takes what he describes as a glass‐half‐empty view of the discipline, and his “central thesis” is rather pessimistic: “There has not been large collective consensus to the truth on the big questions of philosophy.” Among these “big questions,” he includes: “What is the relationship between mind and body? How do we know about the external world? What are the fundamental principles of morality? Is there a god? Do we have free will?” (Chalmers 2015, 5). Over hundreds of years, questions like these have provoked curiosity and anxiety, and they have inspired many efforts to obtain defensible answers. It seems reasonable to investigate them with whatever rigor we can muster for the task, but what if philosophers’ best efforts are currently getting nowhere?

In his 2014 book Reinventing Philosophy of Religion, Graham Oppy sets out a longer list of philosophical questions, employing it in a definition of philosophy itself:


[T]he study of deep and important questions that are not amenable to study by the methods of other disciplines. How ought one to live? What reason is there to be moral? What is the best political system? What are our most reliable sources of information about our universe? Is there life after death? Do animals have souls? Is it morally permissible for human beings to eat meat? If numbers exist, what are they like? Is beauty all in the eye of the beholder? Are there objective moral truths?

(Oppy 2014, 2)



Philosophy is notoriously difficult to define, and Oppy’s definition is as good as any, even though it prompts additional questions: What is meant here by “deep” and, indeed, by “important”? What do the questions on the list have in common, apart from being deep and important (whatever that amounts to)? Are all these questions really so resistant to investigation by the methods of other disciplines? Such cavils notwithstanding, the items on Oppy’s list are familiar and evocative enough to suit his purpose, and Oppy goes on to identify even more questions studied by philosophy’s various sub‐disciplines, especially (but by no means solely) philosophy of religion. In all, he provides a usefully thorough account of the questions that philosophy aims to answer through the use of reason. The glaring problem, alas, is that most or all of them remain unanswered. Individual philosophers have offered answers, of course, usually supported by pages of elaborate reasoning and argument. Some of their arguments may be cogent, and some of their answers may be correct – yet there is no academic consensus about them.

This appearance of persistent and intractable disagreement enables Chalmers to offer the following argument for his central thesis:


	Empirical premise: There has not been large collective convergence on the big questions of philosophy.

	Bridging premise: If there has not been large collective convergence on the big questions of philosophy, there has not been large collective convergence to the truth on the big questions of philosophy.

	Conclusion: There has not been large collective convergence to the truth on the big questions of philosophy.



(Chalmers 2015, 7)

Perhaps surprisingly, Chalmers does not maintain that (2) is a logical truth. The truth values of conditional statements are notoriously tricky (indeed, Frank Jackson touches on this in Chapter 4 in this volume), and in any event Chalmers defines the concept of large collective convergence in a specific way: as the sort of convergence that has obtained in science. He describes situations where the bridging premise might turn out to be technically false. Nonetheless, he considers it true in our actual circumstances, and I’m inclined to agree.

Odd situations and technical hair‐splitting aside, if philosophy has not converged in a suitably “large” and “collective” way on any set of claims relating to its “big questions,” it seems clear enough that it has not converged in that way on a true set of such claims. Furthermore, although philosophers have achieved agreement on smaller issues, it appears plain that they have not done so on such topics as the true relationship between mind and body, how we know (assuming we do) about the external world, what (if any) is the true morality, whether or not there are any divine beings such as the Abrahamic God, and whether we possess free will in one sense or another. For whatever combination of reasons, philosophers go on wrangling about these questions and many more, with no end in sight. In the upshot, Chalmers’ premises (1) and (2) appear plausible, as does his conclusion.

The argument does not stand above all possible criticism, and indeed Stuart Brock offers a critique in Chapter 9. Still, a suspicion lingers that something has gone wrong with contemporary philosophy, and Chalmers’ argument should at least give us pause. It formalizes the impression that philosophy is not moving toward consensus in the way we often observe in the sciences. In short, philosophy may not be a discipline in crisis … but there’s at least a sense of unease in its rooms and corridors.




The problem(s) of philosophical progress

In response, we might claim that philosophy has, historically, included many questions for which answers have been found. In that case, philosophy has evidently progressed. After all, ancient Greek philosophy included ideas about the structure and composition of the universe, speculation about human origins (and the origins of life more generally), and some impressive analysis of logic, rhetoric, poetics, and politics. There has been progress with much of this, and not only that part of it now falling within the hard sciences. For example, we know far more than we once did about logic and about various features of language (such as semantics and pragmatics). Chalmers addresses the question of whether physics was once part of philosophy, in which case philosophy has progressed insofar as there has been progress in physics (Chalmers 2015, 10–11). He wonders, however, whether philosophy as we understand it today should get any credit for that, since “what was called philosophy in the past was arguably a different and broader field” (2015, 11).

Yes, but its greater breadth may have been precisely because it included questions that it hived off as they became empirically and theoretically tractable. They could then be assigned to separate academic disciplines where their ramifications could be studied using more reliable and precise methods. According to this picture, philosophers had much to do with the development of new methods, and the more constrained discipline of academic philosophy that we now observe is continuous with the “different and broader field” that first took shape in classical antiquity. In all, pace Chalmers, we may have a legitimately inspiring story to tell about philosophy’s history and record of progress. Still, is this really enough to settle the unease?


In Chapter 2, James Ladyman offers some plausible responses to the question: “What has philosophy ever done for us?” As he sees things, philosophy has actually done quite a lot, thank you very much, for our understanding of the world and the improvement of human civilizations. Surely he has a point: ancient, medieval, and early modern philosophy helped give birth to the sciences, and to some extent to the specialized humanities. John Locke and other European philosophers made immense contributions to political and constitutional theory, providing a rationale for the rights and freedoms that we enjoy today in liberal democratic societies. “Let us grant”, Ladyman says, “that both natural philosophy and practical philosophy have been of value up to now.” Fine. He accepts, however, that we’re entitled to ask what they have done for us lately and whether the future “might be different.”

There could, of course, have been some convergence and progress in the rather distant past, but little convergence on the philosophical questions that remained after the hard sciences went their separate way. Even if philosophy can take credit for further splits, relating to “psychology, linguistics, and economics, for example,” this might seem like only small progress toward answering its big questions as they were understood in, say, 1809 or 1909 (Chalmers 2015, 11). The point is not that philosophy has made no recent progress at all, but it seems far from producing consensus on its big questions – at least as they’ve been widely understood since the rise of the specialized sciences.

Chalmers (2015, 16–29) considers several possible explanations for philosophy’s seemingly limited progress. He devotes a lengthy discussion to the difficulty in finding undeniable premises for philosophical arguments. He considers the “speciation thesis” that philosophy hives off new disciplines (and thus retains only those questions that cannot yet be addressed decisively). He discusses the merits of anti‐realism in certain philosophical fields, the problems created by merely verbal disputes, the distance of philosophical arguments and conclusions from relevant data, and various sociological, psychological, and evolutionary explanations for philosophers’ inability to reach consensus. Though all of these explanations have problems, and none seems to tell the whole story, he concludes that each probably contains some truth. However, he says, it remains unclear what is distinctive about philosophical questions that interacts with this mix of factors to account for the lack of convergence in philosophy (Chalmers 2015, 28–29).

In addition to such considerations, philosophy’s record and ability to make effective progress come under attack from other quarters. Some scientists evidently believe that widely debated philosophical questions, such as those relating to the existence of deities, objective morality, and free will, are better answered by people like themselves than by philosophers. Conversely, as Christopher Norris elaborates in Chapter 13 (and in many other publications), a motley crew of cultural relativists, social constructionists, postmodernists, and others question the entire idea of intellectual progress, whether in philosophy, the sciences, or elsewhere. Although this radically skeptical approach to knowledge, objectivity, and progress may be less prominent in the academy than it seemed a couple of decades ago, its proponents remain influential and should not be underestimated. Their critiques provoke continued examination and defenses of the concepts of knowledge, objectivity, and progress.

Norris has been a leading figure in this debate since the 1980s, and we are pleased to include an important new piece by him in Philosophy’s Future.




Philosophers write back

Damien Broderick and I asked a varied and distinguished group of philosophers whether there is genuine progress in their discipline, what forms it takes if it exists, and what explains the apparent lack of progress compared to other disciplines, especially the sciences. We sought comment on whether an inability to make progress undermines philosophy’s value, what intellectual authority philosophy now carries, and how it should develop in the future.

While most contributors to Philosophy’s Future replied in defense of philosophy, there were also expressions of concern and suggestions for change. Peter Boghossian and James Lindsay (Chapter 5) put the case strongly that the discipline has lost its way in hyperspecialization and self‐absorption, retreating from the rest of the world’s concerns. Much contemporary philosophy, they urge, is of little intellectual or social value, focusing on esoteric and hypothetical questions. Boghossian and Lindsay don’t deny that philosophers solve problems and make progress within their specialized fields, but they seek to call philosophy back to topics of more personal and public relevance.

Karen Green, in Chapter 15, is critical of contemporary philosophy from a different perspective. She examines how philosophy misrepresents its own history by excluding texts written by women. The immediate effect is to sideline an important body of work, dating back at least as far as Christine de Pizan in the fifteenth century, that could inform philosophical reflection on individual and political life. As a result, she argues, the tradition of Western philosophy is typically presented in a one‐sided and incomplete way, and the resources that philosophers draw upon are unnecessarily restricted. On Green’s approach, the way forward must involve inclusion and reconsideration of women’s philosophical thought.

Like Boghossian and Lindsay, Massimo Pigliucci worries that philosophy can become too self‐involved and esoteric. He argues, however, for a relatively optimistic set of ideas (Chapter 6). In particular, Pigliucci defends the notion (adapted from Nicholas Rescher) of “aporetic clusters”: families of alternative solutions to problems. These can be developed in ways that are more or less internally consistent and otherwise intellectually attractive, even though this does not settle – at least in any decisive manner – which solutions are actually true. For example, we can make progress in developing a combination of positions that includes utilitarianism as our favored moral theory, or alternatively we can develop positions that favor virtue ethics. Over time, our account of utilitarianism – or, alternatively, of virtue ethics – might become deeper, more nuanced, and generally more impressive. We cannot, however, show decisively that one of these moral theories is the true account of morality while the other is false. On Pigliucci’s approach, philosophical accounts are not merely explorations of imaginary space; they are answerable to our observations of the world, which means that some can eventually be rejected as not measuring up. Nonetheless, there is seldom the same opportunity for convergence on the truth as we find in the sciences.

Myisha Cherry is another contributor who sees contemporary academic philosophy as flawed by self‐involvement and obscurantism – often resulting from an obsession with the mere trappings of intellectual rigor. She argues in Chapter 1 that philosophers should “come out of the shade” – that is, they should do more to engage with other disciplines and the social world outside the academy. This advice is not always easy to accept, but perhaps most philosophers could do more with little downside to the effort. Cherry’s contribution is a defense of public philosophy, accessible language, and the use of a wide range of communications media.

Jessica Wilson (Chapter 7) suggests that philosophy is plagued not only by disagreement over substantive findings, but also by disagreed and fuzzy standards. She sees this as producing a number of outcomes that hinder progress: intra‐disciplinary siloing, institutional inertia (including undue deference to elite researchers), and bias against the contributions of (among other groups) women. As a result, Wilson argues, we see reinvention of wheels (even by high‐profile philosophy professors who ought to know better), inadequate attention to quality work, and neglect of good ideas.

Frank Jackson likewise takes a stand against intra‐disciplinary silos, joining in the concerns about hyperspecialization in Chapter 4. He echoes the sentiment that philosophers must look beyond their narrowly defined fields. Jackson’s chapter is, however, optimistic in tone. Relying on three carefully described case studies, he suggests that we look for connections between topics within philosophy as one way to make progress.

Timothy Williamson (Chapter 12) explains that recent progress in science may take the form, more often than we suppose, of devising successively better models rather than discovering general, exceptionless principles. This also applies, he suggests, to progress in philosophy. Williamson urges that philosophy can do better than it has to date by applying formal model‐building approaches more systematically and self‐consciously. Though this should not become the sole or primary method employed by philosophers, it could clarify philosophical thinking and enhance philosophical progress.


As I noted in the previous section, James Ladyman defends philosophy’s historical contributions. However, he warns against a trend among many professional philosophers to engage in metaphysics while ignoring relevant findings from the sciences. Ladyman emphasizes that much contemporary philosophy of science is informed by extensive scientific knowledge and by productive relationships between philosophers and scientists – a reality that is overlooked by many of philosophy’s detractors.

In Chapter 10, Richard Kamber distinguishes between philosophy’s undoubted successes in areas such as logic and semantics and its less impressive record of answers to its big questions. In considering the current state of the discipline, Kamber observes little progress in moral improvement, understanding of the world (how things “hang together”), or solving traditional philosophical problems. He sees hope, however, for current developments in experimental philosophy that borrow the methods of the behavioral sciences to examine people’s concepts and intuitions.

Also emphasizing practical issues, and with her focus on the much‐discussed relationship between philosophy and the sciences, Noretta Koertge points to advances in logic and linguistic analysis (contemporary semantics and pragmatics) in Chapter 3. These are, she thinks, clear‐cut evidence of progress. Koertge identifies an ongoing need for all disciplines to engage in the forms of conceptual clarification and critique often associated with philosophy, and she commends philosophers’ contributions to practical controversies, such as those arising in research ethics.

Mark Walker (Chapter 11) is more skeptical than any of his fellow contributors about the success of science itself. He argues that the appearance of progress even in the sciences may be largely wishful thinking – making science and philosophy partners in crime, with philosophy at least displaying a bit more epistemic humility. Walker raises skeptical doubts about the ability of human beings to discover the truth, given that we have limited cognitive capacities.

In contrast to such skeptical musings, and especially to the pessimism about academic philosophy expressed by Boghossian and Lindsay, Stuart Brock argues in Chapter 9 that philosophy can – and actually does – make significant, and appropriately speedy, progress. In doing so, he seeks to refute a number of well‐worn arguments. Notably, he includes a detailed reply to Chalmers’ argument from persistent disagreement over big questions. Brock’s is, perhaps, the most optimistic chapter in this collection, providing detailed reasons to think that philosophy should not be embarrassed after all.

Similarly, Daniel Stoljar argues (Chapter 8), with detailed examples, that philosophy has, indeed, made progress. This can be seen, he says, in the solutions to specific problems that troubled earlier philosophers – such as Descartes and Hume – and in our improved understanding of the constitutive structure of the world (including such elusive phenomena as morality and consciousness). Stoljar also notes that philosophy is relatively new as an organized academic discipline, despite the extensive tradition of ideas and arguments that it draws upon. Thus we can ask how much progress it is reasonable to expect at this stage.

As mentioned, Christopher Norris argues against various kinds of progress‐deniers: postmodernists, social constructionists, cultural relativists and the like. Such deniers challenge the idea of progress not only in philosophy but also in other academic disciplines, including the sciences. In response, Norris develops the case that philosophy and other disciplines make progress in a familiar sense. That is, we see undeniable intellectual advances, marked by improvements in our ability to understand, clarify, and solve problems.

In Chapter 16 Benj Hellie questions whether we can assess change or progress in the discipline of philosophy without detailed empirical investigation based on objective data. His chapter has a light‐hearted side (you have to love his Kangaroo and Platypus graphics!), but is a careful analysis of one philosopher’s intellectual development. In this case, the philosopher is David Lewis, one of the most cited and influential figures in recent analytic philosophy.

Ward Jones’s contribution (Chapter 17) asks us to understand philosophy (or at least Western philosophy) as a community carrying on an intergenerational conversation over the course of history. Jones also emphasizes philosophy’s relationship to beliefs that are “identity‐conferring” – that is, they have a role in our lives that goes beyond merely representing how we take the world to be. These identity‐conferring beliefs are, according to his account, strongly held commitments that make us, or reveal us as, people of a certain kind: people who understand the world in a particular way.

Given what is at stake with conferral of identity, perhaps Stefan Lorenz Sorgner is correct to see philosophy as an “intellectual war of values.” Might philosophy be more a struggle between rival ideas than a cooperative project where the point is to reach agreement on a set of facts? For his part, Sorgner (Chapter 14) expresses commitment to certain ethico‐political principles, such as those relating to negative freedom, but he does not claim to demonstrate that they are the objectively true ones. He attempts, rather, to show his values and principles in an attractive light, and he takes satisfaction in the knowledge that many others concur with them.




What should we expect (from philosophy)?

Some of our contributors maintain that philosophy has progressed at an appropriate rate, and David Chalmers in his Philosophy article freely concedes that philosophers now know more than they did 50 or 100 years ago. He does, however, suggest that the collective knowledge that philosophers have gained does not typically include answers to the discipline’s big questions:


It is mainly knowledge of the answers to smaller questions, of negative and conditional theses, of frameworks available to answer questions, of connections between ideas, of the ways that arguments bear for and against conclusions, and so on. In the absence of convergence on the big questions, collective answers to those questions elude us.

(Chalmers 2015, 16)



Viewed from my particular academic tower, this declaration appears to contain some truth. The questions on which philosophers persistently disagree include very large ones for which educated and thoughtful people might look to philosophy for answers: questions such as whether there are divine beings, objective moral requirements, and some kind of free will. Are there compelling reasons why these questions cannot be answered definitively? Is it unreasonable to expect philosophers to do so?

Well, philosophy confronts a problem that affects all science and scholarship. There is always (or nearly always) an element of freedom in how we interpret evidence. In reflecting on the nature of philosophical progress, Jonathan Glover observes that this freedom can be exploited by anybody who is sufficiently committed to a pet belief:


No matter how absurd, any belief can be preserved if you are prepared to make sufficient adjustments to the rest of the system. The flat earth can be preserved if you are prepared to postulate a radically different physics, and to explain away satellite pictures as a conspiracy, or as the result of distortions of light in space.

(Glover 1988, 155–156)



The required “adjustments” to save a cherished belief may be so extreme that they needn’t be taken seriously by interlocutors. Glover adduces the widespread resistance to evolutionary theory as an example: one radical defense against evidence from the fossil record is the possibility that, as a test of our faith, God “arranged fossils to look as if evolution had happened” (Glover 1988, 156). Indeed, even without this desperately ad hoc gambit Young Earth Creationists have a boundless store of contrived arguments. Glover concludes that people with a “really rigid belief in Creationism” will be prepared to “pay the price” in whatever other adjustments are needed in their worldviews, and at that stage “we cannot argue with them further” (1988, 157).

Some beliefs are psychologically difficult to abandon (Glover 1988, 157–158). As with many religious doctrines and many passionately held political commitments, they may be central to how we understand and describe ourselves. They may be closely tied to how we have lived our lives; we may have been converted to them at times of personal crisis; or we may share them with people we love. In all these cases, we may be rigidly resistant to changing our minds. If so, our favored beliefs might survive any amount of philosophical (or any other) criticism. After a brief discussion of persistent disagreement within philosophy, Glover sums up: “In philosophy, there are discoveries; there is progress” (1988, 161). But, he adds, the discoveries are about the logical relations between beliefs, and they cannot force someone to abandon the beliefs she started with. She may be willing to accept any “absurd” implications of her beliefs. Thus, philosophical discoveries “do not force you to give up beliefs, though they often show that retaining them has an unexpectedly high cost” (Glover 1988, 161).

We might add at this point that the “price” to be paid for resisting a philosopher’s answer to a big philosophical question – about, say, the existence of God, free will, or objective morality – is unlikely to be anything as steep as the price for resisting robust scientific findings. Chalmers observes, I think fairly, that the great majority of arguments for answers to big philosophical questions contain premises that can be denied without too much mental discomfort; as a result, argument in philosophy leads not to philosophical consensus but to increasingly sophisticated disagreement (Chalmers 2015, 16–18).

There’s a related consideration that ought to be made more explicit. Many claims that have been put forward by twentieth‐century and current philosophers are challenging and (for very many people) disconcerting. In my own case, I’ve argued against the existence of objective moral requirements (Blackford 2016) and (in collaboration with Udo Schüklenk) for the intellectual attractions of atheism (Blackford and Schüklenk 2013, esp. 187–235). I hope and believe that I’ve presented good arguments, but even if my conclusions could be denied only on pain of believing absurdities it’s hardly surprising when similar views are resisted – with much ingenuity – by some smart, committed, well‐trained people.

In respect of the question about objective moral requirements, I’ve argued in The Mystery of Moral Authority that we are now in a position to answer definitively: if we’re employing the standard metaethical sense of “objective,” then no such requirements exist. That is, there are no requirements of morality that are binding on us in a way that transcends human desires and social institutions. Instead, the mores of various cultures and societies are best understood as a technology whose point can be summarized as facilitating social cooperation. However, human societies tend to view their moral systems as grounded in something more metaphysical, involving concepts such as sin, tapu,1 or objective rightness and wrongness. If this picture, developed with appropriate nuance and detail, were widely accepted by philosophers and others with an interest, we could place the study of morality on something more like a scientific basis: not in the sense of using controlled experiments, scientific instruments, and mathematical models, but at least in the sense that we could work, thereafter, within an agreed framework.

My purpose here, however, is not to defend my approach to metaethics or (more generally) to the study of morality. Instead, I offer it as an example of why it may not be realistic to expect consensus on big philosophical questions. On one hand, I’d like to see my views on moral philosophy obtain widespread agreement (and not merely out of vanity; I think there would be social benefits). On the other hand, there might be legitimate cause for concern if any such set of answers to a big philosophical question became the quasi‐official view of the discipline of philosophy. I would hesitate to teach my own account of morality as established fact, even though I have no qualms when, for example, evolutionary theory is taught as fact to students in the biological sciences.

There’s room here for further thought about what we should reasonably expect from academic philosophy. There would be, it seems to me, a kind of claustrophobia – a new source of unease – if the biggest, most identity‐conferring, philosophical questions were settled more or less officially. Why? Perhaps because the idea smells too much of past situations when certain doctrines were orthodox and everything else was heretical.




The future for philosophy?

As a group or “profession,” philosophers are wary of declaring an orthodoxy or of branding ideas as heretical. That being so, they should avoid too many quasi‐official pronouncements and encourage more dissent than would be acceptable in most academic disciplines. For better or worse, its wariness of orthodoxy hinders philosophy’s ability to answer big questions with anything resembling a scientific consensus. That might sometimes be frustrating, while also having practical value. Philosophy will seldom speak with a single voice, though some ideas may prevail at certain times among philosophers and with the educated public. Others may eventually be marginalized.

Within these constraints, if we choose to accept them, there remain opportunities to influence philosophy’s future. Although – surprise! – the contributions to this collection do not display anything like a consensus, they touch on some common themes. Among them are the past contributions by philosophy to science, and to liberal democratic principles; the discipline’s ongoing practical role (for example, in many specialized areas of ethics); the achievements of philosophers in such fields as logic and formal semantics; the need to avoid disciplinary and intra‐disciplinary silos; and the imperative to encourage diverse voices, not only those of a well‐connected and gendered elite. Some contributors point to benefits from a sophisticated engagement with science and its methods. James Ladyman, in particular, emphasizes, that there is already much in philosophy of science that can be helpful to science students, working scientists, and the public’s understanding of science. Richard Kamber persuasively advocates the potential of experimental philosophy.

Though philosophy hesitates to speak with one voice, it can endorse and teach values to do with intellectual rigor and honesty, charity to opponents, and openness to evidence. If these are passed down effectively from teachers to students, we might hope that philosophers will bring their characteristic skills and values to some of the great practical questions of our age, not least those relating to global injustice and risks to humanity’s future. All too often, the debates that surround these questions are dominated by tribalism, dogma, and emotional manipulation. With dedication, and perhaps a bit of good luck, philosophical training might provide something of a corrective. If philosophy fails in that respect by not living up to its ideals, that’s a situation we can identify and try to alter.

More generally, philosophy’s discontents have no single, obvious, or magically effective solution. To some extent, they reveal a tension between seeking demonstrable wisdom and avoiding the curse of orthodoxy. All the same, the contributors to this volume offer serious arguments about what philosophy has been doing well or not so well. Their arguments merit consideration. In the pages that follow, you’ll find thoughtful ideas for improving the effectiveness of the discipline, reasons for breaking down academic silos, and exhortations to engage in outreach. Above all, our contributors provide models for thinking about philosophy’s discontents, as well as its successes and its potential, with fitting scholarly care.

A book like this cannot provide the last word on its subject, but it can provoke reflection and dialogue. We look forward to seeing others’ thoughts and encourage more dialogue on philosophy’s future.
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Note


1 This Polynesian concept is the origin, of course, of the more familiar word “taboo.”







Introduction II: Philosophy on the Inclined Plane

Damien Broderick








Simplicio:



Let’s talk a bit about this thing called philosophy. I get the impression that people at large – not the professional academic philosophers, who have too much skin in the game for us to be sure their assessment is entirely unbiased – offer two skeptical responses to philosophy as we know it today.

One is that philosophy’s the dregs left over after all the hard sciences have done what they can, so far, to explain us and the world.

And the other view, even more dismissive, is that it’s a huge shell game, a Brainiac sport played hard just for the fun and posturing of it.

Neither of these dark suspicions is newly minted. The sociologist Ernest Gellner caused a ruckus back in 1959 with his attack on the language philosophers of the mid‐century in Words and Things. Still, radical criticism seems to be gathering force. Look at Peter Unger’s 2014 book with its scathingly revealing title: Empty Ideas: A Critique of Analytic Philosophy.








Sagredo:



I’m no expert, but that surprises me. Are you saying that philosophy is now hopelessly in the doldrums? It isn’t making any new discoveries? I mean, okay, the philosophers might be biased, but what do they think about this attack on their life’s work?






Salviati:



My friend here is going too far, but I have to admit there’s been a recent turn in that direction. Let me Google this on my phone—Right, the philosopher Brian Leiter did an informal survey on his blog in 2015. He got 661 responses saying that philosophy is, indeed, in the doldrums. That’s nearly half of his respondents. Only a bit over a third, 36 percent, felt philosophy was in good shape; 16 percent couldn’t decide, which isn’t very encouraging. I have to admit that’s rather disturbing. But let’s not get carried away. The doubters were not necessarily saying philosophic inquiry is useless, just that its progress seems to have stalled.







Simplicio:


Ha! A century ago, Bertrand Russell (1918) wrote, admittedly with a certain whimsy, “The point of philosophy is to start with something so simple as to seem not worth stating, and to end with something so paradoxical that no one will believe it.”






Salviati:



Very droll, but don’t forget that Lord Russell was himself a significant philosopher.






Simplicio:


True, but perhaps Russell’s disturbing witticism points us to deeper doubts. Literary theorist Terry Eagleton (2013, 4) cited examples of current philosophical speculation and observed wryly, “These people are not clinically insane, simply philosophers.” And don’t forget that Peter Unger is a professor of philosophy at New York University.






Salviati:



Do you advance this snide criticism because philosophy has moved on from the great general questions that enthralled Socrates and Plato and even the likes of Kant, and tends today to focus on detailed clarifications of rather abstract topics, the kind that Saul Kripke is famous for?






Simplicio:


Nothing wrong with detail and abstraction per se. I just saw some media reports today of something predicted in 1916 by Einstein’s equally abstract work with tensor mathematics. Purely theoretical calculations led him to postulate something apparently forever beyond human observational test: that the gravitation holding us to the surface of the world, and the Earth and Moon in their orbits about the Sun, creates fantastically weak waves that stress space and time, squeezing and elongating matter as they ripple outward.






Salviati:



I hope you’re not putting this forward as a proposition more intuitively agreeable to non‐experts than, say, consciousness as supervenient on its biological substrate? Or rigid designators, or assertability conditions, or David Lewis’s possible worlds? Or modal operators? Aren’t they all equally rarefied from the viewpoint of the person on the street?






Simplicio:



No doubt, and the discovery of very weak gravity waves does sound like something we’d expect from a philosopher – especially when we remember that the classic name for science was “natural philosophy.” But unlike almost all the products of contemporary philosophy (one might suppose), this abstract relativistic notion finally cashed out in 2015/2016 when extremely sensitive machines detected exactly such a wave (Overbye 2016). This barely detectable fluctuation in spacetime had been triggered a thousand million years ago by the collision of two black holes each far larger than our Sun.

Nobody suspected that this finding was evidence of insanity.








Sagredo:



So what’s the equivalent achievement of today’s philosophers? Do we now know significantly more, due to their arduous logical exertions, about the nature of ethical choices, of the sources of Being and Nothingness, of the possible existence and specifications of a deity or many of them, of the validity of knowledge claims in a culture where scientific theories and hypotheses are notable for their vulnerability not just to intellectual inspection but especially to empirical testing?






Salviati:



Those are some of the great traditional topics: Ethics, Ontology, Epistemology, Logic, Aesthetics, Politics, Teleology, Metaphysics, the nature and limits of Mind and Consciousness. But philosophers aren’t inevitably bogged down in the same questions and answers for thousands of years. Look at the important work in women’s and gay rights, appropriate child‐rearing, animal rights, social and political duties and obligations, international and transnational corporate conduct, our vulnerability to distortions of language and logical reasoning, all manner of urgent issues. Some of them were scarcely acknowledged half a century ago, let alone in Russell’s heyday.





Sagredo:



Speaking of Googling, I recently read Rebecca Newberger Goldstein’s entertaining book Plato at the Googleplex (2014). She gave me the impression that most of the big questions addressed by Western philosophers were laid out fairly definitively in Plato’s writings, what, two and a half millennia ago?






Simplicio:


Twenty‐four hundred years ago, near enough. Depressing, isn’t it? Imagine if physicists were still messing about looking for Ideal Forms, and tips from the ancient Greeks and Romans, let alone the Vedic and ancient indigenous cultures. Fire, Air, Water, and Earth – forget the quarks and gluons and leptons, let’s cling to the ancient wisdom.






Salviati:



No, those were tentative answers from the early thinkers. The questions themselves might still be potent and many of them remain unresolved. What is a good life? How should we humans deal with each other and our kids? Does the universe have an origin and a destiny? How is natural reality structured? How can we cut through the bullshit of received opinions and get closer to a dependable truth? Or is that impossible? In this sense, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and many other pre‐modern philosophers remain part of the community of philosophers even when their particular views have been rejected or subsumed by subsequent advances.






Simplicio:


Okay, let’s consider the rediscovery of the long‐abandoned ontological argument for the existence of a god, drawing on those modal operators you mentioned. Is this meant to be an example of progress in deep, developing thought?






Sagredo:



Sorry, Simplicio, can you bear with me, speaking as the baffled person in the street. What are modal operators when they’re at home? And can they help to revive that really dopey idea that God must exist because part of the definition of deity is absolute perfection and you can’t be perfect if you don’t exist? Didn’t your man Kant get rid of that old chestnut by showing that existence is a prerequisite, not an additional property like great height or kindness?






Salviati:



It’s complicated. Oh, laugh if you will, you two. I can’t fully explain this sort of thing over coffee. Modal operators control or mark conditions such as “necessity” and “possibility.” So “□P → Q” means “if it’s necessarily the case that P, then Q.” Modal logic has other operators like the diamond, ◊, for “possibility” (and obviously you can add negations to get things like “not necessarily” or “not possible”). So, for example, it’s a theorem that “□P → P” and also “□P → ◊P.” More broadly understood, there can be other modal operators, such as those in deontic logic – relating to actions that are forbidden, permitted, or obligatory.






Sagredo:



So where does divinity come in?






Salviati:



Work with me here. Will you agree that if it’s necessarily the case that God exists, then God exists?






Simplicio:


Obviously. But—






Salviati:



The modal calculus works out that if we grant it’s even possibly necessarily the case that God exists, then it’s necessarily the case that God exists.






Sagredo:




What?







Salviati:



I think you’ll accept that something can’t necessarily be the case and possibly not be necessarily the case.






Sagredo:



Good grief. I suppose so.






Salviati:



Then it follows that God exists. So these operators get used a lot in modern ontological arguments, apart from anything else. Alvin Plantinga famously wants us to accept that ◊□(God exists) – that is, it’s possibly necessary that God exists – and so it follows that God does exist.






Sagredo:



I’ve heard of handwaving arguments, but this is—






Salviati:



There’s been a lot of philosophical discussion in terms of logically possible worlds.






Maria Celeste (muttering almost under her breath):



If logic pertains to syntax or something truly logic‐y, then what goes on in logically possible worlds isn’t really relevant to metaphysical issues. If by “logically possible world” you really mean “metaphysically possible world,” then it becomes tricky to appeal to such worlds in order to answer any interesting metaphysical questions, since how do we know which such worlds there are, antecedent to our metaphysical theorizing?1







Salviati (continuing as if she had not spoken):



For example, it’s proposed that if there’s any possible world in which God necessarily exists, then God does necessarily exist, and so God exists in all possible worlds. You can then get into arguments about what kind of necessity we’re talking about. If we really do mean logical necessity then Plantinga’s argument follows but it seems that we can reject its premise.






Simplicio:


You certainly can. You figure this is evidence that philosophy is progressing? Give me strength. Suppose we say that God must be eternal … or maybe unkillable. Is that enough to prove a deity exists?






Salviati:



Well, no, if some other kind of necessity is being smuggled in (just being unkillable, okay) the theorems don’t, ahem, necessarily work. If it’s possible that God is unkillable, nothing follows about whether he exists, but if it’s possible that it’s logically necessary that he exists, then it seems to follow, at least in the most popular version of what modal logic’s rules should be, that he actually does exist.






Simplicio:


Truly ridiculous. People get paid to sit around for years babbling this sort of thing, Sagredo. I’m no expert in modal logic, but trust me: I assert in complete confidence that it’s not possible that God exists. Why? Because the classic defining characteristics of an infinite, eternal, benevolent, jealous, blissful god with no parts and therefore no capacity to change his mind yet capable of being successfully petitioned are mutually incompatible. That being the case, it is therefore impossible that any god, or even an infinite number of gods, exists.






Salviati:



We’re giving our friend here the wrong impression, Simplicio. It’s true that theology does intersect with philosophy to some extent, and uses its logical tools and discoveries, but the real advance of analytic philosophy in the last half century, say, has been in pulling apart the deliberately mischievous and misleading dogmas that underlay millennia of oppression and cruelty to people of other tribes, faiths, skin color, sexual orientation, gender roles prescribed for and enforced upon some humans and not others—






Sagredo:



Oh, so you’re giving philosophers the credit for this improvement in conduct and understanding? I’m sure they played their part, but I tend to think of that discipline as an enclave of ivory tower game‐players. Sorry, Salviati, no offense intended. If some of them have become involved in gay rights and movements such as Black Lives Matter, that’s in their time off from work, isn’t it? How much chance do your modal operators stand against hard‐nosed and well‐heeled financial and political operators?






Salviati:



Daughter, come over and join us, won’t you? You have a sharper brain than any of us men. What do you say to all this?







Maria Celeste:



Well, to be honest, I feel as if the bulk of useful philosophical progress in recent decades is sort of falling between the cracks. You’ve talked about overly abstruse theosophicalizing – which is really very little part of the contemporary analytic scene, and certain heavily invested investigations into social categories – which also aren’t a large part of the contemporary analytic scene. I’m sympathetic to the latter investigations, but wouldn’t characterize them as marking the main advances of analytic philosophy.






Sagredo:



Fascinating! So from your perspective, where has the substantive action been focused?






Maria Celeste:



On articulation of the options for understanding dependence, the range of possible interpretations of fundamental physical sciences, increased awareness of the importance of methodological assumptions, and so on.






Salviati:



Thank you, Ms. Galilei. This is a very deft summary of the state of play.






Simplicio:



Exactly! I despair!
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Note


1 Thanks to Jessica Wilson for providing aid with Maria Celeste’s astute comments. (Maria Celeste, by the way, was Galileo’s daughter.)
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Coming Out of the Shade


Myisha Cherry




Like any professional, I often get asked, “So what do you do?” When I explain to people that I am a philosopher, they are always blown away. I take it that they have not met many philosophers and so I stand before them as a rare breed, perhaps even an endangered species. “So what do you do?” is usually followed by another question; the same question. Although they are impressed that I am a philosopher they cannot really understand what it is that I do. Recently I was asked if I did philosophy “like that other guy.” I said, “Yes.” My inquirer was still confused. He could not connect the dots. Although he understood my academic pursuits (I said I write and teach), he could not understand how I could do philosophy and do anything meaningful or relevant. Days later, I was told by someone pursuing a doctoral degree in another department, but quite familiar with the philosophy department, that, “it is a privilege for philosophers to just think about stuff.” For her, we philosophers are privileged to make a career of disengaging from the world in order to think and this disengagement makes no contribution to the real world.

Although my mother taught me a long time ago not to be concerned about what people think of me, I cannot forget these kinds of encounters. Sometimes I have similar thoughts. I, for example, often participate in a university‐wide collegium for fellows. My participation makes me quite privy to what other academics are doing in other disciplines across the university. Several of my science colleagues are working on more effective diagnoses and cures for cancers. Another humanities colleague is studying Latino identification. When I stand to present, I worry that what I say may sound foreign, insignificant, or irrelevant to them. Will they see me as out of touch with the real world?

I am not suggesting that these anecdotes are representative of what all people think of philosophy but it has been my experience. At times what philosophers do in philosophy can be viewed as out of touch with the world or at least with real people and real issues in the world. This is reflected in the decline of undergraduates taking philosophy courses, the closing of philosophy departments or their merging with other departments, the few philosophers who serve as public intellectuals, the few non‐philosophers who have access to or who have engaged in philosophical research, and the questions I get asked about the mystery of the profession. Scottish philosopher David Hume, over two hundred years ago, made a similar assessment of the philosopher.


The mere philosopher is a character, which is commonly but little acceptable in the world, as being supposed to contribute nothing either to the advantage or pleasure of society; while he lives remote from communication with mankind, and is wrapped up in principles and notions equally remote from their comprehension.

(Hume 1975, 8)



Not all philosophers fit Hume’s description. He thought that he was doing philosophy in a radically different way attempting to make sense of human nature rather than ignore human beings. Still, the perception of philosophy Hume rebuked is commonly expressed. In the 2015 Republican presidential debate, candidate Marco Rubio received applause for stating “we need more welders, and less philosophers.” I think things can change in philosophy. In order for this change to occur, professional philosophers need to seriously rethink how we do philosophy, where we do philosophy, and with whom we do philosophy. If we don’t, we may witness the decline and even the eradication of the field of philosophy as we know it.

David Hume claims, “abstruse philosophy … vanishes when the philosopher leaves the shade, and comes into open day” (1975, 7). I read Hume’s reference to “leaving the shade” as saying that the complicated, otherworldly, and out‐of‐touch nature of philosophy disappears when, for example, philosophers get off of their isolated armchairs and become accessible, speak clearly, and engage with the public and with other thinkers. Coming out of the shade is the act of philosophers leaving their philosophical bubbles. It entails: (1) making philosophical work accessible in form and in medium; (2) not ghettoizing public philosophy but seeing it as a serious part of one’s overall academic project; (3) doing philosophy in a way that engages with work in science, social science, and the humanities; and (4) getting over the fear and suspicion of public engagement. In the following I offer several suggestions for how philosophers can come out of the shade and engage with the world.




Accessibility in Form and Medium

Coming out of the shade requires that philosophers no longer write in an inaccessible language that only a few specialists can understand. It requires that philosophers no longer write so abstractly even if it brings with it the reward that the field will label it as “brilliant” – not because they understand it, but because it is impenetrable. As David Hume notes, they are wrapped up in principles and notions that they cannot possibly understand. Even if the philosopher’s words are clear, it is also important that this clear research is not kept locked away in the hidden archives of philosophical journals to be discovered and viewed only by the few.

Philosophy prides itself on rigor. Some philosophical texts are excluded from the canon and some articles are rejected from journals, not because they are not saying anything intellectually valuable, but based on the view that they lack rigor. If it is not confusing (I mean rigorous) enough, philosophers at times question if it is even philosophy. While I think rigor is important, it does not equate to abstruse, inaccessible prose. A writer can be rigorous and yet be clear. This obsession with rigor has not only excluded certain voices but it is preventing philosophers from coming out of the shade – thus limiting their own voices. We all want our research to be the very best it can be; for it to be representative of thoughtfulness and intellectual insight so that we can make a valuable contribution. However, just as rigor can vary in its presentation, it can also vary in its intention.

The obsession of some philosophers with rigor suggests intellectual posturing and elitism. On this view, the more rigorous a philosopher is, the smarter they look. The more effort a work takes to be understood, the more intelligent and philosophical the philosopher seems. Since the days of ancient Greek thinkers, the philosopher has been perceived as special and different from the regular citizen. For Plato, only philosophers are fit to rule. If the unexamined life is not worth living, according to Socrates, then we can infer that only those who examine their lives (philosophers) have a life that is worth living. In Greek society, philosophical thinking was an activity for the wealthy because they had the leisure time to philosophize. Today, I think rigor has been used as a way to exclude others from this “special” activity; an activity that some suppose only they are gifted enough to understand and engage with. Instead of coming out of the shade, the shade has become their country club and their tent of intellectual apartheid that allows them to think of themselves as superior and special. Accessibility is a threat that puts them at risk of being like and with the people. The notion of accessibility reminds them that ideas are not the possession of the higher class; rather, they are gifts that can be shared with everyone.

Philosophy also prides itself on clarity. Philosophers, however, have a hard time understanding each other’s work. If philosophers are to come out of the shade, they must endeavor to make their work comprehensible not just to the public but also to those other philosophers who are not in their particular subfield. Let us be honest, there are several sessions we attend at philosophy conferences in which we have no idea what is being talked about. This has nothing to do with technical language specific to a topic. It has everything to do with clarity. If philosophers cannot understand each other’s work, what makes them think others outside of philosophy can understand it? Sadly, graduate school has trained students to write in an inaccessible way. The greatest challenge for those wanting to come out of the shade is unlearning this bad habit – a task that, although necessary, is not easy.

Just creating work that can be read and understood means nothing if that work never has the chance to be read. The profession of philosophy must figure out a way to make philosophical research more available to colleagues, academics in other disciplines, and the public. Although I do not have the space to discuss the obstacles to doing so, I think social psychology and science journals offer a best practice for making research easily available.

One way of making research easily available is by not charging to read journal articles. This is not to say that printed journals should be free, which would drive them out of business. But the cost of journal articles should not be a barrier to gaining access to them. “For free” is one of the best vehicles of accessibility. It removes the obstacles to reading the work. I find it easier to discover and read new science and social science research from journals such as Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS) and on sites such as Research Gate. This is because once I Google search the content, I am able to read the articles for free. When the articles do charge, they have brief free windows. Philosophy articles, however, are often locked behind paywalls, with some articles costing the price of books. These articles are not easily accessible to philosophers let alone to the public. Some philosophers have found a way to get around this by creating Facebook groups where they share articles with each other that some cannot afford, or articles their institutions’ libraries do not provide. But such groups for philosophers are rarely open to non‐philosophers.

Cost is not the only barrier to accessibility. Simply not knowing the work exists is also a barrier. When a science or social science article is published, universities’ public relations and communications departments inform the press of this exciting research by issuing special‐direct‐to‐media press releases about professors’ research. It is not surprising that I am first made aware of science and social science articles via NPR, CNN, or by perusing popular science magazines and blogs. When philosophical work is published in journals, it is not well publicized like in other disciplines. As a result, the work tends to remain hidden from the world. I am surprised when popular media outlets reference new research by philosophers. When David Brooks, columnist for The New York Times, referenced philosopher Laurie Paul’s work on transformative experience in his August 2015 article “The Big Decisions,” I was so proud and surprised. How often does that happen? Not very often. Paul claims that sales of her book increased as a result. The mention of her research made others outside the discipline much more aware and interested in her work. How awesome is that! I am not suggesting that all published work will be viewed as interesting, but no one will consider its value if we are not first made aware of it.

Making people aware of philosophy research should not be the responsibility of universities alone but also of journals and philosophers themselves. For all the time it takes to accept and publish work, just as much time should be put into publicizing the work to those in and outside the philosophy profession. But the responsibility should not end with journals. I know marketing is not in a philosopher’s job description or a skill that philosophers pick up in graduate school. Nevertheless, philosophers should be open to sharing their research with those beyond their small subfield. Academics have the freedom to post their journal articles and book chapters on their private websites. (This will require that they first come out of the shade and create an online presence.) If journal articles on websites are only linked to PhilPapers.org for citation purposes but the actual articles themselves are not linked, then that is a clear sign that the philosopher is still comfortable with being in the shade. Philosophers can also take advantage of Twitter, along with sites like Academia.edu, as a vehicle for sharing research.

Writing academic research in a clear way and making it available to others is not the only way to make philosophy accessible. Philosophers can also present their findings in popular mediums like blogs and newspapers, and participate in radio and television debates and conversations. The profession calls this “public philosophy,” to which we now turn.




A Note on “Public” Philosophy

Some philosophers, like me, have taken advantage of blogs, podcasts, book series, newspapers, and magazines such as The New York Times’s “The Stone” column, The Philosophers’ Magazine, Open Court’s Popular Culture Series, Philosophy Bites, The UnMute Podcast, Philosophy Talk, Daily Nous blog, the Guardian’s philosophy section, and The Partially Examined Life podcast, to name a few, as a way to share their philosophical ideas in an accessible way with the world. On this definition, public philosophy is not about content but rather about style. One does not have to talk about public issues to do public philosophy. A philosopher can write about the mind or about math but the way in which she writes and the medium she uses to disseminate this content will determine if it’s “public” philosophy.

While I have used the term to describe some of the work I do, I find the term odd. There is no such thing as “public English,” “public math,” or “public psychology.” Mathematicians do math and share their findings with the world. Psychologists do psychological research and share it with the world. Why can’t we just do philosophy and share it with the world without some special name for it? Perhaps the very term “public” philosophy reveals what some really think about philosophy; that it is about exchanging and debating ideas rigorously and only with other professional philosophers. Anything beyond this requires a special name to ensure that this accessible stuff is not confused with “real” philosophy. While philosophers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries spoke to the public, philosophers today speak only to each other. It is understandable why some view philosophy as lacking social importance.

Some who see no harm in writing accessible philosophy may nonetheless argue that philosophers should not do too much “public” philosophy. On this view, what is more serious, intellectual, and important is strict academic writing. I do not want to dismiss this worry. Tenure is based on articles and book publications, not “public” philosophy. If philosophers want to be promoted and advance in the field, they are obliged to focus on these kinds of publications. However, while this is the institutional expectation, it may also be the problem. Our own individual advancement may be contributing to the irrelevance and eradication of the philosophy field.

This attitude to “public” philosophy has ghettoized accessible philosophy so severely that tenured and famous philosophers are urged not to dabble in it too much. This urging is a retreat into the elitist domain. Consider Cornel West. In the early 2000s while at Harvard University, then Harvard president, Larry Summers, criticized West for spending too much time doing public philosophy. Years later West was similarly criticized by Michael Eric Dyson in a New Republic article. Dyson (2014) argues that


the last several years revealed West’s paucity of serious and fresh intellectual work, a trend far longer in the making. West is still a Man of Ideas, but those ideas today are a vain and unimaginative repackaging of his earlier hits. He hasn’t published without aid of a co‐writer a single scholarly book since Keeping Faith, which appeared in 1993, the same year as Race Matters.



Without commenting on the soundness of Summers’ and Dyson’s criticisms, it’s interesting to hear them make the distinction between, and make claims regarding, the comparative value of “serious” scholarly work and public work. For them, the public work West has done does not count as something “a juggernaut of the academy and an intellectual icon among the black masses” should focus on too much (Dyson 2014). While we may criticize West and other “public philosophers” for taking time to do public philosophy – time some claim could be dedicated to more serious academic work – let us not forget that some of the most brilliant philosophers of the past and present have come out of the shade in a similar manner to West. They include Bertrand Russell, Karl Marx, Jürgen Habermas, Ayn Rand, William James, Michael Sandel, Martha Nussbaum, and many more. Their public engagement did not take, and has not taken, away from their brilliance. I would argue that it added to it.

These and other thinkers remind us that new ideas are worth spreading. A wider audience would love to learn what philosophers have to say, if only they could hear and understand it. Philosophical engagement is enriched when it engages with the public and with other thinkers outside of philosophy.





Engaging with Other Disciplines

Philosophers tend to focus on questions that cannot be settled empirically and I think this is what makes philosophy unique. Philosophers focus on the questions for which humans cannot find the answers from empirical research. Nonetheless, there has been openness to empirical study in philosophy although it differs in kind and degree from engagement with work in the humanities and sciences. In what follows I explain how engagement with work outside of philosophy is not only a way to come out of the shade, but is a great resource for philosophical research.

Philosophy is improved when it engages with other thinkers outside of philosophy. Immanuel Kant notes that “ought implies can” but if we do not know what we can do (an empirical question), we cannot know what we ought to do (a normative question). This requires engagement with disciplines beyond our own canon. Neglecting this engagement can leave philosophers misinformed and out of touch. If philosophers make claims such as “we are all responsible for our actions” and ignore or are ignorant of scientific work on psychopaths or social science work on environmental nurture, they will end up making claims that are uninformed and mistaken.

To claim in classrooms that becoming virtuous is rare, and yet fail to explain how social structures can modify our ethical behavior, doesn’t make just for an out‐of‐touch philosophy course, but for a normative ethical claim that loses its persuasive force. Ethics can benefit from psychology and neuroscience. Social and political philosophy can benefit from social psychology and economics. Philosophy of mind can benefit from cognitive science. But in order for this to happen, philosophers must engage with these thinkers. I am not arguing that these other fields are superior. I am claiming, instead, that coming out of the shade and engaging with other thinkers can strengthen philosophical claims and also make our work much more accessible. The days of doing philosophy while relying only on philosophy have to be done away with. “Interdisciplinary” is not a dirty word! Philosophers can remain true to traditional modes of questioning as well as to their particular traditions and still engage seriously with other thinkers.

As we talk about engaging with other thinkers, it is usually the scientists or the social scientists who get the most attention. I think that philosophers should also engage with work in the humanities, particularly history and literature. These disciplines are just as valuable as the sciences. History is a discipline that studies past events and human affairs. It too is rich with valuable content. When David Hume criticizes religion he doesn’t just rely on moral psychology but draws on historical atrocities to strengthen his argument. When ethicist Macalester Bell or political philosophers Bernard Boxill and Tommie Shelby analyze self‐respect, they don’t just appeal to psychological notions but borrow the historical account of Frederick Douglass fighting against his slave master, Covey, to illustrate their points. These philosophers bring true experiences and thereby life into their examples, providing a persuasiveness that their arguments would lack if they only relied on a fictitious “Sally and Bill” example constructed in their philosophical shade.

Literature is usually about imaginary events and people, but while the stories might not be true, they are representative of the human condition. Amir Jaima argues in Questionable Form: An Inquiry into the Relationship Between Philosophy and Literature that fiction provides aesthetic knowledge, which consists of knowledge of sensations, embodied experiences, and emotions. Jaima notes that fiction, like philosophy, does not aspire to be true. It aspires to be persuasive. It is the persuasive accounts of aesthetic experiences that enthrall and convince the reader. Speaking of philosophy and literature, Jaima notes, “the primary goal is insight … a compelling and edifying picture of the world, or a call to arms” (Jaima 2014, 148). Jaima recommends that we widen what we consider the philosophical canon. Even if we are hesitant about accepting his claim here, we should at least widen our notion of whom we should engage with. How powerful would it have been for John Rawls to come out of the shade and use James Baldwin’s Go Tell It On the Mountain or Richard Wright’s Native Son as a resource? How enriched would Robert Nozick’s later work have been if he had used Toni Morrison’s Beloved?

Philosophers can also make use of the tools of these thinkers. In the first few chapters of her Upheaval of Thought (2003), Martha Nussbaum spends time explaining the nature of emotions by analyzing grief. Instead of sticking to the universal she draws from her own experience of her mother’s sickness and eventual death. It reads like compelling, creative non‐fiction. I cried while reading the chapter because her narrative provided the ultimate example, the ultimate proof, to her argument. I could relate to her grief. As I read her account, I could recall my own mother’s death. As Aristotle points out, such examples become a source of something universal. I was reading a philosophical text that showed me my own experience. The narrative elicited my emotions while I was learning about the nature of an emotion. That text was brought to life for me that day because it was full of life. Her argument was more accessible because of her use of narrative: a tool mastered by novelists and non‐fiction writers.

Philosophy can come out of the shade through its engagement with scientific, historical, and literary thinkers and even through the use of their tools. In doing so, philosophers not only leave their isolated comfort zones as they engage with thinkers outside of philosophy but they bring life into their work, making it all the more compelling. Not all engagement is as harmless and simple as consulting with other academics and intellectual thinkers. Coming out of the shade may require engagement that is risky and scary.





Suspicion and Fear of the Public

I have talked with several philosophers who have received invitations to offer their philosophical perspective on national television. Some have been very suspicious of the invitations. Their reasons to decline have ranged from the questionable views and history of the host to the views of the person they would be debating with. These philosophers were concerned that they were being set up, and they worried about the outcomes of their participation. I am sympathetic to this concern. The worst thing you want to happen on national television is to be set up to fail. It is already a scary and nerve‐racking thing to share your thoughts on live television. You want it to end well and for it to be productive. No one wants to be a laughing stock or be used as a tool to perpetuate a hidden agenda. We should be careful about the public decisions we make regarding our participation on news networks.

Although I am sympathetic, I am also concerned that this suspicion is becoming an all‐too‐common first response to such invitations. It immediately prevents philosophers from this kind of engagement, keeping them in the shade for another day. It is not surprising that I am first made aware of science and social science articles via CNN or National Public Radio, or by perusing popular science magazines and blogs. I do not know if this lack of trust would exist if the debater or host were another philosopher. If so, our suspicion of non‐philosophers – no matter their position – is unfair. But it is hard, if not impossible, to predict what we would do or how we would feel if the facts were different. The question is how to deal with this suspicion and fear.

Coming out of the shade is not easy. It will require courage – the courage to speak our truth and spread our ideas for the public to hear despite not being in control of how others will spin it. Some of us are comfortable speaking to small groups. If someone disagrees with us at a conference talk, even in a rude manner, we have learned ways to work around it. What philosophers may not be used to is this occurring on the national stage: a place where not everyone is playing according to the rules of the academy or within the terms of civility. The fight may not seem fair. I am sure all academics have had this concern but it has not deterred every academic from participating in televised conversations. Perhaps they have taken the position that if they don’t speak, who will?

We need to hear from philosophers not because they are special but because they have a different perspective. It’s not important if philosophers agree with the hosts, panelists, or the network. What is important is providing insight. How the media interprets it and uses it, is not under one’s control. However, let us not think that this occurs only with news networks. This lack of control of people’s response occurs with academic writing too. If philosophers can handle graduate school, dissertation defenses, journal debates, conference questions, argumentative writing, author‐meets‐critics sessions, and the constant criticism that is endemic in philosophy; I believe philosophers have the chops to chat it up with figures like Fox News’s Bill O’Reilly or CNN’s Don Lemon.

Let us now talk about issues of safety and fear. Another thing that steers philosophers away from coming out of the shade is the rude, aggressive, and unpoliced responses that can come from the public. One philosopher explained to me that, after doing a public lecture, she received a death threat. For her family’s protection, she decided that this kind of public work was not worth the risk to her safety. Several philosophers I know, particularly minorities, have reported name‐calling I cannot repeat here as well as death threats, in response to what they have written. These attacks are a tool for silencing. The anonymous comment sections of websites are different from the civility philosophers may encounter in the profession.

I am in no way advocating that we should sacrifice our own peace of mind and even our own safety in order to advance our philosophical ideas. We do not need twenty‐first‐century Socratic martyrdom. For philosophers who want to opt out of this kind of engagement, staying in the shade is not the only option. Philosophers can still come out of the shade by writing in an accessible way, by spreading their research, and by engaging with thinkers outside of philosophy. But for those who want to write and speak in more public venues, please know that it requires the strength to ignore negativity, the power to focus on the many your work has helped and not the few your work has angered, and the will to “write on” despite incivility.

Philosophers, make your work accessible, engage with other thinkers, and perhaps even write for public venues like blogs or offer your insight to TV viewers. It’s time you came out of the shade no matter how cool and comfortable you think it is. The sun is brighter on the other side!
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What has Philosophy Ever Done for Us?


James Ladyman




When philosophers are credited with contributing to the development of scientific thought, they are usually referred to as scientists, logicians, or mathematicians. The history of philosophy is widely perceived to have been unproductive, while the history of science is taken to be a success story. Philosophers who are pressed to justify the existence of their subject often point out that science was once known as “natural philosophy,” and that the scientific technology upon which we depend is the fruit of a tree with philosophical roots. However, as Bertrand Russell (1912/1983, 90) pointed out, when any part of philosophy makes sufficient progress it is rebranded as part of one or other of the sciences. This is why most people are hard‐pressed to identify anything that philosophy has contributed to knowledge. Paraphrasing Monty Python, they are effectively saying, “Apart from physics, psychology, logic, and the scientific method, what has philosophy ever done for us?”

Since so far philosophy has not brought us peace, and because debate continues to rage about what makes for human flourishing, and for a human life lived well, people are apt to conclude that philosophy’s quest for wisdom has also been a failure. The competing conceptions of the good debated today have their roots in ancient philosophy, in religious traditions, and in various political movements, and we seem no closer to collectively choosing among them. However, they have been elaborated and refined, and the arguments on all sides clarified and detailed. There is much to learn from the journey that does not depend on reaching the destination, and many people continue to derive great benefit and inspiration from the writings of, for example, Aristotle, the Buddha, Confucius, and Seneca. Nobody can doubt the impact of Marx, for both good and ill, and more recently philosophers such as Simone de Beauvoir and Frantz Fanon have been profoundly influential. The fact of continued disagreement about ethics and political matters does not mean that philosophy has let us down. Indeed, the formulation by philosophers of such ideas as universal human rights, religious toleration, feminism, and socialism have contributed to great social progress, notwithstanding the work that remains to be done.

Let us grant that both natural philosophy and practical philosophy have been of value up to now. The future might be different. It might be argued that all that is worth doing by philosophers in value theory has been done, and they are now just recapitulating it, and fiddling at the edges with details of decreasing importance. However, this is not true, as there has been an explosion of work in new areas such as environmental, biomedical, and healthcare ethics in response to technological changes in society. Moreover, issues of disability, gender, race, and sexuality have been the focus of much original current thought in ethics and political philosophy.

In respect of natural philosophy, many scientists have claimed that current science has no further need of philosophical input. In what follows, I argue that they are wrong and that science is as much in need of certain kinds of philosophy as ever. Of course, even those traditional philosophical questions about which science has most to say, such as those concerning the nature of the self, free will, space, time and matter, and thought itself, have not been settled. However, we know much more about all of them, the form in which they are addressed has been transformed by the development of science, and we should expect further changes. Many philosophers contribute to debates about these and other conceptual and foundational issues in the different sciences. I do not detail any of the many examples or speculate about how developments in biology, neuroscience, physics, and other sciences will affect particular philosophical questions. Rather, I address general issues about the relationship between current and near future science and philosophy. I also point to trends that I think will affect all of the latter.

Just as weather forecasters remind us of the rain yesterday before attempting predictions, let us note the important features of philosophy’s recent history. There are many scientific developments that profoundly shaped philosophy in the twentieth century. Among the most important is the rise of quantum and relativity physics that contradicted so much of the philosophical foundations of classical physics. At the same time our understanding of deductive and inductive reasoning was revolutionized by the emergence of mathematical logic, and probability and statistics respectively. The rise of the behavioral, cognitive, and social sciences was no less significant in its effect on philosophy.

Several philosophical movements can be linked to these developments in science. The rise of logical positivism was directly inspired by the developments in mathematical logic and physics in the early twentieth century. It led many philosophers to give up on metaphysics. Ordinary language philosophy was arguably the abandoning of the ambitions of philosophy in the face of scientific incursion into its traditional heartlands of mind and language. Willard van Orman Quine declared that “philosophy of science is philosophy enough” (Quine 1953/1966, 151), inspiring naturalism in epistemology and metaphysics, and Donald Davidson set the agenda for philosophers of mind who became increasingly focused on the relationship between scientific psychology and folk psychology. More recently, the development of cognitive science and neuroscience has dominated philosophy of mind and language.

The so‐called analytic/continental divide began with a division among European philosophers between those who were heavily engaged with mathematics and physics, and those who eschewed science to concentrate on culture and history. For subsequent generations of so‐called continental philosophers the Holocaust, the mixed fortunes of Marxism, the decline of Christianity, the rise of consumer capitalism and technology were more important external drivers than the content of any scientific theories. The explosion in the number of scientists and the extent of technical and mathematical sophistication of scientific knowledge, and the specialization of thinkers and knowledge that became necessary as a result, have also profoundly affected philosophy.

Popularist philosophers have decried their academic colleagues for locking philosophy in the ivory tower when it belongs in the marketplace (Warburton 2010). On such a view, philosophy should return to the Socratic mission of discovering how we should live, and in so doing engage with the public. Undoubtedly, there is a lot of needless jargon and technicality in philosophy journal articles, and philosophers often assume the familiarity of other philosophers with a huge amount of background material. However, it would be peculiar to expect otherwise. Just as scientists in most fields now have to learn a huge amount before they can begin to make original contributions, there has been a vast amount of work done in philosophy and it would be absurd to expect philosophers to work in ignorance of it. Moreover, naturalistically inclined philosophers expect philosophers to work in the light of scientific knowledge and, since there is so much of the latter, they need to specialize in a particular science or part of one (Ladyman 2011).

On the other hand, the very recent past of Anglophone academic philosophy has involved reactions to the growth of science and specialization that I do not think are intellectually healthy for the subject (Ladyman and Ross 2007). The internal development that most shaped current analytic anglophone philosophy was probably modal logic, which arguably led to the revival of metaphysics (Williamson 2014). The latter has become central to the subject and investigating questions about, for example, time with complete disregard for the relevant scientific knowledge is not unusual (see, for example, Cameron 2015).

Alongside metaphysics we find standard approaches to epistemology, philosophy of language, and philosophy of mind that also make no contact with science (for a critique of examples, see Bishop and Bootz 2007; Collins 2009: and Strohminger 2014). Analytic philosophers have even returned to the metaphysics of the Trinity (see, for example, Marmodoro and Hill 2011). Accompanying the rise of specialization in science, philosophy has become increasingly compartmentalized. The number of philosophy journals is now vast and most philosophers specialize in very specific areas. The sociology of institutional academia can allow subcultures within philosophy to define their own problems, police their own practices, and set their own standards, and for philosophers within them to achieve all the trappings of academic success. It is much easier to engage only with the writings of other philosophers in the literature of a particular genre than to engage with the relevant science, which in the case of metaphysics means advanced and highly mathematical physics. This is what has led to many professional philosophers ignoring science in a way that would have been unthinkable to the great metaphysicians of the past.

Many prominent scientists have declared that philosophy is finished and has been replaced by science. Ironically, their views are based on their wholly unscientific approach to the matter. To be scientific is to avoid generalizing from limited experience, and instead to base one’s views on a wide range of empirical evidence. Yet when Stephen Hawking declared that “philosophy is dead. Philosophers have not kept up with modern developments in science. Particularly physics” (Hawking 2010), he based his view on his complete ignorance of current philosophy of science and philosophy of physics, which is replete with work that is exceptionally well informed about science in general and physics in particular.

As Socrates observed, people eminent in one field are apt falsely to take themselves to be knowledgeable in domains about which they are in fact ignorant. It is disgraceful for such a prominent intellectual to misuse his authority to dismiss an entire subject without bothering to acquaint himself with the facts about it. There is plenty of scientifically ignorant work in philosophy, but many philosophers invest a great deal of effort in learning science throughout their lives and many have productive relationships with scientists and publish in scientific journals. Lewis Wolpert is another culprit. When shown a copy of The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science he was astonished by its existence and exclaimed, “I can’t even understand the titles” (Boswell 2015). Sounding off about the worth of philosophy of science without ever having looked at a journal exemplifying the subject does not set a good epistemic example.

In fact the state of current science arguably requires philosophers of science more than ever. As science becomes ever more specialized, science students are often educated in the background knowledge needed for their particular subjects without ever contemplating the bigger picture, or learning to question and think for themselves. They may come to think of science as a vast edifice of details and scientific methodology as routine and unreflective. Teaching them the history and philosophy of science can provide a counterbalance to this trend and encourage the development of abstract and speculative thinking that they will need to employ at the cutting edge of knowledge, but which they will otherwise not get to practice. They can also learn the valuable lesson that past scientific theories were highly successful but not completely true, and so they will realize, by extrapolation from concrete examples, not from skeptical possibilities, that the scientific knowledge they are being taught is probably liable to future revision, though not wholesale replacement.

It was reputedly said by Richard Feynman that philosophy of science is as much use to scientists as ornithology is to birds. This is another example of the domain specificity of intelligence. To begin with, birds cannot possibly benefit from ornithology since they cannot understand it, while it is absurd to suggest that no scientist could ever benefit by reflecting on the nature of the scientific method. Feynman fallaciously infers that since he personally finds no value in philosophy of science, no scientists do. Around the time he said it a great many scientists found Popper’s writings on falsification useful in thinking about their own methodology.

Great scientists like Isaac Newton, William Whewell, and Henri Poincaré were also philosophers of science. More recently, cognitive scientists have found much worth in ideas like functionalism, the hard problem, and the intentional stance, which are all due to philosophers. Philosophers of physics wrote much about the measurement problem in quantum mechanics that was for a while far superior to anything written about it by physicists, who were largely in denial that there was a problem at all. Philosophers of biology have contributed to thinking about the nature of species and levels of selection, and many of the great economists, sociologists, and political scientists were also philosophers of social science.

The mistake that people often seem to make is to set the bar much too high for philosophy to be of value. Indeed, they set the bar much higher than for scientific work. Most of the latter is not game changing and adds very little, yet philosophy is expected to be earth‐shattering to be worth anything at all. Scientists who denigrate philosophy and venerate science ignore all the work in science that is methodologically or conceptually flawed, and all the work in philosophy that is continuous with careful conceptual and foundational thinking in science.

Scientists like Feynman forget that being good at an activity does not mean one is good at explaining how one is good at the activity. An article by James Blachowicz (2009) reviewing the way the scientific method is presented in science textbooks found very different emphases and outright contradictions. Scientists are also not well‐placed to explain to the public how science works unless they are trained in the philosophy of science. Since pseudoscientists and skeptics about scientific orthodoxy often appeal to ideas such as the underdetermination of theory by evidence and the theory‐ladenness of observation, knowledge of philosophy of science is useful for explaining how they are misleadingly using it.

Statistics allows scientists to quantify the probability that patient recovery in a drug trial is due to random effects. It cannot tell them how small that probability needs to be for them to infer that the drug is efficacious. To do that they must decide how many subjects in a trial are enough, and how small the probability of a spurious result must be to be dismissed. Similarly, CERN announced that the Higgs Boson had been discovered when they had enough data to declare the detection events to be of 6 sigma significance, which means the probability of error being responsible was less than one in three hundred million. There is nothing in science that could tell them that 5 sigma significance was insufficient and 7 sigma significance too much to demand. In the end, a judgment was required. When I tell science students about this they are often quite perturbed. They are used to performing calculations of statistical significance and confidence intervals but not to making decisions. Philosophers of science have a role to play in educating both the public and scientists themselves about how science works, and in informing both about the uncomfortable fact that science, for all its marvels and precision, is also fallible.

Science and philosophy also face similar threats and should unite to defend the importance of curiosity‐driven research of no immediate or predictable instrumental value. Much of the science that has been of immense technological and economic worth was originally developed by people wanting to understand nature, without regard to what use that understanding might be put. The demand for academic work to have measurable short‐term impact on non‐academic users is liable to distort and undermine the work of philosophers more than that of most academics for several reasons.

The first is that, as with pure mathematics and highly theoretical science, philosophical work is only likely to bear fruit in the medium and long term. The ideology of Britain’s academic Research Excellence Framework or “ impact agenda” refers to economic and social benefits, but in practice only impact over a maximum of ten years is assessed at all. Ten years is a very short time in the history of ideas. Mathematical logic is at the heart of information technology but it would never have been judged to have any impact during its early development. Likewise, it could not have been known that the early development of psychology by philosophers would lead to current scientific psychology.

The second reason is that philosophy often contributes to culture and ideas in ways that are diffuse and indirect and hence impossible to measure. The philosophical impact on art and literature cannot be causally understood and quantified.

The third reason is that highly theoretical philosophical work has direct impact only on other academics and scientists. As mentioned, functionalism in the philosophy of mind is a great example of philosophers having an impact outside their own domain, but because the philosophers who developed it directly influenced cognitive scientists and not non‐academic users it would be not be counted by many impact audits.

The fourth reason is that the role of the philosopher in pointing out conceptual confusion, exaggerated claims to knowledge, and ideological contamination of scientific ideas, especially in the social sciences, is vitally important. Yet the impact agenda takes no account of the value of critique in either science or philosophy.


Universities in the UK are desperate to claim that they host world‐class excellent research. The idea that it might be okay to be merely nationally excellent is dismissed out of hand. Scarcely anyone stops to think about what they are saying. To be one of the fastest runners in the land is no mean achievement, yet to be a nationally excellent researcher is regarded as worthless. Universities are now run by people who do not understand what is comically absurd about the insistence that all scholarship (like the children of Garrison Keillor’s Lake Wobegon [Keillor 1985]) be above average. The highest intellectual standards are set for us by the great philosophers of the past and the present, and most of us need to work hard for a lifetime just to understand and interpret them. Intellectual culture, like any other, must be continually renewed and relived or it dies. The quest to understand the best existing work and to transmit it to the next generation is as valuable as the drive to innovate.

My predictions for the future are as follows.

Two current trends in philosophy are likely to continue. The first is that data will continue to be gathered about what people in general think about philosophical issues. Experimental philosophy has taught us, for example, that not everyone has the same intuitions about whether S knows that p in some scenario, and that various factors affect how people decide what should be done in the trolley problem (where you must decide whether to intervene to save several lives even though that choice kills another innocent person). This does not resolve normative issues about knowledge and action, but it has made philosophers more reflective about their methodology and more aware of the importance of the ways in which abstract problems are framed in concrete scenarios.

The second is the rise of formal epistemology and mathematical philosophy. The former is leading to the integration of epistemology with decision theory and philosophy of science, which is a good thing since they all study the same problems of confirmation and justification, and involve the same cognitive states. Formal epistemology involves the use by philosophers of mathematical technology other than logic and set theory, and not just probability theory. Mathematical philosophy in general has great potential, and whether or not it is ultimately successful there is still much to explore.

While philosophers have speculated about artificial intelligence for decades, little work has been done on the machine learning algorithms and Big Data infrastructure that already exist and which are set to transform society (Cristianini 2015). I expect that Big Data and expert systems will be the subject of increasing attention by philosophers as they start to transform decision‐making and knowledge production in finance, medicine, and science (Ladyman 2016). The effects of social media on the self and society will become increasingly important for philosophy of mind, ethics, and politics.

P4C (philosophy for children and communities) is a wonderful counterbalance to the inaccessibility and esoteric nature of much academic philosophy. The methodology my own department has followed in bringing philosophy to children and communities is due originally to Matthew Lipman (1988), as channeled through the charity SAPERE. Participants are not taught what philosophers think about classic philosophical issues, but rather provoked to engage in their own philosophical discussion by a short story or film or a picture.

I hope that philosophy will become integrated into education and more generally into welfare programs such as the rehabilitation of drug addicts and prisoners. Helping people to reason and, importantly, to disagree collectively and cooperatively is empowering, allows them to articulate and understand problems and solutions, and provides them with an alternative to conflict. It is, of course, a false dichotomy to think that philosophy must be either highly specialized, esoteric and technical, or accessible and socially engaged.

As far as academic philosophy goes I anticipate more teamwork and division of labor. It is now almost impossible to contribute to scientific knowledge as a lone individual. The great scientists of the past could invent and build their own instruments, make and record their own observations, and devise their own mathematics and theories. Not only are current scientists obliged to learn a huge amount of what has already been discovered before they have the chance to add to it, they also have to rely on background theories and tools from very different domains. There are whole teams of people operating individual detectors in particle physics experiments, and experts in programming and statistics are also required. Many philosophers continue to work individually, but most are completely reliant on the literature to define their problems and methods. If philosophy is to engage productively with science, it is likely that philosophers will become more collaborative, and co‐authored work will become more common. Indeed, there are already research projects with specialists in different areas on the scientific model working throughout the philosophy of science.

One of the most important developments in recent academic anglophone philosophy is the rise of feminist philosophy and engagement with non‐Western philosophical traditions. I expect the continuation of this trend to be central to the future of philosophy. We can look forward to a global philosophical culture that considers all the important ideas that human beings have had and that recognizes the diversity of their sources. The history of philosophy will be transformed by a better understanding of the evolution of ideas in non‐Western traditions. I expect that the analytic/continental divide will cease to exist as European philosophers continue to engage with logic, mathematics and science, and the analytic tradition, and more analytic philosophers engage with culture, ethnicity, gender, race and history, and as non‐Western philosophical traditions are increasingly studied everywhere.

In these ways I expect the future of philosophy to be both more academic and more engaged, and both more diverse and more unified.
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Progress and Philosophy


Noretta Koertge




Introduction

Sometimes it’s fun to speculate about how a hero from the past would react to life in the twenty‐first century. Leonardo da Vinci would undoubtedly be thrilled by our amazing flying machines, but probably appalled by the approbation given to works by Jackson Pollock and other non‐figurative modern artists. I think Newton would be intrigued by current explanations of how gravity and other actions‐at‐a‐distance work, but Beethoven would be baffled by our acceptance of atonal or minimalist classical music. There seems to be a pattern here: Science and technology make progress as measured by invariant standards, but in the arts and at least some of the humanities there are only changing fads.

Which raises the question: How does philosophy change over time? Does it advance? Or does it just recycle the same old puzzles, perhaps dressed up in fancier language? Or … a third possibility: Should we even expect it to make progress? Perhaps philosophia is a source of eternal wisdom that should be preserved more or less intact. But in that case do we really need so many philosophy professors? Maybe we should be funding more STEM experts or welders instead!1

In the USA, the pressure on the humanities in general and on philosophy in particular is great enough that in its year‐end fund‐raising newsletter the American Philosophical Association listed “advocating in the public space” as one of its foundational activities. So there are practical as well as intellectual reasons to evaluate our discipline.




Philosophy as an Analytical Tool

There is wide agreement that philosophy has been the historical source of very useful methods of critical analysis because it teaches us to avoid common errors such as non sequiturs and the fallacy of equivocation. Students planning on entering law school are often advised to take introductory courses in logic and critical thinking, since these can help them score well on the LSAT exams. Aristotle would be pleased, but hardly surprised. Yet there have been modern extensions and applications of these fundamentals that are novel and socially relevant.

A simple example is Wilfrid Sellars’ concept of accordion words “which, by their expansion and contraction, generate so much philosophical music” (Sellars 1965, 158). A familiar example is the way the word theory is manipulated when opponents of natural selection claim that evolutionary theory is “just a theory.” Recently Carol Travis (2016) has analyzed the research underlying President Obama’s claim that 19 percent of American college women will experience actual or attempted rape. She argues that the researchers have expanded the concept of “attempted rape” to include “unwanted fondling” or “rubbing up against you,” which are certainly reprehensible actions but hardly what we normally understand as attempted rape.

Paul Grice’s notion of conversational implicature is a very useful tool for analyzing debates in which the disputants may be talking past each other more than actually disagreeing. For example, during the 2015 Democratic Party primary a black activist interrupted a campaign speech by shouting “Black lives matter!” The white politician responded by nodding and saying, “Yes, indeed. All lives matter!” Activists were angered by this response because it seemed to disregard the special dangers black people in the USA face when dealing with the police. The politician was puzzled by this reaction because it was meant to imply that yes, despite what some racists believe, black lives are every bit as important as white lives and they deserve to be treated with equal respect (Friedersdorf 2015). Being aware of the unarticulated pragmatic context of utterances can sometimes prevent misunderstandings. Of course, it can work the other way as when so‐called dog whistles or coded speech undercut what on the surface appears to be agreement.

A much more sophisticated example of a recent analytical tool is relevance logic, which not only provides answers to age‐old puzzles about material implication, but also has played a role in the computer science field of Artificial Intelligence (Shapiro 1992). In this case, Aristotle would be totally gobsmacked by the progress in philosophy!




Philosophy and Progress in the Sciences

It is widely recognized that today’s traditional core sciences such as astronomy, physics, chemistry, and biology all grew out of what historians call natural philosophy, a hybrid form of inquiry that includes common sense and systematic speculation, monitored only occasionally by the input of new observational or experimental results. Thus medieval philosophers developed the impetus theory of projectile motion, replacing Aristotle’s peristalsis explanation according to which an arrow in flight was propelled by air moving in behind it to prevent the formation of a vacuum. The impetus theory predicted that a cannon ball would fall vertically to the ground once its impetus was dissipated, which certainly sounded more reasonable than peristalsis, but no one tested it against observation.

So it is sometimes claimed that while philosophy may play a role in the incubation period of new sciences, as they develop, it is more of a hindrance than a help. As a possible example, consider these two Galilean episodes: Early on, Galileo first criticized Aristotle’s claim that heavier objects fall faster by a thought experiment. Imagine two heavy objects with dangling strings falling in parallel. As they fall their strings become entangled thus making them into a single object that is twice as heavy. Does Aristotle really want us to believe that this ensemble now suddenly accelerates?

Later in his career Galileo did quantitative experiments by rolling balls down a specially designed inclined plane and thus established his Law of Falling Bodies. Some would say that although his thought experiment was clever, it was only after he left his philosophical armchair for the laboratory that real scientific progress was made. And there are scientists today who are annoyed by any interventions in their field that they consider to be philosophical.2

Such objections would have to be evaluated on a case‐by‐case basis. I assume we don’t want to chastise Einstein for sitting in a street car thinking about riding on a beam of light, although it’s certainly nice that Eddington’s eclipse observations (sort of) confirmed his theory. Perhaps it is not surprising that philosophers have actually attempted to classify and evaluate thought experiments.3 Let us simply grant that philosophers can stray off into counting angels on the head of a pin or drawing superfluous distinctions. But the more important point is this: The philosophical practice of clarifying concepts, seeking out inconsistencies, and identifying unexpected consequences continues to be an essential component of any discipline. We need not linger over “trade union disputes” as to whether these activities are performed by philosophers well‐versed in science or scientists acting like philosophers. The important thing is that both old and new sciences progress through both experiment and the perfection of theories. And philosophical analyses continue to play an important role, both in the development of new sciences like behavioral decision theory, animal cognition, and neuropsychology, and as in the scrutiny of new concepts in established sciences, such as critical discussions of Bell’s Theorem in quantum mechanics or the units of selection problem in evolutionary biology.




Progress in Philosophical Accounts of Scientific Method

Although understanding the specific examples would be a challenge, the general narrative of the above account of the applications of philosophy would not be too surprising to ancient or medieval philosophers. As Rufus of Cornwall says when discussing the Trivium, the ultimate purpose of scientia is truth and we approach that by using the analytical tools of grammar, logic, and rhetoric (Rufus 2003, 90). And as a thirteenth‐century teacher in Paris and then Oxford he would have appreciated the disagreements that can arise when there is a communal search for truth. The radical core conviction of the members of the new scientific societies in the seventeenth century was that new truths could be discovered by collecting and analyzing new empirical information in a systematic way. And if everyone behaved honorably (like gentlemen), it should eventually be possible to reach consensus.

But exactly what was this new method of inquiry and how reliable were the new truths that it generated? Thus begins the familiar narrative of modern philosophy of science: Bacon’s Tables of Positive and Negative Instances, followed by Whewell’s consilience of inductions, Mill’s emphasis on variety of evidence and concomitant variation, Popper’s notion of severe test, Bayesian confirmation theory, and so on. Another branch of the trajectory concerns the status of scientific generalizations – from Bacon’s idea of the nature of heat, Kant’s notion of synthetic a priori, contemporary debates about realism, instrumentalism, structural realism, empiricist structural realism, and so on. Although the various current philosophical approaches often result in the same pragmatic evaluations of scientific findings, the terminology can be off‐putting to the scientist or general public. Nevertheless, we can definitely trace philosophical progress in the normative project of characterizing the development of scientific inquiry.

Where philosophers can be of great assistance to the general public is in locating the fallacies or weaknesses in the arguments for so‐called pseudoscientific claims and conspiracy theories. Philosophers can also aid in the public understanding of new scientific findings and the evidence for them. A topical example: Climatologists use the locution “greenhouse gas” as an attempt to convey the idea that CO2 acts as a sort of “blanket” to warm the Earth. Yet both of these analogies can lead to skepticism. How can 300 parts per million of a gas act as a blanket or the roof of a greenhouse? And news commentators sometimes make statements that confuse the statistical confidence level of an experimental result with the degree of consensus among scientific experts.




Philosophy and Research Ethics

Although Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics was very popular with theologians in the Middle Ages, none of the philosophical topics discussed so far has centered on ethics. Admittedly, the use of analytical tools is encouraged because of the value placed on rationality, but there has been no explicit exhortation about truth‐telling. That changed dramatically during the scientific revolution. For a time the British Royal Society required research reports to include the signature of an independent witness. This was intended to exclude “travelers’ tales” and deter the medieval practice of publishing under the name of someone famous like Aristotle or Hermes Trismegistus in order to have one’s ideas taken more seriously. Soon scientists were eager not only to take responsibility but also to get recognition for their findings. The French Academy allowed scientists to submit early drafts in a sealed envelope, which would guarantee the scientists priority if their new ideas worked out, but which could also be destroyed if they did not.

Today, scientists face many ethical challenges connected with publishing. Funding and career advancement depend on getting credit for new results. Publishing too soon may lead to mistakes or even the need to retract an article later. Sometimes the author may want to explore further implications of a really novel finding before going public with it. Even referees have been known to steal ideas from the submissions they are reviewing. Given the pressure to publish, there is a great temptation for a scientist to submit a report of what they know should happen when the experiment runs into unexpected difficulties (Goodstein 2010). More complicated issues can arise with team research. To what extent should colleagues monitor or take responsibility for the ethical behavior of their team mates? And who should be lead author?

Although the reward system of modern science can lead to a frenzied rush to publish as well as ugly priority disputes, scientists generally find it an effective way to ensure a reliable, ever‐growing, communally shared repository of scientific results. There is no tension between their core scientific values and the ethical virtues of truth‐telling and sharing. We see, however, that when we look at questions about the ethical treatment of animal and human experimental subjects serious conflicts do arise. It is here that philosophical perspectives can be especially relevant.

Galen, the Hellenistic physician, learned a lot about human anatomy by attending to the wounds of gladiators. He discovered the one‐way valves in the urinary tract of pigs and carefully dissected Barbary apes because it was forbidden to explore the corpses of humans. He was envious of earlier physicians in Alexandria who had access to human skeletons (Guerrini 2003, 14). For centuries there was an ongoing conflict between the curiosity of scientists and the religious and cultural norms of European society. Medical students would steal cadavers from graveyards and sometimes gain access to the bodies of criminals who had been executed. As medical interventions such as smallpox inoculations and rabies vaccine succeeded, it became clear that scientists could provide an ethical justification for invasive experiments: that they could save lives.

Nazi scientists are often portrayed as sadists – and undoubtedly some indeed were – yet some of their experiments might reflect a crude utilitarian approach. By finding out how long captives could survive in ice water, one could conceivably come up with better gear to save the lives of German aviators who had crashed into the sea. Or by experimenting on the use of steel rods threaded through the fractured leg bones of prisoners one could perhaps get them out of traction and on their feet and back to work quickly.

After the Nuremberg trials the ethical evaluation of experiments on humans put a great deal of emphasis on getting informed consent from the subjects. Looking back on the Tuskegee syphilis experiments, in which a large number of African American men were denied treatment for their condition, one can now see they were unethical from the beginning, even before the discovery of a cure. Although the men were given burial insurance and other useful health care, they were misinformed about the purpose of the procedures. Of course, after the discovery of penicillin, which was withheld from them, the situation became much worse. The 1979 Belmont Report and the requirement of informed consent severely restricted experiments on children, mentally disabled people, prisoners, and people who spoke a different language. One could no longer require college sophomores to participate in psychological studies and it made problematic studies in which subjects were paid or otherwise rewarded for their participation. There was also a new emphasis on privacy.

Scientists did not adjust smoothly to these new ethical standards. It had been much easier for the scientist simply to assess the costs and benefits of an intervention than to worry about getting a lay person to understand the purpose of a sophisticated experiment and make an informed decision to participate. Even more frustrating, universities were now setting up Internal Review Boards (IRBs) and standardized approval forms that had to be processed even before a pilot study was conducted. On the other hand, if something went terribly wrong in the experiment, one could always blame the IRB. Ironically, therefore, the procedure for giving the subject more autonomy could have the unintended consequence of making the scientist feel less responsible.




Research Ethics as a New Discipline

The new regulations on the use of animals in scientific experiments were also disruptive. U.S. universities were required to set up Institutional Animal Care and Use Committees (IACUCs) that monitored both the living conditions of lab animals and the pain caused by the proposed intervention. These regulations varied with the species of animal and changed over time as scientists learned more and more about the subjective stresses experienced by different animals. Recently, the protections for chimpanzees have tightened considerably.

Once again, scientists resented the bureaucratic delays that went along with the regulations. Even if they completely sympathized with the goal of reducing animal suffering, it was annoying to have to resubmit and wait for IACUC approval of even minimal changes in their experimental protocols, especially when the local committee did not include an expert in their field.


As a consequence of the various boards monitoring ethical aspects of scientific research, universities began offering informal seminars or even classes for credit in what was called the Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR). At first, the quality of this training varied enormously. (A scientist colleague once half‐jokingly told me the only purpose was “to teach graduate students how to get their study past the IRB.”) Religious studies scholars took the ethical issues more seriously but sometimes seemed to lack an appreciation of how much scientific research has improved the human condition. (“The Wisdom of Repugnance” by Leon Kass [1997] did not resonate well with many scientists.)

However, an emerging collaboration between ethicists and philosophers of science has resulted in a new field of Research Ethics that is both useful for science policy makers and intellectually interesting. Here are a few examples. Philosophers Peter Singer and Tom Regan have written extensively on the ethical treatment of animals, one from a utilitarian perspective, the other from a Kantian tradition. Although the requirement of informed consent provided a strong ethical foundation for experimentation on humans, many troubling questions remain. Is it always acceptable to give humans placebos in medical studies as long as they are informed afterwards whether or not they were in the control group? And what about the widespread use of deception in psychology? While it is generally minor and temporary, it can still upset some human subjects. Yet it seems to be a necessary feature of many important investigations.

When we step back and look at decisions about the choice of scientific problems and the application of scientific results, once again both ethical and epistemological issues loom large. Philosophers have much to contribute to both specific issues, such as questions about the use of the new CRISPR4 method of editing genes, to general discussions of science policy. And classical philosophy is now making a contribution to the teaching of Research Ethics. Future scientists and physicians need to know how to navigate the maze of regulations and protocols governing their professions. But even more important is for them to internalize the values that undergird these rules. That is why there is a growing interest in drawing on a virtue ethics approach to RCR pedagogy (Pennock and O’Rourke 2016). Aristotle would be proud!




Conclusion

New developments in science and technology will continue to offer exciting new opportunities for philosophers, both to contribute to scientific progress and to improve their own philosophical theories. I can only imagine how the rapidly growing fields of neuroscience and robotics may change our present conceptions of consciousness and free will! In addition to building bridges to other disciplines, philosophers should continue to draw on, and teach, the core ideas of traditional philosophy. Students and the public at large sometimes need to be reminded of the enduring values of rational thinking, clarity of exposition, and respect for the well‐being of others.
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Notes


1 Compare Rappeport (2015).
2 As discussed by Stenger, Lindsay, and Boghossian (2015).
3 See the “Thought Experiments” entry in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Brown and Fehige 2016).
4 CRISPR‐Cas9 is a powerful and relatively simple technique for editing the DNA of living organisms. It is based on the discovery of the CRISPR/Cas immune system. The initials CRISPR stand for “clustered regularly interspaced short palindromic repeats.”
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Preamble

Once upon a time, I might have said that just about everyone working in the philosophy of mind agrees that we should be materialists of one form or another. I cannot say that nowadays in face of the revival of interest in panpsychism. Once upon a time, I might have said that we no longer need to take seriously the kind of metaphysics of moral properties to be found in Moore (1903). But recent work in ethics (see, e.g., Parfit 2011) gives the lie to that claim. Once upon a time, I might have said that it is now agreed that a wrong message to take from Kripke (1980) is that any water’s being H2O is a possibility that cannot fail to be the case despite being a posteriori. There are, rather, two possibilities that might be being referred to, one that any H2O is H2O and the other that any watery stuff is H2O, and the first is a priori and necessary, whereas the second is a posteriori and contingent. But I have to report that there is plenty of dissent.

This prompts the question: Is there even one example of some reasonably interesting issue in philosophy that was once a matter of contention but is now widely agreed to have been settled? Others in this volume will have their own views on this question, but I fear that the answer is no. What I do think, though, is that we are making progress on one front: philosophers are increasingly coming to appreciate the importance of seeing possible connections between different areas of inquiry. A well‐known example is the connection between, on the one hand, certain anti‐Humean views about desire and, on the other, decision theory, articulated in Lewis (1988). Philosophy is not a collection of silos.

I offer three case studies. The first concerns the connection between the semantics of indicative conditionals and a principle about evidence. The second concerns what we learn from reflections on the content of perceptual experience, a topic in the philosophy of mind, for the debate over two‐dimensionalism, a topic in the philosophy of language. The third concerns how a commonplace about the transmission of information about particular objects teaches us something important about the theory of reference for proper names. I hope that these case studies will serve to advertise the value of looking for connections.




Conditionals and a Principle about Evidence

Philosophers of conditionals are divided over whether or not indicative conditionals have truth conditions. This is another example where progress in the sense of an emerging consensus seems a dim prospect. (There is less disagreement over subjunctive conditionals. The majority position is that they have truth conditions.) However, on the face of it, indicative conditionals (henceforth, conditionals) do have truth conditions. We find it very natural to suppose that they are true or false. Surely many investors have said to themselves things like: if I sell all my shares, I will have enough to pay my debts. When they do so, they certainly think that, provided they have got the arithmetic right, they are saying something true. For – plausibly – the whole point of getting the arithmetic right is to ensure that it is true rather than false that if they sell all their shares, they will have enough to cover their debts.

Why then take the no truth conditions position seriously? Part of the answer is that a principle about evidence taken in conjunction with a style of example (using a poker game) described in Gibbard (1981, §5) tells us that intuitions about support for and against conditionals, in the sense of support for and against their being true, are not to be trusted. I start with the principle about evidence.

It is not controversial that potential evidence E1 may strongly support a given hypothesis, H, being true, consistently with potential evidence E2 counting strongly against H. More precisely, it can happen that, for some hypothesis, H, about which one is undecided, were one to learn E1, it would be right to take H to be very likely true, whereas were one to learn E2, it would be right to take H to be very likely false. Or, to say it in terms of conditional probability, Pr (H) may take some intermediate value, when Pr (H/E1) is very high and Pr (H/E2) is very low.

Here’s an example. I have here and now no strong view on whether or not the Conservatives will win the next election. But should I learn that a series of polls carried out by reputable agency A report a big majority of voters in the UK as intending to vote for the Conservatives, I should believe with confidence that the Conservatives will win the next election. Whereas, should I learn that a series of polls carried out by reputable agency B report a big majority of voters in the UK as intending to vote against the Conservatives, I should believe with confidence that the Conservatives will lose the next election. However, in such a case, acquiring evidence for H has implications for the chances of acquiring evidence against H, and conversely, as one would expect. In the example just given, were I to learn of the existence of a series of polls carried out by agency A reporting a big majority of voters in the UK as intending to vote for the Conservatives, I should lower sharply the probability I give to there being a series of polls carried out by agency B reporting a big majority of voters in the UK as intending to vote against the Conservatives. What one opinion poll reports can affect the probability to be given to what other opinion polls report, and does so in this example. More generally, we can prove the following:


If Pr (H/E1) and Pr (not‐H/E2) are both greater than 1 – y, then Pr (E1/E2) or Pr (E2/E1) is less than 2y.



The example discussed is one where y is small. Now for the kind of example that leads to trouble. (I have changed Gibbard’s example in the interests of making things as simple as possible. His example can be hard to grasp for those who do not play poker.) Many sporting events are preceded by the toss of a coin. Cricket is an example. Each match between two teams is preceded by the toss of a coin to settle which captain chooses whether their team will bat first (the usual choice) or second. As it happens, the Australian captain in 1953, Lindsay Hassett, won the toss before the first match that year between Australia and England. Given that piece of information, what should be said about the conditional





	C: 
	If Hassett called Heads before the first match in 1953, Hassett won the toss.







Easy question: one should say that it is almost certainly true. That is to say,





	E': 
	Hassett won the toss in the first match in 1953.







supports C very strongly. Someone who knows E′, and nothing else relevant, is about as justified as one can be in asserting C. (Here it is important, of course, that Hassett’s calling Heads is not strong evidence against his winning the toss.) However, this is perfectly consistent with the coin in fact landing Tails on that toss. Suppose it did, and that someone else knows this but knows nothing else relevant and, in particular, does not know E′, What are they justified in saying about C? Another easy question: they should say that it is almost certainly false. That is to say,





	E″: 
	The coin toss before the first match in 1953 landed Tails.







counts very strongly against C.

Now we have the heralded trouble. For E′ does not count against E″, and E″ does not count against E′. They are probabilistically independent. The prior probability of each is the same as their probability conditional on the other: Pr (E′) = 0.5 = Pr (E′/E″), and Pr (E″) = 0.5 = Pr(E″/E′).

How should we respond? What we learn from the clash between the example and the principle about evidence is that our intuitions about very strong support for and against the truth and falsity of conditionals are not to be trusted. One response (Gibbard’s, in fact) is to deny that (indicative) conditionals have truth conditions. Another is to allow that conditionals have truth conditions and to seek to explain away the troublesome intuitions. It is, as it happens, the response I favor. But I do not wish to enter that debate here. My purpose is to advertise the importance of noting connections, in this case, between a principle about bodies of evidence that point in opposite directions and the debate over whether or not conditionals have truth conditions.




Perceptual Content and Two‐Dimensionalism

Traditionally, these two issues have been treated separately. The first concerns the nature of certain phenomenologically distinctive mental states induced in us by our causal interactions with the world around us. The second is a contested view in the philosophy of language, which holds that certain sentences that one might have thought have a single content have, in fact, two contents. I will try to convince you that a point about perceptual content gives us a way of breaking a deadlock between one‐dimensionalists and two‐dimensionalists (as the protagonists are often badged, in terms that explain themselves).

I start with the point about perceptual content. We report our perceptual experiences in sentences like “I see that there is a cat in front of me” or “I can hear George singing in the shower,” and it can be tempting to think that a discussion of the content of perceptual experience is a discussion of the content of the “that‐clauses” in sentences like these. I think this is a mistake. First, the content of experience is rich. An experience which you might report in the words “I see that there is a cat in front of me” will be an experience which represents the cat as being a certain distance from you, as moving or not moving, as being a certain color, and so on. Likewise, when you hear George singing in the shower, you will hear him as singing at a certain volume, in tune or out of tune, at a certain distance and orientation with respect to where you are located, and so on. This means that, in neither case, is the content of the experience identical to the content of the that clause. In both cases, the content of the experience is much richer than the content of the that‐clause.

Second, the fundamental reason for holding that perceptions have content is that we distinguish between veridical perceptions, illusions, and hallucinations, designating a given experience as belonging to one category rather than another on the basis of what we find out about our world. That implies that there is sense to be made of a “compare and contrast” operation between perceptions and the world we occupy, and it’s the content of the experience that we compare and contrast with how the world in fact is. And this, in turn, implies that the content of an experience is how the world is being represented to be. But that implies that we should think of perceptual content in terms of a set of worlds (with a key proviso to be mentioned shortly), each member of which is in accord with how the world is being represented to be.

Third, modeling the content with a set of worlds allows us to capture a ubiquitous feature of perceptual experience: how determinately an experience represents things to be varies with location. For example, in vision, how things are represented to be directly in front of one and not too far away is reasonably determinate, but the degree of indeterminacy rises sharply with distance away and for objects off to the side. Thus, the set of worlds, each member of which is in accord with how some visual experience represents things to be, will be alike to a substantial extent in the region directly in front of the perceiver, but there will be lots of variation as one moves away from that region.

Finally – and here we come to the heralded proviso – we should not, strictly speaking, be talking about a set of worlds. Perceptual experiences represent how things are relative to the perceiver or, more precisely, the head of the perceiver. George will be heard by you as singing at such and such a distance from where your head is and as, say, behind you in a sense given by the direction in which your head is facing. The cat will be seen as being a certain distance away from your head and as oriented thus and so with respect to where your head is facing. This means that we should be thinking, not in terms of worlds – not, that is, in terms of a function that goes from a world and an experience to truth just if the world is in accord with how things are represented to be by the experience – but instead in terms of a function that goes from a head in a world and an experience to truth just if the way things are relative to the head in the world is in accord with how things are being represented to be by the experience. The upshot is that the content of experience is a set of centered worlds, each center being the right way relative to its world.

How do these, relatively commonsensical, observations in the philosophy of mind and perception relate to the somewhat technical issue of two‐dimensionalism in the philosophy of language? I will spell things out for a simple, familiar kind of example. It will, I trust, be obvious that the points generalize.

Under what conditions is the sentence “There is a cat in front of me” true (in English, at some particular time, two complications we will suppress in what follows)? It is impossible to answer this question independently of context. A token of the sentence produced by, say, Mary will be true just if there is a cat in front of Mary. But that’s no answer for the question asked of the sentence type. We can, however, say for the sentence type that it is true at the context Mary just if there is a cat in front of Mary. And we need to say something like this. For we want to allow that, in some good sense, the sentence is true for or at Mary when there is a cat in front of her, even if no token of the sentence gets produced by Mary. We do not want to say of some token of “There is a cat in front of me” produced by Mary, which is true by virtue of there being a cat in front of Mary, that it is true only because she produced the sentence. There is a sense in which the sentence is true at her, independently of her vocalizations or inscriptions. We might say it this way


At Mary: “There is a cat in front of me” is true if and only if there is a cat in front of Mary.

Suppose you were then asked about

At Fred: “There is a cat in front of me” is true if and only if there is a cat in front of …



the question being how you should fill in the dots. This is an easy question. You know the answer is


At Fred: “There is a cat in front of me” is true if and only if there is a cat in front of Fred.

The question is easy because there is a pattern and you have spotted it. It is encapsulated by

(X)  At N: “There is a cat in front of N” is true if and only if there is a cat in front of N.



The controversy starts when we consider how to express the foregoing in the language of content. One way to go holds that there is a different content for “There is a cat in front of me” at each context. Thus, at Mary, the content is a function from a world to truth just if there is a cat in front of Mary at that world; at Fred, the content is a function from a world to truth just if there is a cat in front of Fred at that world; and so it goes. Equivalently, at Mary, the content is the set of worlds where Mary has a cat in front of her; at Fred, the set of worlds where Fred has a cat in front of him; and so it goes.

The other way to go holds that what has just been said is true, but there is more to say. There is a further content, a content that is common to “There is a cat in front of me,” independently of context. This further content is the second dimension of two‐dimensionalism. The second content is given by (X) above. For what (X) tells us is that “There is a cat in front of me” determines a function that goes from a world and a subject in a world to truth just when there is a cat in front of that subject. Equivalently, associated with “There is a cat in front of me,” there is a set of centered worlds – the set of centered worlds with a cat in front of their centers.


One‐dimensionalists insist that two‐dimensionalists confuse content with the determination of content, or, as they sometimes put it, semantics with meta‐semantics (e.g., Stalnaker 2004). The content of “There is a cat in front of me” is, in part, determined by context. There is no single content independent of context. The set of centered worlds part of the story is simply an account of how this determination operates, not a further content. Two‐dimensionalists object that there is no principled basis for discriminating against the set of centered worlds as being a content of “There is a cat in front of me,” in a perfectly proper sense of content. Grasping (X) is just as much part of understanding the sentence as is knowing, e.g., that at Mary, it is true if and only if there is a cat in front of Mary (see, e.g., Jackson 2006).

How might this impasse be broken? If it is right to hold that perceptual content is given by a set of centered worlds, this is a major point in favor of two‐dimensionalism. Perceptual content is content in a perfectly proper sense of content. What’s more, we know the kind of perceptual experience that warrants producing “There is a cat in front of me” – perhaps some readers of this chapter are having such an experience right now – and it is hard to see how the experience could warrant the production of the sentence unless one content of the sentence was, like that of the experience, a set of centered worlds.




Information and Proper Names

Now for our final case study:


I know which tree the treasure is buried under. I want to let you know which tree it is. The tree has no obvious distinguishing marks, or maybe it does but it would take a good number of words to capture those distinguishing marks. So what I do is to mark the tree with, say, the letter “A.” I then send you a note containing the sentence “The treasure is under the tree marked ‘A’.”



This little story illustrates a very familiar method of passing on information about particular objects. The first step is to give a distinguishing mark to the object in question. The second step is to follow the rule of using the assigned mark to pass on information about the object by embedding the mark in a suitable information vehicle.

Here’s a second illustration. It is important for rooms in large office blocks to have distinctive room numbers affixed to them. The numbers help distinguish one room from another, and anyone anxious to arrive at the right room for a job interview knows how important that can be. What is more, the numbers, once affixed, can be used as parts of information‐preserving causal chains. Thus someone might insert the symbol “3022” into the sentence schema “The interview is at 10 am in room” in an email. Someone who reads the email and wishes to pass on the same information in a conversation might insert “3022” into a verbal utterance. And so on. What we end up with are a number of physical structures each containing “3022” as a part, and which, by virtue of this fact and their causal inter‐connections, convey information about the room in question.

What I have just been saying is so commonplace that more examples would be tedious. Why am I reminding you of something you already know? I hope the answer will be obvious. The story about room numbers is akin to the story which supporters of the causal theory of reference give for proper names. Names, like room numbers, get assigned, perhaps in a religious ceremony supplemented by filling out the relevant government forms. The assigned names are then inserted into physical structures called sentences to pass on information about the people, cities, ships, and so on, to which they were assigned. In the case of ships, names are attached to them much as room numbers are attached to rooms. But, of course, our names are not attached to us in that sense (unless we are in hospital, in which case they often are attached to us in the literal sense in order to avoid potentially dangerous confusions). Our names are instead inscribed on cards in our purses and wallets, which we carry around with us. And they are connected to us in the sense that we are disposed to utter our names on request, or to write them on forms in boxes near the top of those forms, and so on.

What then do we learn about names from reflections on the role of assigned distinguishing marks for information transmission? We learn that something like the causal theory of reference for names just has to be true. We learnt a great deal from Kripke (1980), as all acknowledge, but, in a sense, we knew a key part of the story already. It is a bit of folk wisdom that attaching distinguishing marks to objects and using those marks as elements in causal chains helps greatly in the transmission of information about those objects, and that’s a major part of the rationale for giving objects names. That does not mean that there is nothing to disagree about. There is a lively debate between those who support the causal theory of reference for names thought of as opposed to any kind of description theory of reference for names – the theory to be found in Kripke (1980) – and those who argue that the right theory of reference for names is a description theory with the descriptions understood as having a causal component, as in, for example, the causal descriptivism of Kroon (1987). Noting that the way we transmit information using distinguishing marks has implications for the theory of reference for proper names does not, in itself, settle that debate. But that was not my purpose, which was to give a final example of the importance of seeing connections between different topics.





Afterword

You now have my three case studies in front of you. Maybe you agree with what I said about them, or some of them. Maybe not. But at least I hope you find it plausible that philosophers should be looking at possible connections between apparently disparate topics. There is a good way of being a professional philosopher: it is being someone who is across enough of the major areas to see connections between them that might easily be missed. In that sense, I think that it is important for the future of philosophy that we should all become more professional.
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Note


1 The title comes from E.M. Forster, Howards End. Much of the content comes from discussions over the years with colleagues, teachers, friends, and discussants at one or another conference. They have convinced me of the importance of connecting.







Part 2


Bumps in the Road, Rabbits in the Landscape













5


Chmess, Abiding Significance, and Rabbit Holes


Peter Boghossian and James A. Lindsay





Lord Ronald said nothing; he flung himself from the room, flung himself upon his horse and rode madly off in all directions. (Stephen Leacock)1






Introduction

In his paper, “Higher‐order truths about chmess,” Daniel Dennett argues that “[m]any projects in contemporary philosophy are artifactual puzzles of no abiding significance” (Dennett 2006). In other words, much of contemporary academic philosophy is a waste of time.

In this chapter, we’ll first expand on and clarify Dennett’s point. We then argue that in order to rectify this problem, philosophers who seek to create work of “abiding significance” must firmly re‐tether philosophy to science – only science can uniquely pull philosophy in the right direction, and so philosophy, if it wants to retain relevance and value, must follow science.2 We use mathematics, models, and metaphysics, to expand and clarify Dennett’s chmess analogy. We further the argument that some contemporary academic philosophy loses its way and chases chmess‐like endeavors – arguing that philosophy is bloated by extraneous, esoteric, and bizarre philosophical projects that aren’t detached from reality but only related to it tangentially. Chmess‐like games, like some contemporary academic philosophy, nick reality and then shoot off on their own trajectory, often down intellectual rabbit holes.




Chmess

To illustrate his point, Dennett uses the example of chmess, a made‐up game that’s “just like chess except that the king can move two squares in any direction, not one.” We will take chess as a metaphor for reality. The logical universe of chess, then, represents what can be determined about reality. Chmess can be understood as representing logical non‐reality that is tangentially related to reality (the actual state of affairs).3

Chmess, however, is only one example of a rule change on standard chess. There are infinitely many ways the rules of chess could be modified. Here are five possible chmess‐like variants:


	A chess‐like game where all chess rules apply except En passant.

	A chess‐like game where all chess rules apply but pawns can move backward one space if they’re on the same file as a rook.

	A chess‐like game where all chess rules apply except the king can move up to three spaces in any direction, but only in a line and only when next to a bishop.

	A chess‐like game where all chess rules apply and the queen can move as many spaces in any direction, including direction changes, as equal to the rounded‐down square root of the number of turns that have been played in the game up to that point.

	A chess‐like game where all of the above rules apply.



All of these chmess games are irrelevant (except perhaps the first which has historical precedent); they are all tangential to chess and interesting only as academic curiosities. Equally irrelevant is the endless list of possible variants: Chmessk2 is a game where the king can move twice. Chmessk3_ is a game where the king can move three spaces. Chmessk390°~\ is a game where the king can move three spaces that optionally include one 90‐degree turn but no diagonals. This can go on and on and on, and every one of these instantiations is yet another example of a pointless game about which no one should care despite being replete with what one might term “locally interesting truths.”

The logical universe of every chmess variant stands in isomorphic relationship to a baroque philosophical project. And just as every chmess game is, frankly, a waste of time, so too are many projects in contemporary philosophy. Being locally interesting to handfuls of philosophers isn’t de facto justification for such projects.

Academic philosophy has institutionalized and legitimized entire domains of chmess‐like thought, which are buttressed by the tendency of philosophers to engage in a dialectical game of peekaboo with ideas that do not merit serious consideration; many philosophers earnestly engage chmess‐like speculations and then construct elaborate lines of supporting arguments. Nowhere is this better seen than in the philosophy of religion (Lindsay 2015).

The fact that chmess‐like variants are both normative and seriously entertained could be one reason why philosophy isn’t accorded much respect outside the academy – it twiddles away and seriously entertains the hyper‐esoteric and inconsequential. One need look no further than to a philosophy conference, where chmess‐like projects are the norm. To attend a philosophy conference is to marvel at the obscurity and irrelevance of what’s become of the discipline. Obfuscation through “grad speak,” nano‐niche topics of absolutely no relevance or significance to those not immersed in the area, a focus on esoterica that are often untethered to reality, unbridled and un‐evidenced speculations about the nature of reality, and so on, and, in a mix of irony and tragedy, the perception of these pursuits as intellectual virtues. It’s almost as if philosophers have forgotten how to speak to people not just outside their discipline, but also outside their niche.4

The difficulty all branches of inquiry face is that while we’re watching chess (reality), we do not know all the rules of the game we’re watching. It’s up to us to attempt to distinguish between chess and chmess, and we have the technically impossible task of deciding whether we are seeing chess or, instead, chmess played in a way such that in every game we ever have observed, the king moves only one space at a time, despite being allowed to move two. Sub‐disciplines like the philosophy of science exist to give robust explanations for why it is reasonable, even preferable, to conclude “chess” even if some restricted‐chmess is the true nature of reality (say, that whatever happens to be analogous to the king moving two spaces happens so rarely as never to be observed, perhaps as with magnetic monopoles).5




Dennett’s point

Some philosophers, including Massimo Pigliucci, have argued the point of Dennett’s article wasn’t just that the field of philosophy engages in lines of inquiry that no one cares about, but that most academic disciplines do the same thing (Pigliucci 2014 and 2015).6 Of course this “defense” of philosophy can be read as, “Philosophy is useless and obscure, but a lot other disciplines are too.” Maybe that’s what Dennett meant, but if it is, it’s too bad – Dennett, in that case, would have missed his own point. It isn’t that chmess or these other fictitious variants are irrelevant because no one is interested, it’s that when one assumes incorrect rules and then fails to realize it, one can become removed from reality very quickly (it’s even worse when, as in theology, one simply makes up the rules to suit one’s agenda).

While this problem is endemic in some branches of academic philosophy (for example, metaphysics, ontology, the philosophy of religion, and even metaethics), it bears mentioning that virtually the entire discipline of theology is chmess‐like; it’s a chess‐like game that isn’t exactly chess, a pursuit of reality that isn’t exactly pursuing reality. It’s making up rules and then seriously considering them (Boghossian 2013). Within academic philosophy, the problem is often subtler than with theology, but chmess‐like investigations remain tangential to reality, even when it is quite clear where the point of tangency lies.


It is a fundamental mistake to think that one can reason one’s way to understanding reality absent science. Aristotle, for example, made this error in Progression of Animals.7 Here, he tried to reason his way to understanding why snakes don’t have legs and provided abundant reasons for his speculation:


The reason why snakes are limbless is first that nature makes nothing without purpose, but always regards what is the best possible for each individual, preserving the peculiar substance of each and its essence, and secondly the principle we laid down above that no sanguineous creature can move itself at more than four points. Granting this it is evident that sanguineous animals like snakes, whose length is out of proportion to the rest of their dimensions, cannot possibly have limbs; for they cannot have more than four (or they would be bloodless), and if they had two or four they would be practically stationary; so slow and unprofitable would their movement necessarily be.

(Progression of Animals 8, 708a9–20, Revised Oxford Translation)



The problem, in a nutshell, is that Aristotle lived approximately 2000 years before Darwin. He did not have the biological sciences he needed to come to accurate conclusions; he was playing a chmess‐like game.




Metaphysics and models

Engaging in speculation about the nature of reality – metaphysics – tends to be the Achilles’ heel of many philosophers. Absent a scientific background, at best metaphysics is an intellectual sinkhole because it’s almost impossible to do well. At worst, it trains scholars to extend confidence in their speculations beyond the warrant of the scientific evidence, and then to robustly defend those speculations using the tools of argument, with which professional philosophers are particularly adept.

In The Believing Brain, Michael Shermer explains the reason for this: smart people are better at rationalizing bad ideas (Shermer 2012). And in that singular insight many of the problems within philosophy, and metaphysics in particular, are unmasked. Smart people come up with really good reasons for poor ways of conceptualizing problems. And the more clearly the point of tangency between a bad model and reality can be apprehended, the more powerfully we should expect this effect.

The most egregious examples of metaphysical speculations running amok are found in cosmological metaphysics. Philosophers like William Lane Craig and Paul Copan attempt to reason their way to cosmological origins (Copan and Craig 2004; Craig and Smith 1995). But the answers they seek – if there are any answers at all – will be found in science, not in philosophy and certainly not in theology.


No one knows the fundamental nature of reality – no one may ever know it – and there may not even be a “fundamental nature of reality.” This does not mean creating models is a waste of time, nor is developing and refining concepts like model‐dependent realism (Hawking and Mlodinow 2012). Every enterprise that flirts with such ambitious topics as the nature of the universe must draw heavily from the sciences as a base for every speculative model.8 Most metaphysical endeavors should fall under the heading of, “you had better be very scientifically aware if you think you’re going to do this well.”

Elsewhere, we have argued for model‐dependent realism (Stenger, Lindsay, and Boghossian, 2015). All propositions that may be true within certain axiomatic, logical, or philosophical systems should be understood as provisional, and all subject to our presumptions about the nature of reality. Philosophy already tends to do this but it lacks formal, systematized mechanisms to adjudicate wildly speculative claims (for example, Aristotle and Aquinas’ “first cause” argument).

We can determine truths about reality by making models (philosophical objects) and then comparing their consistency with data. This is the only way to judge models about reality, because data is the way we link reality (which we observe and measure) to models (collections of ideas, often expressed linguistically, mathematically, and statistically). Absent matching of models to data, our metaphysics becomes like choosing from an infinite number of chmess‐like games, with nothing but deficient modalities – and these are limited because they’re based on just a few points of tangency – with which to judge the rules. Even if the sciences, as philosophical endeavors in their own right, also suffer from this same problem, their very raison d’être is to bend the tangent curve (the models) to fit the real curve at ever more points.




Axioms, mathematics, and progress

This does not mean that we shouldn’t make models or that we should refrain from speculations about reality. (This is what string theory does; it speculates about reality and then attempts to match the speculative models to the data.) It does mean that philosophy must keep science at the fore so as to prevent its models from becoming chmess‐like projects.

Mathematics provides a clarifying analogy because the axioms are relatively straightforward, and often clearly attached to reality – but not all of them are. The axiom of infinity, for example, is not clearly attached to reality (Lindsay 2013).9 Unsurprisingly, then, this is where things become complicated. There’s a branch of mathematics that accepts the axiom of infinity (standard mathematics). There are others: Finitist mathematics, which doesn’t allow infinities at all, and ultrafinitist mathematics, which doesn’t even allow for numbers so big that they’re somewhat pointless. There are others in the contrary direction: mathematical constructions that allow for “hyperreal” and “surreal” numbers and other abstract concepts, all populating the landscape of “transfinite” mathematics. Each accepts different axioms and concomitantly produces a different mathematics; each has proponents for various reasons; and each is just an academic exercise once it runs tangential to reality, whether we know its fundamental nature or not.

Within the field of mathematics, it is reasonable to say that mathematics is making a contribution of “abiding significance” when it fills out the set of known truths, falsehoods, and undecidables, within any one of these axiomatic systems, but at the same time, unless we know which of these make any realistic sense, they’re untethered speculations. These efforts have “abiding significance” because there’s an overwhelming consensus that the goal of mathematics is to fill out these compendiums of results, rather for their own sake. Academic philosophy is rightfully afforded less leeway in this regard because it works with broader and less obvious axioms, and because it aims to make statements more directly geared to human functioning within the constraints of reality.

Even though mathematics is just a mental construct, that is, a philosophical endeavor, some domains of mathematics tell us about reality. This is because some mathematical axioms are simple enough to count as self‐evidently “hooking” to reality. For example, if we have eight things and take away three, that there are five left can be checked empirically, but there’s absolutely no reason to bother. The very definitions of eight, three, five, and “take away,” hook the endeavor (math) directly to reality (at the level of discrete objects).

This isn’t a silly example. Because there are infinitely many numbers, most numbers are totally useless because they’re too big to count anything meaningful. An extremely big number by our standards, like a number with a trillion digits take away another extremely big number such that the difference is still an impracticably big number, doesn’t tell us something about reality; it tells us something about a hypothetical reality in which those numbers reference real quantities.10

Still, the math gets it right, even if it cannot be verified empirically, at least not directly, because the numbers are too big to count anything real. Why? Because the axioms that encapsulate basic arithmetic are formulated from obvious descriptions of reality.11 Thus, mathematics gives us knowledge (in that it’s accurate and justifiable) about any hypothetical universe where such numbers make sense. In our own universe, smaller numbers make sense, and mathematics tells us something about our own reality. The empirical nature of counting, and thus of basic arithmetic, ensures many, many points of solid agreement between the arithmetic model and the reality it enumerates. And by extension, apparently unreal concepts such as real numbers, complex numbers, infinity, limits, the calculus, and so on, are unsurprisingly useful because they are natural logical extensions of concepts rooted very deeply in reality.

In that sense, we can trust that philosophy can tell us about reality only when the axioms are so simple as to qualify as being completely legitimate, self‐evident statements about reality. The (or, one) folly of philosophers is tending to forget that the worth of all philosophical conclusions depends entirely on the axioms from which they follow, and thus so does the reliability of their connection to reality.12 (The folly of theologians is pretending that “God” constitutes one such axiom.)

Likewise, philosophy cannot be trusted to tell us about reality when it forgets reality in pursuit of its ideas. This is analogous to running too far down a tangent and then forgetting one’s way back, or to preferring to play some variant of chmess and then confusing its rules with those of chess. Philosophers do so most often either by inventing and exploring counterfactual possible worlds or by failing to recognize the ways in which our ideas oversimplify some matters, for instance by forgetting about the important role and incredible complexity of human psychology and sociology. Models are potentially infinite; most of them are utterly worthless; and the best models are those that have the best connections to reality. These connections are best demonstrated via consistency with empirical data, which outstrips even logic, as the errors of philosophy revealed by scientific investigation have repeatedly shown.

Some philosophers may claim that philosophy is of “abiding significance” if generating names for every possible chmess variant – and whittling out arguments for why one variant is better than another (similar to the five rules of chmess variants) – is the goal of philosophy. We don’t think it is, and acting as if it were is an abandonment of philosophy’s truth‐goals.13 A better goal would be to rest on the fact that the sciences are, bar none, the most effective epistemological tools we have developed for understanding reality and thus the best, if not unique, path to describing it. After all, should we find ourselves not knowing exactly which game we are watching, chess can be most easily discerned from chmess simply by observing the movements of the king. That an epistemic gap remains – the king could be allowed to move two or more spaces and yet, in practice, apparently never does – is little more than a call for humility and openness to belief revision, falling pretty far from making a case that chmess and its set of logical truths are worth pursuing as a possible characterization of the game. And if we always observed the king moving only one space and yet wanted to conclude some chmess‐variant is the right description, how could we possibly determine Chmessk2 instead of Chmessk3_, Chmessk390°~\, or any number of others from that observation? In that case, concluding chess makes at least as much sense as any chmess and yet is far more parsimonious.




Conclusion

If philosophy has any chance of achieving abiding significance and being rescued from the meaningless obscurity that plagues it, philosophers must figure out which games matter and what it means to matter, and must choose to play only the games that get somewhere. In other words, they need to focus on the logical truths of chess, cutting out as much chmess as possible.14

Philosophy has already worked its way to the correct set of rules for making sense of the world, and it named them “science.” This is why science has to be at the root of every part of philosophy that hopes to be of abiding significance. There are infinitely many philosophical pursuits, and most of them are rabbit holes that aren’t worth pursuing. The connection to reality is what matters if relevance outside of pigeonholes in the academy holds any value. Philosophy becomes abidingly significant to the degree it remembers that, and it languishes to the degree that it forgets.
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Notes


1 Nonsense Novels, first published in 1911 and since published in various editions as well as by Project Gutenberg.
2 We define “science” as a branch of philosophy that is centrally concerned with testing models empirically for their consistency with evidence, which is to say, with reality. As an example of science‐free philosophy, take the classic trolley problem. One can talk about deontological or consequentialist solutions ad nauseam, and none seem satisfactory. This is because these ethical theories don’t incorporate tools from, and advances in, psychology.
 Obviously, unless there are some extraordinary circumstances involved, one would flip the switch to save one’s children over five strangers. Why? The place we measure the consequences isn’t “total number of lives”; it’s determined by a very complicated psychosocial valuation schema (Haidt 2006 181–211; Lindsay 2015). Parenthetically, this is similar to the problem of graded importance for which philosophers unfairly needled Sam Harris’s The Moral Landscape (2010).
 Moral philosophy that seeks to substantively address social or societal matters is only as good as its connection to legitimate psychological and sociological research.

3 There is an infinite number of possible guesses about the nature of reality, its functioning, its structure, and so on, and the vast majority of these are utterly useless because they are some combination of incorrect, incoherent, and inchoate, to say nothing of being inelegant or unparsimonious. In fact, when graded against infinite possibility, most are complete nonsense. Few contemporary philosophers would disagree with this characterization, of course, and many stay sufficiently clear of those bogs to avoid becoming lost, but their weedy edges consistently seem to prove inviting. When confronted by an infinite number of possible states of affairs, Dennett’s chmess acts as a heuristic analogy: It’s a game no one plays, even though it comprises a set of localized truths that aren’t too far from those relevant to one that is very well established.
4 Many professional philosophers with whom we’ve engaged view this impenetrable erudition not as a problem to be overcome but as a virtue to which less seasoned philosophers should aspire.
5 Grand unified and superstring theories in physics predict magnetic monopoles, the existence of which would also be consistent with quantized electric charge, which we observe. However, we have never (properly) observed a magnetic monopole. Perhaps these models are chmess, and there are no magnetic monopoles, in which case it falls to the utility of these theories to justify their application until something more accurate is available. (We still use Newtonian mechanics on certain domains despite knowing it to be a bit of chmess.) Perhaps instead, they are not chmess, but we await observation before drawing such a conclusion and remain open to alternative characterizations of reality as a result.
6 Peter Boghossian discussed this problem with Russell Blackford, Susan Haack, and Massimo Pigliucci on a “Skepticism and Philosophy” panel at the scientific skeptic convention TAM (The Amazing Meeting) in July 2013 (TAM 2013). When Boghossian brought up the disturbing trend toward increasingly esoteric topics that no one other than a sub‐sub‐specialist in an area could possibly understand, Pigliucci, who holds doctorates in biology, genetics, and philosophy, said that this is a trend across all disciplines and not just philosophy. He may be correct. We don’t know. What we do know is that to attend a philosophy conference is to gaze through a window into obscurity and irrelevance. This may be an academy‐wide problem (see Taylor 2009). Chmess can also be understood as a metaphor for “academic sinkholes,” that is, micro‐Platonic caves in which many academicians have imprisoned themselves. Chmess is a metaphor for being stuck in a way of viewing reality that’s removed from reality, and each successive chess‐like game that’s more baroque than the previous becomes further removed from reality. (For example, compare chmess variant 1 with variant 5.)
 There are hundreds of thousands of peer‐reviewed, published philosophical essays. Undoubtedly, the overwhelming majority of these are of virtually or absolutely no significance, and a great many are never even cited outside their niche. Put bluntly, they are of no consequence whatsoever. They do not contribute in any meaningful way to the discipline of philosophy, and certainly make no contribution outside of the discipline.

7 This is a bit like watching chess played by people who rarely execute certain moves and then construct rather baroque chmess rules to explain the anomalies when they’re executed. For example, if people rarely move the rook seven spaces, Aristotle’s argument is akin to noting that and reasoning that the rook is limited to move only (say) up to five spaces unless on a white square near a knight, in which case it can move up to six, or on a black square in the (intentionally vague) vicinity of a bishop, in which case it can move up to seven, although if “limited” (also vague) by a pawn, no more than four spaces vertically and six horizontally. This, pace Rovelli, doesn’t exonerate Aristotle because bad arguments, or even rather good ones, to support baroque interpretations of incomplete data (because of specious presuppositions like Platonism) are still chmess (Rovelli 2015). Moreover, it certainly does not acquit church leaders of turning Aristotle’s Physics into dogma, however “obvious” it may have seemed to them, trapped as they were in their limited perspective. The crucial point is that today we don’t say Einstein is right so much as provisionally “right,” and that’s because we have a mature view of scientific models that predecessors lacked, not least because of their preference for thoughts, assumptions, and arguments over observations, especially disconfirming ones – note that Aristotle’s chmess is like identifying the world as one “perfect” way and then explaining (away) difficulties in ad hoc ways. Even with the precession in the perihelion of Mercury, for example, we identified that Newtonian mechanics must be flawed, not that Mercury has special laws dedicated to it. Thus, while we may not know all the rules defining chess, we don’t assume that we have them, nor do we assume loophole‐type rules when observing something we didn’t expect (instead realizing that the set of rules we assume to be provisionally correct is incomplete or based on erroneous assumptions).

8 Physicists Lawrence Krauss and Victor Stenger have repeatedly argued this (see, for example Baggini and Krauss 2012, a conversation between Krauss and philosopher Julian Baggini).
9 While it is logically implied by the axioms of arithmetic and useful for doing calculus, we don’t know whether infinity legitimately hooks to reality. In fact, it isn’t clear that we can know this, even in principle.
10 Note that even a number with a trillion digits is smaller than most numbers because there are only so many numbers smaller than it and infinitely many larger than it. Generally, each number is smaller than most (Lindsay 2013). For comparison’s sake, our observable universe contains a number of atoms that we are quite sure has no more than 83 digits. As a matter of perspective, the number of atoms in our universe is as a small pinch of sugar to a small mountain of it, as compared to a hypothetical one in which its atoms are enumerated by a number with a trillion digits.

11 As an objection to our approach, an analogy could be proposed between chmess, as a chess‐like game, and the complex number system as an extension of the real number system. For the unfamiliar, there is both the real number system and also a set of complex numbers, of the form a + bi. The letter “i” stands for the “imaginary” concept of the square root of negative one. Yet no real number multiplied by itself is equal to negative one. Thus these numbers are apparently mysterious except as conceptual fictions (which, we must note, all numbers are anyway). One might argue that the set of complex numbers reduces to the set of real numbers when the parameter b is zero, just as chmess reduces to chess when the king’s movements are restricted to one space. And this apparently retains relevance because people have spent their lives studying the complex numbers that turn out to prove useful to our current understanding of electronics, electromagnetism, circuits, impedance, phase angle, reactance, angular velocity, and many other physical processes. In these fields of useful study, various aspects become transparent and can be physically controlled by modeling the relevant processes via imaginary numbers.
 However, imaginary numbers are not mysterious, nor is their utility, and neither still are they in this way analogous to a more complex variant of chess. This is because complex numbers arise naturally, if abstractly, from the real numbers via what is known as “algebraic closure.” That is, if we want to be able to solve every polynomial equation with real coefficients, the full solution set is the set of complex numbers. To argue that chmess is to chess as the complex numbers are to the reals – themselves already an abstract extension of rational numbers, or conceptual fictions, requiring acceptance of the axiom of infinity, another conceptual fiction, and thus possibly not “real” at all – is to argue that there is some fundamental aspect to the rules of chess that requires that chmess is a naturally more complete game that arises automatically from a sufficiently deep contemplation of chess. It isn’t. No contemplation of the universe of truths about chess evokes chmess, so this analogy fails and is insufficient to justify chmess‐like excursions by academic philosophers.

12 That is, making detailed cases for a tentative acceptance of viewpoints about reality in topics at present too complicated to parse out via scientific models (e.g., human moral systems, politics, a great deal of psychological inquiry, the nature of mind, macro‐economics, etc.). In this vein, philosophical competence is clearly predicated upon the ability to work with tricky, multivariate, and nuanced information for which we do not possess an adequate way to make models and then to propose (what amount to) nebulous proto‐models and arguments in their support. The catch is a requirement to be informed by as much relevant science as possible. For more, see Ellis and Silk (2014).
13 For more, see Leiter (2006/2004). This remarkable collection explores, among other issues, philosophy’s relation to truth.
14 This can be accomplished, loosely, by not confusing the map for the terrain it represents, and this is best done by setting it aside and looking around. If the map says there is a mountain, and there really is no mountain, it is the map, not reality, which has something wrong.
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Philosophy as the Evocation of Conceptual Landscapes1

Massimo Pigliucci




Preamble: The Nature of Progress

I come to philosophy from the natural sciences, where the idea that my former academic field (evolutionary biology) makes progress is taken for granted, and where one would receive amused or puzzled looks by simply asking the question. And yet, philosophers of science have convincingly argued that it is much more difficult than one might think to provide a good account of how, precisely, science makes progress (Niiniluoto 1980, 2011; Laudan 1981; Bird 2007). When it comes to philosophy, however, it is philosophers themselves who often deny that the field makes progress, no matter how one understands “progress.” Which is puzzling, because the obvious question, then, is why on earth would they bother spending their lives contributing to an area of inquiry that reliably goes nowhere?

Part of the problem is that “progress” is itself not at all easy to define, with the term taking on different meanings in the natural sciences and, for instance, in mathematics – the latter being a field where practitioners have no trouble saying that they are, indeed, making progress (Crowe 1975, 1988; Brown 2008; Krantz 2010; Cooke 2011).

I suggest that a reasonable approach to this issue is to “go Wittgensteinian,” so to speak, and argue that “progress” is a family resemblance, or cluster concept. Wittgenstein’s own famous example of this type of concept was the idea of “game,” which does not admit of a small set of necessary and jointly sufficient conditions in order to be defined, and yet this does not seem to preclude us from distinguishing games from not‐games, at least most of the time. Progress, in a sense, could then be thought to be like pornography (to paraphrase the famous quip by US Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart): “I know it when I see it.”


Or perhaps we can descend from the high echelons of contemporary philosophy and jurisprudence and simply do the obvious thing: look it up in a dictionary. For instance, from the Merriam‐Webster we get:



	“forward or onward movement toward a destination”or


	“advancement toward a better, more complete, or more modern condition”





with the additional useful information that the term originates from the Latin (via Middle English) progressus, which means “an advance.”

How is this going to help? For one, it allows us to begin to distinguish the different senses in which science and other disciplines may be said to be making progress: I submit that progress in science is a teleonomic (i.e., goal oriented) process along definition (i), where the goal is to increase our knowledge and understanding of the natural world in terms of the simplest possible set of general principles (in physics, laws of nature). Even though there are a lot of complications and nuances that one needs to address, I believe this captures what most scientists and philosophers of science mean when they say that science, unquestionably, makes progress.

Definition (ii), however, is more akin to what I think has been going on in the allied fields of mathematics, logic, and (with an important qualification to be made in a bit) philosophy. Consider first mathematics and logic: I do not think it is tenable to understand them as teleonomic disciplines even if one is a Platonist (let alone if one is not, as in my case), because there is an infinite number of logical‐mathematical objects to discover and theorems to prove, so that mathematics and logic look like ever expanding disciplines, not converging toward any “theory of everything,” as is (allegedly, since not everyone is convinced of this: Fodor 1974; Cartwright 1983) the case for science.2 Rather, I think of mathematics and logic as advancing “toward a better, more complete” position, “better” in the sense that the process both opens up new lines of internally generated inquiry (the solution of mathematical and logical problems generates new problems, and so forth) and “more complete” in the sense that mathematicians and logicians are best thought of as engaged in the exploration of a space of conceptual (as distinct from empirical) possibilities.




Evoking Truths about Mathematics, Logic, and Philosophy

How do we cash out this idea of a space of conceptual possibilities, which I argue is also crucial to provide an account of how philosophy makes progress? And is such a space discovered or invented? A possible answer was sketched in a different context by Roberto Unger and Lee Smolin, in their The Singular Universe and the Reality of Time: A Proposal in Natural Philosophy (2015). Let me summarize their arguments, since they are crucial to my project as laid out in this essay.

In the second part of their tome (which was written by Smolin; Unger wrote the first part), chapter 5 begins by acknowledging that some version of mathematical Platonism – the idea that “mathematics is the study of a timeless but real realm of mathematical objects” – is common among mathematicians (and philosophers of mathematics), though by no means universal, and certainly not uncontroversial. The standard dichotomy here is between mathematical objects being discovered (Platonism) vs. being invented (nominalism and similar positions: Bueno 2013).

Smolin immediately proceeds to reject the above choice as an instance of false dichotomy: it is simply not the case that either mathematical objects exist independently of human minds, and are therefore discovered, or they do not exist prior to our making them up and are therefore invented. Smolin sets out four possibilities in a form similar to Table 6.1.






Table 6.1

 





	
	Existed prior? Yes
	Existed prior? No





	Has rigid properties? yes
	discovered
	evoked



	Has rigid properties? no
	fictional
	invented





(Adapted from Unger and Smolin 2015, 423)


By “rigid properties” here Smolin means that the objects in question, once we become aware of them, present us with “highly constrained” choices about their properties. Let us begin with the obvious entry in the table: when objects exist prior to humans thinking about them, and they have rigid properties. Scientific discoveries fall into this category: planets, say, exist “out there” independently of anyone being able to verify this fact, so when we become capable of registering their existence and of studying their properties we discover them.

Objects that had no prior existence, and are also characterized by no rigid properties include, for instance, fictional characters (Smolin calls them “invented”). Sherlock Holmes did not exist until Arthur Conan Doyle invented him, and his characteristics are not rigid, as has been (sometimes painfully) obvious once Holmes got into the public domain and different authors could pretty much do what they wanted with him. Smolin, unfortunately, doesn’t talk about the “fictional” category of his classification, which comprises objects that had prior existence and yet are not characterized by rigid properties. Perhaps some scientific concepts, such as that of biological species, fall into this class: “species,” however one conceives of them, certainly exist in the outside world; but how one conceives of them (i.e., what properties they are assigned) may depend on a given biologist’s interests (this is referred to in the philosophy of biology as pluralism about species concepts: Mishler and Donoghue 1982).

The crucial entry in the table, for my purposes here, is that of “evoked” objects: “Why could something come to exist, which did not exist before, and, nonetheless, once it comes to exist, there is no choice about how its properties come out? Let us call this possibility evoked. Maybe mathematics is evoked” (Unger and Smolin 2015, 422). Smolin goes on to provide an uncontroversial class of evocation, and just like Wittgenstein when he was talking about his family resemblance concepts, he chooses games:


For example, there are an infinite number of games we might invent. We invent the rules but, once invented, there is a set of possible plays of the game which the rules allow. We can explore the space of possible games by playing them, and we can also in some cases deduce general theorems about the outcomes of games. It feels like we are exploring a pre‐existing territory as we often have little or no choice, because there are often surprises and incredibly beautiful insights into the structure of the game we created. But there is no reason to think that game existed before we invented the rules. What could that even mean?

(Unger and Smolin 2015, 422)



Interestingly, Smolin includes forms of poetry and music in the evoked category: once someone invented haiku, or the blues, then others were constrained by certain rules if they wanted to produce something that could reasonably be called haiku poetry, or blues music. An obvious example that is very close to mathematics and logic is provided by board games:


When a game like chess is invented a whole bundle of facts become demonstrable, some of which indeed are theorems that become provable through straightforward mathematical reasoning. As we do not believe in timeless Platonic realities, we do not want to say that chess always existed – in our view of the world, chess came into existence at the moment the rules were codified. This means we have to say that all the facts about it became not only demonstrable, but true, at that moment as well … Once evoked, the facts about chess are objective, in that if any one person can demonstrate one, anyone can. And they are independent of time or particular context: they will be the same facts no matter who considers them or when they are considered.

(Unger and Smolin 2015, 423)



This strikes me as very powerful and widely applicable. Smolin isn’t simply taking sides in the old Platonist/nominalist debate about the nature of mathematics. He is significantly advancing that debate by showing that there are two other cases missing from the pertinent taxonomy, and that, moreover, one of those cases provides a positive account of mathematical (and similar) objects, rather than just a rejection of Platonism. But in what sense is mathematics analogous to chess? Here is Smolin again:


There is a potential infinity of formal axiomatic systems (FASs). Once one is evoked it can be explored and there are many discoveries to be made about it. But that statement does not imply that it, or all the infinite number of possible formal axiomatic systems, existed before they were evoked.

Indeed, it’s hard to think what belief in the prior existence of an FAS would add. Once evoked, an FAS has many properties which can be proved about which there is no choice – that itself is a property that can be established. This implies there are many discoveries to be made about it. In fact, many FASs once evoked imply a countably infinite number of true properties, which can be proved.

(Unger and Smolin 2015, 425–26)



Reflecting on the category of evoked objective truths provides me with a reading key to make fuller sense of what I am attempting to articulate: my suggestion here, then, is that Smolin’s account of mathematics applies, mutatis mutandis, to logic and, with an important caveat, to philosophy. All these disciplines – but, crucially, not science – are in the business of ascertaining “evoked,” objective truths about their subject matters, even though these truths are neither discovered (in the sense of corresponding to mind independent states of affairs in the outside world) nor invented (in the sense of being (entirely) arbitrary constructs of the human mind).

I have referred twice already to the idea that philosophy is closer to mathematics and logic (and a bit further from science) via a qualification. The qualification is that philosophy is, in fact, inherently concerned with the state of the world (unlike mathematics and logic, which while useful to scientists, could be, and largely are, pursued without any reference whatsoever to how the world actually is). If you are doing ethics, or political philosophy, for instance, you are very much concerned with those aspects of the world that deal with interactions among humans within the context of their societies. If you are doing philosophy of mind you are ultimately concerned with how actual human (and perhaps artificial) brains work and generate consciousness and intelligence. Even if you are a metaphysician – engaging in what is arguably the most abstract field of philosophical inquiry – you are still trying to provide an account of how things hang together, so to speak, in the real cosmos.

This means that the basic parameters that philosophers use as their inputs, the starting points of their philosophizing, their equivalent of axioms in mathematics and assumptions in logic (or rules in chess) are empirical data about the world. This data comes from both everyday experience (since the time of the pre‐Socratics) and of course increasingly from the world of science itself. Philosophy, I maintain, is in the business of exploring the sort of conceptually evoked spaces that Smolin is talking about, where the evocation is the result of whatever starting assumptions are made by individual philosophers working within a particular field and, crucially, of the constraints that are imposed by our best understanding of how the world actually is.

I am not suggesting that every field that can be construed as somehow exploring a conceptual space ipso facto makes progress. If that were the case, we would be forced to say that pretty much everything humans do makes progress. Consider, for instance, fiction writing. Specifically, imagine a science fiction author who writes three books about the same planet existing in three different “time lines.” In each book, the geography of the planet is different, which leads to different evolutionary paths for its inhabitants. However, each description is constrained by the laws of physics (he wants to keep things in accordance with those laws) and by some rational principles (the same macroscopic object can’t be in two places at once, as that would violate the principle of non‐contradiction). Each book tells a different story, constrained both empirically (laws of physics), and logically. In a sense, this writer would be exploring different conceptual spaces, by describing different possibilities unfolding on the fictitious planet. However, I do not think that we want to say that he is making progress. He is just exploring various imaginary worlds.

The difference with philosophy, then, is twofold. First, our writer is doing what Smolin calls “inventing”: not only did his worlds not have prior existence to his imagining them, but they also have no rigid properties. Even the constraints he imposes from the outset, both empirical and logical, could have been otherwise. He could easily have imagined planets where both the laws of physics and those of logic are different. Philosophy, I maintain, is in the business of doing empirically informed evoking, not inventing, which means that its objects of study have rigid properties. Second, philosophy is, again, very much concerned with the world as it is, not with arbitrarily invented ones. Even when philosophers venture into thought experiments (Norton 2004), or explore “possible worlds” (Brown 2002; Copeland 2002) they do so with an interest in figuring things out as far as this world is concerned. So, no, I am not suggesting that every human activity makes progress, nor that philosophy is like literature.




The Business of Philosophy, and its Limits

There are two issues I want to consider before further exploring the idea of philosophy moving in conceptual spaces. They both, I think, contribute to much confusion and perplexity whenever the topic of progress in philosophy comes up for discussion. The first issue is that philosophers too often use the word “theory” to refer to what they are doing, while in fact our discipline is not in the business of producing theories – if by that one means complex and testable explanations of how the world works. The word “theory” immediately leads one to think of science. In light of what I have just argued about the teleonomic nature of scientific progress contrasted with the exploratory/qualificatory nature of philosophical inquiry, one can see how talking about philosophical “theories” may not be productive. Philosophers do have an alternative term, which gets used quite often interchangeably with “theory”: account. “Account” seems a more appropriate term because philosophy – the way I see it – attempts to clarify things, or to analyze in order to bring about understanding, not really to discover new facts, but rather to evoke rational conclusions arising from certain ways of looking at a given problem or set of facts.

The second issue is a way to concede an important point to critics of philosophy. I am proposing a model of philosophical inquiry conceived as providing accounts of evoked truths by exploring and refining our understanding of a series of conceptual landscapes. But it is true that at some point such refinement can yield increasingly diminishing returns, so that certain discussion threads become more and more limited in scope, ever more the result of clever logical hair splitting, and of less and less use or interest to anyone but a vanishingly small group of professionals who, for whatever reason, have become passionate about it. A good (but certainly not the only) example of this, I think, is the field of “gettierology,” which has arisen from discussions of the implications of a landmark paper published by Edmund Gettier in 1963, a paper that for the first time questioned the famous concept of knowledge as justified true belief often attributed (with some scholarly disagreement) to Plato. While it is true that Gettier‐style cases present an interesting problem for epistemologists, and it is further true that the initial debate did move epistemology forward, it also has to be admitted that more than half a century later pretty much all of the interesting things that could possibly have been said in response to Gettier are likely to have been said, and that ongoing controversies on the topic lack relevance and look increasingly self‐involved.

However, this problem is not the sole province of philosophy: pretty much every academic field – from literary criticism to history, from the social sciences to, yes, even the natural sciences – suffers from the same malaise, and examples are not hard to find. I spent much of my academic career as an evolutionary biologist, and I cannot vividly enough convey the sheer boredom of sitting through yet another research seminar during which someone presented lots of data that simply confirmed once again what everyone already knew, except that the work had been carried out on a species of organisms for which it hadn’t been done before. Since there are (conservatively) close to nine million species on our planet, you can see the potential for endless funding and boundless irrelevancy. In its favor, philosophical scholarship is at the least very cheap by comparison with even the least expensive research program in the natural sciences!





Philosophy Studies the (Evoked) Structure of Aporetic Clusters

Current discussions on progress in philosophy have, of course, a number of precedents, although it is actually surprising how few scholarly papers have been devoted to the topic. (Then again, you don’t see a lot of scientists, mathematicians, or logicians doing much soul searching about whether their disciplines make progress.) One that I think is particularly important to discuss here, because in some sense it makes for a good contrast with (as well as complement to) my own thoughts, is Moody’s (1986) distinction among three conceptions of progress. What he calls progress1 takes place when there is a specifiable goal about which people can agree that it has been achieved, or what counts towards achieving it. If you are on a diet, for instance, and decide to lose ten pounds, you have a measurable specific goal, and you can be said to make progress insofar your weight goes down and approaches the specific target (and, of course, you can also measure your regress, should your weight go further up!). Progress2 occurs when one cannot so clearly specify a goal to be reached, and yet an individual or an external observer can competently judge that progress (or regress) has occurred when comparing the situation at time t vs. the situation at time t + 1, even though the criteria by which to make that judgment are subjective. Moody thinks, for example, that composers guided by an inner sense of when they are “getting it right” would be making this sort of progress while composing. Finally, progress3 is a hybrid animal, instantiated by situations where there are intermediate but not overarching goals.

Interestingly, Moody says that mathematics makes progress3, insofar as there is no overall goal of mathematical scholarship, and yet mathematicians do set intermediate goals for themselves, and the achievement of these goals (like the proof of Fermat’s Last Theorem) is recognized as such by the mathematical community. (Moody says that science too makes progress3, although as discussed above, science actually does have an ultimate, specifiable goal: understanding and explaining the natural world. So I would be inclined to say that science makes progress1, within Moody’s scheme.)

Moody’s next step is to assume provisionally that philosophy is a type of inquiry, and then ask whether any of his three categories of progress applies to it. The first obstacle is that philosophy does not appear to have consensus‐generating procedures such as those found in the natural sciences or in technological fields like engineering. Moody then claims (1986, 37) that “the only thing that philosophers are likely to agree about with enthusiasm is the abysmal inadequacy of a particular theory” (italics in the original). While I think that is actually a bit of a caricature, I do not share Moody’s pessimistic assessment of that observation even if true: negative progress, that is, the elimination of bad ideas, is progress nonetheless. Interestingly, Moody remarks (again, with pessimism that to my mind is not warranted) that in philosophy people talk about “issues” and “positions,” not of the scientific equivalents: “hypotheses” and “results.” I think that is because philosophy is not sufficiently akin to science for the latter terms to make sense within discussions of philosophical inquiry.

Moody concludes that philosophy does not make progress1 or progress3, because its history has not yielded a trail of solved problems. What about progress2? He takes up the possibility that perhaps philosophy is not a type of inquiry after all, and analyzes in some detail two alternative conceptions: Wittgenstein’s (1965) idea of philosophy as “therapy” and Richard Rorty’s (1980) so‐called “conversational model” of philosophy. As Moody (1986, 38) summarizes it: “Wittgenstein believed that philosophical problems are somehow spurious and that the activity of philosophy … should terminate with the withdrawal, or deconstruction, of philosophical questions.” On this view, then, there is progress, of sorts, in philosophy, but it is the sort of “terminus” brought about by committing seppuku. As Moody rather drily comments, while nobody can argue that Wittgenstein’s ideas have not been taken seriously, it is equally undeniable that philosophy has gone forward largely as if the therapeutic approach had never been articulated. If a proposed account of the nature of philosophy has so blatantly been ignored by the relevant epistemic community, we can safely file it away.

Rorty’s starting point is what he took to be the (disputable, in my opinion) observation that philosophy has failed at its self‐appointed task of analysis and criticism. Moody quotes him as saying (1986, 39): “The attempts of both analytic philosophers and phenomenologists to ‘ground’ this and ‘criticize’ that were shrugged off by those whose activities were purportedly being grounded and criticized.” Rorty arrived at this because of his rejection of what he sees as philosophy’s “hangover” from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when philosophers were attempting to set their inquiry within a framework that allowed a priori truths to be discovered (think Descartes and Kant), even though David Hume dealt that framework a fatal blow during the eighteenth century.

While Moody finds much of Rorty’s analysis on target, I must confess that I don’t. For instance, the fact that other disciplines (like science) marched on while refusing to be grounded or criticized by philosophy is neither entirely true (lots of scientists have paid and still pay attention to philosophy of science, for example) nor necessarily apt as the ultimate test of the value of philosophy even if true: creationists and climate change deniers, after all, shrug off any criticism of their positions, but that doesn’t make such criticism invalid, or futile for that matter (since others are responding to it). Yet there is something to be said for thinking of philosophy as a “conversation” more than an inquiry, as Rorty did. The problem is that this and other dichotomies presented to us by Rorty are, as Moody himself comments (1986, 40), false: “we do not have to choose between ‘saying something,’ itself a rather empty notion that manages to say virtually nothing, and inquiring, or between ‘conversing’ and ‘interacting with nonhuman reality.’” Indeed we don’t.

What account, then, can we turn to in order to make sense of progress in philosophy, according to Moody? I recommend that the interested reader check Moody’s discussion of Robert Nozick’s (1981) “explanational model” of philosophy, as well as John Kekes’s (1980) “perennial problems” approach, but my own treatment here will jump to Nicholas Rescher (1978) and the concept of “aporetic clusters,” which is one path that supports the conclusion – according to Moody – that philosophy does make progress, and it is a type‐2 progress. Rescher thinks that it is unrealistic to expect consensus in philosophy, and yet does not see this as a problem, but rather as an organic outcome of the nature of philosophical inquiry:


in philosophy, supportive argumentation is never alternative‐precluding. Thus the fact that a good case can be made out for giving one particular answer to a philosophical question is never considered as constituting a valid reason for denying that an equally good case can be produced for some other incompatible answers to this question.

(quoted in Moody 1986, 44)



In fact, Rescher thinks that philosophers come up with “families” of alternative solutions to any given philosophical problem, which he labels aporetic clusters.3 According to this view, some philosophical accounts are eliminated, while others are retained and refined. The keepers become philosophical classics, like “virtue ethics,” “utilitarianism,” or “Kantian deontology” in ethics, or “constructive empiricism” and “structural realism” in philosophy of science (Ladyman 1988). Rescher’s view is not at all incompatible with my idea of philosophy as evoking, and then exploring and refining, peaks in conceptual landscapes. As Moody (1986, 45) aptly summarizes it: “that there are ‘aporetic clusters’ is evidence of a kind of progress. That the necrology of failed arguments is so long is further evidence.”




Empirical Examples of Aporetic Clusters in Philosophy

I am a scientist as well as a philosopher, and I have put forth the empirical suggestion that philosophy makes progress through the exploration of evoked conceptual landscapes that are nonetheless anchored by empirical constraints. Is there any evidence that this is, indeed, the way philosophy proceeds? I think so, and it comes at the least in part from a landmark paper by Bourget and Chalmers (2013), in which they quantitatively explore what professional philosophers think of a number of prominent issues and positions within their own discipline. Even though Bourget and Chalmers did not carry out their study while informed by the ideas of aporetic clusters and progress, their data is suitable for the current discussion, despite a number of possible reservations about its methodology (e.g., concerning the sampling protocol, or the fact that the multivariate analyses presented in it are rather preliminary). It also represents a rare opportunity to systematically assess the views of an entire profession, the sort of thing that would probably be useful also in other disciplines, from the humanities to the natural sciences, but is all too seldom actually done.

I focus here on a subset of interesting findings that bear directly or indirectly on my overall project as laid out so far, even though the Bourget‐Chalmers paper contains a number of additional stimulating bits of information for anyone interested in the current state of philosophical inquiry. To begin with, apparently the common adage that if there are X philosophers in a room, they are bound to have X + 1 opinions does not appear to be the case at all. Consider some of the main findings of the survey:


	A total of 71% of respondents thought that a priori knowledge is possible, while only 18% didn’t think so (the remainder, here and in the other cases, falls under the heterogeneous category of “other”). There is a clear majority here, and only two major aporetic clusters.

	Things are more equally divided when it comes to views on the nature of abstract objects: Platonism gets 39% while nominalism is barely behind, at 38%. Superficially, this may seem an instance of precisely what’s wrong with philosophy, but is in fact perfectly congruent with my model of multiple peaks in conceptual space. Philosophers seem to have settled on two of Rescher’s aporetic clusters here, having eliminated a number of unacceptable alternatives. There may very well not be an ascertainable fact of the matter about whether Platonism or nominalism are “true.” They are both reasonable ways of thinking about the ontology of abstract objects, with each position subject to further criticism and refinement.

	Every practicing philosopher knows that W.V.O. Quine thought he had demolished once and for all the distinction between analytic and synthetic propositions, but the bad news for him is that about 65% of philosophers disagree, and only 27% agree that such demise has in fact taken place. The latter may be an example of an aporetic cluster that gained more prominence immediately post‐evocation by Quine, but may have eroded somewhat since, to use a geological analogy.

	One of the most lopsided outcomes of the survey concerns what epistemic attitude is more reasonable to hold about the existence and characteristics of the external world: 82% of respondents qualified themselves as realists, followed by only 5% skeptics and 4% idealists. This may be as close as it gets for philosophers to actually settle a dispute.

	In terms of ethical frameworks, things are pretty evenly split, with deontology barely leading at 26%, followed by consequentialism at 24% and virtue ethics at 18%. Here too, as in the case of Platonism vs. nominalism, the result makes sense to me, as it is hard to imagine what it would mean to say that deontology, for instance, is the “true” approach to ethics. These three (and a number of others) are reasonable, alternative ways of approaching ethics – and there are a number of unreasonable ones that have been considered and discarded over time.



Even more fascinating – and congruent with my general thesis – are the pairwise correlations that the authors uncovered between philosophical views, hinting at the conclusion that philosophers tend to develop fairly internally coherent positions across fields. For instance:


	If one thinks that the distinction between analytic and synthetic truths is solid, then one also tends to accept the idea of a priori knowledge – naturally enough.

	If a philosopher is a moral realist, she is also likely to be an objectivist about aesthetic value. Interestingly, moral realists also tend to be realists in philosophy of science, and Platonists about abstract objects.

	If one thinks that Star Trek’s Kirk survives teleportation (rather than being killed and replaced by a copy), one also – coherently – often adopts a psychological view of personal identity.



Perhaps the most interesting and nuanced approach that Bourget and Chalmers take to their data unfolds when they move from univariate and bivariate to multivariate statistics, in this case principal components analyses. This allows them to examine the many‐to‐many relationships among variables in their data set. The first principal component they identify, that is, the one that explains most of the variance in the sample, they label “Anti‐naturalism,” as it groups a number of responses that coherently fall under that position: libertarianism concerning free will, non‐physicalism about the mind, theism, non‐naturalism as a metaphilosophy, and the so‐called “further fact” view of personal identity. If one were to plot individual responses along this dimension (which Bourget and Chalmers don’t do, unfortunately), one would see anti‐naturalist philosophers clustering at the positive end of it, and naturalist philosophers clustering at the negative end. The second‐ranked principal component is labeled “Objectivism/Platonism” by the authors, and features positive loadings (i.e., multivariate correlations) of cognitivism in moral judgment, realism in metaethics, objectivism about aesthetic value, and of course Platonism about abstract objects. The third component is about Rationalism, with positive loadings for the possibility of a priori knowledge, the analytic‐synthetic distinction, and rationalism about knowledge.


The overall picture that emerges, then, is very much that of a conceptual landscape with a number of alternative peaks, or aporetic clusters, which are internally coherent and well refined by centuries of philosophical inquiry. I suspect that historically many more “peaks” have been explored and eventually discarded, and that the height of the current peaks (as reflected by the consensus gathered within the relevant epistemic communities) is itself heterogeneous and dynamic, with some in the process of becoming more prominent in the landscape and others on their way to secondary status or destined to disappear altogether.




The Evolution of Philosophy

If I am right and philosophy makes progress by evoking and refining aporetic clusters that are constrained by empirical evidence about the world, it makes sense to ask one last question: where is philosophy going, considering its continuous tension with the sciences, themselves making progress in what may be more of a teleonomic fashion?

Philosophers have often advanced a model of their discipline as a “placeholder” for the development of eventually independent fields of inquiry, presenting philosophy as the business of conducting the initial conceptual exploration (and, hopefully, clarification) of a given set of problems, handing it then to a special science as soon as those problems become empirically tractable. There are quite a few historical examples to back up this view, from the emergence of the natural sciences to that of psychology and linguistics. Philosophy of mind is arguably now in the midst of this very process, interfacing with the nascent cognitive sciences.

Predictably, this model is often twisted by detractors of philosophy to show that the field has been in a slow process of disintegrating itself, with a hard core (represented by metaphysics, ethics, epistemology, logic, aesthetics, and the like) that is the last holdout, and which has shown increasing signs of itself yielding to the triumphal march of Science (with a capital “S”). If that is the case, of course, so be it. But I seriously doubt it. What we have seen over the last few centuries, and especially the last century or so, is simply a transformation of what it means to do philosophy, a transformation that I think is part of the continuous rejuvenation of the field. This should be neither surprising nor assumed to be unique to philosophy. Although we use the general word “science” to indicate everything from Aristotle’s forays into biology to what modern physicists are doing with the Large Hadron Collider, the very nature of science has evolved throughout the centuries, and keeps evolving still. What counts as good scientific methodology, sound scientific theorizing, or interesting scientific problems has changed dramatically from Aristotle to Bacon to Darwin to Stephen Hawking. Why should it be any different for philosophy?


One of the most obvious indications that philosophy has been reinventing itself over the past century or so is the stark onset of a panoply of “philosophies of.” “Philosophies of” are the way the field has been responding to the progressive emancipation of some of its former branches: science is no longer natural philosophy, but that simply means that now philosophers are free to philosophize about science (and, more specifically, about biology, quantum mechanics, etc.) without doing science. The same idea applies to linguistics (and philosophy of language), psychology (and philosophy of the social sciences), economics (and philosophy of economics), and so on.

Is this sort of transformation also about to affect philosophy’s core areas of metaphysics, ethics, epistemology, logic, and aesthetics? It depends on how one looks at things. On the one hand, to a larger or lesser extent it certainly has become increasingly difficult to engage in any of the above without also taking on board results from the natural and social sciences. While logic is perhaps the most shielded of all core philosophical areas in this respect (indeed, arguably it has contributed to the sciences broadly construed much more than it has received), it is certainly a good idea to do metaphysics while knowing something about physics (and biology); ethics while interfacing with political and social sciences, and even biology and neuroscience; epistemology while being aware of the findings of the cognitive sciences; and aesthetics with an eye toward biology and the cognitive and social sciences. Nonetheless, all the core areas of philosophy remain still very much recognizable as philosophy. Should they finally spawn their own independent disciplines, there will immediately arise in turn a need for more “philosophies of,” and the process will keep going, the field adapting and regenerating.

Ultimately, philosophy is here to stay for the same reason that other humanities (and the arts) will stay, regardless of how much science improves and expands, or how much narrow‐minded politicians and administrators keep cutting humanities’ funding in universities. Human beings need more than facts and formulas, more than experiment and observation. They need to experience in the first person, and they need to reflect critically on all aspects of their existence. They need to understand, in the broadest possible terms, which means they need to philosophize.
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Notes


1 An expanded and modified version of this essay will appear in my forthcoming The Nature of Philosophy: How Philosophy Makes Progress and Why It Matters, to be published by the University of Chicago Press.
2 It is very possible that the teleonomic account of science will need to be discarded as a relic of a time when physics was automatically considered the queen of and model for all the other sciences. Should that turn out to be the case, then science too will make progress in sense 2 above, more similarly to mathematics, logic, and philosophy than currently believed by scientists and (some) philosophers of science. Nothing hinges on this, as far as my argument is concerned.
3 From the Greek aporetikos, which means impassable, very difficult, or hard to deal with.
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Three Barriers to Philosophical Progress


Jessica Wilson




Introduction

Carnap famously claimed that metaphysicians lack shared standards. I begin by supporting and extending this claim, arguing that a current lack of fixed standards, in every area of philosophy, best explains why philosophers working on the same topic often do so within different, incompatible frameworks or paradigms, though only one of these frameworks is supposed to be correct (section “The absence of fixed standards in philosophy”). Unlike Carnap, I interpret this situation optimistically, as primarily indicating that we are far from the end of methodological inquiry. Our present lack of fixed standards is, however, associated with three barriers to progress in philosophy. First (section “Barrier #1: Intra‐disciplinary siloing”), lack of fixed standards encourages intra‐disciplinary silos, where philosophers ignore work outside of their own paradigm, leading to dialectical and argumentative difficulties and misspent intellectual energy; here the recent introduction of “Grounding” (a primitive relation or notion of metaphysical dependence) serves as a case in point. Second (section, “Barrier #2: Sociological determinants”), without fixed standards, which frameworks are embraced is often determined more by sociological factors having to do with elite influence and/or disciplinary inertia than by philosophical or other motivations for the approach; here the status of Grounding again serves as illustration, as does David Lewis’s influence vis‐à‐vis Hume’s Dictum (the thesis that there are no metaphysically necessary connections between wholly distinct entities). Third (section, “Barrier #3: Bias”), lack of fixed standards encourages (implicit and/or explicit) bias – a general empirical fact which, applied to philosophy, provides a new explanation of why philosophy has a distinctively bad problem with bias as compared to certain other argumentative and technical fields. I close (section, “Moving beyond the barriers”) with some suggestions about how to move beyond these barriers.





The Absence of Fixed Standards in Philosophy

Why think there are no fixed standards in philosophy? The answer concerns a puzzle, nicely suggested by Hume’s remark:


Disputes are multiplied, as if every thing was uncertain; and these disputes are managed with the greatest warmth, as if every thing was certain. (1739/1978, xviii)



To see the puzzle, it is useful to distinguish two ways progress in a field may proceed (Wilson 2013). The first occurs within a preferred paradigm, understood in broadly Kuhnian terms as a framework for inquiry into a given topic, which includes certain theoretical and methodological assumptions treated as constitutive of the investigative approach. Progress within a preferred framework is “vertical,” consisting mainly in constructing and testing theories within the framework’s constraints. Vertical progress within a single preferred framework (or restricted set of such) is characteristic of the sciences, reflecting that scientists aim to explore what is in fact the case, so that their efforts are most efficiently expended within the framework(s) taken to likely model the way things actually are. Hence when a paradigm is deemed unworkable in the sciences, it is replaced – there is, as Kuhn put it, a “paradigm shift” from one preferred framework to another.

A second “horizontal” sort of progress consists in identifying new paradigms – new ways of thinking about or engaging with the topic. Horizontal progress is characteristic of deeply ecumenical fields such as art and pure mathematics. To be sure, individual artists and mathematicians may primarily engage in vertical explorations within a single framework; but the fruitful identification of new terrain is itself seen as valuable, and importantly, there is no presupposition that any one framework is closer to actuality or otherwise more “correct.”

Does philosophical progress primarily proceed along horizontal or vertical dimensions? Herein lies the puzzle. On the one hand, much philosophical progress involves the horizontal identification of new ways of theorizing about a given topic (“disputes are multiplied, as if every thing was uncertain”). For example, by way of understanding morality we have Aristotle’s virtue ethics, Hume’s sentimentalism, Mill’s utilitarianism, Kant’s deontologicalism, Stephenson’s expressivism, and so on; and a similar multiplicity characterizes philosophical accounts of objects, causation, modality, law, art, gender – you name it. On the other hand, these horizontal efforts are not of the same ecumenical character as those in art or mathematics. Rather, philosophers typically suppose, like scientists, that there’s a fact of the matter about which paradigm treating a given topic is correct, and conduct their vertical explorations accordingly. Indeed, philosophers often take their favored treatments to be not just correct, but necessarily so (“disputes are managed […] as if everything was certain”).


Philosophical progress thus proceeds both horizontally and vertically, in a way posing a puzzle: if philosophical paradigms are not created equal, then why are there so many competing paradigms for any given topic?

A plausible and explanatory answer is that we are currently at a fairly rudimentary stage of philosophical inquiry. It is not just that, for any given topic, we don’t yet possess all the relevant data – that much is also true of the sciences. More crucially, we do not yet possess shared, fixed standards for assessing whether a given approach to, or account of, the topic is correct. Of  course, there are some fixed standards – the usual logical inferences, for example. But there’s a great deal, methodologically speaking, that is variable across frameworks, including which theses are taken as foundational guides to theorizing (e.g., Hume’s Dictum, to be discussed), and which ranks and weights are assigned to theoretical desiderata such as parsimony, elegance, fruitfulness, plausibility, and compatibility with other beliefs.

Carnap inferred from the lack of fixed standards in metaphysics to the meaninglessness of metaphysical disputes; and since every area of philosophy is in the same shape, Carnap’s pessimistic inference, if correct, would apply across the board. A less pessimistic but still deflationary response would be to maintain that philosophy is more like mathematics than science: what philosophers do is map and develop conceptual space concerning the range of possible treatments of a topic, as per Benj Hellie’s evocative description of philosophy as “the neo‐natal intensive care unit of theory” (personal communication).

My own view is optimistic and non‐deflationary. These are early days, and it remains open that we will some day converge on fixed standards. In past decades much progress has been made in philosophical methodology, with one upshot being (ironically enough) widespread rejection of Carnap’s broadly verificationist criterion of meaning, and another being increased articulation of the content and means of satisfying theoretical desiderata. Moreover, our standards are not so diverse that we are unable to make working assessments of certain frameworks: indeed, it will emerge in what follows that some frameworks are on the table for sociological rather than methodologically principled reasons. Accordingly, there’s no reason at present to deny that, in general, there is a fact of the matter about which philosophical frameworks are getting it right.

That’s the good news. The bad news is that our lack of fixed standards poses three barriers to philosophical progress.




Barrier #1: Intra‐Disciplinary Siloing

The first upshot of the lack of fixed standards is that philosophers addressing a topic within one paradigm are under no clear pressure to read or engage work by those addressing the topic within other paradigms, so they commonly feel free to dismiss or ignore such work. As I’ve argued (Wilson 2013), such dogmatism is premature, and when one framework is comparatively dominant (as is common), poses various barriers to philosophical progress, including discouraging the development of live alternatives, and preventing the proper testing of the dogmatically assumed framework against such alternatives.

Here I want to connect such insularity to what I call “intra‐disciplinary siloing.” Disciplinary siloing occurs when practitioners in different fields operate in ignorance of other work on a shared topic, often leading to reinventing wheels, mischaracterizations of what is known about the topic, and so on – with all the wasted intellectual effort such problems imply. The lack of fixed standards and associated tendency for philosophers to ignore work done in “outside” frameworks amounts to intra‐disciplinary siloing, and is subject to similar difficulties.

I offer the recent introduction of “Grounding,” a primitive notion or relation of metaphysical dependence, as a case in point.

First, some background, familiar to anyone working in the metaphysics of science or mind. Since the 1950s, much philosophical attention has focused on how to understand mental states (as well as other special science entities and features) on a physicalist view, according to which, schematically speaking, all broadly scientific goings‐on are “nothing over and above” – are completely metaphysically dependent on – (typically complex combinations of) fundamental physical goings‐on. The central question here concerns how to fill in the schematic relation of metaphysical dependence, so as to guarantee physicalism’s intended contrast with its traditional rivals (e.g., substance dualism and strong emergentism) in a principled and illuminating way. Now, the original parsimonious suggestion, offered by reductive physicalists, was that the relation is type identity; focusing on the mental, the suggestion was that every mental state type is identical with a physical state type. Such a view faced concerns, however, including that the multiple realizability of mental states blocks type‐level identifications, and that reductionism fails to preserve the ontological and causal autonomy of the mental. Reductionists have their responses, but in any case, starting in the 1970s, there were many attempts to understand the metaphysical dependence at issue in ways making sense of non‐reductive versions of physicalism.

One such attempt appealed to supervenience, an abstract relation of modal correlation first offered in this context by Davidson (1970), with the suggestion being that if mental and physical states were strongly correlated, this would establish the metaphysical dependence of the mental on the physical in a way compatible with non‐reduction. But supervenience was soon seen as inadequate for physicalist purposes, since even the strongest correlations are compatible with the mental’s being over and above (e.g., strongly emergent from) the physical. Hence in ensuing decades alternative non‐reductive approaches to metaphysical dependence were developed, appealing to diverse metaphysical relations such as functional realization (Putnam 1967; Shoemaker 1975; Melnyk 1995), the determinable‐determinate relation (MacDonald and MacDonald 1986; Yablo 1992), robustly ontological explanation (Horgan 1993), trope identity (Ehring 1996; Robb 1997), the proper‐subset‐of‐powers relation (Wilson 1999; Shoemaker 2000/2001), the part‐whole relation (Shoemaker 2000/2001; Clapp 2001), and so on. Hundreds of articles and books have been published exploring the features and applications of these and other metaphysically substantive accounts of metaphysical dependence.

Now fast forward to the 2000s, when Fine, Schaffer, and Rosen turned their attention to metaphysical dependence, positing a primitive notion or relation of “Grounding” as operative in contexts where locutions such as “nothing over and above,” “in virtue of,” “constituted by,” and the like are at issue – as in, for example, the physicalism debates.

Why posit Grounding? Synthesizing a bit, the stated motivation was as follows (see Wilson 2014). To start, contemporary metaphysicians have not been paying attention to metaphysical dependence:


On the now dominant Quinean view, metaphysics is about what there is. Metaphysics so conceived is concerned with such questions as whether properties exist, whether meanings exist, and whether numbers exist. I will argue for the revival of a more traditional Aristotelian view, on which metaphysics is about what grounds what. […] It is about what is fundamental, and what derives from it.

(Schaffer 2009, 345, 379)



When metaphysicians have paid attention to such dependence, they have done so in semantic, epistemic, or supervenience‐based terms, as a kind of empiricist hangover. But semantic and epistemic treatments are problematic and beside the point:


[R]eduction should be construed as a metaphysical rather than as a linguistic or a semantical relation. […] we need to restore ourselves to a state of metaphysical innocence in which reduction is seen to concern the subject‐matter itself and not the means by which it might be represented or cognized.

(Fine 2001, 10)



And supervenience is too weak to ensure metaphysical dependence:


[S]upervenience analyses of grounding all fail.

(Schaffer 2009, 364)




One […] reason for regarding the idioms of dependence with suspicion is the thought that […] the idioms are always dispensable in practice in favor of the idioms of modal metaphysics – entailment, supervenience […] And yet it seems to me that this is not true at all.

(Rosen 2010, 113)



Properly characterizing metaphysical dependence requires a non‐causal metaphysical notion or relation:


A number of philosophers have recently become receptive to the idea that, in addition to scientific or causal explanation, there may be a distinctive kind of metaphysical explanation, in which explanans and explanandum are connected, not through some sort of causal mechanism, but through some form of constitutive determination.

(Fine 2001, 38)



But there are no available accounts of metaphysical dependence in familiar terms. So we should posit a primitive notion or relation of such dependence – Grounding – as operative in any and all contexts where metaphysical dependence is at issue:


There have been other attempts to analyze grounding, including those centered around existential dependence counterfactuals […] I know of none that succeed. […] Grounding should rather be taken as primitive, as per the neo‐Aristotelian approach (cf. Fine 2001: 1). Grounding is an unanalyzable but needed notion – it is the primitive structuring conception of metaphysics.

(Schaffer 2009, 364)




[T]here is no prospect of a reductive account or definition of the grounding idiom […] So if we take the notion on board, we will be accepting it as primitive […] I begin with the working hypothesis that there is a single salient form of metaphysical dependence to which the idioms we have been invoking all refer […].

(Rosen 2010, 113–114)



Of course, there is a cost to admitting such a primitive; but the cost of Grounding is well‐paid, in allowing us to treat metaphysical dependence in properly metaphysical terms.

Now, it should be clear, given the actual state of play in the metaphysics of science and mind, that this story line is (to put it mildly) dialectically inaccurate. Again, numerous highly articulate, explicitly metaphysical accounts of metaphysical dependence have been advanced and discussed in past decades. It is thus not true that metaphysicians have been ignoring metaphysical dependence, or that metaphysical dependence has been viewed with “suspicion” except as involving supervenience or the like, or that philosophers have “only recently” become receptive to there being constitutive metaphysical explanations … and so on.

What explains why Fine, Schaffer, and Rosen got the dialectical facts so wrong? Plausibly, each was working (or had been working) within an intra‐disciplinary silo that simply ignored the work of philosophers working outside that silo. Fine is a brilliant lone wolf, who forges his own frameworks, and doesn’t much visit any others. Schaffer and Rosen represent a different case: each was raised in Lewis’s Humean framework, within which it is true that metaphysical dependence is understood in terms of supervenience (or identity). Given the frameworks within which these philosophers were or had been operating – and, more importantly, given that they didn’t feel obliged to familiarize themselves with work done outside those frameworks – their mischaracterization of the circa‐2000s state of play concerning metaphysical dependence is unsurprising. It’s unsurprising – but this intra‐disciplinary siloing has led to several difficulties, of the sort characteristic of disciplinary siloing.

First, siloing led to enthymematic argumentation: given the many existing accounts of metaphysical dependence in terms of specific metaphysical relations, there’s no good argument from the failure of representational/epistemic/modal/causal notions or relations to make sense of metaphysical dependence, to the posit of primitive Grounding.

Second, siloing has encouraged continuing ignorance of, and failure to engage with, existing work on metaphysical dependence. Publications, especially by prominent philosophers, propagate quickly, and many readers naturally assume that confidently expressed descriptions of a dialectic are correct. Indeed, it’s common for papers on Grounding to start by repeating the fiction according to which contemporary metaphysicians ignored metaphysical dependence until Fine, Schaffer, and Rosen came along; and so the inaccuracy propagates. The initial failure to engage with existing work has also propagated, as per Dasgupta’s (2014) defense of a Grounding‐based formulation of physicalism, which doesn’t reference any existing literature on formulating physicalism, and which suffers accordingly by motivating the proposal in enthymematic (“identity, logical analysis, and supervenience don’t work, so let’s formulate physicalism in terms of primitive Grounding”) fashion.

Third, siloing has led to wheel‐reinventing and retrograde motions. The original proponents initially characterized Grounding as irreflexive (nothing can Ground itself), asymmetric (if x Grounds y, then y does not Ground x), and transitive (if x Grounds y, and y Grounds z, then x Grounds z). Subsequently, many papers on Grounding have focused on pointing out that some cases of metaphysical dependence lack one or more of these features. This is wheel‐reinventing, since familiarity with the existing options and applications would have made clear that the diverse forms of metaphysical dependence proposed in the philosophical literature do not have any of these features in common (see Wilson 2014). And Dasgupta’s proposal is retrograde, offering as an advance what is effectively the schematic starting point of investigations into how to formulate physicalism.

Fourth, siloing has led to misspent intellectual effort by those who took the revolutionary rhetoric of Fine, Schaffer, and Rosen at face value and jumped aboard the Grounding train, hitching their work to a framework taking this primitive as foundational. Having yet to see any reason for or useful results stemming from this posit, I take much of this effort to have been wasted (including that directed at the question – a spandrel of Grounding’s overly abstract nature – “what Grounds Grounding?”).1 I might be wrong – we’re still far from the end of inquiry! Still, it remains that work so far on Grounding has mainly consisted in either unneeded and unilluminating applications or unnecessary brush‐clearing, where, as Berkeley put it in the introduction to his Treatise (1710/1998), “we have first raised a dust, and then complain, we cannot see.”




Barrier #2: Sociological determinants

A second upshot of the lack of fixed standards is that it makes room for sociological considerations to be the main determinants of which frameworks or views are taken seriously. As shown, the lack of motivation for Grounding hasn’t prevented a rush on the topic. It’s hard not to see this fad as primarily driven by the elite influence of the original proponents.

For another example, consider “Hume’s Dictum” (generalizing Hume’s ban on necessary causal connections), according to which there are no metaphysically necessary connections between wholly distinct entities. For decades, conformity to this thesis has been a commonly accepted constraint on metaphysical theorizing. Why? There is little intuitive or scientific pull to Hume’s Dictum. Underlying this thesis is the supposition that what it is to be a broadly scientific entity or feature is ultimately divorced from anything the entity or feature does or can do. But neither common sense nor the sciences give us any reason to believe this, even for the fundamental goings‐on that Humeans take to be “freely recombinable.” Nothing in the sciences suggests, for example, that what negatively charged electrons do is contingent, such that they might rather have attracted each other, or played leapfrog. On the contrary: physics and other sciences characterize natural entities and features in terms of interactions and other causal notions;2 and in everyday life we obviously take what objects and properties can do to be crucial to what they are – not in crude behaviorist terms, but as part of life’s richly interacting mental and physical pageant. We have no clear access to or concern with whatever non‐causal core is, according to the Humean, supposed to underlie the contingently sprinkled causal and other connections.

That said, Hume’s Dictum makes sense if you are a strict empiricist like Hume, who takes the content of beliefs to come down to patching together mental copies of superficial sense perceptions. To take Hume’s original example, it presumably is contingent what will happen if something superficially shaped like a billiard ball appears to touch something else superficially shaped like a billiard ball – perhaps the “billiard balls” will turn into “butterflies.” But contemporary proponents of Hume’s Dictum are not strict empiricists – they allow that we can infer to the existence and natures of goings‐on beyond the reach of experience. And as MacBride (2005) observes:


[I]t is a curious fact that the proponents of the contemporary Humean programme – Lewis included – having abandoned the empiricist theory of thought that underwrites Hume’s rejection of necessary connections provide precious little by way of motivation for the view. (127)



Indeed, Lewis’s motivations for taking Hume’s Dictum as foundational are uncompelling. He frequently pronounces that he finds necessary connections “mysterious”; but if anything is mysterious here, it’s the attribution of an inaccessible intrinsic nature to broadly scientific entities or features floating free of anything they do. Nor do Lewis’s accounts of natural phenomena retrospectively motivate Hume’s Dictum, for these accounts (e.g., his repeatedly tweaked counterfactual account of causation, and account of ordinary objects as four‐dimensional fusions of three‐dimensional fusions of qualitatively characterized points/regions, whose possible states advert to “counterparts” at other concrete possible worlds) are – let’s face it – counterintuitive, counterexample‐ridden, and/or kludgy. The best case here appeals to Lewis’s (1986a) account of modality: if modal claims are made true by goings‐on in other concrete possible worlds, then Hume’s Dictum serves as a combinatorial generator of the space of possibility not appealing to any irreducible modal notions (including consistency); but that’s a big “if”!3 Indeed, Lewis’s considered motivation is deflationary: “what I uphold is not so much the truth of Humean supervenience as the tenability of it” (1986b, xi). (See Hellie, Chapter 16, this volume, for discussion of the genesis of Lewis’s interest in the tenability of Humean supervenience.) But for philosophers aiming to truly illuminate natural reality, that a Humean framework can be held on to, come what may, isn’t much motivation for spending one’s career vertically exploring its consequences.

So, why have so many taken Hume’s Dictum as foundational, given its lack of intuitive, scientific, or philosophical motivation? Plausibly: because Lewis did so. Of course, Lewis’s influence wasn’t just a matter of his being at Princeton! It also adverts to various attractive characteristics of his philosophizing. Lewis was clearly a brilliant philosopher. But just as it would have impeded scientific progress for scientists to have joined Ptolemy in adding epicycles to his foundationally flawed system, even had Ptolemy been an especially brilliant and influential person, it has not been good for philosophical progress that so many philosophers have spent decades laboring in the imaginary Legoland of Hume’s Dictum.

The scientific comparison suggests another way in which sociological factors may be determinative – namely, as a result of disciplinary inertia. In science, standards are comparatively fixed, not just in that empirical data acts as a constraint, but also in that there are limits to what is considered acceptable as regards interpretation or accommodation of the data: pace Quine, the rubber band can stretch, but if it stretches in overly implausible or inelegant directions, that is evidence of the framework’s failure, and reason to look for different foundational assumptions. Not so in philosophy, where the lack of fixed standards makes room for individuals and institutions to stick inertially with a framework, epicycles and all.




Barrier #3: Bias

Finally, the absence of fixed standards interferes with philosophical progress in encouraging bias, implicit and/or explicit. For simplicity, I focus on what I call “negative” bias affecting members of the category “woman,” whatever such membership comes to; the following discussion also pertains to members of other bias‐disadvantaged categories. The qualifier “negative” reflects the underappreciated fact that bias works not just to unfairly disadvantage members of some demographic categories, but also, in its “positive” form, to unfairly advantage others – especially elite white males.

I start by noting that philosophy has a special problem so far as negative bias against women is concerned. As Schwitzgebel and Jennings recently reported, “the last several decades have seen substantial progress toward gender parity in most disciplines, but philosophy remains strikingly imbalanced in faculty ratios and in citation patterns in leading philosophical journals” (2016). Re the latter patterns: Kieran Healy’s (2013) analysis of citation data in philosophy indicates that the work of women – even those at elite institutions, publishing in top journals – is rarely cited or taken up in ways setting philosophical agendas:


[W]omen publish, yet their work is not cited. […] The 1990s were not the 1950s. And yet essentially none of the women from this cohort are cited in the conversation with anything close to the same frequency, despite working in comparable areas, publishing in comparable venues, and even in many cases having jobs at comparable departments.







There is a notable contrast here with closely related fields, such as law and linguistics, where women are commonly acknowledged and appropriately situated leaders.

To be clear: there is no case to be made that this underrepresentation reflects that women are any less philosophically competent (or brilliant!) than their elite white male peers. On the contrary, and with all due respect: as we’ve just seen, widely cited papers by elite white males may contain basic dialectical and argumentative errors, and the agendas set by elite white males may be almost entirely lacking in either initial or retrospective motivation. Women typically can’t get away with blatant dialectical, argumentative, or motivational failings; hence their work is often better than that of their elite male peers along these dimensions, and is moreover often clearly ground‐breaking in a way that – if read and engaged with – would produce more substantive results (as with Laurie Paul’s (2014) work on transformative experience).

Why does philosophy have a special problem with negative bias against women? This has been unclear, since certain features of philosophy that might initially be seen as explanatory are shared by fields where bias is less of a problem. Yes, philosophy is argumentative; but so is the law. Yes, philosophy is technical, but so is linguistics.

I suggest that the lack of fixed standards in philosophy is the key here. In other argumentative and technical fields, the standards are comparatively fixed: the case is closed, the hypothesis is confirmed. In philosophy, however, our standards consist of a fuzzy and diverse array of methodological principles, along with numerous flexibly ranked and weighted theoretical desiderata.

This difference is deeply explanatory, for studies have shown that flexible contexts of evaluation encourage bias, since in such contexts standards can be unconsciously adjusted to confirm the bias, whether negative or positive. In philosophy, the lack of fixed standards means we are currently always in such flexible contexts of assessment, rendering any “result” subject to bias‐infected interpretation. No surprise, then, that philosophy is especially prone to bias.




Moving Beyond the Barriers

I close with some brief suggestions about how we can start to move beyond the aforementioned barriers, even prior to the end of methodological inquiry.

To move beyond intra‐disciplinary siloing, philosophers should start expanding their purview beyond their preferred or familiar frameworks, in ways manifesting scholarly due diligence. Given that most contemporary work is available online through easily searchable indexes, there’s no excuse for ignorance or its propagation.


To move beyond sociological factors being determinative of philosophical attention, philosophers should aim to be clear in their writings and teachings that most frameworks and associated claims are at this point (at best) provisional. Stop pronouncing, y’all! On the other side, graduate students and others need to develop a healthy skepticism as regards dialectical claims – even and especially those made by elite philosophers, who often fail to read outside of narrow citation circles.

As for bias: though “flexible standards” bias can be somewhat counteracted by focusing on specific criteria of assessment, in most philosophical contexts this strategy won’t be helpful – too many methodological balls are in play. So I’ll instead mention a broadly Buddhist strategy, which starts by acknowledging the bothersome fact of both positive and negative bias. Observe yourself as you are inclined to emit a warm and charitable glow toward the elite white male, and as you are inclined to diss or dismiss that non‐elite/non‐white/non‐male (etc.). Say to yourself, in a benign and self‐accepting way: that’s not real. Then turn your attention to discerning what the person actually has to say.4
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Notes


1 For criticism of Schaffer’s (2016) recent strategies for motivating Grounding, see Wilson (2016).
2 Humeans sometimes cite Russell (1912) as establishing that physics doesn’t appeal to causal notions – incorrectly, since Russell’s remarks are directed only at a specific, implausible “universal generalization” account of causation.
3 Even granting the antecedent, the reduction fails; see Wilson (2015).
4 Thanks to Russell Blackford, Damien Broderick, Benj Hellie, and Laurie Paul for useful comments.
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Introduction

It is a cliché of intellectual life that philosophy makes no progress. Looking at the discipline from the outside, many will agree with Nobel Laureate Francis Crick that “if you ask how many cases in the past has a philosopher been successful at solving a problem, as far as we can say there are no such cases.”1 And from inside the view is little better. Many philosophers provide despairing assessments of the chances of solving philosophical problems, and many more have the sinking feeling they might be right.2 (One colleague once told me that the whole issue of progress made her feel sick.)

I am here to tell you that the cliché is false. I am an optimist about philosophical progress, but (of course) of a nuanced and sophisticated sort – a reasonable optimist, as I will say. I am not a reasonable optimist because I think that I and I alone have discovered some new and distinctive methodology that (finally!) puts philosophy on the sure path of science. Like many other contemporary philosophers I don’t think philosophy has a distinctive methodology; hence it has no distinctive methodology that is new and certainly none discovered by me. Rather I am a reasonable optimist because I think that in philosophy (as in many parts of inquiry) the historical record speaks in favor of reasonable optimism – at least it speaks that way if we are clear about: (a) what philosophical problems are, and (b) what it takes to solve them. What follows is a very brief explanation and defense of this point of view.3




Exhibit A

We may begin with two examples of (what I take to be) solved philosophical problems. I describe the first briefly, the second even more briefly.


Exhibit A is perhaps the most famous philosophical problem of them all, namely, the mind–body problem as formulated by Descartes. As we all know, in the Meditations and other works, Descartes argued that the existence of consciousness or thought is inconsistent with the truth of materialism, and that consequently a certain sort of dualism is true. And his contemporaries, including Thomas Hobbes, Antoine Arnauld, and Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia, objected to what he said in various ways.

What happened to this dispute over the mind–body problem between Descartes and his critics? The standard answer – the pessimistic answer – is that the problem is still with us, and that philosophers are still banging on about it. In effect, this repeats the cliché that philosophy makes no progress. But this pessimistic answer pays no attention to the way Descartes formulated the problem. If we do pay attention to this, what emerges is that, contrary to what often seems to be supposed, the Cartesian mind–body problem has been solved. There are three points to make.

First, when Descartes talked of “matter” or “body” – when he talked of the physical, as we would put it – he explicitly identified matter and extension in space. In the Principles of Philosophy, he says (1985b, 210) “extension … constitutes the nature of corporeal substance,” and in Meditations VI, which contains his main argument for dualism, he writes (1985a, 54) that he has a “clear idea of body in so far as this is simply an extended, non‐thinking, thing.”

Second, Descartes’ assumption that matter is extension is not merely a historical detail, unrelated to the underlying plausibility of his position. For the key argument against materialism and for dualism that he gave in Meditation VI relies crucially on there being available, as he expressed it, a clear and distinct understanding of what thought and matter are – the basic point being, to put it very roughly, that enough is known about both to know that they are distinct one from the other. In turn, if matter is extension, this assumption is prima facie plausible at least as regards the physical, since it is plausible to think that, courtesy of geometry, there was available to Descartes (and available to us for that matter) a clear and distinct understanding of what extension is, at any rate as Descartes intended that notion.

Third, while Descartes himself assumed that matter is extension, and while this is crucial to his argument against materialism, this assumption was subsequently rejected by the philosophical and scientific community.4 Instead of supposing that matter is extension, philosophical and scientific opinion after Descartes’ death converged on the idea that matter – that is, the brains and bodies of sentient creatures, and the cells that make up those brains and bodies, and the atoms that make up those cells – is something that fills in space, rather than being something that is space. Since it is an open question what it is that fills in space, it becomes no longer plausible to say that we have a clear and distinct idea of matter, and certainly it becomes no longer plausible to say this on the ground that Descartes did.


Putting these points together, the Cartesian mind–body problem is a solved problem. We might perhaps agree with Descartes that thought or consciousness is not a function of extension as he understood it, and for precisely the reasons he gave. But that gives us no reason to deny that thought is a function of matter, since matter is not extension. Hence it gives us no reason to deny materialism, which is precisely Descartes’ intended conclusion. Likewise, it gives us no reason to endorse dualism, at least if that is understood (as dualism is usually understood) as entailing that thought or consciousness is a fundamental feature of reality, somewhat like space or time or gravity, something not derivative on anything else. After all, even if thought is not a function of extension, it doesn’t follow that it is not a function of anything; hence it does not follow it is fundamental.




Exhibit B

So much then for (the very famous) Exhibit A – Exhibit B is almost as famous; it is the problem of induction as formulated by David Hume. As we all also know, in the Treatise and other works, Hume argued (among many other things) that induction was irrational; that is, it is never rational to infer (for example) that all emeralds are green from the premise that all observed emeralds have been green. It is this and related points of Hume’s that famously spurred Kant to wake from his dogmatic slumbers and write the Critique of Pure Reason.

What happened to the problem of induction as formulated by Hume? Once again, the standard answer is that it is still with us, and philosophers are still discussing it. But again, this answer pays no attention to the way in which Hume formulated the problem. For, as has been pointed out by twentieth‐century commentators, the problem as Hume formulated it assumes (what is sometimes called) deductivism, according to which it is rational to infer the conclusion that all emeralds are green from the premise that all observed emeralds are green only if the premise logically or a priori entails that conclusion.5 But since it is clear that the premise does not logically or a priori entail the conclusion – there is no contradiction in supposing both that all observed emeralds are green and yet not all emeralds are – deductivism yields Hume’s skeptical conclusion. On the other hand, the falsity of deductivism is pretty much an article of faith of contemporary philosophy: a conclusion may be rationally inferred from a premise if, for example, that conclusion is adequately explained by the premise or rendered sufficiently probable by the premise, and both of these things can obtain even if the premise does not a priori entail the conclusion. If deductivism is false, we no longer have Hume’s reason for saying that induction is irrational. Conclusion: the Humean problem of induction, like the Cartesian mind–body problem, is a solved problem.





Patterns

Crick suggests there are “no cases” in which philosophers have solved their problems. I have just provided two cases in which this has occurred. At least one of us therefore must be wrong. Before considering whether I’m the one making the mistake, I first want to point out that these two examples conform to a pattern, and that thinking about this pattern itself makes reasonable optimism plausible.

Philosophical problems often, but not always, involve a conflict between three theses. The first, which we may call a boundary thesis, proposes a boundary or limit on truth or knowledge or reasonable belief. The second thesis says, of some potential truth or item of knowledge or reasonable belief, that it exceeds that boundary, or at least would do so were it to exist or obtain. The third thesis says that the potential thing does indeed exist or obtain. To solve problems of this sort – we may call them boundary problems – you need to resolve the apparent tension: either reject or modify one or other of these theses.

The two examples we have just looked at are both examples of boundary problems, or at least can be reasonably interpreted that way. In the Cartesian case, the first thesis, the boundary thesis, is that all truths are either truths about extension or a function of truths about extension – this is the version of materialism that Descartes opposes. The second thesis is that truths about consciousness or thought, if there are such, are neither truths about extension nor a function of truths about extension. The third thesis is that there are truths about consciousness or thought – for example, I am a thinking conscious being. In the Humean case, the first thesis is that all reasonable beliefs, at least if they concern contingent matters of fact, are either perceptual beliefs or follow a priori from perceptual beliefs. The second thesis is that reasonable beliefs about the future, if they exist, are neither perceptual beliefs nor follow a priori from such beliefs. The third thesis is that there are reasonable beliefs about the future – for example it is reasonable for me to believe that I will not fly to the moon in ten minutes or that I will have dinner tonight.

So the two examples conform to a pattern – but not only that, the solutions to these problems conform to a pattern too. For in both cases, the problem was solved by rejecting or modifying the boundary thesis constitutive of it. (Of course this is not to say that that Descartes or Hume tried to solve their problems in this way; I am talking about how the problems were in fact solved.) In the Cartesian case it turned out to be false that every truth is a truth about extension; in particular, even truths about matter are not of that sort. In the Humean case, it turned out to be false that reasonable beliefs concerning matters of fact are either perceptual beliefs or follow a priori from such beliefs, for this idea entails the deductivism I have already mentioned.


Of course these are only two examples. But they are very central ones. Indeed, it is hard to think of two problems more squarely philosophical than the mind–body problem chez Descartes and the induction problem chez Hume. Moreover, the examples are, I think, illustrative of a very common way in which philosophical problems are ultimately solved: they get solved by expanding the possibilities of what a truth is or what a reasonable belief is; they get solved, that is, when we realize that a boundary thesis that seems or seemed plausible needs to be modified or given up altogether.




Successors

The conclusion to which we are heading is this: reasonably many philosophical problems have been solved in the past, and we therefore should expect on general grounds that reasonably many will be solved in the future. Since this last claim is definitive of the thesis about progress I have in mind, we arrive at the general suggestion that the historical record speaks in favor of reasonable optimism.

How might one object to this suggestion? As with any topic in philosophy, the issues here are complex and there are many highways and byways to pursue. But for reasons of space, I concentrate on three main lines of criticism.

The first objection says that what I have asserted can’t be right because, while it might be true that we have solved a particular problem in the past, there is often a successor problem that can be formulated. That is, when we reject a boundary thesis there is often a related, or successor, thesis that is true, or apparently true. In the mind–body case, for example, it may be said that, while the problem as Descartes formulated it has been solved, it is possible to raise a successor problem on the same topic. Indeed, one successor is presumably the problem that is being discussed by contemporary philosophers of mind when they talk about materialism and consciousness.

However, while it is true that there is often a successor problem, this by itself is no criticism of reasonable optimism. For we should not suppose that we make progress on some problem in philosophy only if no successor problem can be formulated. That is a very implausible idea, and the reason is that, if applied consistently, it would entail that there is no progress in any field whatsoever. Suppose, to adopt an absurdly simplified example, that a historian makes a proposal about what caused World War II – World War I, say. Obviously various successor problems can be formulated – for example, what caused World War I, how exactly did World War I cause World War II, and so on. Even so, it would be quite wrong in that case to reject the first answer as constituting no progress.

It might be replied that the point is not merely that a successor problem can be formulated, but that, at least in many cases, the successor is the same problem as the original, perhaps put in a different way. After all, suppose Q is some big philosophical question currently under discussion, and P is a problem debated in the past to which Q is the successor. If Q is identical to P, it follows that P is open if Q is, and since Q is open (or so we may assume) the history of that problem is the history of an unsolved problem.

It is true that if the successor problem is the same as the original, then reasonable optimism is in trouble, but it is also true that at least in many cases the successor problem is not the same as the original. As we have seen, for example, the contemporary problem about materialism and consciousness is distinct from that posed by Descartes. For Descartes the problem turns on the identification of matter and extension, whereas for contemporary philosophers it certainly does not turn on that.

It might be surprising to learn that the mind–body problem discussed by Descartes is distinct from the problem discussed by contemporary philosophers – isn’t it a common idea that philosophical problems are perennial? Yes, this is a common idea, but on reflection it is also mistaken; indeed, this is an important point in the general case for optimism. It is true perhaps that the topics or subject matter of philosophy are perennial. Different philosophers at different periods of history, and in different cultures, have been interested in these topics – for example, both Descartes and contemporary philosophers of mind are interested in a general sense in the relation between the mental and the physical. But it scarcely follows that they are asking the same big question about that topic. After all, scientists and historians are asking questions on the same topics that their forebears asked – the fall of Rome, for example, or the origin of the universe – but it does not follow that they are asking the same big questions about these topics. And if they are not asking the same big questions, it does not follow that they have made no progress on the topics that interest them.




Negativity

The second objection says that the cases I have pointed to involve merely negative progress, that is, cases in which we have rejected something. Isn’t the important issue whether we can make progress of a positive sort? This suggestion is in one form or another very common; pessimists or people worried by it often concede that philosophy makes progress, but only of a negative sort. Peter van Inwagen for example writes “if there is any philosophical thesis that all or most philosophers affirm, it is a negative thesis: that formalism is not the right philosophy of mathematics, for example, or that knowledge is not (simply) justified, true belief” (2004, 334–335).

However, while this negativity objection is common, it is also subject to two straightforward replies, at least if we construe it as an objection to the line of thought we have been considering. First, it misunderstands the structure of boundary problems. These problems are inconsistent triads, and so solving them will always involve giving up something. That is how the issues are structured. So it is a confusion to say that solving them by rejecting something is merely negative progress. Indeed, this is a general feature of any problem that may be presented as a sort of paradox. If we have a set of plausible premises that lead to an unbelievable conclusion, we know a priori the premises and the negation of the conclusion cannot all be true. And this means that to resolve the paradox you must say something negative. If you insist on solving the problem and on not saying anything negative, you have insisted on not solving the problem.

Second, while it is true that rejecting a boundary thesis is negative, there is something positive that it immediately brings in its train. To reject or modify a boundary thesis is to reassess or expand the bounds of the possible as to what can constitute a truth, or a knowable fact, or a reasonable belief. But to expand the bounds of the possible in this sense is to do something positive. For example, at one point in his discussion of Hume’s attachment to deductivism, D.C. Stove remarks that rejecting it had “something of the quality of waking from a nightmare” (1970, 97). Perhaps the “rejecting deductivism” bit here is negative, but the “waking from a nightmare” bit surely is not!




Explanation

The third objection says that, while boundary problems may indeed constitute one important type of philosophical problem, this type of problem does not exhaust the field. Don’t we want a theory or explanation of the various phenomena philosophers are interested in, not simply resolutions of various paradoxes that these phenomena involve?

In response, I think we should grant that philosophers often want theories or explanations of various phenomena they have been interested in. But I also think that when we reflect on this issue, here too it emerges that philosophers have been successful.

To bring this out, it is helpful to have before us a well‐known general view of what explanation might be; I have in mind David Lewis’s view of causal explanation (see Lewis 1986). Lewis first makes a metaphysical assumption, namely, that the world consists in, or contains, a huge causal structure. He then argues that to explain something causally is to provide some information about this structure. Lewis goes on to point out that providing information is something that can be done well or badly (see Lewis 1986, 226–227). Other things being equal, to provide information well entails providing information that is: (a) correct or mostly correct; (b) not too abstract, in the sense that it does not leave open too many possibilities; (c) justified in the sense that the person providing the information has good reason or evidence for doing so; (d) new, in that it does not simply repeat what is already known; (e) responsive to current concerns of the questioner; (f) packaged in a way that is relatively easily understandable or assimilated; and (g) corrects previous falsehood.

Lewis’s view is not clearly applicable to philosophy, since philosophers, while they are certainly interested in what constitutes causal explanation, are not so often interested in providing causal explanations of the phenomena that concern them. Still, it is possible to adjust Lewis’s picture mutatis mutandis: just as there are causal relations between events, there are also other sorts of relations, for example, the existence and nature of some events necessitate, supervene on, realize, or ground, the existence and nature of other events.6 If we gather together these relations under the general heading of “constitution” we may say that, just as the world consists in or contains a huge causal structure, it also consists in or contains a huge constitutive structure. Likewise, we may say that, just as to explain causally is to provide information about the causal structure of the world, to explain constitutively is to provide information about the constitutive structure of the world. Once again Lewis’s point about providing information well or badly applies. In fact, as he himself says (1986, 227), this point applies no matter what structure we have in mind. It works for the Melbourne train system. It works for huge causal structures. And it works too for huge constitutive structures.

Philosophers may not be interested in causal explanations, but they are certainly interested in constitutive explanations. When we ask, for example, what consciousness is, or what morality is, or what knowledge is, I think it is indeed plausible to say that what we want is some information about the constitutive structure of the world, or at least of those parts of the structure that contain, or seem to contain, consciousness, morality, and knowledge. Have we made progress on problems of this sort? Well, once we have the Lewis‐inspired idea about explanation before us, this question becomes whether the information that we currently provide about these constitutive structures is an improvement on the information that we have provided in the past.

But if that is the way the question is asked, it is difficult to deny that it should be answered in the affirmative. Surely the information that we provide in philosophy of mind, for example, about the nature of conscious states is better along the several dimensions Lewis sets out in his discussion of explaining well or badly. Consider the idea that conscious states consist of awareness of properties, rather than simply the instantiation of properties, which is an idea that in one or another form dominates contemporary attempts at providing constitutive explanations of consciousness.7 This is a very plausible idea, one that is assumed in many otherwise different approaches to philosophy of mind. Even philosophers who deny it typically deny only that it is applicable to all conscious states; very few deny it is applicable to many.8 Hence, this sort of view about mental states provides better information about constitutive structures associated with consciousness than we had before. It is, in short, an example of progress on a problem that is not a boundary problem. To the extent that it too is representative, we have reasonable optimism.




Conclusion

It is in these ways, therefore, that the historical record indicates that reasonable optimism is true in the case of philosophy. Of course what I have said is extremely brief; as I have noted, there are many further issues to take up, which are not pursued here. Instead, let me finish by returning to the cliché we started with. If what I have said is true, or even near the truth, a good question is why this cliché is a cliché in the first place. Why, in other words, do so many people hold or tend to hold a pessimistic attitude about philosophical progress?

When thinking about this question, it is helpful to separate non‐philosophers from philosophers. In the case of non‐philosophers it is unfortunately hard to escape the conclusion that such people are pessimistic simply because they know so little about philosophy, and related to this have numerous false beliefs about it. One very common mistake, for example, is that philosophers are by definition people who make unfounded speculations about the topics they are interested in – this idea seems to be motivating Crick in the passage I began with. From this point of view, having departments of philosophy is just silly; it is like having departments of speculation. But my reaction to this is predictable: say what you like about professional philosophers, the idea that they sit around making speculations is laughable, as a glance at any philosophical journal will show.

Another common mistake is that philosophy is a very old discipline, the implication being that it is well past its use‐by date. But if one means a discipline in the modern sense of a department of institutionalized learning, then philosophy is no older than other disciplines and indeed may even be younger than related disciplines such as psychology.9 And if one means that people have been very interested in philosophical topics for a long time, that is true but the same is true in many fields.

Of course that people who are not philosophers (including very brilliant people who are not philosophers) know so little about philosophy, and have false beliefs about it, is a striking fact about the intellectual environment we find ourselves in. It would be interesting to ask what explains this fact. But I am not going to do that here. Instead, let me turn to philosophers themselves: people employed in universities and similar institutions to teach and research philosophy construed as a field of study. Why are they so often pessimistic, or at least tending to pessimism?


In this case it cannot be that they know so little about philosophy; on the contrary some philosophers who tend to pessimism know as much about philosophy as anyone who ever lived. Instead, I think the answer is that philosophers, even excellent ones, tend to have highly entrenched but mistaken expectations about what solutions to philosophical problems are like. In the case of boundary problems for example, it is common to assume that a solution to the problem will be either a declaration that the facts in question are fundamental, or an explicit reductive account of them, or a denial of their existence. Now I would agree that boundary problems are not often solved in this way. Hence if you restrict attention to potential solutions of this sort, you would be inclined to infer that the problems have not been solved, and hence that pessimism is justified. But the problem with this position is that the restriction itself is unjustified. First, it is certainly possible to solve philosophical problems in another way – denying a boundary thesis is a way of solving them that involves none of the options just mentioned. Second, as I have been emphasizing, the history of the subject affords a number of cases in which this is precisely what has happened.

Of course, that people who are philosophers (including very brilliant people) have false expectations about how to solve philosophical problems is a striking fact as well. It would be interesting to go on to ask what explains this fact. But I do not attempt that here. The main point has been that, despite the views of many people both inside and outside the discipline, if we are clear enough about what philosophical problems are, and what it takes to solve them, what emerges is a reasonable optimism about philosophy’s future.
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1 This quotation is from Blackmore (2005, 75), but I learnt of it from Sytsma and Livengood (2012, 145).
2 Two prominent examples are Peter van Inwagen and David Chalmers: see van Inwagen (2004) and Chalmers (2015).
3 The position set out here is developed in much greater detail and a different point of view in Stoljar (forthcoming).
4 A point of this sort that has been greatly emphasized by Chomsky in a number of his works (see e.g. Chomsky 2000).
5 A classic discussion of Hume and deductivism is Stove (1970).
6 For some discussion of issues closely related to this, see the essays in Correia and Schneider (2012).
7 For a recent defense of this sort of picture, see Siegel (2010).
8 See, for example, Kind (2013).
9 For some discussion of the founding of philosophy departments in America, see Menand (2001).
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Is Philosophy Progressing Fast Enough?
Stuart Brock





Honest disagreement is often a good sign of progress. (Gandhi)






Philosophy’s Self‐Conception

Consider the following question:


Main Question: Is there enough progress in philosophy?



Here is the answer: Yes!

The progress philosophy has made over the last century is impressive. Moreover, I am optimistic that it will continue to advance at an impressive rate in the years to come.

But I am an optimist, and not all professional philosophers agree with me. Indeed, in the last few years, a flurry of philosophers have expressed a deep sense of disappointment at what they see as the underwhelming state of the discipline and the apparent lack of progress made in philosophy generally. Perhaps the most salient articulation of this sense of communal self‐doubt comes from Timothy Williamson, who in a well‐known paper aptly titled “Must Do Better,” says:


It seems likely that some parts of contemporary analytic philosophy just pass the methodological threshold for some cumulative progress to occur, however slowly, while others fall short of the threshold … How can we do better? We can make a useful start by getting the simple things right … To one degree or another, we all fall short not just of the ideal but of the desirable and quite easily possible.

(Williamson 2007, 288–291)







The point of the paper is to encourage philosophers to lift their game. Williamson presupposes that we are collectively not making enough progress, and his aim is in part to explain this supposed failure in terms of a lack of discipline and determination on the part of philosophy’s practitioners. We are not trying hard enough; we are not careful enough; we are not rigorous enough; we are not persistent enough.

A few years later, in 2011, Eric Dietrich went even further, publishing a paper in which he suggests that philosophy is not only not progressing fast enough, it has not progressed at all in the last 3000 years. As he puts it:


Philosophy does not even stumble forward. Philosophy does not move forward at all. It is exactly the same today as it was 3000 years ago; indeed, as it was from the beginning. What it does do is stay current; philosophers confuse this with advancing, with making progress. Staying current is not moving forward any more than staying up on the latest fashions or music is movement toward greater social justice.

(Dietrich 2011, 332)



Dietrich claims that philosophers don’t see this obvious fact because they collectively suffer from a condition known as anosognosia, a secondary pathology in which an individual suffering from a salient primary pathology denies suffering from it.

Dietrich’s thesis should be easy enough to refute. All that’s required is the provision of just one case in which philosophy has made an advance in the last 3000 years. As Dietrich makes clear, though, the example has to be a clear instance of philosophical progress. We can’t merely point to a change in terminology. Nor is it enough to point to a new method for finding solutions or a new way of thinking about an old problem. Nor should the example be one where an advance has been made independent of philosophy, even if philosophers themselves have embraced the advance. Are there such cases? I think there are. I think the work of contemporary philosophers has helped solve significant problems. Philosophers have shown, among other things, that knowledge isn’t justified true belief (Gettier), that proper names as they occur in natural language are rigid designators (Kripke), that the probability of a conditional is not the same as a conditional probability (Lewis), that some propositions can be true but not believed, and some truths are not even believable by a rational agent (Moore). None of these things were known prior to the twentieth century, and their discovery has helped resolve other problems and has reduced confusion both within and beyond philosophy.

But even if these discoveries are examples of genuine philosophical progress, there is still a concern in some quarters that such advances are too infrequent and too inconsequential for us to give a positive answer to the Main Question. This is the position David Chalmers takes in his paper “Why Isn’t There More Progress in Philosophy?” He says:


The glass‐half‐empty view is that there is not as much as we would like … I will articulate a version of the glass‐half‐empty thesis [and] argue for it.

(Chalmers 2015, 3–4)



Chalmers’ glass‐half‐empty thesis would more aptly be named a glass‐not‐quite‐but‐almost‐empty thesis. Chalmers is clearly of the view that there has not been enough progress in philosophy, and this lack of progress, characterized by a lack of consensus around the biggest problems in the discipline, is in his view “the largest disappointment in the practice of philosophy.”

This pessimism about philosophy’s progress from within the discipline is not a recent phenomenon. The perception of failure by philosophers can be seen one hundred years ago, soon after the birth of analytic philosophy. Arthur Lovejoy made the following observations as part of his presidential address to the American Philosophical Association in 1916:


I well remember, as undergraduate[s] … we were told that one of the conventional reproaches against philosophy is that it merely moves in cycles – that there is neither stability in philosophic opinion nor continuous progress in philosophic insight, but that the speculative fashion of one generation becomes a discredited error to the next, and returns to vogue (perhaps with the air of a new discovery) in a third … But if we fail to achieve a measurable amount of agreement and a consecutive and cumulative progress there, we fail altogether … The fact [that we don’t] remains, then, a standing scandal to philosophy, bringing just discredit upon the entire business in which we are professionally engaged.

(Lovejoy 1917, 126–130)



Lovejoy gave expression to the same kind of frustration at philosophy’s apparent lack of progress as that articulated by Williamson, Dietrich, and Chalmers. But he also proposed an explanation of the phenomenon. As Lovejoy saw it, philosophy has two goals that are in tension with one another: it aims to verify (that is, to solve problems by logical, dispassionate, and objective means) and to edify (by delivering an imaginative and emotionally engaging discourse about these very same problems). In order to make meaningful advances in philosophy, Lovejoy thought philosophers had to reject one of the aims in pursuit of the other. Philosophy’s practitioners took his advice – as far as I can tell, philosophers within the analytic tradition no longer see themselves as in the business of providing edifying discourse – but it has not provided the panacea Lovejoy hoped it would.


This pessimistic assessment was confirmed by Wilbur Urban, who almost ten years later made the following observations in his presidential address to the American Philosophical Association in 1925:


Few of us would be disposed to question the priceless value of the fruits of philosophy even if we were sceptical of progress. Yet after all, it is this faith in progress that keeps us going. With us philosophers, however, more perhaps than with any others of the sons of men, it is a matter of faith rather than of sight.

(Wilbur Urban 1926, 93–94)



But Urban was more sanguine about philosophy’s future prospects. He speculated that philosophy was on the cusp of making many important groundbreaking discoveries. Almost 100 years later, the assessment of the profession is that Urban got it wrong. It appears that we are still waiting for a new period of enlightenment and many of us are not hopeful that it will come.1

In this chapter, I defend a very different view of philosophy’s past. Unlike the pessimists, I believe philosophy has made outstanding progress. In the next section, I explain where I think the arguments for pessimism fail. In the final section, I explain why I think a clear and precise articulation of the Main Question is likely to yield a positive answer. If I’m right about all of this, we have every reason to be proud of philosophy’s past achievements and confident that philosophy’s future is very bright indeed.




The Case for Pessimism

Pessimism about philosophy’s progress isn’t baseless. To be sure, there are at least two reasons commonly given in defense of this kind of pessimism. The first reason points to a flaw in the methods adopted by philosophers; the second points to an enduring lack of consensus among philosophers on answers to the big questions in their discipline. Each reason can be expressed as a formal argument, and the flaws in the reasoning are then easier to spot.



Arguments from Philosophical Method

Sometimes pessimism about philosophy’s past successes and future prospects stems from observations about philosophers’ reliance on historical texts. Eric Dietrich expresses the concern as follows:


From our twenty‐first century perspective, we see that Aristotle was not even in the ballpark with most of his scientific ideas, theories and conclusions. His works in science are only of historical interest. But he is a giant to this day in philosophy. We can learn by reading his philosophical works. This pattern of ignoring old science but rereading over and over again old philosophy repeats throughout the histories of science and philosophy.

(Dietrich 2011, 335)



One interpretation of this general concern can be expressed as the following argument.



The argument from historical method



	Philosophers look for answers to many philosophical problems in the actual writings of eminent historical figures.

	If enough progress were made in these areas of philosophy, philosophers would not be looking for answers in the actual writings of eminent historical figures.

	Therefore, philosophy has not made enough progress.





While this argument is seductive, both premises are controversial.

Consider the first premise. Although some sub‐disciplines in philosophy (e.g., the history of philosophy) may emphasize research methods that require us to look at primary historical texts for insight, much of contemporary research in philosophy makes no more than a passing reference to historical figures. And when such references are made, it is often merely to give credit for a general approach or broad philosophical framework first articulated by the historical figure.

Now consider the second premise. It proves too much. History, classics, and anthropology, for example, also rely heavily on historical texts to draw inferences about the past. Consequently, if the second premise were true, the above argument could, mutatis mutandis, be wielded with equal force to show implausibly that history, classics, and anthropology have not made enough progress. Furthermore, the second premise is question‐begging. Why think that an appeal to primary texts is something philosophers would do only if other methods used within philosophy proved fruitless? We would not, for example, make a similar inference about physics, if, for whatever reason, physicists decided (perhaps misguidedly) to add to their current repertoire of methods a textual analysis of the writings of Newton, Bohr, Einstein, Feynman, Heisenberg, and Rutherford. So long as philosophy has other methods it employs and no independent doubt is cast on these alternative methods, then the mere observation that philosophers sometimes look to historical texts for insight gives us no reason for thinking that the discipline as a whole has not made enough progress.

Of course, there may be independent reasons for doubting the alternative methods employed by philosophers. Indeed, in recent times a number of philosophers have suggested that the main method used by philosophers is one that essentially employs intuitions as evidence. But intuitions, at least in some domains, are an unreliable guide to the truth. So, using this alternative method is not conducive for success in philosophy. This line of thought might be glossed as follows:



The argument from the method of intuition



	Philosophers use intuitions as evidence in support of their favored philosophical positions.

	Philosophical intuitions are unreliable.

	If philosophy were to make enough progress, philosophers would not use unreliable evidence in support of their favored philosophical positions.

	Therefore, philosophy has not made enough progress.





Like the argument from historical method, every premise in this argument is contentious. Consider the first premise. Notice that it is, and needs to be, a descriptive claim, one that describes philosophical practice rather than prescribing a practice that may or may not in fact be adopted by philosophers. It is, after all, this cited practice that is put forward as an explanation of philosophy’s lack of progress. But recently many philosophers have suggested that when intuitions are in fact appealed to, they are not appealed to as evidence. Moreover, other philosophers have claimed plausibly that intuitions are rarely appealed to in philosophical arguments. Instead, it is suggested, philosophers use arguments as evidence for their claims and simply assume or take for granted presuppositions agreed to by others engaged in the discussion rather than appeal to intuitions in their support (see, for example, Cappelen 2012; Ichikawa 2014; Molyneux 2014; Deutsch 2015).

Consider next the second premise. Although experimental philosophers have provided good evidence that some intuitions in some domains by some individuals are unreliable, it is controversial whether these observations can be generalized to support the view that all intuitions are unreliable tout court. Some philosophers suggest that while folk intuitions are unreliable, the “expert” intuitions of philosophers aren’t susceptible to the same kinds of biases and errors (see, for example, Ludwig 2007; Williamson 2007). Other philosophers suggest that, while intuitions (of both the folk and philosophers) are unstable in certain respects, there are other respects in which they show significant stability (see, for example, Wright 2016).

Finally, consider the third premise. Most disciplines use numerous methods, and philosophy is no exception. If the methods philosophy employs do not need to be used in conjunction with any of the others, then it should not matter if one or more of the methods are unreliable. So long as at least one of philosophy’s methods is reliable, progress can be made by applying the reliable method. Moreover, the rate of progress within philosophy can be rapid, so long as there is a bias in favor of the more reliable methods. The argument from the method of intuition (and also the argument from historical method) assumes, without argument, that the target method is the predominant (if not the only) method employed by philosophers. That assumption needs evidential support. In the section “The case for optimism” I give reasons for thinking that the assumption is misguided.




The Argument from Disagreement

A more common argument for pessimism appeals to the apparent lack of expert consensus around the correct answer to any philosophical question. David Chalmers (2015, 7) articulates the argument for this claim as follows.



Chalmers’ argument from disagreement



	There has not been large collective convergence on the big questions of philosophy.

	If there has not been large collective convergence on the big questions of philosophy, there has not been large collective convergence to the truth on the big questions of philosophy.

	Therefore, there has not been large collective convergence to the truth on the big questions of philosophy.





The basic underlying idea in Chalmers’ argument is that in order to get large convergence on the truth within a discipline one must see a large convergence around something or other. But in philosophy we see no such thing. According to Chalmers, there is rarely a consensus of any kind around any proposition, so (almost trivially) there can be no consensus around the truth.

Before evaluating the argument, we need to understand better some of its technical terms. Somewhat roughly, we can say that “collective convergence” is convergence of opinion; convergence of opinion occurs in a group G with respect to a question Q when there is movement over time toward consensus or agreement on the answer to Q by members of G. But what is large (as opposed to small) collective convergence? And what are the big (as opposed to the little) questions in philosophy? Chalmers isn’t altogether helpful here, but he does suggest that by “large collective convergence” he means a movement toward consensus over a large range of big questions. Chalmers understands this notion of largeness comparatively, suggesting that large collective convergence in any discipline “requires as much convergence as there has been over big questions in the hard sciences” (2015, 7). On Chalmers’ conception, then, it looks a priori that there is large collective convergence of opinion in the hard sciences, but not so for disciplines falling outside the hard sciences. (I make heavy weather of this comparative claim in the next section.)


Chalmers also tentatively suggests that what counts as a big question is relative to a discipline. According to Chalmers, Q is a big question within a discipline at a time t if and only if Q is a question that members of that discipline at t would count as one of the big questions of the discipline. On this conception, big questions within a discipline need not be questions that preoccupy practitioners of that discipline throughout history – if they were, consensus would be unlikely. On Chalmers’ conception, then, the big questions at one time might be questions that, at a later time, seem silly.

Putting these worries about terminology to one side, how might an optimist respond to Chalmers’ argument? Daniel Stoljar (forthcoming), in an excellent monograph on progress in philosophy, is a self‐professed optimist. Stoljar’s aim in the monograph is to demonstrate that philosophy has indeed made significant progress in the past and, on inductive grounds, he suggests that philosophy is likely to continue to do so in the future. His approach is to draw attention to two different kinds of philosophical problem: (i) Boundary and Transgression Problems, problems requiring the resolution of an inconsistency between two intuitive theses, a boundary thesis about what the world or the mind is like, and a transgression thesis, according to which something salient is not like that; and (ii) Provision of Information Problems, problems requiring the provision of adequate information about some salient item of philosophical interest. The weight of Stoljar’s argument is involved in demonstrating that a large number of philosophical problems can be categorized as either a Boundary and Transgression Problem or as a Provision of Information Problem; that philosophers have had significant successes in resolving these kinds of problems in the past; and that this success is reflected in a philosophical consensus about what to say about these cases. According to Stoljar, the domains in which philosophers have failed to make serious progress – domains pessimists focus on – center around problems that do not fall into either of these two categories. If Stoljar is right, the first premise of Chalmers’ argument is false.

There is, however, another way optimists can respond to the argument. One might accept that there has not been significant consensus around the truth in philosophy, and yet maintain that philosophy has made significant – even outstanding – progress over the last 3000 years. The basic idea here is to accept Chalmers’ conclusion, and his argument for it, but to deny that the conclusion gives the required support for a negative answer to the Main Question.

To motivate this idea, notice that to ask whether philosophy progresses at all, let alone whether it progresses fast enough, presupposes that the discipline has a goal or aim. This point applies quite generally to progress of any kind. To say we’ve progressed in our travels, presupposes that there is a destination we are aiming at, and that we’ve got closer to that destination. To say that a business has made progress presupposes that it has a goal (e.g., maximizing profits) and that it has performed better against this benchmark recently than it has in the past.

So what is the goal against which we can measure philosophy’s progress? Chalmers’ conclusion, if it is taken as an argument for a pessimistic answer to the Main Question, presupposes that knowledge and truth are the sole aims of philosophy. Many philosophers throughout history have rightfully challenged this assumption. For example, Vladimir Mironov (2013) suggests that philosophy has no goal, and therefore that, strictly speaking, it can make no progress. If Mironov is right, it is trivial that philosophy makes enough progress – indeed, it makes as much progress as it can. Todd Moody (1986) suggests that philosophy has no specifiable goal, in which case progress in philosophy might be possible, but if it is, that progress is impossible to quantify. Other philosophers have suggested that philosophy has a practical aim, independent of truth and knowledge, against which we can measure its progress. These alternative philosophical values and goals might include the following:


	to edify (Lovejoy 1917; Hansson 2012);

	to resolve philosophical problems by bringing our theories and conceptions into reflective equilibrium (Lewis 1973; Golding 2011);

	to enlarge our thoughts (Russell 1912; Nudler 2001);

	to engage in social criticism (Dewey 1957; Nielsen 1987); and

	to eliminate epistemic possibilities from the realm of logical space (Russell 1912; Pigliucci forthcoming).



None of these proposed values requires any sort of consensus around the truth. As a consequence, there is ample room for progress to be made within philosophy so long as philosophy is moving closer to at least one of these goals.

It is important to note, however, that Chalmers himself does not deny that philosophy has such aims, and hence he does not think the conclusion of the argument from disagreement supports a negative answer to the Main Question. Indeed, Chalmers explicitly states that he is “not simply equating progress with convergence to the truth.” He says he is “a pluralist about progress: there are many values that can be realized through philosophy, and there are many ways of advancing and realizing those values. Attaining the truth is certainly not the only such value.” Nonetheless, he goes on to stress that truth “is certainly one such value” and later even more strongly that “attaining the truth is the primary aim … [of] analytic philosophy” (see Chalmers 2015, 14).

In this respect, I am in agreement with Chalmers. But we still have a residual and important disagreement. Even if we restrict our attention to this “primary aim” of philosophy, I remain an optimist about philosophy’s progress. I believe, and Chalmers does not, that philosophy has made significant and impressive progress towards the truth. In the next section I explain why.






The Case for Optimism

Consider again the Main Question: Is there enough progress in philosophy? This really conflates two separate questions, the first descriptive and the second normative:


	Descriptive Question: At what rate is philosophy progressing?

	Normative Question: At what rate should philosophy be progressing?



Neither of these questions has a straightforward answer, and pessimists often fail to appreciate why. Consider the Descriptive Question first. Suppose we somehow manage to get a grip on what counts as an increment of progress. We still have to ascertain the overall rate of progress in the discipline. That cannot straightforwardly be done by appealing to intuition, because, (i) it is not clear that intuitions in this kind of domain are reliable, and (ii) intuitions in this context vary wildly (as witnessed in the current collection).

Nor is it clear that the rate of progress could be ascertained by a simple act of counting, because that would require us not only to count every single instance of an agreed upon solution to a problem and also every instance of a problem in the discipline that is yet to be solved. We’d have to have a mechanism to ensure no problems were missed. (We could hardly rely on just a sample given our propensity for selection biases.) Moreover, we would not just need to count points of current consensus and disagreement, we would need to compare these to the relevant points of consensus and disagreement in the past. But the nature of philosophy is such that there is a strong bias against publishing arguments or discussions around theses that enjoy widespread support. So, I am uncertain how to answer the Descriptive Question.

I think the prospects are better for answering the Normative Question: How fast should philosophy be progressing. It would be unreasonable to answer “as fast as it possibly can.” Recognition of this fact has seduced many trying to answer the Normative Question – Chalmers and Dietrich included – by benchmarking philosophy’s successes against those in the natural sciences. They interpret the question to be a question about whether philosophy is progressing as fast as the sciences are. My main aim in this section is to argue that this comparative exercise is misguided, and once we recognize the error, we are in a position to see why philosophy is progressing at an impressive rate.

There are many contingent and practical reasons why philosophy should not be expected to progress at the same rate as the natural sciences. First, science has a greater wealth of methodological and financial resources to draw upon to help solve its problems. Government and private research funding across the world favors science over the humanities. Second, scientific problems might, for all we know, be easier to solve than philosophical problems, perhaps because empirical evidence is easier to come by than the kind of a priori evidence required to solve a philosophical problem. Third, there might, for all we know, be more problems to solve in science than there are in philosophy. And that would naturally lead to a wider selection of problems for scientists to choose from to suit their interests and expertise.

But there are also, in principle, reasons why science might be an inappropriate benchmark to focus on when attempting to answer the normative component of the Main Question. One such purported reason, often cited in this kind of context, is that advances in science can be seen as advances in philosophy (see, for example, Kitcher 2011). On this line of thought, philosophy is an ancient discipline that attempts to reliably answer questions about the world and the mind. Philosophy, by its very nature, grapples to find the best methods for answering questions in a wide variety of different domains. Sometimes practitioners of philosophy manage to hit upon a reliable method, at which point philosophy branches off to form another distinct science using those methods in that domain. Aristotle, one of the greatest philosophers of all time, invented physics and biology. Arguably, ancient philosophers such as Thales and Empedocles invented chemistry. More recently – within the last century or so – we have seen philosophy branch off into the disciplines of psychology, economics, and linguistics. In short, philosophy is the search for reliable methods. And all science is the result of philosophy’s successes in finding those methods. Thus, progress in science can also be viewed as progress in philosophy.

While I have some sympathy with this view, ultimately I cannot accept it. On this conception, philosophy as it is practiced today has no distinctive method; it is instead a discipline in search of a method. But nothing could be further from the truth. Philosophy has numerous well‐established and partially overlapping methods: the method of possible cases, the method of bringing theories into reflective equilibrium, the methods of formal and informal logic, the method of thought experiments, the method of conceptual analysis, the methods of experimental philosophy, and so on. These methods are characteristic of philosophical practice. Not all of them will be used by any given philosopher. And many, if not all of them, will also be used by practitioners in other disciplines. But all philosophers working in the analytic tradition can be expected to use some of the methods in this (expanded) canonical list.

One very broad and overarching method must, I think, be included on this list: the method of disagreement. The method of disagreement is the method of attempting to find counter‐examples or flaws in the work of others. Success in philosophy can take one of two forms: it can involve successfully refuting someone else’s position, or alternatively putting forward a positive view that survives the attempted refutations of others. One might even think of various named methods practiced by philosophers throughout history – the method of possible cases, the method of doubt, the Socratic method – as being variations of the very general method of disagreement.


If I am right, and the method of disagreement is a characteristic method practiced by philosophers, it becomes clear why philosophy is likely to make less progress than disciplines more inclined to accept the results of those working within it. If progress in a discipline is conceived of in terms of the achievement of consensus of expert opinion, then disciplines that employ the method of disagreement are almost guaranteed to progress more slowly than those that don’t.

But do these observations give us an incentive to abandon the method of disagreement? I don’t think so. If our aim is to get at the truth, and attain new knowledge, we should not strive for total disagreement. That’s a way to guarantee that a discipline has no knowledge whatsoever. But nor should we aim for complete consensus. For that ensures that we never learn anything new; we can never move forward because no idea is challenged. So how much consensus should a discipline strive for? There is no correct answer here, but it will depend on the tolerance for error of those working in the field. Scientists have a lower tolerance for false negatives but a higher tolerance for false positives than philosophers. The lower our tolerance is for false positives, the more rigorously we should apply the method of disagreement. That ensures – as far as we can – that we don’t accept false theories of the world or of the mind. But it also ensures that fewer theories will be accepted as true. So, it is inevitable that philosophy will progress more slowly than science. But given that philosophers so self‐consciously apply this filter to their views, it is impressive how much progress philosophy has made.
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Does Philosophical Progress Matter?


Richard Kamber




Philosophy’s Progress

Twenty‐five centuries after the Presocratics sought to understand nature and culture without recourse to tales about the gods, it is time to re‐examine how much progress philosophy1 has made and whether the pace and extent of its progress should worry us. What are the goals towards which philosophy has sought to progress? Philosophy has had various goals at different times and in different hands, but there are five enduring goals that merit special attention. They are: (i) exposing logical fallacies and other deficiencies in arguments; (ii) clarifying concepts, problems, definitions, and theories; (iii) making people better and wiser; (iv) constructing a view of the world that improves our understanding of how things hang together – or, as Wilfrid Sellars put it, “how things in the broadest possible sense of the term hang together in the broadest possible sense of the term” (1963, 1); (v) solving philosophical problems. Socrates pursued the first three goals. Plato and Aristotle pursued all five.

Philosophy has clearly made progress with respect to the first two goals. Advances in logic and semantics over the centuries have given philosophers increasingly powerful tools for exposing deficiencies in arguments. These tools are used as a matter of course in critiquing arguments both inside and outside of philosophy. Philosophers have also become increasingly precise in their analyses of concepts, problems, definitions, and theories. Much of this progress is the result of the ongoing accumulation and refinement of critical distinctions.

Among the most influential distinctions from antiquity to the present are: Plato’s contrast between knowledge and true belief; Aristotle’s distinction between essential and accidental properties; Hume’s observation that an “ought” statement cannot be deduced from “is” statements alone; Kant’s distinction between analytic and synthetic judgments; Frege’s distinction between sense and reference; Husserl’s differentiation of noesis (acting) and noema (object) as correlates within intentional acts of consciousness; Wittgenstein’s distinction between meaning as use and meaning as representation; and Kripke’s contrast of rigid with descriptive designators. Although there is still disagreement over how to interpret these distinctions, where they admit exceptions, and whether they are ultimately tenable, philosophers concur in acknowledging their importance to an understanding of the fine points at issue in debates over concepts, problems, definitions, and theories.

When we turn to the goal of making people better and wiser the picture is muddier and rather discouraging. “Wiser” has a broad range of meanings: more learned, more enlightened, more insightful, more astute, more prudent, shrewder, and so on. “Better” is even broader, but I think we can restrict its sense here to morally better. So let me simplify this goal a little by redefining it as making people better at judging and doing what is morally good. This still leaves open two big questions. First, against what norms of moral goodness is progress of this kind to be measured? Even if we rule out norms that promote or tolerate wanton disregard for the lives, dignity, and wellbeing of persons, this still leaves plenty of room for disagreement. Second, are we speaking here only of active philosophizing, or are we also counting the passive reception of philosophical ideas? People raised in Buddhist or Confucian traditions are likely to be influenced by the philosophical ideas that the Buddha and Confucius developed, even if they don’t actively philosophize. Something similar is true of people raised in societies where the prescriptions of Locke and Adam Smith or Marx and Engels have been woven into the fabric of civic culture. The most I can do in this brief chapter is to offer some fragments of information germane to the question of whether active philosophizing makes people better at judging and doing good.

The martyrdom of Socrates has enchanted philosophers for over two thousand years, but very few have followed his example. One who did was the Italian philosopher Giordano Bruno. After a trial that dragged on for seven years, he was convicted of theological, scientific, and philosophical “errors.” He refused to recant and was burned at the stake in Rome. On the other side of the balance sheet are philosophers who chose prudence over the risk of martyrdom. Aristotle fled Athens in 323 BC rather than face charges of impiety and growing resentment against his former student Alexander the Great. He is alleged to have said that he would not let Athens sin against philosophy twice. Descartes, though French and Catholic, spent most of his adult life in the tolerant and predominantly Protestant Dutch Republic. He also cancelled the publication of his major scientific treatise The World (Le Monde) in 1633 after learning that Galileo had been condemned in Rome as “vehemently suspected of heresy.”

It might be argued that this tepid record has more to do with opportunity than character. Since philosophers lead contemplative lives, they have fewer occasions than people engaged in the rough and tumble of worldly affairs to leave a mark on history with acts of heroism or saintliness. But Nazi Germany was a notable exception. In the early years of the Third Reich, Germany’s intellectual elites (physicians, lawyers, clergy, teachers, etc.) were faced with the challenge of setting an example for the German people by publicly condemning the Nazi worldview. Sadly, Germany’s philosophers behaved pretty much like other elites. For some, there was little choice. Jews, spouses of Jews, and declared leftists had to flee or try to live in seclusion if they wanted to survive. As for the rest, only a handful of German philosophers who had some freedom of choice took even modest steps to oppose Nazism. Heidegger was the most distinguished philosopher to actively back the Nazis, but his subservience to the regime was typical.

The conduct of philosophers in fascist Italy was not much better. Giovanni Gentile (1875–1944), one of Italy’s two most distinguished philosophers, dubbed himself “the philosopher of fascism” and served as the ghostwriter for Mussolini’s A Doctrine of Fascism (1932), thereby helping to make fascism more palatable to thinking people. So loyal was Gentile to the fascist cause that he left Rome after Mussolini was deposed in 1943 and joined him in the puppet state (the Salò Republic) that the Nazis imposed on the northern half of Italy. Gentile was assassinated in 1944, the year before partisans shot Mussolini and his mistress and strung up their corpses in Milan. Arguably, the most distinguished philosopher in Italy was the idealist Benedetto Croce (1866–1952). After a brief flirtation with fascism, Croce became a staunch opponent. His works and words were banned by the regime. The Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) was arrested in 1926 along with other Marxists. He spent the remainder of his life in prison or under police guard in hospitals. In 1932, university professors in Italy were ordered to swear an oath of allegiance to fascism (as well as to the king). Only fourteen refused. In 1938, Italian intellectuals were ordered to complete a government questionnaire on their racial backgrounds. Croce was the only non‐Jewish intellectual who refused.

What does the conduct of German and Italian philosophers during this time of trial tell us about the power of ethical inquiry to make us better and wiser? Hans Sluga offers an intriguing answer:


The failure was not merely one of political judgment, nor was it simply a moral failure. It was above all a philosophical failure. The philosophers who became so involved never asked (at least not seriously enough) how they should be acting at this “decisive moment.” … They wanted to be spiritual leaders and never wondered whether this was the right way.

(Sluga 1993, 255)



Perhaps Sluga is justified in claiming that the failure was philosophical as well as moral and political, but he neglects to ask whether these philosophers failed philosophy or philosophy failed them. The German rocket scientists who built the V1s and V2s that rained destruction on British civilians may have failed science by using their discipline to serve an evil cause, but their science (unfortunately) did not fail them. The philosophers who supported Hitler and Mussolini might be more aptly described as professionals let down by a profession whose practice was supposed to make them better and wiser moral agents, but did nothing of the kind.

Although the history of philosophy offers little encouragement to those who assume that persistent philosophizing makes people better and wiser, a disciple of Socrates might object that what really counts is the kind of philosophy one practices. When Socrates extolled the examined life, he meant that we should examine our beliefs about the virtues and how they can be acquired. He did not claim that a life spent contemplating being (Heidegger’s preoccupation) or working in some other branch of philosophy remote from ethics would make us more virtuous. Does ethical rumination improve conduct, even if practicing other forms of philosophy does not? If so, then, other things being equal, one would expect the personal conduct of ethicists to be better on average than the personal conduct of philosophers outside ethics.

The experimental philosopher Eric Schwitzgebel has addressed this issue in a series of clever studies. In one pair of studies, “Do Ethicists Steal More Books?”, he examines the online records of philosophy books missing from 32 academic library systems and reports the following results:


Study 1 found that relatively obscure, contemporary ethics books of the sort likely to be borrowed mainly by professors and advanced students of philosophy were actually about 50% more likely to be missing than non‐ethics books. Study 2 found that classic (pre‐1900) ethics books were about twice as likely to be missing.

(Schwitzgebel 2009, 711)



Studies that Schwitgebel conducted with Joshua Rust and other colleagues found that ethicists were no more likely than non‐ethicists to pay their registration fees or behave courteously at professional meetings (Schwitzgebel et al. 2012), vote in public elections (Schwitgebel and Rust 2010), stay in touch with their mothers, respond to student emails, donate blood, register to donate organs in the event of death, refrain from eating the meat of mammals, or be strictly honest in answering survey questions (Schwitzgebel and Rust in draft). One study concludes: “It remains to be shown that even a lifetime’s worth of philosophical moral reflection has any influence upon one’s real‐world moral behavior” (Schwitzgebel and Rust 2011). Surely, lack of progress in this arena matters.

The fourth goal is constructing a view of the world that improves our understanding of how things hang together. In pursuit of this goal, philosophers have created a remarkable set of worldviews. The striking worldviews of Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, Aquinas (and other great philosophers of the Middle Ages), Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Marx, and Sartre are monuments to intellectual daring and ingenuity. The worldviews forged by philosophers in the empirical tradition are less striking as individual visions, but they are admirable efforts to clarify how the beliefs we form about ourselves and the world on the basis of lived‐experience can be reconciled with the discoveries and prevailing theories of the sciences. Authors of empirical worldviews are split between those who treat the work of philosophy as continuous with science and those who regard it as autonomous. Comte, Mill, James, Dewey, Quine, and contemporary advocates for the naturalization of philosophy belong to the former camp. The Logical Positivists, Michael Dummett, and Timothy Williamson belong to the latter camp.

Has there been progress in the creation of philosophical worldviews? If originality is the measure, it is doubtful that the worldviews of Plato and Aristotle have ever been surpassed. If accessibility to non‐philosophers is the measure, then philosophy may well have lost ground over the course of its history. If keeping up with the advances of science is the measure, the prize will have to go to recent efforts, but this is a kind of piggyback progress. If educating the human race on how things hang together is the measure, then the task is Sisyphean, since each generation has to be taught anew. This is true of science education as well, but science education can offer each succeeding generation better science. The sciences advance by gathering new data, discarding theories that prove inadequate, reaching provisional agreement on the solution to scientific problems, and achieving greater consilience with one another. Since philosophers today (other than experimental philosophers) gather no data, adhere to no regular procedures for discarding theories (philosophical theories fall from favor by going out of fashion), and have not reached agreement – provisional or otherwise – on the solution to central philosophical problems, they do not enjoy the benefits of consilience.

Does lack of progress in the creation of worldviews matter? If one thinks of philosophy as a humanistic enterprise akin to the arts and literature, then its lack of progress may not matter. Perhaps the power of philosophy is like the power of poetry. I don’t share John Milton’s theology, but I am happy to share the world he envisioned. In Milton’s world the ways of God and the woes of man are united in poetic intelligibility. Sometimes I like to slip into Jane Austen’s class‐bound realm of landed gentry where courtship is magnified to reveal a lavish spectrum of human foibles and saving graces. At other times I prefer the creepy thrill of Franz Kafka’s dark warrens where earnest protagonists strive vainly to get on with their lives in the face of nightmarish obstacles and cosmic silence. I also take pleasure in roaming the cobblestone streets of James Joyce’s turn‐of‐the‐twentieth‐century Dublin. Here microcosm becomes macrocosm and the mundane is transfigured into the mythic. Each of these worlds is true in its own way and remarkable in its own right. It would be obtuse to ask which represents the way things really are or captures the consensus of poets. Why not say the same of the worlds that philosophers create?

A good reason for not saying this is that it distorts the history of philosophy. Plato’s dazzling dialogues may leave us wondering whether he was more interested in trying out ideas and arguments than reaching settled answers, but the same cannot be said of his most able successors. Philosophers like Aristotle, Aquinas, Descartes, Spinoza, Locke, Hume, Kant, Hegel, and Mill did not see themselves as poets of the intellect, each spinning his own fine story. They wanted to answer philosophical questions and to do so in ways that would be persuasive to anyone who was willing and able to follow their arguments. This brings us to the fifth goal: solving philosophical problems.

More than any other goal, seeking to solve philosophical problems is what sets philosophy apart from other disciplines. Without earnest debates over what we can know, what there is, what we ought morally to do, what, if anything, we may hope for theologically, the nature of art and beauty, the existence of free will and responsibility, and so on, philosophy would be unrecognizable. Yet here, at the heart of philosophy, philosophers have failed to reach even provisional agreement.




The Intractability of Philosophical Disagreement

Until the middle of the twentieth century, most philosophers nurtured hopes that revolution or reform could eventually lead to agreement on the solution or dissolution of many of philosophy’s perennial problems. Revolutionaries like Wittgenstein and the Logical Positivists thought they could effect agreement by delineating the limits of reason and language. Reformers like G.E. Moore, a champion of common sense, and the pragmatist F.C.S. Schiller promised growing consensus through gradual improvements in the standards and practice of philosophy. Would‐be revolutionaries and reformers can still be found today. George Bealer argues that rational intuitions may be the revolutionary key to solving a wide range of philosophical problems – even if only a species superior to Homo sapiens could avail itself of that key. Dummett and Williamson counsel patience in philosophy’s slow but steady progress and urge modest reforms. Williamson’s recipe is: “collective hard work and self‐discipline” (Williamson 2007, 8).

Yet today’s revolutionaries and reformers inspire less confidence than their predecessors. Most twenty‐first century philosophers seem resigned to the likelihood that philosophy’s future as a problem‐solving discipline will be as contentious as its past, although few commit to well‐developed views on why philosophers can’t agree or what this ancient impasse signifies for the practice of philosophy. Some console themselves with upbeat reflections like Stanley Cavell’s observation that even if philosophical problems can’t be solved “there are better and worse ways of thinking about them” (Cavell 1992, 9) or Hector Neri‐Castañeda’s cheerful comparison of philosophers to classical musicians where: “we are all sym‐philosophers: playing our varied instruments in the production of the dia‐philosophical symphony” (Neri‐Castañeda 1989, 45). Many philosophers, although less optimistic, are reluctant to confront their own doubts about philosophy’s future as a problem‐solving discipline and try to get to the bottom of what it is about philosophy – its problems, methods, or practitioners – that bars the way to agreement. Ask a philosopher today why philosophers can’t agree and you are likely to get an evasive reply such as: “that’s just the way philosophy is,” or “that’s what makes philosophy so rich and exciting,” or “some progress is being made among likeminded philosophers on technical aspects of this issue or that.”

The intractability of philosophical disagreement is the bad conscience of philosophy, and most philosophers today prefer to ignore it. Among the few who have confronted the issue and tried to explain it, there is – not surprisingly – disagreement about why philosophers can’t agree. Some, like Richard Rorty, appeal to historicism or relativism, others, like Nicholas Rescher, to pluralism, and still others, like Colin McGinn, to skepticism about the capacity of the human mind to deal successfully with philosophical problems.

I believe that philosophy’s lack of progress in reaching agreement on solutions to philosophical problems – including the problem of why philosophers can’t agree – matters. Although I am confident that philosophy’s rich history and the irresistible pull of its subject matter on some minds will keep it from going the way of phrenology, I fear that it is going to be increasingly marginalized. What’s to be done? I recommend that philosophy take steps toward a reunification with science through the naturalization of philosophical methodology. I propose that philosophers use data‐based methods to help adjudicate the conflicting claims of philosophical theories – whenever possible.

Some philosophers argue this is never possible. Dummett, for example, says philosophy is “a discipline that makes no observations, conducts no experiments, and needs no input from experience: an armchair subject, requiring only thought” (Dummett 2010, 4). Richard Fumerton declares: “if you can’t answer a question from the armchair it isn’t philosophical” (Fumerton 2007). More generally, philosophers are wedded to a discipline‐specific epistemic mission that prescribes that the kinds of knowledge for which philosophers should search – the kinds of knowledge that could count as solutions to philosophical problems – differ in one feature or another from the data‐based knowledge sought by the empirical sciences. Prominent among these features are: a priori, rather than a posteriori; necessary, rather than contingent; essential, rather than accidental; categorical, rather than hypothetical; permanent, rather than provisional or probable; confirmed or disconfirmed by intuitions, rather than by empirical data.





The Promise of Experimental Philosophy

The general effect of seeking knowledge with one or more of these features is to sustain a methodological divide between philosophy and the sciences, but the last feature presents an opportunity for accommodation. If intuitions can count as evidence for or against philosophical claims, as many philosophers suggest, then one can gather data on the frequency of an intuition and whether the frequency varies with variables such as the cultural background of subjects, extraneous stimuli, or emotions aroused by slight changes in the case presented. Experimental philosophy, a movement whose birth coincides auspiciously with the beginning of the twenty‐first century, has seized this opportunity and collected data on intuitions (as well as on behavioral phenomena such as stealing books) in order to explore their significance for issues in branches of philosophy as diverse as epistemology, ethics, metaphysics, semantics, aesthetics, and philosophy of science. Although the unofficial symbol for experimental philosophy (x‐phi) is an armchair in flames, experimental philosophers generally see their methodology as a supplement to rather than a replacement for the traditional work of philosophers.

Nevertheless, experimental philosophy is revolutionary. If data on people’s intuitions can help to confirm or disconfirm philosophical claims, then there is hope that philosophers can forge better procedures for discarding theories than waiting to see what goes out of fashion, begin to converge on provisional solutions to some problems, and eventually enjoy the benefits of consilience. Rather than worrying about disciplinary autonomy, they could advance their own research by seeking opportunities to work in collaboration with colleagues in the sciences – especially the cognitive sciences. There is, however, a price to be paid for progress of this kind. Data‐based resolutions live under the threat of being overturned by new data. They are a posteriori, probable, and provisional rather than a priori, certain, and permanent. Even though philosophers can’t agree on solutions to philosophical problems, they can shield their own preferences from disconfirmation by refusing to concede that data on intuitions could count as evidence against them.

Experimental philosophy has drawn more jeers than cheers from traditional philosophers. Although some of its detractors are indiscriminate in their criticism, others voice well‐focused challenges. Williamson (2007), Herbert Cappelen (2012), and Max Deutsch (2015), for example, question the evidentiary role of intuitions in analytic philosophy. All three posit a divide between first‐order philosophy, where intuitions play little or no evidentiary role in practice, and metaphilosophy, where they are often (mistakenly) assumed to play a key role in principle. Williamson and Cappelen charge that this disparity is due in part to lack of rigor in philosophical talk about intuitions. They note that some philosophers insist that intuitions have distinguishing characteristics like being spontaneous, non‐perceptual, non‐inferential, or seeming necessarily true, while others equate them with judgments, beliefs, or dispositions to believe.

Williamson warns against psychologizing intuitive judgments. He argues that intuitions in philosophy, such as those elicited by philosophical thought experiments, should be appraised as judgments about facts rather than facts about judgments. He writes that:


the method of conducting opinion polls among non‐philosophers is not very much more likely to be the best way of answering philosophical questions than the method of conducting opinion polls among non‐physicists is to be the best way of answering physical questions.

(Williamson 2007, 7)



I am not persuaded. Williamson conflates popularity polls with polls as data‐gathering instruments and overlooks the capacity of such instruments to gather information that bears on the reliability of evidence. If a witness testifies that, in fact, the defendant threatened the plaintiff, she might be asked several questions: (i) How did she know – did she overhear a threat, see a threatening gesture, or read an ominous note? (ii) Who can corroborate her testimony? (iii) Is she qualified to identify the defendant’s voice, face, or handwriting? These questions probe facts about her testimony that could be relevant to its reliability. Likewise, we may want to probe facts about intuitions elicited by a philosophical thought‐experiment that could be relevant to their reliability – facts such as variations in subjects’ expertise, cultural background, or emotional reactions.

Deutsch and Cappelen contend that philosophers rely on arguments rather than intuitions. As Deutsch puts it: “philosophers argue for their judgments about cases, and the cogency of these arguments is independent of who intuits them” (Deutsch 2015, 155). In defense of this claim, he offers close examinations of the original texts of well‐known thought‐experiments. These include Gettier’s two counterexamples to the definition of knowledge as justified true belief (Gettier 1963), Kripke’s “Kurt Gödel” counterexample to descriptivist theories of reference for proper names (Kripke 1980, 83–92), and Frankfurt’s counterfactual intervener counterexample to the principle of alternative possibilities (Frankfurt 1969). What Deutsch fails to note is that the arguments in the original texts are logically incomplete and consist almost entirely of premises stipulated within the thought‐experiments. These arguments are enthymemes, which, in order to be valid and cogent, require an additional premise. In the Gettier cases the missing premise could be a principle of the form: “a justified true belief x is knowledge only if it satisfies condition c,” but Gettier does not supply that premise. Neither do Kripke or Frankfurt. I suspect these cases continue to fascinate precisely because they elicit striking intuitions without committing to general premises that, once articulated, would have to run the gauntlet of philosophical criticism.


Can an intuition that p (where p is a proposition) count as evidence that p is true? If so, then data about the frequency of that intuition and how it varies could bear on the truth of p. I think the correct answer is: sometimes. Consider the cases discussed above. Each of Gettier’s cases is intended to elicit the intuition that a particular instance of belief, though justified and true, is not knowledge. Deutsch dismisses the relevance of cross‐cultural studies that show that Asian subjects are more likely than Western subjects to regard justified true belief as knowledge. Under what conditions would Deutsch be right? He would be right, I think, if knowledge were a natural kind. The truth of the intuition that diamonds are carbon does not vary from culture to culture, even if the frequency of that intuition does. But if knowledge is, at least in part, a cultural kind, then variation from culture to culture may indeed be relevant to what knowledge is.

Kripke presents the Gödel Case to illustrate what he believes to be a fact (not a necessary truth) about the use of personal names by ordinary people. He concedes that one could commit in the privacy of one’s room to use a personal name in the descriptivist way but adds: “In general our reference depends not just on what we think ourselves, but on other people in the community, the history of how the name reached one, and things like that” (Kripke 1980, 95). Note that the semantic fact Kripke is trying to establish is akin to the facts sought by lexicographers, who gather data on how competent speakers in a language community use words to talk about the world with other members of that community. We would laugh at a dictionary entry that said this word means X, though competent speakers don’t use it that way. I think Deutsch is wrong when he says that appealing to “the intuitions of competent speakers about the reference of proper names” (Deutsch 2015, 111) cannot be relevant to an assessment of Kripke’s view.

The intuitions at issue in Frankfurt’s case are, as Frankfurt acknowledges, moral intuitions. Specifically, they are judgments of moral responsibility, blameworthiness, and praiseworthiness. Can an intuition “that p” be evidence that p is true, where p is a proposition that a person is morally responsible and blameworthy for an action? If being morally responsible and blameworthy are inseparable from being judged or held responsible and blameworthy, if they are grounded, as Hume might say, in affections of disapprobation within human breasts, then the answer is affirmative.

I find in considerations like these, and in their investigation by experimental philosophy, the best hope for progress in philosophy as a problem‐solving discipline.
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Note


1 The Greek “philosophia” and its cognates in various languages refer to a diverse set of intellectual practices that began with the wisdom‐seeking practices of ancient Greece and have now spread over much of the world. The Indian “darśana” (vision) and the Chinese “Xuanxue” (Learning of the Mystery) and “Da Xue” (Great Learning) refer to overlapping though not identical sets of practices.
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Between Gods and Apes: On the Lack of Scientific and Philosophical Progress

Mark Walker




The Truth

There can be no doubt that philosophy and science have made enormous progress over the last couple of centuries. There are, for example, far more professional philosophers and scientists at present than at any previous time in history; there has been an explosion in the number of philosophical and scientific journals, books, conferences, grants, and so on. Typically, however, the question of whether philosophy and science are making progress assumes a much loftier goal than simply the accoutrements of professionalization: something like the complete truth of the universe and our place in it. Let us call this the goal of seeking the Truth. With respect to the Truth, we should be a lot less sanguine about progress in either discipline.

It might be thought that science is not in the business of seeking the Truth, but aims at something much more modest. Yet, when we consider science’s proclamations about the origins of the universe and humanity, it is clear that science is not modest. Scientists have pronounced on the age‐old question of the origin of the universe: we are told that the universe was created by a natural process (“the big bang”) over thirteen billion years ago. Life first evolved on this planet through a natural process about four billion years ago. Through the mechanisms of evolution, more complex organisms developed. About two and half million years ago, the earliest of the hominid line evolved. Contemporary humans are the product of these natural processes. There may be other intelligent beings in the universe, but we have evolved independently of them; we have no relationship with them. This view of the universe, and our place in it, stands in stark contrast to at least some versions of theism, which hold that the universe, and humans in particular, were created by God. Science is committed to claiming that at least some of its theistic competitors have the wrong view about the Truth.





The Truth as a Bookie: The Horse Race

The consensus sapientium of the age is that science is making progress toward the Truth, whereas philosophy is making little or none. To many, the primary case against philosophical progress has to do with disagreement. As an analogy, imagine four philosophers, Rawls, Nozick, Goodin, and Cohen, head to the racetrack. They discuss the virtues of four racehorses with odd sounding names (even for racehorses): Justice as Fairness, Libertarianism, Utilitarianism, and Socialism. A bookie named Dutch offers even odds on all four horses. Rawls places a $10,000 bet on Justice as Fairness while remarking that this is a great deal, since he believes that it is more likely than not that Justice as Fairness will win. Nozick bets upon, and makes similar remarks about, Libertarianism. Goodin and Cohen follow suit, betting and heaping the praise on Utilitarianism and Socialism respectively. Compare that to when four scientists head to the track. Dutch offers them even odds on four horses: Aristotelian physics, Cartesian physics, Newtonian physics, and Einsteinian physics. All four physicists bet their $10,000 on the horse named Einsteinian physics.

Since only one horse will win, we know that most of the philosophers must be losers. The analogy is complete when we realize that the winning horse’s secret name is The Truth, so at least three of the philosophers must be wrong in their pronouncements about The Truth. It is no wonder that philosophy looks inept at pursuing the Truth as compared with the disciplined betting behavior of scientists.




Philosophical Disagreement as Hubris

The worry that philosophical disagreement means there is lack of progress in philosophy is only exacerbated by the seeming epistemic hubris of philosophers. Consider that, before the race is run, we know Dutch will make a small fortune from the hapless philosophers. After all, Dutch will collect $40,000 in bets, pay out $20,000 to the winner, and pocket $20,000 no matter which horse wins.

The betting behavior of the philosophers, as a group, looks irrational. Sometimes seemingly inconsistent betting behavior can be explained by differential access to information, for example, a secret conversation with a trainer might explain why someone would bet the farm on a long odds horse. Such an explanation doesn’t seem appropriate in this case. After all, the philosophers place their bets using more or less the same evidence. For example, Nozick, Cohen, and Goodin have access to Rawls’s evidence that Justice as Fairness will win, which Rawls summarized in a 700‐page tome, A Theory of Justice, in support of his favorite. Of course, the others have formed briefs in support of their favorites as well, and this information is known to all.


To explain the seemingly irrational behavior, it may help to peek into the minds of the individual philosophers. Suppose each thinks that he is as likely as his colleagues to pick the winner of the race. This would mean that he ought to set the odds of his horse winning at 0.25. But this would lead to a contradiction, for then each philosopher would be thinking both that his horse has a greater than 0.5 chance of winning and a 0.25 chance of winning.

So, if the bet is rational, in the sense of offering a higher expected rate of return than the original investment, the confidence in one’s favorite horse winning must be greater than 0.5. The greatest epistemic hubris is 1.0 confidence. Let us suppose that our philosophers are much more modest with a mere 0.52 confidence in their favorites. This is enough to make the bet rational in the sense described, with an expected return of $400 on a $10,000 bet, while allowing wide scope for epistemic modesty.

The trouble with this suggestion is that, although 0.52 confidence is fairly epistemically modest on a 0.0–1.0 scale, it is not modest vis‐à‐vis fellow philosophers. Suppose, for example, that Rawls says his confidence that Justice as Fairness will win is 0.52. This means that there is a 0.48 chance that one of the other three horses will win. Assuming he divides the credence equally between his three colleagues, he attributes to each of them a 0.16 chance that he is correct. This means that Rawls must think himself more than three times as likely to arrive at the truth than each of his colleagues, and more likely to arrive at the truth than all of his colleagues combined.

To put this in some context, we might distinguish between “epistemic superiors” and “über epistemic superiors” thus: X is an epistemic superior to Y, if X is more likely to determine the truth than Y. X is an über epistemic superior to Y and Z, if X is more likely to determine the truth than the combined probability that either Y or Z is likely to determine the truth. Rawls must think of himself as an über epistemic superior to his three colleagues. The same, mutatis mutandis, applies to how Nozick, Cohen, and Goodin must conceive of themselves. In order to explain the bet as rational in the sense described, each philosopher must say to himself, “I am three times more likely to determine the truth than each of my colleagues; furthermore, I am more likely to have arrived at the Truth than all my colleagues combined.” With so much epistemic hubris endemic to philosophy, it is a wonder more philosophical disagreements do not break out into fisticuffs.1




Scientific Agreement as Groupthink

The fact that the scientists all bet on the same horse is at least suggestive that there is something more rational about the scientific enterprise. After all, Dutch is not guaranteed to make a profit simply because of how scientists bet – unlike the hapless philosophers. There are at least two explanations for scientific agreement: scientists have found or have made significant progress toward the Truth, or scientific agreement is the result of groupthink, some process where the desire for agreement usurps the desire for the Truth.

To consider the possibility of groupthink, it will help to have an easy‐to‐grasp example. Accordingly, let us imagine we are in the nineteenth century,2 where Newton’s inverse law of gravity rules the day:


F = G((m1 × m2)/d2)



Now consider Walker’s universal law of gravitation and anti‐gravitation. This law states that the force of gravity is twice as strong as stated in Newton’s theory, but there is a force that Newton himself overlooked: the force of anti‐gravity (AG) that is exactly as powerful as Newton suggests gravity is:


F = (2G – G)((m1× m2)/d2)



There is massive evidence for Walkerism. Using Walkerism, for example, the trajectory of planets can be calculated with great precision. It will be objected that Walkerism (i) gives no new predictions, and (ii) is not as simple as Newtonianism. Clearly (i) is arbitrary from the point of view of ascertaining the Truth, since if Walkerism had been formulated first, then Newtonianism could be rejected using the same reasoning. But unless we have some sort of Hegelian reason to think the order of history is intimately connected with the Truth, this will seem entirely arbitrary. Arriving at the Truth will be largely a matter of luck. It must be conceded that Walkerism is more complex than Newtonianism; indeed, this is the point. But this suggests we might appeal to something like Occam’s Razor, the idea that simplicity is evidence for the Truth, to rule out Walkerism and rule in favor of Newtonianism.

How do scientists know that simplicity is evidence for truth? As Jack Smart points out, there is a simple historical explanation for why scientists have adopted Occam’s Razor: Enlightenment scientists used it in their theorizing, so later scientists have adopted it as something like a family heirloom (Smart 1984). This may explain why Occam’s Razor is adopted, but it does not justify it. After all, earlier scientists tended to believe it is true because they believed that God designed the world to be simple. In terms of justifying Occam’s Razor, it seems the principle is either empirically or a priori justified. If it is empirical, then the thought might be that we have good inductive evidence that it is true. The trouble is that we can identify no period in the history of science that was “pure” in the sense of being a period in which Occam’s Razor was not assumed to be true.3 For every major scientific theory, we can think of an empirically equivalent but more complex alternative. If these had been accepted, we would have good empirical evidence for Occam’s Beard: the idea that, other things being equal, the more complex a theory is the more likely it is to be true.4 Alternatively, appealing to a priori justification seems to suggest that our minds have some access to reality that is non‐sensory based: by some mysterious power we are able to know that the universe is simple in design.

The problem is exacerbated when we consider how much evidential weight Occam’s Razor bears in science. There is a thought that it adds, or only need add, a little evidential weight – just a little epistemic shine – while observation bears the brunt of the load. So, for example, if Newton’s and Walker’s inverse square laws of gravitation are empirically equivalent – empirically equivalent in the sense that both will yield the same observational predictions about things like the orbit of Mars and the flight trajectory of a rocket – it seems that we should weigh them equally in terms of observational support (where simplicity is not invoked). But so long as simplicity adds a little evidential weight, we are correct in favoring Newtonianism. How much evidential weight must we attribute to Occam’s Razor? It seems only the smallest amount. If they are empirically equivalent, then we might assign them equal probability, but when we factor in simplicity, the scales tip toward Newtonianism. It would be enough that simplicity only increased the probability of Newtonianism by a couple of percentage points to make rational endorsing it over Walkerism. (Say, 0.51 probability for Newtonianism, and 0.49 for Walkerism.) But consider now Walkerism (II), which postulates a force of gravity three times as strong as Newton’s and a negative gravity twice as strong. And Walkerism (III) that postulates a force of gravity four times as strong and an anti‐gravity three times as strong. Again, these theories provide the same observational predictions as Newtonianism (and each other), but they are more complex. Imagine then that Walker, being the industrious fellow he is, formulates ninety‐nine theories of the same form. If we attributed equal probability to each theory in terms of its ability to predict the movement of the planets of the solar system, then each theory, including Newton’s, would have a 0.01 probability. If we want to endorse Newton’s theory over all of Walker’s theories, then simplicity must offer lots of evidence for truth. In particular, we might think that if the lowest threshold is 0.51 for believing Newtonianism over all its competitors, then simplicity must add 0.5 evidence for Newtonianism. Simplicity shouldn’t just add shine, it must be the overwhelming reason in support of Newtonianism.

The fact that scientists do not appreciate the role that simplicity plays, nor attempt to justify the use of Occam’s Razor, is suggestive of groupthink. Simplicity is absolutely critical for scientists who adopt one theory as the candidate for describing the Truth over the huge class of empirically equivalent competitors, but scientists take Occam’s Razor on faith. Without this common faith, disagreement in science would be rampant. Groupthink in itself is not necessarily indicative of failure to arrive at the Truth. Science, after all, could simply be lucky, very lucky. However, our reflections show that one of the central principles of scientific theory selection is yet to be justified. The betting behavior of scientists puts all the epistemic eggs in one basket, meaning that there is a great risk if it turns out Occam’s Razor is not justified. If we hope that at least one member of the philosophical or scientific community is correct, then philosophy seems like a safer bet. If philosophy bets on all the horses, then at least one must win. Science can only win big or lose big. And its bet is placed on faith.




Philosophy and Noetic Skepticism

Things may actually be worse than so far described, for it may be that the winning horse is invisible to us. As former children, we are all aware that there was a time when others could understand many things that we could not. I remember my father being an über epistemic superior to me and my siblings when I was young. He could beat us simultaneously at chess even when providing a starting advantage by removing his queen and two rooks. I had an interest in mathematics in primary school, so my father taught me some high school algebra. I congratulated myself that I knew things that my classmates did not, but I also understood there was a whole realm – the ethereal calculus – that was beyond my grasp, which my father was intimately acquainted with. The trouble for me at this stage was not one of justification but understanding: I couldn’t understand calculus, never mind worrying about the question of whether calculus truths are justified.

Of all the major philosophers, Kant is the one who took most seriously this problem, which I refer to as “noetic skepticism” (Walker 1994). One reason Kant offers for taking it seriously has to do with worries about the particularity of human understanding. In the first part of the Critique of Pure Reason, he argues that when humans understand the world scientifically, we must view it as a Newtonian system: a deterministic, three‐dimensional system, structured in terms of necessary relations between cause and effect. The trouble is, how we can know the Truth about this, that is, that the world in itself is Newtonian? We cannot step outside our way of understanding the world, says Kant, to check whether this way of understanding the world corresponds to the way the world is. After all, this would require our having access to other forms of understanding to see how they compare with our Newtonian understanding. Kant terms an alternative understanding of the world an “intellectual intuition” as opposed to the sensuous intuition of humans. God and the angels, it seems, employ an intellectual intuition to understand the world in a manner that is fundamentally different from that of humans, who are limited by using sense organs and discursive reasoning.

The second reason Kant offers, in the later part of the first Critique, has to do with the contradictions we finite beings find ourselves in. When we seek to understand the world scientifically, we understand it as deterministic. When we understand ourselves as moral beings, we must understand the world as non‐deterministic, that is, as one where free will is operative. But this leads to a contradiction, says Kant. If we suppose both perspectives are true of the world in itself, the world would be both deterministic and non‐deterministic. Kant’s solution is a skeptical one: he recommends that we do not think of either perspective as describing the world as it is in itself. Rather, we should understand these perspectives as methodological guides. When doing science, act as if the world is a deterministic Newtonian system. When understanding ourselves as moral beings, act as if there is free will. Understood methodologically, there is no contradiction. As Kant points out, this solution is consistent with the contradiction being resolved by an understanding of the universe that transcends our own. That is, both perspectives might be partial, and a being with an intellectual intuition might be able to understand how both perspectives are merely partial.5

Surprisingly few philosophers have risen to Kant’s noetic skepticism challenge. But even of those few, I can only briefly discuss one. Donald Davidson explores the idea in terms of differing conceptual schemes, which was the twentieth‐century analog of Kant’s worry about differing forms of intuition. Davidson associates conceptual schemes thus with language translation:


where conceptual schemes differ, so do languages. But speakers of different languages may share a conceptual scheme provided there is a way of translating one language into the other. Studying the criteria of translation is therefore a way of focusing on criteria of identity for conceptual schemes.

(Davidson 1984, 184)



Davidson argues that either languages are intertranslatable or they are not. If the language of God and the angels is intertranslatable with ours, then, according to Davidson, we share a common conceptual scheme. If we cannot translate any of the (putative) language of God and the angels, then we have no reason to think they are language users or have any understanding of the world at all. There is much that might be questioned about Davidson’s argument, but one simple point will show its shortfall in dealing with noetic skepticism: Davidson does not discuss the possibility of asymmetrical failures of translation. My father was able to understand my primary school language, but I was not able to fully understand his adult language. I did not understand terms associated with calculus, such as “derivative,” and I did not understand the language of politics. For example, in a sentence like “I agree with Trudeau’s use of the War Measures Act in response to the FLQ crisis” I would have understood only “Trudeau” as referring to the leader of Canada. The rest was over my head. Of course it is precisely this sort of asymmetry of translation that noetic skepticism raises, and one that Davidson explicitly says he will not discuss. Which means that he offers little response to Kant’s concerns.


And it is not just children who have a partial understanding. Sometimes the conceptual scheme of children leads them to falsehood. In a number of well confirmed experiments, children repeatedly demonstrate a hard time with concepts associated with volume. So, for example, if you show children two beakers of equal volume but different shape, they believe the taller beaker has greater volume. An easy mistake one might imagine, as it is not always easy to judge volume. However, children persist in the belief even when it is demonstrated that the beakers have equal volume, for example, by pouring water from the shorter beaker into the taller beaker. Adults immediately see that the beakers are the same volume with such a demonstration, but young children persevere in the belief that the beakers are different in volume. Of course, the worry is that the peculiarities of (adult) human conceptual understanding too may lead us in a similar manner to falsehood.

One obvious disanalogy is that children are acquainted with the greater conceptual capacities of adults, while talk of intelligences that transcend adult intelligence is to invoke the “merely possible.” The significance of this difference is hard to assess. On the one hand, it seems as if it should not matter much. Imagine that a virus escapes from the mad scientist’s lair that devastates human neural connections: no human is capable of intellectual abilities above that of an average five‐year‐old. An adult understanding is merely possible in such a world, but it hardly changes the fact that these humans are cognitively capped. On the other hand, the mere possibility of higher intelligences with different conceptual schemes seems like just that, a “mere skeptical possibility” not to be taken too seriously.




Science and Noetic Skepticism: The Bigger Problem

The “mere skeptical possibility” objection seems to carry over to our previous discussion of science. The problems raised about the role of simplicity in theory selection may seem to arise precisely through attempting to understand science philosophically. But, it may be objected, we would be better off using methodological naturalism: we ought to strive for a scientific understanding of the science itself. Consider, for example, a scientific account of perception. We know from neurophysiology that the optic nerve attaches to the eyeball in a manner that suggests we have a blind spot in our field of vision. The fact that we do not see a hole in the middle of our visual field is said to be because the brain fills in the missing data. Perception is thought to be integral to any account of the success of science, and here we see how science (using perception) can provide an account of one of the tools of science (perception). Such an account may be circular in some sense – it uses perception to investigate perception – but the circle, according to naturalists, is benign.


Following in this naturalistic vein we may ask about a scientific understanding of human conceptual abilities. Consider that for every non‐human species, we believe that there are good scientific reasons for thinking that they are cognitively capped: there are ideas and concepts that transcend their ability to understand. No amount of remedial college education, for example, will be sufficient to get a chimp or a whale to understand Descartes’ Meditations, or differential calculus. Noetic skepticism applies to every other species, so it seems a good inductive inference that noetic skepticism is true of humans as well. Physiologically speaking, brains are relatively expensive organs to maintain. Evolutionarily speaking, our brains were selected mostly in terms of their function of increasing the likelihood of successful offspring, not for the ability to know the complete Truth. It may be that our brains are an example of one of the greatest cases of pleiotropy: the more complex human brain selected on the basis of increasing the probability of having successful offspring also just happens, unlike that of any other species on this planet, to have the cognitive wherewithal to understand the Truth. To the extent that we prefer appeals to induction rather than to mere luck, we ought to reject this special pleading. To be clear: the claim is not that it is impossible, only that it is improbable.

Likewise, we can think of science, in a homage to Bacon, in its most primitive beginnings. Science as a process is thought to incorporate at least these three elements: (i) theorizing, (ii) observation, and (iii) experimentation. Unaided human brains, eyes, and hands are all we might need to run a few primitive experiments looking for laws of heredity in pea plants. Science found that unaided human senses are not enough: we need microscopes and telescopes to extend the discriminatory capacities beyond what humans can do. Science also found that simply rearranging nature, as in planting peas in different rows, is not enough. Science builds elaborate devices for experimentation, including tunnels miles long to house atom smashing equipment. In other words, we have vastly upgraded the basis of two of the three elements: (ii) observational capacities and (iii) experimental equipment. There has been no comparable upgrade in the equipment used to theorize. That is, our brains are essentially unchanged for the entire history of science. Imagine transporting Galileo and his observational and experimental equipment to the present. The observational and experimental equipment is far too primitive to do much in the way of serious science today, a museum would be their proper home. But give Galileo a good college education and there is every reason to suspect that he could be a very good scientist today. Or, to put the point the other way around, imagine a dictate had been in place since the sixteenth century prohibiting anything other than the use of human sense organs and simple experimental apparatus. We have every reason to suppose that, in this alternative history, science would have been severely stunted in its pursuit of the Truth. But since we have made no comparable effort with the basis of theorizing the human brain, we have similar reason to think that science may be severely stunted. So, noetic skepticism is not simply foisted on science from philosophy: our naturalized understanding of science indicates that noetic skepticism emerges from the belly of science itself.




Testing Noetic Skepticism

The scientific credentials of noetic skepticism are further confirmed by the fact that it is possible to test noetic skepticism scientifically. This might be achieved in a number of ways, but I briefly describe just one.6 Today we have the technology to genetically engineer homeobox genes. These genes are responsible for larger scale features of anatomy. With the manipulation of a handful of homeobox genes, we could attempt to create a new species, Homo bigheadus, featuring a human zygote with double the brain size of a human. Using the famous cephalization quotient (Jerison 1973), an inductively sound prediction is that such a being might stand to humans in intelligence as we do to apes. There is every reason to suppose that it would be possible to verify that we are cognitively capped compared to such beings in just the same way that I verified in my childhood that I was cognitively capped compared to my father. He could easily solve intellectual puzzles with which I struggled and he showed me new intellectual areas that I had not thought of, which led to justification for believing him when he said there were whole intellectual realms I was not ready for.

To say that we could scientifically test noetic skepticism today is not to say that we ought to. After all, there are large ethical issues that need to be addressed. One obvious problem is that our genetic engineering attempts today are relatively crude. Often successful genetic manipulations are a small percentage of overall attempts. It is one thing to throw thousands of failed genetic experiments on plants in the trash bin, it is quite another to think that it would be permissible to do the same with thousands of failed genetic experiments on human zygotes. But if there are ethical limitations to the scientific pursuit of the Truth, then surely there is a significant worry about science’s ability to pursue the goal.




Philosophical and Scientific Progress

Science and philosophy are mostly in the same boat with respect to the problem of vaulting ambitions for the Truth. In broadest terms, there are two options: we can deflate the ambitions of philosophy and science, or inflate the abilities of philosophers and scientists.

There are various ways that the ambitions of philosophy and science might be scaled down. One is to take a page from various pragmatic meta‐philosophies and instrumentalist conceptions of science. The idea, roughly, would be to renounce the traditional ambition for the Truth, and think of philosophy and science more as tools for meeting human needs. Then the aim for philosophy and science is more akin to how we evaluate technological achievements: asbestos insulation is bad for humans, while photovoltaics promises a means to realize our energy needs in a way that is less destructive of our world. Asbestos and photovoltaics are neither true nor false; rather, they are better and worse at achieving our goals. Similarly, we might judge a theory like Einstein’s general relativity in terms of how good it is at achieving certain ends (e.g. launching a rocket to explore Jupiter). All such views should be understood as conceding, or at least ignoring, noetic skepticism, but not answering it.

The other option is to attempt to scale up the abilities of philosophers and scientists. Also relevant, in addition to the genetic engineering proposal, are speculations on the self‐amplifying capacities of future artificial intelligence machines. Both scenarios have not been explored in any detail, and, as noted, pursuing the Truth may come into conflict with other goals. However, it is at least an option that attempts to tackle the problem of noetic skepticism head on. Until that problem is grappled with, the claim of the wise that science is making progress toward the Truth, while philosophy is not, is mere marketing hype: sound and fury signifying nothing.

Indeed, while neither science nor philosophy can claim to have made significant progress toward the Truth, some small edge might be granted to philosophy. It is the humble crown that Socrates wore when he realized that the Oracle of Delphi was correct in claiming that he was the wisest among humans. Initially perplexed, Socrates eventually discerned that he was wiser than his compatriots at least to the extent that he realized that he wasn’t wise! Similarly, to the extent that philosophy realizes it is not wise – that the project of discovering the Truth is held hostage by the problem of noetic skepticism – philosophy is at least a little wiser than science. Perhaps that is a modicum of progress after all.
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Notes


1 The thought that epistemic externalism might help with this problem is indirectly addressed in Walker (2016).
2 The same argument can be run using Einstein’s general relativity theory. As I show in work in preparation, Einstein’s (in)famous cosmological constant serves as the anti‐gravity force. The point, however, is easier to see in the first instance with Newtonianism.
3 For development of this argument, see Swinburne (1997).
4 For more on Occam’s beard, see Walker (2014).
5 The clearest exposition of this view can be found in Kant (1790).
6 Further details can be found in Walker (2004).
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Model‐Building in Philosophy1


Timothy Williamson




One notable form of progress in the natural and social sciences over the past century has been the development of better and better models of the phenomena they study. The models are typically presented in mathematical terms: for instance, by differential equations for the rise and fall in population of a predator species and a prey species, interacting only with each other, or by a set of ordered pairs for the networking relations in a society.

When a system resists direct study, because it is so complex or hard to observe, model‐building constitutes a key fallback strategy. Studying a model often yields insight into the phenomena it models. When one model is replaced by another that captures more about how the phenomena work, science progresses.

Sometimes such progress is a step towards discovering universal laws of nature, non‐accidentally exceptionless generalizations. However, macroscopic phenomena are typically too complex and messy to obey many informative exceptionless generalizations framed in macroscopic terms. (Some microscopic phenomena are like that too.) In such cases, the discovery of universal laws may not be a reasonable aim for those branches of science, even if there are still useful rules of thumb. It may be more realistic and more fruitful to aim at building increasingly good models instead. Special sciences such as economics and psychology are salient examples. Even in evolutionary biology, progress may consist more in the development of better models than in the discovery of universal laws.

This chapter argues that in philosophy, too, one form of progress is the development of better and better models – especially, but not exclusively, in those branches of philosophy, such as ethics, epistemology, and philosophy of language, which deal primarily with the human world in all its complexity and mess. Not only can philosophy make progress through model‐building, it has been doing so for quite some time. Philosophers tend to feel embarrassed by the question, “So what has philosophy discovered recently?” When we try to think of an informative generalization whose universal truth has recently come to be known through the efforts of philosophers, we may well not come up with much. We tend to assume that most of the natural and social sciences are doing far better. Surely they are indeed making progress, but this may consist much less than we suppose in the discovery of universal generalizations and much more in the development of better models. Once we look for progress of that kind in philosophy, it is not hard to find. It is there right under our noses.




What are Models?

Philosophers of science use the word “model” in a confusing variety of ways, as do scientists themselves. Clarity has not been served by a universalizing tendency in the philosophy of science to define the word in a way meant to apply to all scientific theories or all uses of the word “model” in science. For present purposes, a more helpful recent trend in the philosophy of science has been to use the term “model‐building” to identify a specific recognizable type of theoretical activity that some but not all scientists engage in, some but not all of the time (Godfrey‐Smith 2006a; Weisberg 2007). A scientific research group may advertise a position as a “modeler”; some but not all members of the group will be modelers. Similarly, I do not suggest that all philosophizing is model‐building. Rather, some but not all philosophers build models, some but not all of the time.

Even on the restricted use of “model,” there are different views of what models are. For the sake of simplicity and clarity, I give my own account, but what I say could be adapted to other accounts: it is easier to agree on whether a scientist is presenting a model than on what sort of thing that model is.

Here, a model of something is a hypothetical example of it. Thus a model of predator–prey interaction is a hypothetical example of predator–prey interaction. The point of the qualification “hypothetical” is that the example is presented by an explicit description in general terms, rather than by pointing to an actual case. For instance, one writes down differential equations for the changing population sizes of the two species, rather than saying “the changing numbers of foxes and rabbits in Victorian Sussex.” The description picks out a type of case, rather than one particular case: for instance, the type of any predator–prey interaction that obeys the given differential equations.

For the model‐building methodology to work well, the description of the hypothetical example must be precise and specific enough to be formally tractable. That is, it should enable us to derive answers to many relevant questions about the example. When we explore the model, we do so on the basis of what follows from the description itself, which is designed to facilitate that process. We do not assume that the model fits the knowledge we already have of the phenomenon under study, since that is one of the main questions at issue. But if the fit turns out to be reasonably good, exploring the model becomes a way of indirectly exploring the original phenomenon. The mathematical clarity of the description helps make direct study of the model easier than direct study of the phenomenon itself.

The hypothetical example, the type picked out by the description, may or may not have actual instances. Indeed, it may or may not have possible instances. For example, evolutionary biology typically uses differential equations for population change, even though they treat the change in the number of group members as continuous whereas really it must be discrete; answers to “How many?” questions do not form a continuum. Strictly speaking, such a model is impossible; it is a type metaphysically incapable of having instances. But that does not mean that the model collapses. The differential equations are mathematically consistent; we can still make a stable tripartite distinction between what follows from them, what is inconsistent with them, and what is neither. Moreover, the mathematical consequences of the description may turn out to be similar enough to descriptions in similar terms of the observed behavior of the target real‐life phenomenon for the model to provide considerable theoretical insight into the target. In advance, we might not have expected impossible models to have such cognitive value, but it has become clear that they can.

The role of formal consistency in a model‐building methodology provides a link between this meaning of “model” and its meaning in mathematical logic. In the logical sense, a model of a theory (call it a “logic‐model”) is an interpretation of the theory on which it comes out true. The interpretation must give the purely logical expressions (such as “if” and “not”) their intended interpretations but may radically reinterpret non‐logical expressions (for instance, by treating the word “fox” as applying to numbers). A theory is logically consistent if and only if it is true on at least one such interpretation, in other words, it has a logic‐model. A sentence logically follows from a theory if and only if it is true on every interpretation on which the theory is true, in other words, every logic‐model of the theory is a logic‐model of the sentence.

We can apply those logical distinctions to model‐building in science by treating the description of the model as a mini‐theory, and the purely mathematical expressions in the description as logical, so that their interpretation is held fixed. On its intended interpretation, the description of the model may pick out an impossible type (for instance, because it describes population growth as continuous). Nevertheless, the description is logically consistent, because it has a logic‐model: it is true on some unintended interpretation.

The mathematical clarity of the description typically makes such a logic‐model easy to construct, for instance by reinterpreting its non‐logical terms (such as “predator” and “prey”) as applying to purely mathematical entities with the right formal structure. The purely logical consequences of the description do not depend on the intended interpretations of its non‐logical terms; they are determined by the whole class of intended and unintended interpretations alike. Nevertheless, the non‐logical terms are not idle, for they are needed to coordinate comparisons with the real‐life phenomenon. If we interchange the words “predator” and “prey” in the description, the comparisons go differently.

The simplified and sometimes idealized nature of models is no surprise on this account. They are typically intended to be easier to explore than the real thing; simplicity and idealization contribute to that.

A warning is in order. The talk of building models might suggest a constructivist philosophy of science, on which model‐building is a matter of invention rather than discovery, and is not in the business of uncovering truths independent of the inquiry itself. But that would be a very naive conclusion to draw. Rates of population change in predators and prey are not figments of the scientific imagination. If we are investigating a complex reality out there, it is not at all surprising that it is sometimes best to use a sophisticated, indirect strategy, to ask questions quite subtly related to the overall aims of the inquiry. To build a model is just to identify by description a hypothetical example which we intend to learn about in the hope of thereby learning about the more general subject matter it exemplifies. Nothing in that strategy is incompatible with a full‐bloodedly realist nature for the scientific inquiry. The same goes for model‐building in philosophy.

On a full‐bloodedly realist conception of model‐building, we should expect it under favorable conditions to provide knowledge. But, since only what is true is known, and virtually no model description is strictly true of its real‐life target, what knowledge can model‐building provide? What could its content be?

When we explore a model by valid deductive reasoning from the model description, we learn necessary truths of the general conditional form, “If a given case satisfies the model description, then it satisfies this other description too.” That broadly logico‐mathematical knowledge has the virtue of precision, but by itself is less than we want, since it says nothing unconditional about how close the original phenomenon (such as predator‐prey interaction) comes to satisfying the model description. Fortunately, we can also learn unconditional though vaguer truths of the general form, “This model description fits the phenomenon better than that one does in the following ways,” where the fit is usually approximate. Although much more needs to be said about what such approximation consists in, for present purposes the general picture will do. Such a combination of precise conditional knowledge and vague unconditional knowledge of the target is ample reward for the work of model‐building. (For a far more detailed account of model‐building in science see Weisberg 2013.)





Models in Philosophy

The need for model‐building is hardest to avoid where the complex, messy nature of the subject matter tends to preclude informative exceptionless universal generalizations. The paradigm of such complexity and mess is the human world. Hence the obvious places to look for model‐building in philosophy are those branches most distinctively concerned with human phenomena, such as ethics, epistemology, and philosophy of language. Of course, categories like goodness and duty, knowledge and justification, meaning and communication are not restricted to humans. Even those that do not apply to non‐human animals on earth can in principle apply to actual or possible non‐human agents, perhaps vastly more sophisticated intellectually than we will ever be. Philosophers typically want their theories to apply to such non‐human agents too. But that only makes exceptionless universal generalizations still harder to find. By contrast, pure logic supplies fertile ground for powerful exceptionless universal generalizations. One might expect the same of fundamental metaphysics too. Although the metaphysical question of personal identity looks more complex and messy, it also looks less fundamental.

As it happens, the few extant discussions of model‐building in philosophy have tended to concentrate on model‐building in metaphysics (Godfrey‐Smith 2006b, 2012; Paul 2012). One reason is perhaps that metaphysics has the worst press of any branch of philosophy, so the need for a new methodological defense may be felt most strongly there. Model‐building is indeed sometimes used even in fundamental metaphysics. An example is the idea of gunk, stuff (or space itself) of which every part has a lesser part, so it has no perfectly atomic parts. Gunk may not be actual, but is it metaphysically possible? It is very tricky to work out which natural assumptions about the part–whole relation are logically consistent with gunk. Constructing mathematical models of gunk provides a good way of answering such questions (see Arntzenius 2008; Russell 2008; Wilson 2008 for a debate).

If we turn to more obviously likely branches of philosophy, such as epistemology and philosophy of language, examples of model‐building are easy to find. In epistemology, a standard model of epistemic uncertainty is a lottery. Here is a typical description:


There are exactly 1000 tickets in the lottery, numbered from 1 to 1000. Exactly one will win. The lottery is fair. That is all you know about it. Thus, on your evidence, each ticket has probability 1/1000 of winning.



That description involves various assumptions typically false of lotteries in real life. For instance, it assumes that it is certain on your evidence exactly how many tickets will be in the draw. Nevertheless, a good test of epistemological theories is to work out what they say about this simple case. For instance, consider the proposal that you should accept a proposition if and only if it is at least 90% probable on your evidence. If so, you should accept that the winning number will be greater than 100, and you should accept that it will be at most 900, but it is not the case that you should accept that it will be greater than 100 and at most 900. You are obliged to accept one conjunct and you are obliged to accept the other, but you are not obliged to accept their conjunction. That is at best an uneasy combination. One can show that a similar problem arises for any probabilistic threshold for acceptance more than 0% and less than 100% (varying the number of tickets when necessary). Although lottery models are elementary, they already have enough structure to make trouble for many superficially attractive ways of thinking about uncertainty. Moreover, their simple mathematical structure makes it trivial to define mathematical logic‐models with that structure, so their consistency is not in doubt.

The branch of epistemology known as formal epistemology is much concerned with model‐building. The models come from two main sources. Some, like that above, are probabilistic, often in the Bayesian tradition of thinking about probability, which has been hugely influential in the natural and social sciences (see Howson and Urbach 1993). Others are models associated with epistemic logic in a rich tradition originating with Jaakko Hintikka (Hintikka 1962; Ditmarsch, Halpern, Hoek, and Kooi 2015): although not all standard logic‐models of epistemic logic are models in the present sense of epistemic situations, they can all be reinterpreted in a natural way as such models. One can also add probabilities to models of epistemic logic in a natural way (Williamson 2000). When our models exclude something observed in real life, we may build more sophisticated models to include the observed phenomenon. For instance, the simplest epistemic models exclude ignorance of one’s own ignorance. But people such as Holocaust deniers are ignorant of their own ignorance. More sophisticated epistemic models include agents ignorant of their own ignorance.

Model‐building in epistemic logic has found numerous applications in computer science and theoretical economics, for instance in understanding the relations between public and private knowledge. When one looks back on the vast body of results produced by model‐building in formal epistemology over the past half‐century, it seems idle to deny that considerable progress has been made in understanding the epistemic subtleties of many kinds of situation. Nor should one imagine that the progress is primarily mathematical. Although mathematics is usually involved, as in model‐building throughout the natural and social sciences, the main interest of the models is not in their abstract mathematical structure but in their epistemic interpretation.

In the natural and social sciences, models are often tested by their predictions of measurable quantities. Models of epistemic logic typically make no such predictions, so how are they to be tested? But even in the natural and social sciences, models are often tested by their qualitative predictions (Weisberg 2013, 136). Models of epistemic logic can be tested that way too. For instance, we can ask whether they allow for ignorance of one’s own ignorance. For some purposes we can legitimately abstract away from such cases. But once we become interested in the limitations of self‐knowledge, such cases matter, and our models must permit them. Of course, such qualitative testing presumes that we have some model‐independent knowledge of the target phenomenon, but that is equally true of quantitative testing. If we started in total ignorance of the target, we could hardly expect to learn much about it by modelling alone.

Many developments in philosophy of language can also be understood in model‐building terms. Originally, Frege and Russell introduced formal languages into philosophy as languages in which to carry out proofs more rigorously than was possible in natural languages, because the formal languages were more precise and perspicuous. That was not model‐building. Later, Russell and the younger Wittgenstein argued that such formal languages articulate the covert underlying structure of ordinary thought and language. That was still not model‐building.

Carnap did something different. He defined the syntax and semantics of simple, artificial examples of languages in meticulously explicit detail (Carnap 1947). He did not intend to work in these languages, nor did he intend them to have the expressive power of natural languages. Rather, he intended them as models of language, to show exactly how his intensional semantics could in principle assign meanings to all the expressions of a language. It did so compositionally, determining the meaning of a complex expression as a function of the meanings of its constituents, in a way that explains how we can understand new sentences we have never previously encountered by understanding the familiar words of which they are composed and the ways in which they are put together.

The key challenge was to explain how modal operators like “possibly” and “necessarily” work. They did not fit the available model for sentence operators, truth‐functionality. Operators like “and,” “or,” and “not” are truth‐functional in the sense that they are used to form complex sentences out of simpler ones, where the truth‐value of the former is determined by the truth‐values of the latter. For instance, the conjunction “A and B” is formed from the simpler sentences A and B; it is true if they are both true, false if one of them is false. But modal operators are not truth‐functional. That A is false does not determine the truth‐value of “Possibly A,” which depends on whether A is contingently false or necessarily false.

Carnap solved the problem by taking as the crucial semantic property of a sentence not its extension, its actual truth‐value, but its intension, its spectrum of truth‐values across all possible worlds (in his terminology, “state‐descriptions”). Although the extension of A does not determine the extension of “Possibly A,” the intension of A does determine the intension of “Possibly A.” For if the intension of A has truth at some possible world, then the intension of “Possibly A” has truth at every possible world, while if the intension of A has truth at no possible world, then the intension of “Possibly A” also has truth at no possible world.

Carnap’s insight is the root of the immensely fruitful tradition of possible world semantics, which has been central to later developments in both philosophy of language and formal semantics as a branch of linguistics. Although various aspects of his account are no longer widely accepted, it still constitutes major progress. He provided a simple working model of the semantics of a language with modal operators. Much subsequent work in formal semantics has in effect provided increasingly sophisticated model languages whose expressive power comes increasingly close to that of natural languages. For instance, they predict more and more subtle effects of the way tricky words like “if” work.

Even if one thinks that formal models can never capture all the untidy complexity of natural languages, it is obscurantist to conclude that they provide no insight into the workings of natural languages, just as it would be obscurantist to claim that formal models in natural science provide no insight into the untidy complexity of the natural world. (One might even treat the later Wittgenstein’s carefully described language games as partial models of language, emphasizing links to action and imperative rather than indicative utterances, intended as a corrective to over‐emphasis on language’s descriptive function. Presumably, he would have hated their assimilation to a scientific method.) The philosophical significance of those semantic insights extends far beyond philosophy of language. For instance, philosophers in virtually all branches of the subject ask what is possible or necessary. If they use such modal terms in their reasoning with no reflective understanding of how their meanings work, they are liable to commit logical blunders.

The future may well see radical changes in the overall theoretical frameworks within which epistemic, semantic, and other models are built. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to expect that insights embodied in current models will be preserved, refined, and deepened in models constructed within those future frameworks, just as happens in the natural and social sciences. Perhaps, in the future, research groups in philosophy will advertise positions for modelers.




Methodological Reflections

Not all the advantages of formal methods in philosophy depend on model‐building. Sometimes one formalizes the premises and conclusion of a tricky philosophical argument in order to show that the latter follows from the former in a recognized proof system for the formal language. That is progress, but it is not model‐building in any distinctive sense.


Model‐building is more relevant to showing that a conclusion does not follow from some premises. As already noted, model descriptions facilitate the construction of uncontentious logic‐models with the appropriate mathematical structure. When a model description seems informally consistent with the premises but not with the conclusion of a philosophical argument, one can often construct a corresponding logic‐model on which the premises are true but the conclusion false, and thereby demonstrate that the conclusion does not logically follow from the premises. As a special case, when a model description seems informally consistent with a philosophical theory, one can often construct a corresponding logic‐model on which the theory is true, and thereby demonstrate that it is logically consistent: it does not logically entail a contradiction.

Of course, those logical relations are not all that matters; a logically consistent theory may still be obviously false, and a conclusion that does not follow logically from some premises alone may follow from them plus some obvious truths as auxiliary premises. But the same model‐building methodology helps us track those further logical relations too. Thus one advantage of model‐building – not the only one – is to make us more efficient and accurate at mapping the logical space in which we are theorizing. Without such a map, we blunder about in a fog, bumping into unexpected obstacles, falling over cliffs. It is not uncommon for elaborate philosophical theories to suffer some form of logical collapse: if not inconsistency, the erasing of vital distinctions. Many such disasters could have been avoided if the theory’s proponents had thought to subject it to preliminary testing by model‐building, for instance by trying to build a model yielding a non‐trivial logic‐model on which the theory came out true.

For the efficient mapping of logical relations, the advantages of simple models are obvious. Simplicity conduces to computational feasibility, so we can, in practice, derive the model’s mathematical properties by deductive reasoning from its description. This is particularly important for the strategy of learning about the target phenomenon by manipulating the model, adjusting it (by varying the values of parameters or in other ways) to see what difference it makes – for instance, whether a prediction of the model is robust under such perturbations. One can gain large cognitive rewards, as well as pleasure, from playing even with a toy model, because such variations are so easy to track.

Simple models have other, less obvious advantages. One is the avoidance of arbitrary features. The more adjustable parts a model has, the more opportunities it offers the model‐builder to rig the results, to gerrymander the model by setting parameters and arranging structure in ad hoc ways to fit preconceived prejudices. Simplicity, elegance, symmetry, naturalness, and similar virtues are indications that the results have not been so rigged. Such virtues may thus ease us into making unexpected discoveries and alert us to our errors.

Simplicity is often connected with idealization. An idealized surface is frictionless; an idealized planet is a mass at a point. Those idealizations simplify the mathematics. But idealization is also a means of abstracting from “noise,” complicating factors that interfere with, and obscure, the phenomenon we are trying to understand.

Here is an instance from formal epistemology. Standard epistemic logic treats agents as logically omniscient: the structure of its models presupposes that if one knows some things, one also knows anything else they entail. Standard probability theory makes a similar though slightly weaker assumption: if one thing entails another, the latter is at least as probable as the former. Such models ignore the computational limits of actual agents. Even if two mathematical formulas are logically equivalent, we may accept one but not the other because we are unaware of their equivalence; mathematics is difficult. However, idealizing away such computational limits is not just a convenient over‐simplification. One may be interested in the epistemological effects of our perceptual limits: our eyesight is imperfect, our powers of visual discrimination are limited. Since ignorance may result from either perceptual or computational limits, we must separate the two effects. A good way to do so is by studying models where the agent resembles a short‐sighted perfect logician, with perceptual limits but no computational ones, whose ignorance therefore derives only from the former. For that purpose, the structure of standard models of epistemic logic is just right (Williamson 2014). More generally, model‐building allows us to isolate one factor from others that in practice always accompany it.

Although model‐building already plays a significant role in philosophy, philosophers have not fully adjusted to its methodological implications. For instance, counterexamples play a much smaller role in a model‐building enterprise than they do in traditional philosophy. The traditional philosopher’s instinct is to provide counterexamples to refute the simplifications and idealizations built into a model, which rather misses the point of the exercise. A theoretical economist once remarked to me that a paper like Gettier’s classic refutation of the analysis of knowledge as justified true belief by means of a couple of counterexamples (1963) would be considered unpublishable in economics. For economics is primarily a model‐building discipline: since no model is expected to fit the actual phenomena perfectly, pointing out that one fails to do so is not considered newsworthy. What defeats a model is not a counterexample but a better model, one that retains its predecessor’s successes while adding some more of its own. For reasons explained earlier, that does not mean that model‐building disciplines are unconcerned with truth. They too pursue truth, but by more indirect strategies. Of course, it is unfair to suggest that Gettier missed the point of model‐building, for the analyses of knowledge he was refuting were not intended as models; they were meant as statements of exceptionless necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge, to which counterexamples were indeed apt. However, if epistemologists and other philosophers start aiming to build good models rather than to provide exceptionless analyses, different forms of criticism become appropriate.


Models can also play a role in the criticism of would‐be universal generalizations. If we are willing to dismiss theories on the basis of one‐off negative verdicts in a single type of thought experiment, as with Gettier cases, we risk sometimes dismissing true theories because a glitch in the human cognitive system causes us to deliver mistaken verdicts in those thought experiments (Alexander and Weinberg 2014). A robust methodology should have ways of correcting such errors, even granted that thought experimentation is in general a legitimate method. After all, sense perception is a legitimate method for gaining knowledge, but we still need ways of catching and correcting perceptual errors. Elsewhere, I have argued that theoretical considerations about models of epistemic logic lead one to predict failures of the justified true belief analysis of knowledge, independently of thought experiments (Williamson 2013, 2015). When the methods of thought experimentation and model‐building converge on the same conclusion, it has more robust support than when it relies on either method alone.

Another respect in which rigorous‐minded philosophers may find the method of model‐building alien is that selecting and interpreting models is an art – in science as well as in philosophy. It depends on good judgment, honed by experience. One must distinguish simplifications which abstract away inessential complications from those which abstract away crucial features of the phenomenon, and genuine insights from mere artefacts introduced for mathematical convenience. This raises the general issue of realism versus instrumentalism, familiar from the philosophy of science. Which aspects of a model tell us something about reality itself, and which are there only as instruments of the model‐building process? We should not expect to settle all such issues in advance. Sometimes the successes of a model may indicate that what originally looked like a mere artefact should instead be regarded as a genuine insight. Although we can expect good model‐builders to be reasonably articulate in explaining why they have selected one model rather than another and drawn one conclusion from it rather than another, there is no foreseeable prospect of reducing their skills and expertise to mechanical rules.

Some philosophers may continue to find the methodology of model‐building mysterious, and resist. How can we learn from models that embody assumptions we know to be false? How exactly are we supposed to decide which false assumptions are legitimate? The short answer is: in the same way as the natural and social sciences. A full answer will be hard to articulate. Nevertheless, accumulating experience of model‐building in philosophy provides good evidence that it does work.




Conclusion

Model‐building already plays a significant role in contemporary philosophy. One neglected form of progress in philosophy over the past fifty years has been the development of better and better formal models of significant phenomena. It shares that form of progress with the natural and social sciences. Philosophy can do still better in the future by applying model‐building methods more systematically and self‐consciously. Although it is neither likely nor desirable for model‐building to become the sole or even main philosophical method, its use enhances the power and reliability of philosophical thinking.
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Note


1 I have presented earlier versions of this material at the universities of Athens, Cologne, Michigan (Ann Arbor), Olomouc, Oxford, Peking University, Seoul National University, and the Inter University Centre in Dubrovnik; thanks to all the audiences and to Alexander Bird for helpful questions and comments.
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Progress in Philosophy and in the Physical Sciences: How Far Does The Analogy Hold?

Christopher Norris




“Problems with Progress”: Some Sources of Doubt

“Well, of course it depends on what you mean by ‘progress’.” Or again: “Well, if that’s all you mean by ‘progress’ then it’s hardly worth debating.” Definitional issues are apt to get on top of us here so that nothing substantive comes out of the discussion. Arguably that is pretty much what has happened across large swathes of modern philosophy, most of all in the mainstream analytic tradition. Yet, of course, to take such a position from the start would be to pre‐judge the outcome and render the exercise pointless. So I shall stick with my weasel‐word “arguably,” not bother too much about definitions beyond a very basic opening shot, and then go on to treat the special case of analytic philosophy in a broader – and on the whole more optimism‐inducing – context. No doubt there has to be plenty of room left for the possibility of occasional, more‐or‐less protracted regressive episodes when the broadly forward‐moving current hits an obstacle and goes into contra‐flow or breaks up into confused swirls and eddies. Let’s weasel it again: “arguably” this has been the case with large parts of the analytic tradition during the four (maybe five) decades since its academic heyday stretching roughly from Bertrand Russell to P.F. Strawson (or perhaps Michael Dummett). All the same, such melancholy thoughts do nothing to discredit the general case, and indeed do a great deal to prop it up since, after all, we should have no means of recognizing or diagnosing regress – no criteria by which to adjudicate the claim – if we didn’t have an adequate working notion of just what constitutes progress.

Time was, and not so long ago, when charges of Whiggishness were thick in the air at any use (or even mention) of the p‐word, mostly lobbed around by po‐faced disciples of Wittgenstein much struck by his thoughts about Frazer’s The Golden Bough and apt to say things like “‘Progress’ in whose language‐game, cultural life‐form, customary way of carrying on?” and so on (Winch 1958; Wittgenstein 1987). This sort of rejoinder is less often met with nowadays, perhaps because it has got a bad name (and deservedly so) through association with the wilder extremes of postmodernist and cultural‐relativist thought. However, it is still knocking around in less overtly self‐disabling forms, such as the idea – also with its proximate source in Wittgenstein – that critique (in whatever precise sense of the term) is always a misconceived, presumptuous, epistemically arrogant activity since conducted per definiens from a standpoint outside the belief‐set in question and hence incapable of achieving a genuine, inward, or empathetic grasp (Winch 1958). Then there would be simply no room for any workable conception of intellectual advancement. That thinkers who take this line in the name of “progressive” cultural, ethical, and political values might be blithely cutting off the branch on which they have no choice but to sit – in other words, that of enlightened or rational critique aimed against the effects of unthinking cultural prejudice – seems never to cross their minds (Norris 1993, 1997).

The question whether or not philosophy makes progress falls somewhere within a large, but not inherently ill‐defined, region on the scale that runs from the physical sciences at one end to the fine arts at the other. Denying it in the case of physics is an intellectual party trick much beloved of postmodernists, but best seen off by a robust appeal to the evidence in sundry well‐documented fields plus a quick course in philosophy of science and a salutary glance at the errors and absurdities endorsed by some of the deniers (Sokal and Bricmont 1998; Norris 2000a). Affirming it in the case of music, literature, and the visual arts cannot be counted simply absurd or perverse – indeed it is an argument often advanced with great conviction – but it does go flat against some ruling cultural pieties of our time. Where philosophy is concerned one can affirm or deny that progress has occurred and gain credence either way. There are well‐regarded arguments both for representing one’s discipline as constructive and problem‐solving in the manner of the physical sciences and – conversely – for representing it as a timeless repository of ideas and arguments where talk of “progress” is off‐the‐point since the great dead philosophers are our peers and constant collocutors.

Combining these conceptions might appear difficult, quixotic, or downright impossible, but it is an attractive notion and one pursued valiantly by those, like Jonathan Bennett, who think we should adopt a “collegial” approach based on an attitude of qualified respect for the great dead philosophers (Bennett 2003). By this, Bennett means respect for the fact that they were perceptive, intelligent, and resourceful thinkers whom we should always read with an eye to those enduring qualities, but “qualified” in so far as their merits can now be seen, from our own more conceptually (and above all logically) refined vantage point, to have gone along with some large and in certain cases philosophically disastrous errors. “Collegiality” is his term for the happy convergence of those two outlooks on the issue of progress that tend to emerge when philosophers turn their attention – most often, so the analytic line goes, as a spare‐time or second‐best activity – to the history of ideas as it bears (or fails to bear) on their own specialist interests.

Bennett’s aim is to avoid both what E.P. Thompson, in his history of the English working classes, called the “enormous condescension of posterity” – in this context, the routine assumption that things have moved on and shown up the errors of the old philosophers once and for all – and its equally damaging converse of relativizing standards of truth, validity, knowledge, or probative warrant to the dominant beliefs or mindset of this or that period (Thompson 1993, 12). These extremes are represented, handily enough, by the great two rival tutelary figures of the analytic tradition. On the one hand is the overly presentist (or progressivist) bias of a thinker like Bertrand Russell who, in his History of Western Philosophy, picked and chose what suited his modernizing purposes with a well‐nigh perfect indifference to matters of changing historical context (Russell 1947). On the other is (late) Wittgenstein’s injunction that we renounce all forms of the progress‐touting (aka “critical,” “enlightened,” “modernist,” or “liberal”) persuasion. According to this option, we cannot see what’s wrong with belief systems other than our own without getting on terms with them to the extent of sympathetically or inwardly sharing their viewpoint (Wittgenstein 1958). If this were the case, criticism would always be stymied at source either through failing to meet that precondition (which it would just by virtue of its critical nature) or through meeting it (at which point it would cease to exert any critical force or leverage). So the Wittgenstein option is, in effect, a resounding vote of no confidence in critical reason and the hopes vested in it by thinkers of diverse kinds, from epistemologists and philosophers of science to ethicists, sociologists, and political theorists seeking to influence our thoughts and actions for the better

Yet it is not at all clear that the Russell option comes off with flying colors in this comparison. It involves a kind and degree of Whiggishness – very much evident in the Russell family history – that would bring the philosopher out on a lofty but isolated peak lacking any meaningful connection with the history of thought that had led up from base camp. Bennett’s “collegiality” seems to offer a good solution with its commitment to a qualified principle of charity extended so far as rationally possible by our best contemporary lights. This would optimize the truth‐content of whatever was still usable in the work of great dead philosophers: it would no doubt reject some parts as just not up to scratch, but it would grant them a decent hearing in the forum of present‐day debate. There would be room to say things like, “They were on the right track but unfortunately lost their way at a certain point because they didn’t have the undoubted advantages of (for instance) Frege’s advances in logic or Kripke’s clarification of issues around reference, modality, and metaphysics.” The qualification would have its sting drawn – or sound less like praising with faint damns – because it went along with a collegial ethos of letting them have their say and making it come out as close as possible to a view one could defend at an APA conference and carry the audience, or at least get away with.

However, anyone who has read Bennett’s often wonderfully acute and informative commentaries on Descartes, Leibniz, Spinoza, Locke, Berkeley, and Hume will know that it doesn’t quite work out like that despite his best intentions and his frequent success in updating their period‐specific idioms without distorting their ideas (Bennett 2003). The locus classicus here is his outburst of exasperated disbelief when encountering Spinoza’s quasi‐mystical “third kind of knowledge” after offering a detailed, highly demanding, but mostly sympathetic account of the first two kinds with every sign of acknowledging Spinoza as a thinker from whom we have a great deal to learn (Bennett 1984; also Norris 1991). This is just the most extreme and striking example of the way that Bennett’s collegial stance is apt to lean over, when push comes to shove, in a Russellian direction rather than toward a position that would make some more than notional room for differences of aim, method, priority, idiom, context, or scope. Bennett’s readiness to learn from the six philosophers who figure most prominently in his work turns out to have sharp limits when it comes to squaring their doctrines with current (roughly mainstream‐analytic) thinking.

My point is not that allowances for cultural‐historical difference should be pressed all the way to a Wittgensteinian conclusion that may prevent us from assessing philosophical arguments by the most advanced, refined, and well‐tried procedures. Rather it is that if we hope to get some purchase on the idea of progress then we shall need to find a different way to integrate the two main aspects of Bennett’s collegial approach, that is, the attitude of respect (entailing readiness to learn) and the recognition that, in some cases, a change of philosophical tack may constitute a genuine advance and not just a rationally under‐motivated paradigm‐shift. Otherwise we shall be forever stuck in that most depressingly typical of present‐day intellectual cul‐de‐sacs: the liberal‐pluralist‐relativist failure to specify any adequate set of criteria by which our own principles and values might at least on occasion claim better standing than various alternatives, rivals, or precursors.




Relativism and Realism: Carts before Horses?

The rest of this chapter therefore tries to say how collegiality might be redefined so as to provide some candidate range of criteria for just that evaluative role. It takes aim not only at the Wittgenstein‐influenced idea of language games and cultural life‐forms as the furthest we can get toward specifying any such criteria – a view given its canonical (and I’d say self‐stultifying) statement by Winch – but also (implicitly) at Kuhnian, Quinean, Foucauldian, post‐structuralist, and sundry other variants on the idea (Norris 1993, 1997). That idea is basically the scheme‐relativist persuasion that truth comes down to some existing state of knowledge, knowledge in turn to what counts as present‐best belief, and belief to what makes good sense according to certain in‐place (linguistically or culturally accredited) norms. My main concern is how the issue about truth, knowledge, and belief connects with the issue about progress, itself a term that takes on different senses in different contexts depending on the relationship conceived to exist between those three doxastic/epistemic categories. It is best to start out with a robust conception since it can always be qualified, modified, refined, extended, or contracted under pressure from objections or counterexamples.

“Progress,” then, we can reasonably define for present purposes as “advancement in our capacities of knowledge, understanding, or intellectual grasp as evidenced by improved problem‐solving power or the clarification, and in some cases the effective dissolution, of previously unresolved issues.” To which should be added: “a word most properly used in cases where adequate reasons can be offered for counting such usage uncontroversial according to current‐best standards of probative warrant in the field or discipline concerned.” Every load‐bearing term here will be seized upon by skeptics keen to show how it begs the same question as the word “progress” itself : “progress” according to whom, in what evaluative context, and by what set of standards (scientific? ethical? political? “purely” philosophical?). Still, I think we can make a decent shot at answering the titular question by taking that formula as fairly uncontroversial unless from the standpoint of postmodernists or cultural relativists whose hackles will have been raised at the word’s first mention and won’t go down until it is ruled an unsalvageable relic of bad old cultural‐imperialist times. To these latter, so long as they stick to their skeptical guns, there is ultimately no effective rejoinder except to say – as has been said by realists to anti‐realists, truth‐defenders to truth‐deniers, and rationalists to irrationalists down through the ages – that the burden of proof rests squarely on them since theirs is a case that flies in the face of all our evidence to hand and to date.

Of course they will come back with the well‐worn skeptical response which holds that terms like “realism,” “truth,” “reason,” “evidence,” and “progress” itself are all of them meaningful only in the context of this or that belief‐system or language‐game. Or again – the stock Wittgensteinian twist – they will say “by all means carry on using that realist and progressivist sort of language since, after all, it has its role in your life‐form, and philosophy should always leave everything as it is with our language and practices instead of seeking to impose some deluded revisionist scheme of its own.” However, this generosity comes with the large disadvantage, for realists, of ensuring that any more specific claims they make with regard to such putative realia as (say) objects, properties, causal powers, and dispositions will find themselves routinely re‐construed as dealing in nominal rather than real definitions, or (what then amounts to the same thing) as treating of nominal rather than real essences. That is, it all comes down to how we customarily talk in our various communities of shared understanding, whether culture‐wide or specialist, where “agreement in judgment” is as far as one can get toward knowledge or truth (Wittgenstein 1958). In which case the question as to who gets things right as between (for instance) realism and anti‐realism about truth, or belief and disbelief in progress, is at bottom a question of who is talking to whom and on what mutually acceptable terms of debate.

That the two issues – about truth and progress – are inseparably linked should be evident not only as a matter of philosophical reflection but also, more obliquely, from the way that discussions around them have shaped up over the past half‐century or so. Anti‐realism about truth covers a whole range of positions from out‐and‐out skepticism, conventionalism, cultural relativism, constructivism, fictionalism, or Rorty‐style neo‐pragmatism, via sundry attempted middle‐ground “solutions” (such as framework‐realism, quasi‐realism, or late‐Putnam‐type pragmatist naturalism), to fully fledged objectivist realism with its nonetheless salient differences of outlook concerning (for example) metaphysical issues and the extent to which epistemological questions can or should figure in this context of debate. (See especially, as a very small sample, Dummett 1978; Leplin (ed.) 1984; Putnam 1987, 1990; Tennant 1987; van Fraassen 1980; Rorty 1991; Wright 1992; Misak 1995; Alston 1996; Norris 2002a and 2002b.) The latter sorts of question are especially tricky since realism about truth – and indeed about progress – depends at a basic level on making the case that truth is (in the current jargon) recognition‐transcendent or epistemically unconstrained. This means that – according to the strict (objectivist) realist – anyone who lets issues about the scope and limits of human knowledge obtrude upon issues of truth objectively (knowledge‐independently) conceived is confusing matters by putting the epistemological cart before the ontological horse (Devitt 1991). The anti‐realist tends to confirm that diagnosis, and willingly so, by asserting that it is plain nonsense – humanly unintelligible – to claim that there are truths not only beyond the compass of our present‐best knowledge but beyond the furthest reach of human epistemic grasp. How could anyone, they ask, ever be in a position to talk about truths whose assertibility‐conditions – whose evidential status, probative warrant, or pedigree as a matter of reliably ascertained knowledge – are ex hypothesi unknown and unknowable (Dummett 1991)?

On the contrary, the truth‐realist responds: there exists a non‐denumerable range of objective truths across a non‐denumerable range of subject areas that are unknown to us and may forever so remain. Where the anti‐realists go wrong, on this view, is by reducing truth to knowledge and knowledge, in turn, to a matter of present‐best cognitive or epistemic warrant concerning just those sorts of statements that offer themselves for knowledge‐evaluative purposes within those same limits. Thus they skew the issue to make it appear strictly unintelligible that we might have knowledge concerning the existence of truths beyond our utmost knowledge. But here the anti‐realist is plainly in a muddle because, so far from being contradictory, the statement, “I know that there are unknown (or recognition‐transcendent) truths,” goes along with, and indeed follows from, the statement, “we can reasonably claim to know that there are, now as in the past, many things that exceed the compass of human knowledge and may continue so to do.”

These are the terms – jointly metaphysical and logico‐semantic – in which the issue has been framed since Michael Dummett’s (in its way) decisive intervention during the late 1970s. Dummett slanted the issue heavily in an anti‐realist direction despite often claiming to conduct nothing more partisan or prejudicial than an ongoing research program designed to test realism and anti‐realism about truth across a range of disciplines and subject‐areas (Dummett 1978, 1991). However, those terms are well within reach of the way the debate has gone in epistemology and philosophy of science, or regions where the issue of progress – real and objective or merely a product of cultural‐linguistic‐ideological definition? – is raised with maximum clarity and force. On the one side anti‐realists and anti‐progressivists make use of the “skeptical meta‐induction” which asks, basically, that since we now know that many past theories once taken as unshakeably true have later been proven false (or at best only approximately true), then what rational grounds can we have – aside from hubris or failure of inductive reasoning – for not grasping that our own best theories are destined for the same fate (Laudan 1977)? On the other side, realists bounce back with the obvious tu quoque: how can you (the anti‐realist) talk about “knowing” or “grasping” these truths about the untruth or partial falsity of past (presumptively failed) candidates for truth if not by claiming to know – or have good warrant for asserting the truth of – alternative (mostly later) hypotheses that can safely be taken to have superseded them (Leplin 1984)?

Then it is no great distance to the realist argument from “cosmic coincidence,” that is, the case that anti‐realism (and anti‐progressivism) cannot produce any explanation for the striking practical success of modern science‐led technological innovation except by tacitly invoking an extent of serendipity – of happy chance concurrence between theory and practice – that exceeds all rational (non‐miraculous) accounting (Psillos 1999). So the argument for progress in science, as likewise for progressivism as a viable outlook in epistemology and philosophy of science, can fairly be taken to stand or fall on the merits of realism – objectivist or alethic realism – as compared with the manifold varieties of more or less qualified anti‐realism currently on offer. But does the same apply to philosophy in general and the question whether its history to date has anything to show that might arguably count as progress from any external viewpoint? After all, if the terms “realism” and “progress” are to bear much weight they must denote the kind of retrospectively apparent and objectively determinable theory‐change that would find its scientific equivalent in such episodes as – to quote the well‐known words of W.V. Quine – “the shift whereby Kepler superseded Ptolemy, or Einstein Newton, or Darwin Aristotle” (Quine 1961, 43).

Yet this passage is no sooner cited than it raises doubts for the reader aware of its provenance in Quine’s landmark essay “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” and of that essay’s role in opening the door, or at any rate smoothing the way, to anti‐realism in its current guises. What Quine achieved was not so much a break with empiricism as a final push in the radical‐empiricist direction that would go beyond Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and such latter‐day heirs as Carnap and Tarski. Thus the two “dogmas” were precisely those – that of individual statements matching up with individual facts or states of affairs, and that of the dualism between logic (Humean “ideas of reason”) and sensory experience (Humean “matters of fact”) – which Quine saw as urgently in need of demolition, since they blocked the path to an empiricism shorn of rationalist accretions. Current anti‐realism had a major source in just this radical‐empiricist outlook, most of all when combined with Quine’s equally radical brand of holism (as in his metaphors of the total “web” or “fabric” of beliefs‐held‐true at any given time) and a naturalized (vaguely physics‐led) pragmatism pretty much devoid of normative values or resources (Quine 1961, 1969). The effect was to create the enabling conditions for another of those neat flip‐over tricks, such as Berkeley performed upon Locke, where what looks like a sturdily commonsense‐realist sort of approach – one with plenty of time for science and little or none for school metaphysics – turns out, by the slightest of tweaks, to endorse the most extreme and, on the face of it, absurd though “logically” flawless idealism. This is why the logical empiricists of the 1930s and 1940s embraced something very like a Berkeleian anti‐realist position, albeit – understandably – with certain qualms about the company they were keeping (Misak 1995).




Progress in Science: An Apt Analogy?

Quine’s ultra‐quick (though question‐begging) way with the two dogmas creates even more problems for realism, and also for the belief in scientific or philosophical progress, since it relativizes truth to present‐best knowledge and knowledge in turn to the seamless fabric that encompasses everything from the axioms of logic and the “fundamental laws” of physics to empirical observation‐statements. They are all, in principle, always up for revision – including the logical axioms – should this yield benefits in terms of economy, overall coherence, or ease of fit with our current physical‐scientific world‐picture. But in that case we are likely to be stuck for an adequate rejoinder when somebody – a postmodernist or all‐purpose skeptic – denies that we are entitled to speak of progress with regard to the large‐scale “shifts” in science that Quine adduces from Ptolemy to Kepler, or Newton to Einstein, or Aristotle to Darwin. Nor will the term have any non‐question‐begging application to the larger‐scale shift by which, to cite his other main example, belief in the existence of Homer’s gods gave way to belief in the range of entities, properties, and forces posited by our current best theories in the physical sciences. Again, talk of “progress” will provoke the standard anti‐realist, postmodernist, social‐constructivist, or cultural‐relativist response. Thus any such talk makes sense only relative to our present‐day view of things and, in particular, our scientific world‐picture with its attendant, more or less triumphalist, idea of how we got from the gods and the centaurs to the quarks and neutrinos. Quite simply, there is no appeal beyond what counts – on that same pragmatist view – as “good in the way of belief,” with “good” here defined as “creating least conflict at any point in the overall fabric of belief‐items held true.”

Nor is it much use retreating, in the face of these problems, to a more formal conception of scientific theories and truth‐claims that would avoid the nemesis of all‐out content relativism by instancing structure at a high (mathematical) level of abstraction as that which remains invariant from one paradigm to the next. This case has lately been promoted with greatest vigor by the exponents of “ontic structural realism,” according to which – in direct opposition to the doctrine in its non‐ontic, that is, epistemic (and to that extent weaker) form – mathematical structure is not only conserved across such shifts but progressively revealed as the ultimate reality (Ladyman and Ross 2007). Should that argument succeed against the obvious objection that structures must be structures of something or other, that is, some specifiable content rather than just structures all the way down, then we would have at least the beginnings of an answer to the skeptic’s denial of progress in science and, a fortiori, in philosophy conceived as a genuine Wissenschaft. But in order for that to be the happy outcome it has to be demonstrated that Quine and like‐minded radical empiricists‐pragmatists are wrong in their pyrrhic idea of relativizing everything, logic included, to the quest for overall coherence. If the logical axioms are themselves revisable – albeit at a push, or when other, less far‐reaching sorts of revision won’t do the trick – then, of course, there is small hope for any putative logic of scientific inquiry, such as those advanced by Lakatos or Popper, that would presuppose the trans‐paradigm validity of certain (as might be thought) strictly indispensable ground rules (Popper 1963; Lakatos 1976).

Indeed, one way of bringing out the difficulty with ontic structural realism is to ask what real explanatory work those structures could be doing in the absence of any substantive or determinate content – something scientifically testable in practice or at any rate in principle – that would save them from representing mere figments of the ultra‐rationalist imaginary. The problem this poses to philosophy of science is then rather like the problem that string theory currently poses to theoretical physics according to skeptics such as Lee Smolin (2006). That is, it looks very much like remaining a conceptually impressive but scientifically unsubstantiated castle in the air unless its increasingly complex (not to say baroque or Ptolemaic) mathematical and formal constructions acquire physically specifiable content. However, this caveat shouldn’t be taken so far in an anti‐formalist or (above all) anti‐logicist direction as to endorse anything like a Quinean across‐the‐board revisionist outlook, or an ultra‐empiricist tendency to throw out the empirically informed rational baby with the echt‐rationalist bathwater. Nothing could more strikingly illustrate the way that contemporary philosophy continues to swing back and forth between the poles set up four centuries ago when it comes to this issue of form, logic, structure, and abstraction versus content, substance, empirical warrant, and whatever serves to fill out those otherwise empty or place‐holder functions.

My point is that any rational hope of justifying claims to the effect that philosophy has made, or could be known to have made, progress of any sort except by its own self‐vindicating lights is inseparably tied to a prior claim with respect to its capacity for reasoning logically on well‐attested evidence. Granted, there are manifold salient differences between the way this requirement works out in the physical sciences and in philosophy of science, epistemology, and philosophy more generally. But those differences are, I think, ultimately less important than the fact that progress in both instances cannot be achieved – or its achievement shown beyond serious (scientifically or philosophically warranted) doubt – unless the requirement is adequately met. Which is also to say that neither Quinean radical empiricism nor structural realism, even when ontically construed, can offer much guidance when it comes to explaining how science makes progress or how such progress can also be observed in disciplines of thought, philosophy among them, where a central concern is with issues of truth and knowledge. Of course, there will be postmodernists and skeptics of various persuasion – including some legatees of Quine via Kuhn – who will either deny that last assertion tout court or count “truth” and “knowledge” as terms that have meaning only in the context of some given paradigm, web of belief, life‐form, language‐game, or whatever (Kuhn 1970). But this position is one that, when applied to the natural sciences, very quickly falls back to a line of such extreme and all‐encompassing skepticism that only the term nescience – the wholesale disavowal of knowledge along with our knowledge of the growth of knowledge – can adequately capture its depth and extent.

So the big question for our purposes is: can the various arguments for a realist understanding of progress in the natural sciences be carried over to philosophy of science and thence to other philosophical domains? One thing that emerges from the checkered history of modern philosophy’s efforts to describe, explain, justify, and (sometimes) correct or improve the conduct of scientific inquiry is that some of those efforts have eventually been exposed – through criticism or counter‐examples – as on the wrong track. One such was the covering‐law theory of causal explanation which famously fell to Sun‐and‐flagpole‐type counter‐instances where it allowed for symmetrical or reverse orderings of cause and effect while the actual process was strictly unidirectional (Salmon 1984). Another classic case was Kant’s error in supposing the principles of Euclidean geometry and Newtonian space–time physics to hold for all possible (conceivable or intelligible) worlds, not merely that of our pre‐scientific sense‐certainty as physically embodied creatures in the three‐plus‐one dimensions of experiential space and time (Kant 1964). To which one might add Locke’s skeptical conviction, albeit understandable (even rational) given the state of chemistry and physics in his time, that knowledge was constitutively incapable of probing beyond “nominal” to “real” essences or definitions (Locke 1975). That is to say, he mistakenly took the limited powers of then‐current observational, investigative, explanatory, and theoretical grasp not only as absolute limits on humanly attainable knowledge but as marking the ne plus ultra point where scientific speculation leaned over into unscientific nonsense.

But if Locke got it wrong about this – and if he (like Hume after him) accordingly drew some overly generalized skeptical conclusions – then it is also the case that subsequent epistemology and philosophy of science learned a good deal from the manifest inadequacies of the Lockean outlook in terms of ontological and causal‐explanatory as well as descriptive adequacy. In particular, the Locke‐Hume quandary with regard to positing anything beyond observable appearances – causes, properties, dispositions, microstructural attributes, chemical affinities, and so forth – gave rise to a vigorous and continuing debate about the character, status, and explanatory role of just such disputed items. Thus it is hard to deny (although the skeptic may wish to) that contemporary debate around the topics of causal powers and their ontology is vastly more sophisticated and better informed than that debate as Locke or Hume left it (Salmon 1984; Psillos 2005; Molnar 2006; Mumford 2009, 2011). On the other hand – a sensitive point with philosophers – this seems to entail that philosophy has its work cut out in merely keeping up with the physical sciences so as to avoid such errors, or (just as wounding in terms of professional dignity) that philosophical problems can best be resolved by keeping up in that way (Norris 2013). So there is progress of a kind that enables us realists to say that Locke was unduly skeptical concerning the reality of microstructural properties or Hume concerning causal powers. However, as even realist philosophers will be apt to complain, it is brought about by extended and deepened physical‐scientific understanding rather than deeper philosophical insight or improvements to our conceptual‐reflective powers. This leaves it open for scientists who take a dim view of philosophy, such as Steven Weinberg or Stephen Hawking, to argue that there is no longer any useful work for philosophers to do since the sciences are now well on the way to either solving all its old questions or showing them up as pseudo‐problems (Weinberg 1994; Hawking and Mlodinow 2010; Norris 2011).


However, there is no need for prickliness on the philosophers’ part, just as there is no warrant for under‐informed put‐downs of philosophy in the Weinberg/Hawking mode. A stronger case for the progressivist view is one that holds, as I have elsewhere, that science during its really creative, inventive, problematical, transformative, or revolutionary periods is always in large part philosophical (Norris 2000b, 2013). By this I mean “philosophical” in the time‐honored sense of raising issues with established certitudes, reflecting on its own ontological commitments, and – crucially for the realist – maintaining a sense of the shifting yet strictly crucial difference between present‐best knowledge and objective truth. The evidence is everywhere to be found in the historiography of scientific revolutions from Copernicus and Galileo, through Newton, to Einstein, Bohr, and Schrödinger where philosophical reflection of this sort – often provoked by deep‐laid doubts and uncertainties regarding dominant systems of belief – went along with an uncommon openness to new and heterodox ways of thought. Such was most strikingly the case in periods like that which witnessed the advent of quantum mechanics and special/general relativity, since the prime movers here were scientists of a highly philosophical bent whose speculative interests were closely bound up with their physical theories and, in particular, their penchant for thought‐experimental procedures as a means of exploring issues as yet beyond reach of physical testing (Sorensen 1992; Brown 1994; Williamson 2007). One aspect of this is the large amount of clarificatory work that is then typically needed around issues of interpretation, empirical warrant, explanatory reach, ontological commitment, and so forth. Another aspect – equally pertinent here – is the extent to which, at such times, the distinction between genuinely “live” and ailing or soon‐to‐be‐abandoned scientific options is decided more by philosophically inflected preferences in such matters than on “straightforwardly” scientific grounds.

Yet the claim applies more widely than that since there is no mode of inquiry, even in the most settled or Kuhnian “normal” periods of science, that doesn’t avail itself of a great many concepts, axioms, logical resources, methods, and modal assumptions whose provenance and justification are matters of properly philosophical concern (Kuhn 1970). What’s more, the philosopher is strongly placed – at least if she is a realist in the sense outlined above – to argue that her discipline has not only kept up with advances in scientific knowledge (and at times contributed to them) but has also itself achieved progress toward better understanding of just what constitutes progress in its own domain. That is to say, it has developed more adequate, resourceful, self‐critical, scientifically and historically informed ways of grasping how things go right or wrong with its cognitive endeavors. Philosophy of science and epistemology are the sub‐disciplines where this case is easiest to make despite the various forms of relativist, anti‐realist, and anti‐progressivist thinking so prominent in post‐1960 thought. After all, they involve taking stock of developments (or at any rate changes) in the currency of knowledge that inevitably pose the question of progress even if, as with the cultural relativists or “strong” sociologists of knowledge, the question is often treated as senseless or beside the point (Barnes 1977; Bloor 1983, 1991; Collins 1985). Moreover, they put the onus of justification very squarely on the skeptic about progress since it takes a very extreme – even a perversely heroic – kind of skepticism to deny that we are now better informed about a great range of scientific fields and topics than people were one, three, or five hundred years ago.




Reason, Progress, and the Uses of Error

If the case goes through for philosophy of science then so it does likewise for those other branches of philosophy where, again, the anti‐progressivist has to find some powerful arguments in order to exclude or invalidate any claims of progress in terms of conceptual clarity, analytic power, or explanatory scope. This would mean establishing, first, that philosophy has overcome certain past errors, and second that progress in that regard, while often science‐led or science‐responsive, is nonetheless achievable – and at least fitfully apparent – across a range of distinctively philosophical domains. A quick but dirty way to clinch the case would be to peruse any up‐to‐date scholarly edition of Plato and see to what lengths of special pleading the editor may be driven in the effort to convince readers that this is a text worth his or her dedicated scrutiny despite containing some (by the editor’s own admission) inadequate, confused, or downright dreadful arguments (see, for instance, Plato 2003). And of course the same is true, if in lesser degree, of subsequent philosophers from Aristotle to the present. It is true for just the reasons that I have offered, but also – as concerns the greatest and most influential among them – for another, as it seems, paradoxical but in fact fairly obvious reason. “Some one said: ‘The dead writers are remote from us because we know so much more than they did.’ Precisely, and they are that which we know” (Eliot 1964, 16). T.S. Eliot’s remark about poets applies equally to those philosophers: we read them as they could not have read themselves precisely because it is us reading them, and doing so moreover very often with the benefit of much intervening exegesis, commentary, and criticism.

To be sure, there is no guarantee that later means better, since a good deal of that subsequent comment may fall short of the original in philosophical acuity, or indeed be the product of changed ideas and preconceptions that put the original beyond recovery on anything like appropriate terms. This is where Bennett’s “collegial” approach – his precept (briefly) of “charity but always within certain limits” – has the virtue of avoiding such Whiggish excesses while nonetheless allowing that progress may have occurred and enabled us to see problems and argumentative (especially logical) flaws invisible to our great precursors (Bennett 1984, 1986, 2001). But, as I have said, that approach has its own limits insofar as Bennett’s charity depends very much on his patience in rehearsing (what he takes to be) suboptimal arguments and his patience often runs out in such a way as to make the charity sound less than heartfelt or brain‐endorsed. The missing element here is the philosophical equivalent of what Eliot says about Donne, that is, the idea – one developed by Paul de Man – that error may be not only, in a vaguely charitable sense, something we can “learn from” but the very spring or motor of intellectual progress (de Man 1983, 1986). That is to say, the greatest insights are frequently to be found in maximum proximity to the greatest errors, or through an access of knowledge gained not at all at the expense of some presumptively less than perspicacious piece of thinking, but through its having so perspicuously (even if without the author’s full knowledge) raised some crucial problem with regard to its own express thesis or argument. According to de Man – who diverges from Bennett on just this question – the problem is one that a sufficiently shrewd reader will find prefigured in the text itself, although passed over by what may well be the centuries‐long accretion of “charitable” exegeses.

This claim relies on de Man’s cardinal distinction between “errors” and “mistakes,” the former being due to some strong parti pris or motivating interest that drives the strong thinker into symptomatic (hence non‐accidental and revealing) lapses from straightforward accuracy or truth, while the latter have to do with mere confusion, stupidity, or failure to read and think with adequate care (de Man 1983). Thus his readings repeatedly demonstrate the co‐presence and, beyond that, the intimate co‐dependence of moments when a certain blindness emerges with regard to a text’s governing presuppositions and moments of insight when the blindness is implicitly revealed and the presuppositions are thereby contested. What also becomes clear in the process is the truth of de Man’s claim that the texts in question are enhanced, not in any way diminished, by a deconstructive reading prepared to acknowledge how far they anticipate or pre‐empt its own results. If such readings look decidedly heterodox from a mainstream standpoint, then, that is because, as de Man often remarks, canonical thinkers tend to produce a reception‐history made up of likewise canonical or orthodox commentaries that ignore or occlude textual anomalies that might shake the dominant consensus. Thus the aim is to reveal what has regularly escaped the notice of mainstream commentators brought up in a tradition of exegesis in hock to received ideas of authorial intent, textual fidelity, interpretative method, contextual relevance, the limits of hermeneutic licence, and so forth. Yet this should not be taken to show that de Man is playing fast and loose with texts or granting interpreters free rein to say pretty much whatever they like by way of kicking against the doxological pricks. On the contrary: although his readings arrive at some markedly counter‐canonical conclusions they do so by way of an intensive, detailed, logically compelling, and conceptually rigorous engagement with the text that deviates from standard (intentionalist or traditional) readings only if and when required by aspects of it that just won’t square with those readings. In each case they represent a mode of reading that can justifiably claim to mark a stage of progress beyond what the earlier readings were content to accept as the text’s manifest, intended, or self‐evident purport.

This is how we can best make sense of the claim that philosophy exhibits progress, and that its progress amounts to something other and more than some Rortian switch of preferential vocabulary. If we finally have to decouple philosophy from the physical sciences – since they have prima facie a much stronger claim in that regard – then the operation is performed with least damage by instancing philosophy’s history of continuous self‐critical reflection on its own premises, methods, scope, limits, and achievements to date. Of course the skeptic will then reply, whether with regard to the sciences or to philosophy, that this is the same old smug progressivist doctrine that has always traded on the same old failure to perceive how the terms of debate are being rigged in advance so as to favor just those criteria for “progress,” “advancement,” “knowledge,” and “truth” that are a priori guaranteed to endorse what presently counts as such. In which case – supposedly Q.E.D. – such progressivist talk is as patently fallacious or naively question‐begging as Wittgenstein is reputed to have shown with regard to Frazer’s bumptious rationalist treatment of all those “primitive” myths (Wittgenstein 1987). To such skepticism there is in the end no rejoinder except, as I have said, to point out: (i), that it is definitionally self‐confirming, hence empirically‐evidentially vacuous; (ii), that when applied to the physical sciences it is so massively counter‐intuitive as to bear a likewise massive burden of evidence or proof; and (iii), that philosophy inherits at least enough from the methods and procedures of the physical sciences to legitimate its using (i) and (ii) as maximally strong (though short of knockdown) arguments against the skeptic. Nothing more is to be had, but then – so I would argue – nothing more is required.
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Philosophy as “Intellectual War of Values”

Stefan Lorenz Sorgner




Pre‐Pythagorean thinkers in the ancient Greek world were referred to as sophos, as wise. Pythagoras was the first to refer to himself as a philosopher (Peterson 2011, 167). Philosophy is the love of wisdom, or should it rather be translated as love of truth? According to Plato, the highest idea is the form of the good. According to Nietzsche, philosophers are creators of values. Both of them stress that the central philosophical goal is to find a reply to the question of the good life, and having an understanding of the good life is surely a central feature of wisdom. Truth, on the other hand, has different connotations, and truth itself becomes a problematic idea, especially when we reflect on its relevance in the light of a naturalist anthropology. Why should anyone be interested in truth as correspondence to the world?

“What is the value of truth?” is the central question that Nietzsche raised (KSA, vol. 11, 699–700). Like modern social scientists, he has a naturalistic understanding of human beings. In a world without eternal forms that can be contemplated in an immaterial realm after death, the value of the activity of contemplation and knowing for its own sake becomes problematic. Seen from a naturalistic and evolutionary perspective, human beings are a special type of animal who are embedded in a world full of fights, wars, and struggles. Surviving, directing, and dominating might be important human activities from this perspective. In that case, though, why should knowing the truth for the truth’s sake be of any relevance for us animals? In other words: What is the value of truth from an evolutionary perspective? Replying that knowing the truth for the truth’s sake is what makes us human, because we as humans are rational beings and therefore are God‐like creatures, is no longer an option. Any such glib (and self‐aggrandizing) response is ruled out if we see ourselves as a type of animal, historically and genetically continuous with other animals and participating solely in this one natural world.


Truth is no longer an end in itself, but has become a means. A pragmatic concept of truth remains an option, however; on such an account, truth is whatever works in this world. If acts make us feel good, if judgments lead to reliable conclusions, and if reflections bring about predictable results, then these things work – and it is possible to regard them as true. Can we specify further the phrase “whatever works in this world”? What happens, if something works in this world? Does a judgment work, if it helps us survive? Is survival the prime human motivation? Is the will to survive the fundamental human drive, as Schopenhauer suggested? Should not suicide be impossible, if this were the case? But many humans commit suicide. Maybe the will to survive is just an expression of an even more basic drive. Indeed, Nietzsche suggests the will to power as an alternative. It is a tempting reply, one which provides us with a plausible story for most life‐world situations. However, is power an intrinsic good? Might it be just a means for something else?

Feuerbach and Richard Wagner suggest love as that something else. Love is a drive that has been regarded as a central force by both naturalistic thinkers and religious ones. Still, is not love just a Hollywood invention that we strive for, because most of us are not strong enough to enjoy life by permanently trying out new facets of its fullness? Love might be just the boring daughter of our hedonist desires. Maybe Freud was right in that respect! Why, however, should there be just one drive that can be found in all human beings? If we continue to look for such a drive, do we not simply continue playing an all‐too‐German philosophical game? Maybe all of these drives and others can be found in all of us. Alternatively, our psychophysiological constitutions might differ radically from one person to other. In that case, any attempt to give an account of a basic will is bound to fail, since there is no identical fundamental drive within all of us. It is a difficult terrain. Yet, these questions are important, because the question of the good life is relevant to all aspects of our lives, from personal to legal ones. They became particularly relevant to the paradigm shift toward posthuman philosophies that has been taking place for quite some time (Ranisch and Sorgner 2014).

Seeing ourselves as God‐like rational creatures was the dominant worldview within the history of Western philosophy between Plato and Kant at least (Sorgner 2010, 30–108). However, this changed dramatically with Darwin, Nietzsche, and Freud. We have moved away from seeing ourselves as possessing a categorically special ontological status in the world (Sorgner 2010, 239–266), and this altered self‐understanding brings about a radical philosophical paradigm shift. Seeking the truth as correspondence to the world for its own sake is no longer a plausible philosophical task. Instead, pragmatism, postmodernism, skepticism, and naturalism have become popular philosophical self‐understandings. They result from a powerful historical shift away from our Platonic, Christian, and Kantian humanist past.


It is interesting to note that postmodern thinkers and naturalist philosophers do not realize how closely related their ways of thinking are. A naturalist anthropology implies the need to abandon the correspondence theory of truth, because in a purely naturalistic world everything changes in all aspects at every instant, which makes impossible any kind of unchanging something to which a judgment could correspond. On the other hand, the view that all perspectives are interpretations – the common attitude of postmodern thinkers – can best be made plausible on the basis of a naturalistic philosophy, because the natural drives within all of us are responsible for the criteria on the basis of which each of us sees the world. No perspective can be separated, even conceptually, from the psychophysiological makeup of the perceiver. Nietzsche was the first to realize this insight. Consequently, he embraced both positions, perspectivism as well as naturalism (Sorgner 2007).

It is important to stress and to recognize that it need not be self‐defeating to affirm that all perspectives are interpretations. The Liar’s Paradox applies only if one identifies interpretations with falsifications, because in that case (but only then) the following logic applies. If all interpretations were falsifications, the perspective of perspectivism would also be a falsification. This would, no doubt, be a self‐defeating position. However, if you identify a perspective with an interpretation, and an interpretation with a judgment that can be false, but which does not have to be false, then perspectivism is internally coherent. Perspectivism as an epistemological position, then, is itself a perspective that can be false, but which need not be false. It is, admittedly, a perspective whose truth cannot be decisively established. If it were established, then it would falsify itself. Nonetheless, via narratives that support its plausibility, perspectivism turns into a strong methodology, because it is a position that has not convincingly been falsified within a long philosophical tradition, a position that has attracted many extremely gifted thinkers.

For all that, perspectivism remains a position that can, in principle, be rejected. At the same time, such a rejection can only occur if someone – perhaps a philosopher – managed to show us a judgment that is not an interpretation but is a necessary truth that corresponds to the world. Some of the new realist thinkers, whom I regard as potentially totalitarian ones, claim that this can easily be done by pointing out that it is not a mere interpretation that water is H2O, that the earth turns around the sun, or that someone’s name is Michael Jackson (Ferraris 2012). Theirs, I suggest, is a very naive line of reasoning. All of these judgments are pragmatic truths. They are true because we have defined things that way, or because it works if we base our acts on these judgments. However, they are not philosophical insights.

Philosophers are stuntmen for all the really tricky questions that lie at the foundation of the other sciences. If you talk about water, the earth, or a human being, then you still do not know what these entities consist of and how they are related to one another. Do human beings possess a categorically special status in this world by belonging to a separate ontological realm? Can matter be separated ontologically from mental qualities, or do words such as “mind” and “matter” merely stand for conceptual differentiations that lack any ontological implications? What is the relationship between ontological and evaluative and normative judgments? What these new realists regard as truth are pragmatic conventions that work, conventions presupposing foundational philosophical concepts whose meanings are far from clear and can therefore be false.

If this is the case, one can wonder what could count as a realization of a truth in correspondence to the world. I must admit that I have no answer to this question. If I knew, then I would have a clear criterion for a truth as correspondence, and I would have to move away from my perspectivism. Yet I do have criteria for the plausibility of philosophical judgments, and I will deal with them a bit later. What I do not have, and cannot conceive of, are plausible criteria concerning the correspondence theory of truth.

Even though postmodern thinkers and naturalists represent two of the most dominant contemporary perspectives, there are other contemporary thinkers who merely realize the challenges connected to any broadly humanist worldview, but decide to take either a pragmatist attitude, “Whatever works is true,” or a skeptical one, “I do not know whether I know anything.” All of these insights and approaches have in common that any affirmation of a traditional correspondence theory of the truth is no longer plausible. What remains is the natural world in which all human beings and other animals have come about due to unplanned evolutionary processes. We might not desire truth for the truth’s sake, yet we try to make sense of the world, to find a way of dealing with life’s immense variety of challenges. We seek a timely, scientifically informed kind of wisdom that enables us to live exciting, flourishing, and fulfilled lives. Unfortunately, it is far from clear wherein this wisdom consists. Even within a specific tradition (any that we care to identify) the replies given to the question of the good life are manifold.

A good example of the diversity of concepts of the good within one tradition is naturalist‐minded thinkers, such as transhumanists and many bioliberal ethicists, who advocate the use of enhancement technologies. Thus Nick Bostrom upholds a Renaissance ideal of the good (Bostrom 2001). Julian Savulescu argues for the universal validity of a commonsense account of the good (Savulescu 2001; Savulescu/Kahane 2009). I, on the other hand, doubt that any non‐formal account of the good can be regarded as plausible (Sorgner 2013a, 157–85). Rather, the main philosophical task is to put forward reasons in favor of one’s own position. In a way, a good argument functions like a good advertisement. It needs to be tempting for the audience, and if it is done well it ought to change their perspectives. However, it has to fulfill this task in one of the most intellectual disciplines. Therefore, the most effective means need to be employed for realizing this purpose: accordingly, intelligence, wit, rhetorical skill, strategic alliances, institutional power games, and many other elements play a role in a philosophical war. The spirit of the times, or Zeitgeist, is responsible for the outcome. Thomas Aquinas quoted Pseudo‐Dionysius the Areopagite more often than Aristotle (Gill 2014, 18). Nowadays, all philosophy students know the latter, but hardly anyone has heard the name of the former. It is one aspect of our Zeitgeist.

The Zeitgeist is also responsible for academic evaluations of emergent philosophical perspectives. The perspectives being presented are the result of interplay between one’s cultural environment and the needs, demands, and drives of one’s individual psychophysiology. My own way of thinking rests on the following three pillars (Sorgner 2013b, 55–60): (i) affirmation of the wonderful achievement of negative freedom; (ii) acknowledgment of scientific and technological findings; and (iii) the recognition of widespread or dominant attitudes. It must be noted that I do not affirm them because they correspond to the Zeitgeist, but because my psychophysiology makes me regard them as plausible. Yet I am happy that these insights are not merely my own perspective, but are widely shared among enlightened people. Let us consider them in reverse order.


Recognition of widely shared opinions: Hereby, I refer to sociological, psychological and other research in the field of social sciences as well as to personal narratives that can be employed for underlining and stressing that the issue in question is shared by many, if not most, people. For example: psychological studies show that for many people there is a correlation between pro‐social behavior and happiness (Aknin et al. 2015, 788–795).


Acknowledgment of scientific and technological findings: Hereby, I take into consideration that our age is a scientific and technological one. It is a widely shared attitude among enlightened human beings today that scientific and technological research provides us with a solid basis for our insights. This attitude does not imply that we are getting to know the truth as correspondence to the world. However, if we wish to base our judgments on something, then technoscientific research is usually a reliable method for finding workable solutions. By referring to the latest insights in scientific and technological fields, we grant a pragmatic attitude a significant role within our methodology. An example: when we advert to epigenetic research, it becomes plausible that environmental influences can have an effect on genetic structures, which reveals that these two domains are more closely interconnected than was acknowledged during the twentieth century (Japlonka and Lamb 2005).


Affirmation of the wonderful achievement of negative freedom: Those two insights ought to be adopted only if they do not undermine our freedom. It is easy to use such philosophical pillars to justify totalitarian political control. Accordingly, I point to the foundational relevance of the achievement of negative freedom. It needs to be stressed here that freedom is an achievement and not a truth. Still, it is a norm I affirm and fight for strongly, and I am extremely happy that it is valued highly by many living human beings. It was not, however, affirmed during most of our cultural history, and indeed it is still not valued highly in many parts of this world. Hence, I regard it as highly important to remind people of the pedigree of the crucial norm freedom. Thereby, its relevance can best be made plausible. So, here is my advertisement for negative freedom as a fundamental norm to guide our thinking and conduct.1

The norm of negative freedom was fought for successfully during the European Enlightenment. Before the Enlightenment, religious and political leaders maintained the right to decide on the concept of the good to which citizens must subscribe. If a political leader got replaced by someone of a different religious confession, the citizens had to adapt their own confession and, together with it, their concept of a good life. My realm, my religion. With the beginning of the Enlightenment, more and more people grew dissatisfied with this practice, because they wished to lead the good life on the basis of their very own idiosyncratic conceptions of it. Philosophers, scientists, writers, artists – and scholars and experts of many other disciples – started fighting for the right to live in accordance with their own understandings of a good life. They no longer wished to be treated paternalistically by religious and political leaders. As a consequence of all these processes, the norm of freedom has steadily gained further recognition and acceptance. Even though much remains to be done to encourage and ensure freedom, even in the most enlightened countries on earth, the political acceptance of this norm has increased significantly since the Middle Ages and early modernity.

By raising awareness of the tough historical struggles that resulted in our current liberties, I am trying to make people (philosophers, politicians, and ethicists in particular) conscious of what a wonderful achievement it is that the norm of negative freedom is now so widely accepted. This insight is of enormous relevance when, for example, discussing the parental right to decide on the option of selecting three fertilized eggs after IVF and PGD, the personal right to ask for physician assisted suicide, or the option of three biological parents, sharing a child in common, to marry if this is in their interest. All these kinds of narratives, stories, and analyses can be employed in exchanges on applied ethical subjects as well as when discussing ontological, epistemological, anthropological, or media issues. What is important is to use all the best advertising techniques for winning the philosophical war, because this is what it is – an intellectual war of values.

Implicitly, Plato also seems to have had some sympathy for this understanding of philosophy, as becomes particularly clear in his Politeia (the Republic) notably in Book I, when Thrasymachos participates in the debate with Socrates. Plato won that war of values, and Nietzsche has a point when he analyses Christianity as Platonism for the masses (KSA, vol. 5, 12). Culturally, Platonic thinking still has a very strong standing, as becomes clear when we consider how many political constitutions attribute to human beings an ontologically special status categorically different from that of other animals. I participate in this debate on philosophy’s future prospects from a Nietzschean transhumanist perspective, hoping that this time a naturalistic, this‐worldly, non‐religious, non‐dualist, and, above all, more open‐minded and pluralistic way of thinking will be the cultural winner in the intellectual war of values.
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Note


1 Even though I am aware that referring to this kind of argument as advertisement is not the best way of advertising it – because many philosophers react strongly against “irrational” notions such as advertisement – I still regard it as an appropriate way of referring to the process. By explaining my use of the term “advertisement” in this way, I am advertising for it again, because it implies that I represent the virtue of truthfulness by using this word, and truthfulness is a virtue that is widely respected.
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Re‐Imagining the Philosophical Conversation


Karen Green




The future of philosophy lies in rewriting its past. This is the simple proposition of which I hope to convince you in this chapter. The past of philosophy has been largely a conversation between men, in which women are objects, not equal subjects, in the enterprise of disclosing the future. The rewriting should transform philosophy into a conversation between the sexes, in which the future to be disclosed is the product of their joint imaginings. But from the outset, the task may seem futile. The future may be open, but the past cannot be changed. To rewrite the past of philosophy would be, surely, to distort it.

To understand what I mean by rewriting the past, one needs to distinguish the past as a totality of past events, and the past as it lives on in the present. The past as a totality of past events can never be fully captured, yet one can be pretty sure that it included as many events involving women as events involving men. There are so many past events, which took place in so many different locations, that no total account of the past is ever possible. We are confined to histories, representations of the past that survive into the present. The past as it lives in the present is a representation of past events, which is inevitably highly selective. It is a narrative that frames our understanding of the present through focusing on certain texts and people, ideas and undertakings, which are significant for us, and which allow us to make sense of who we are, while providing us with guidelines for the unfolding future.

So, in choosing to deem certain individuals as past sources of wisdom, and certain texts as worthy of study and reproduction, we define who we are in the present, and locate the origins of the trajectory that we wish to pursue into the future. Philosophy during the twentieth century, in the West, mostly represented itself as “analytic” and schooled its students in the history of this movement. Insofar as it looks to history, a scientific and secular society has chosen to teach a scientific and largely secular tradition – Descartes, Locke, Hume, Frege, Russell, Carnap, Quine, Davidson, Kripke, Lewis – with a focus on epistemology, metaphysics, logic, and language. Philosophy in this vein has come to see itself, not just as philosophy of science, but as itself scientific. It uses techniques borrowed from science, abounds in formalization, hopes to be “cutting edge,” regrets its lack of progress (Chalmers 2015) and rather despises history.

When it comes to political philosophy the terrain is rougher. On the one hand the secular liberal tradition looks back to Hobbes, Locke, Smith, Kant, Mill, Rawls, Nozick, and Dworkin, but since the late twentieth century this tradition has been under attack from critical theorists and feminists, and from various kinds of “genealogists” – Deleuze, Foucault, Derrida, Adorno, Heidegger, Marx, and Hegel – who challenge the pseudo objectivity of liberal rationality and the suspect scientism of the analytic tradition. A certain kind of history, “genealogy,” is proposed to remove the mask of disinterestedness and reveal the constraining power that lurks behind claims to “objective truth.” The two traditions stand opposed, and while some valiant attempts have been made to heal the rift, neither is making much progress, one because it is bogged down in detail, the other because it has swept away the possibility of rational consensus.

Yet, while philosophers were not looking, society has been attempting to undergo an evolution. It has been transforming itself from a world governed by male elites into a society in which male and female voices vie for attention. The transformation is by no means complete. Its completion requires anchoring in history. Our understanding of our philosophic past needs to catch up with the present. We need to look more closely at our genealogy, for there are female as well as male ancestors.

In Plato’s Symposium a woman (Diotima) appears, who is imagined by a man, Socrates (Plato 1977). She speaks of love as the desire to reproduce beauty, consigning women to the reproduction of physical beauty through bodily reproduction, while assigning to men the task of giving birth to law, and the polis. This narrative, according to which reason, law, civilization, speech, and the state are male preserves, while bodily reproduction, sexuality, nature, silence, and the home are women’s lot, is repeated in many forms, and in diverse cultures. One finds it in Aristotle, Rousseau, and Hegel, to name only the most influential men whose texts are currently taught, and also in religious traditions. At its most extreme it turns women into objects – bodies for sexual exchange, either for pleasure or for reproduction – and excludes them from power, the pulpit, the university, and any public identity. But it has also taken another form, and been treated as though it were a reality, by some women, who have accepted the maleness of reason and found in this narrative reason to join forces with the critical theorists (Harding and Hintikka 1983; Lloyd 1984, 1993; Bordo 1987).

Yet, since at least the fifteenth century, women have been dreaming of a different polis. This is a polis in which women and men are equally citizens, who both participate in governing when required, who are educated to understand justice and the law, who converse with each other with respect, and whose interests are equally encompassed within the common good, which it is the aim of the law to pursue. In this respect, Christine de Pizan is exemplary. Near the conclusion of her Book of the City of Ladies (1405) she sums up her response to Aristotle’s conception of politics – in which women are excluded from ruling because of their purported lack of prudence – by putting into the mouth of the allegorical figure, Droiture, the assertion that “the common good of a city or land or any community of people, is nothing other than the profit or general good in which all members, women as well as men, participate and take part” (Pizan 1983, II.54.1). She continues, “There is not the slightest doubt that women belong to the people of God and the human race as much as men, and are not another species, for which they should be excluded from moral teachings.”

This proposition, that women are, along with men, ends in themselves, who have an equal right to participate in the articulation of the moral law, and in the determination of the civil law that governs the polis, is a powerful idea that will be developed in various ways by later women. Christine’s immediate political aims were to promote peace, defend women against male slander, and demonstrate women’s capacity to rule as queens, under certain circumstances (Pizan 1936–1940, 1959, 1967, 1977, 1994, 1999a, b, 2000, 2001, 2004, 2008; Hicks 1992; Carroll 1998; Broad and Green 2009, 10–37; Green 2006, 2007; Adams 2010). Her allegorical city contains the germ of later philosophical elaborations. Droiture, complaining about literature such as Ovid’s Art of Love and Jeun de Meun’s Romance of the Rose, observed that though men often represented women as full of lust and as duplicitous, they “never address women nor warn them against men’s traps even though it is certain that men often deceive women with their false tricks and duplicity” (Pizan 1983, II.54.1; Lorris and Meun 1994). A century and a half later, in the Heptameron (1559), Marguerite of Navarre would attempt to rectify this situation by imagining a conversation between men and women in which they each exposed and debated their respective vices and virtues (Navarre 1999, 1984).

The frame of the Heptameron is a conversation between a group of men and women, dominated by Parlamente, whose name can be roughly read as “speaking love,” as well as being reminiscent of “parliament.” Flung together after a flood, the men and women of this informal parliament, which takes place in the meadow of a monastery, tell stories and debate the nature of love and the relative virtues and vices of the two sexes. Their discussion is colored by Platonic themes: the relationship between carnal love and spiritual love of God, between love of the creature and love of the Creator, and the question of the nature and possibility of wisdom. Marguerite’s outlook is quite similar to Plato’s. She endorses Socratic epistemological humility, which teaches that the wise recognize their ignorance, she believes that love is desire for the good, and that through recognizing virtue and beauty in this world, we are led to strive for the forms of beauty and goodness, which are, in her Christian inflection, inherent in God. These ideas are redolent of Diotima’s speech, but in Navarre’s reworking, it is no longer women who are consigned to bodily reproduction, but men who are represented as dominated by carnal desire (Cottrell 1993; Broad and Green 2009, 77–88). She implicitly recognizes that both men and women are embodied and reasoning, that they disagree with each other with regard to many issues, and yet that it is important they seek consensus. She imagines a situation in which wisdom is sought through intelligent conversation that involves both the sexes. In real life, the state of Navarre that she governed with her husband became a tolerant refuge in a landscape that was soon to be riven by wars of religion.

Marguerite was writing at the high point of Renaissance humanism, but her imaginary conversation is also significant for the rise of the period that we call modernity. This is usually characterized as involving the rise of modern science. Descartes is taken to be paradigmatic, with his rejection of the ancient authority of Aristotle and scholasticism, and the introduction of a new method that starts from first principles. But Descartes was also modern in another sense, one not so explicitly recognized by contemporary philosophers. He was happy to engage in conversation with women, among them, Elizabeth of Bohemia and Christina of Sweden (Pal 2012). Modernity, at its beginning, not only disengaged from scholasticism, but also moved away from the male Latinate atmosphere of the schools, and towards a mixed‐sex sociability, in which philosophy was discussed in the vernacular.

Central to this transition are the once widely read works of Madeleine de Scudéry, in particular the multi‐volume novels, Artamène (1649–1653) and Clélie (1654–1660) (Scudéry 1972; Scudéry 2001–2005). Initially in partnership with her brother Georges, she helped to foster a new literary genre, the novel, “an epic in prose.” They took the histories of ancient times, narratives of war concerned with the actions of men, and transformed them into adventures involving men and women, in which the narrative ultimately becomes a frame that plays second fiddle to the many conversations on ethical and political questions with which it is interlaced. As she matured, Madeleine de Scudéry gave up on the long narratives that had initially bound together sequences of conversations, and published shorter didactic works and collections of moral conversations (Scudéry 1669, 1671, 1680, 1684, 1686, 1688, 1692). Despite their vast, past popularity and their huge importance for the development of mixed sex sociability, philosophy does not currently include the works of the Scudéries in its history. One half of modernity, the rise of science, is celebrated by philosophers, the other half, the rise of mixed, civilized conversation, is neglected. Yet the second is just as important for the circumstances in which we find ourselves as is the first.

The mid‐seventeenth century was a time of political and religious upheaval. In England the parliamentarians beheaded their king, setting in train a sequence of events which, by 1688, had resulted in the establishment of a limited monarchy. In France, the Fronde, which might have developed in the same direction, was ultimately repressed, resulting in the establishment of the absolute monarchy that survived until the 1789 revolution. In Clélie, Scudéry uses Livy’s history of Rome, the rape of Lucretia, and the overthrow of the Tarquins by Brutus, as the frame for a discussion of the advisability of rebellion, as well as for the discussion of friendship and civility. She questions the wisdom of revolution, while accepting that it is occasionally necessary. She prefers peace, and develops the idea that noble and civilized men, who seek truth, will also know how to treat women as friends. The mutual respect and friendship which govern relations between the sexes, and the status of women within society become a mark of civilized progress. The imagined behavior of men and women, as laid out in these novels, became a blueprint for the sociability of the salons – spaces in which philosophical conversation could be politely carried out between equals (Goodman 1989, 1994; Gordon 1994). This is not to say that Scudéry’s politics were in any simple sense egalitarian; she did not think that women should compete with men for intellectual glory, but saw their role as facilitators and tender friends to men (Green 2013). She was a monarchist who advocated courtly manners and the pursuit of the arts and sciences, conversation, gallantry, and friendship between male and female equals, who were happy to leave the rudder of the ship of state in the hands of the sovereign. According to her doctrine, “the source of civility being the desire to please for some motive, whether ambition or love, this desire must be stronger in a monarchy than in a republic, because, since favors defend on a single person, the desire to please him makes it possible to please all” (Scudéry 1998, 137; Broad and Green 2009, 180–198).

During the seventeenth century, patriarchal representations of both the state and marriage began to be questioned. Hobbes had accepted that patriarchal states were built on already existing patriarchal families (Schochet 1967). Bodin execrated the gynocracy for which Christine had argued, and which had been so ably prosecuted by Elizabeth I of England, because he thought that men who docilely accepted rule by a female head of state would soon be ruled by their wives (Bodin 1961, 1002). But the Scudéries, and their many novel‐writing descendants, transformed the ideal marriage from a relationship in which men ruled wives, children, and servants, into a contract of mutual friendship between tender lovers. At the same time, the state was increasingly being represented not as divinely ordained rule by a patriarchal head, but as a contract among equals. Because political philosophy continues to exclude texts written by women, this complex interaction between the politics of the public and private spheres is under‐appreciated. Yet modernity is as much defined by a new attitude to women and marriage, the rise of polite models of mixed sex interaction, and of marriage based on inclination and free choice, as it is by the rise of the modern democratic state, and of science based on open debate and repeatable experiments.


If modernity is misrepresented by a history of philosophy which fails to include texts written by women, the same can equally be said for the Enlightenment. By the eighteenth century women’s right to be treated as men’s moral and spiritual equals had been reiterated sufficiently often that women increasingly took it upon themselves to engage as equals with men in the scientific, ethical, and political debates of their time. The laments, defenses, proposals, and apologies of Gournay, Marinella, Fonte, de la Barre, Astell, and Suchon were transcended by the serious scientific, political, and philosophical engagement of Cockburn, Du Châtelet, Gottsched, Reimarus, and Macaulay (Gottsched 1739; Du Châtelet 1740; Cockburn 1751; Macaulay 1763–1783; Fonte 1988, 1995, 1997; Suchon 1988, 1994, 1999, 2002, 2010; Astell 1996, 1997, 2013; Marinella 1999; Gournay 2002a, b; Reimarus 2005; Clarke 2013; Broad 2015; Poullain de la Barre 2015). As is clear from the dates of these cited editions, it is only fairly recently that female scholars have undertaken the laborious work of editing, translating, and reissuing these women’s works. The scholarship that has been completed to date is, in many cases, only the tip of the iceberg. What it, nevertheless, already demonstrates is the rich legacy of philosophical texts by women that are available to be woven into the history of ideas. By continuing to ignore them, mainstream philosophy perpetuates its self‐representation as a battle for intellectual dominance among powerful males – truth as power – and forgoes an alternative self‐image as a conversation among equals of both sexes, committed to the reasonable search for a truth, which it may be beyond the means of the powerless to defend.

One outstanding example of the way in which our understanding of the development of democratic and republican ideas during the eighteenth century is distorted is evident in the excision from that narrative of the works of Catharine Macaulay. The first five volumes of her eight‐volume history of the Stuart monarchy, the English Civil War, the virtues of the parliament, and duplicity of Cromwell, played an important role as a conduit whereby seventeenth‐century republican debates were transmitted to eighteenth‐century radicals in America and France (Hammersley 2010). Yet standard accounts of these political philosophies and radical movements continue to ignore the political and philosophical contributions of this controversial “republican virago.” Her histories were widely discussed and celebrated during her lifetime, in particular by people who were deeply involved in the American revolution, such as Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, James Otis, and his sister Mercy, who married Joseph Warren. Light has recently been shed on Macaulay’s critiques of Burke, her correspondence with Hume, her interaction with French radicals and with the fathers of the American revolution, her educational ideas and her influence on Mary Wollstonecraft and Mercy Otis Warren (Hill 1995, 1992; Titone 2004; Davies 2005; Green 2011). Yet in general her works have been neglected and unstudied for so long that standard histories of the development of republican ideas completely ignore them. This choice of past scholars to ignore Macaulay and other female thinkers has distorted intellectual history, the genesis of feminism, and the origins of the language of the “equal rights of men.”

In order to determine how philosophy might progress, one needs first to have some conception of what progress consists in. It will have been clear to any intelligent reader that I have conceived of philosophy’s progress as intertwined with a certain “progressive” account of society. I have assumed that a society in which beliefs and laws are arrived at through free, rational debate, in which men and women are equally respected and listened to, is better than one in which elite males impose their doctrines, either by force or denigration, or by processes of explicit exclusion. I have assumed that philosophers share this progressive concept of society. And I have gone on to assume that, in order for society to progress in the future it needs to represent itself as building on the ideas from which its present progressive aspects germinated. Within the political landscape, there are two fundamentally opposed conceptions of the state. At the extremes of both right and left, it is represented as a sovereign power, benefiting an elite, upheld by force of arms and ideology. A different tradition, developed by Macaulay and others, represents it as a limited power, held in trust for the common good of all the people, men and women, and as such, as having a duty to debate and discuss, to the best of its ability, what is in the long‐term best interest of all. According to this conception, just as reason ought to govern the actions of embodied humans, so reasonable debate should determine the principles of action which govern the body politic. The full inclusion within such a polis of women – who because of their embodiment and child‐bearing are traditionally relatively powerless – and within the intellectual tradition that it takes to be its own, is the culmination of the associated concept of progress, which identifies our flourishing with our self‐realization through sociable, practical activity within the polis, in accord with reason.




References


	Adams, Tracy. 2010. The Life and Afterlife of Isabeau of Bavaria. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

	Astell, Mary. 1996. Astell: Political Writings. Ed. Patricia Springborg. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	———. 1997. A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, Parts I and II. Ed. Patricia Springborg. London: Pickering & Chatto.

	———. 2013. The Christian Religion, as Professed by a Daughter of the Church of England. Ed. Jacqueline Broad. Toronto: Iter Inc. and the Centre of Reformation and Renaissance Studies.

	Bodin, Jean. 1961. Les six Livres de la République. Scientia Aalen. (Original edn. Jacques du Puis, Paris, 1583.)

	Bordo, Susan. 1987. The Flight to Objectivity: Essays on Cartesianism and Culture. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

	Broad, Jacqueline. 2015. The Philosophy of Mary Astell. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Broad, Jacqueline, and Karen Green. 2009. A History of Women’s Political Thought in Europe, 1400–1700. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Carroll, Berenice. 1998. “Christine de Pizan and the Origins of Peace Theory.” In Women Writers and the Early Modern British Political Tradition, ed. Hilda Smith, pp. 22–39. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Chalmers, David J. 2015. “Why Isn’t There More Progress in Philosophy?” Philosophy 90: 3–31. doi: 10.1017/S0031819114000436.

	Clarke, Desmond M. 2013. The Equality of the Sexes: Three Feminist Texts of the Seventeenth Century. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Cockburn, Catharine Trotter. 1751. The Works of Mrs. Catharine Cockburn, Theological, Moral, Dramatical and Poetical. Ed. Thomas Birch. 2 vols. London: J. and P. Knapton.

	Cottrell, Robert D. 1993. “Inmost Cravings: The Logic of Desire in the Heptameron.” In Critical Tales: New Studies of the “Heptameron” and Early Modern Culture, ed. John D. Lyons and Mary B. McKinley, pp. 3–24. Philadelphia: University of Pensylvania Press.

	Davies, Kate. 2005. Catharine Macaulay and Mercy Otis Warren. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Du Châtelet, Emilie. 1740. Institutions de physique. Paris: Prault.

	Fonte, Moderata. 1988. Il merito delle donne. Ed. Adriana Chemello. Venezia: Eidos.

	———. 1995. Tredici canti del Floridoro. Ed. Valeria Finucci. Bologna: Mucchi.

	———. 1997. The Worth of Women. Trans. and ed. Virginia Cox. Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press.

	Goodman, Dena. 1989. “Enlightenment Salons: The Convergence of Female and Philosophic Ambitions.” Eighteenth‐Century Studies 22(3): 329–350.

	———. 1994. The Republic of Letters: A Cultural History of the French Enlightenment. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press.

	Gordon, Daniel. 1994. Citizens Without Sovereignty: Equality and Sociability in French Thought, 1670–1789. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

	Gottsched, Luise Adelgunde Victoria. 1739. Der Sieg der Weltsweisheit. Leipzig: Breitkopf.

	Gournay, Marie le Jars de. 2002a. Apology for the Woman Writing and Other Works. Trans. Richard Hillman and Colette Quesnel. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

	———. 2002b. Oeuvres complètes. Ed. Jean‐Claude Arnould, Évelyne Berriot, Claude Blum, Anna Lia Franchetti, Marie‐Claire Thomine, and Valerie Worth‐Stylianou. Paris: Champion.

	Green, Karen. 2006. “Isabeau de Bavière and the Political Philosophy of Christine de Pizan.” Historical Reflections/Reflexions Historiques 32: 247–272.

	———. 2007. “Phronesis feminized, prudence from Christine de Pizan to Elizabeth I.” In Virtue, Liberty and Toleration: Political Ideas of European Women 1400‐1800, ed. Jacqueline Broad and Karen Green, pp. 23–38. Dordrecht: Springer.

	———. 2011. “Will the Real Enlightenment Historian Please Stand Up? Catharine Macaulay Versus David Hume.” In Hume and the Enlightenment, ed. Stephen Buckle and Craig Taylor, 29–51. London: Pickering & Chatto.

	———. 2013. “Women’s Writing and the Early Modern Genre Wars.” Hypatia 28(3): 499–515.

	Hammersley, Rachel. 2010. The English Republican Tradition and Eighteenth‐Century France: Between the Ancients and the Moderns. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

	Harding, Sandra, and Merrill Hintikka. 1983. Discovering Reality. Dordrecht: Reidel.

	Hicks, Eric. 1992. “The Political Significance of Christine de Pizan.” In Politics, Gender and Genre, ed. Margaret Brabant, pp. 7–15. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

	Hill, Bridget. 1992. The Republican Virago: The Life and Times of Catharine Macaulay, Historian. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

	———. 1995. “The Links between Mary Wollstonecraft and Catharine Macaulay: New Evidence.” Women’s History Review 4(2): 177–192.

	Lloyd, Genevieve. 1984. The Man of Reason: “Male” and “Female” in Western Philosophy. London: Methuen.

	———. 1993. “Maleness, Metaphor and the Crisis of Reason.” In A Mind of One’s Own, ed. Louise M. Antony and Charlotte Witt, pp. 69–83. Boulder, CO, San Francisco, and Oxford: Westview Press.

	Lorris, Guillaume de, and Jean de Meun. 1994. The Romance of the Rose. Trans. Frances Horgan. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Macaulay, Catharine. 1763–1783. The History of England from the accession of James I. to that of the Brunswick line. 8 vols. London: Vols. 1–4, Printed for the author and sold by J. Nourse, J. Dodsley and W. Johnston: Vols. 5–8, Edward and Charles Dilly.

	Marinella, Lucrezia. 1999. The Nobility and Excellence of Women, and the Defects and Vices of Men. Trans. Anne Dunhill. Chicago: Chicago University Press.

	Navarre, Marguerite de. 1984. The Heptameron. Trans. P.A. Chilton. Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin.

	———. 1999. Heptaméron. Ed. Renja Salminen. Genève: Librarie Droz.

	Pal, Carol. 2012. Republic of Women. Rethinking the Republic of Letters in the Seventeenth Century. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Pizan, Christine de. 1936‐40. Le livre des fais et bonnes meurs du sage roy Charles V. ed. Suzanne Solente. 2 vols. Paris: Champion (reprint, Geneva, Slatkine, 1975).

	———. 1959. Le Livre de la mutacion de fortune. Ed. Susanne Solente. 4 vols. Paris: Éditions A. & J. Picard.

	———. 1967. Le Livre du Corps de Policie. Geneva: Librarie Droz. (Original edn. 1407.)

	———. 1977. Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc. Trans. Angus J. Kennedy and Kenneth Varty. Oxford: Medium Aevum Monographs.

	———. 1983. The Book of the City of Ladies. Trans. Earl Jeffrey Richards. London: Picador. (Original edn. 1405.)

	———. 1994. The Book of the Body Politic. Trans. Kate Langdon Forhan, Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	———. 1999a. The Book of Deeds of Arms and of Chivalry. Trans. Sumner Willard. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press.

	———. 1999b. Epistre Othea. Geneva: Librarie Droz.

	———. 2000. Le Chemin de longue étude. Ed. Andrea Tarnowski. Paris: Le Livre de Poche.

	———. 2001. Le Livre de l’advision Cristine, Études Christiniennes. Paris: Champion.

	———. 2004. “Les Proverbes Moraux de Christine de Pizan: Une nouvelle édition critique et queslques problèmes.” In “Pour acquerir honneur et pris”: Melanges de Moyen Français offerts à Giuseppe Di Stefano, ed. Maria Colombo Timelli and Claudio Galderisi, 557–572. Montreal: CERES.

	———. 2008. The Book of Peace. Trans. Karen Green, Constant J. Mews, and Janice Pinder. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press.

	Plato. 1977. “Symposium.” In Plato: Complete Works. Ed. John Cooper, 457–505. Indianapolis: Hackett.

	Poullain de la Barre, François. 2015. De l’égalité des deux sexes, discours physique et moral où l’on voit l'importance de se défaire des préjugés. Paris: Gallimard.

	Reimarus, Elise. 2005. “Versuch einer Erläuterung und Vereinfachung der Begriffe vom natürlichen Staatsrecht [1789–1792].” In Elise Reimarus (1735–1805): the Muse of Hamburg; a Woman of the German Enlightenment, ed. Almut Spalding, 504–513. Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann.

	Schochet, Gordon. 1967. “Thomas Hobbes on the Family and the State of Nature.” Political Science Quarterly 82(3): 427–445.

	Scudéry, Georges and Madeleine de. 1972. Artamène, ou Le Grand Cyrus. 10 vols. Geneva: Slatkine Reprints.

	———. 1669. La promenade de Versailles: Dédiée au roi. Paris: Claude Barbin.

	———. 1671. Célanire. Paris: Cluade Barbin.

	———. 1680. Conversations sur divers sujets. Paris: Claude Barbin.

	———. 1684. Conversations nouvelles sur divers sujets. 2 vols. Paris: Claude Barbin.

	———. 1686. La Morale du monde, Conversations morales. 2 vols. Paris: Sur le Quay des Augustins.

	———. 1688. Nouvelles Conversations de morale dédiées au Roy. Paris: Chez la Veuve de Sebastien Marbre‐Cramoisy.

	———. 1692. Entretiens de Morale dediez au Roy. Paris: Chez Jean Anisson.

	———. 1998. “De l’air galant” et autres conversations. Pour une étude de l'archive galante. Ed. Delphine Denis. Paris: Champion.

	———. 2001–2005. Clélie, histoire romaine. 5 vols. Paris: Champion.

	Suchon, Gabrielle. 1988. Traité de la morale et de la politique: la liberté. Ed. Séverine Auffret. Paris: Des Femmes.

	———. 1994. Du célibat volontaire, ou la vie sans enagement. Ed. Séverine Auffret. Paris: Indigo & Côté‐femmes.

	———. 1999. Traité de la morale et de la politique: la contrainte. Ed. Séverine Auffret. Paris: Indigo & Côté‐femmes.

	———. 2002. Petit Traité de la faiblese, de la légéreté et de l'inconstance qu'on attribue aux femmes mal à propos. Ed. Séverine Auffret. Paris: Arléa.

	———. 2010. A Woman Who Defends all the Persons of Her Sex. Trans. Domna C. Stanton and Rebecca M. Wilkin. Chicago: Chicago University Press.

	Titone, Connie. 2004. Gender Equality in the Philosophy of Education: Catherine Macaulay’s Forgotten Contribution. New York: Peter Lang.











16


David Lewis and the Kangaroo: Graphing Philosophical Progress

Benj Hellie




Introduction

If there is progress in philosophy, it comes about through progression in philosophy: through development and change over time in what philosophers write. Without a clear understanding of philosophical progression, of how what philosophers write has actually developed and changed, it is premature to ask whether there is progress in philosophy. It would be sending the jury out before the trial starts.

The trouble is that we probably don’t know how philosophy develops and changes. Professional philosophers are in the best position to say, because philosophy is hard, and we are the experts. But because we have skin in the game, it is hard to be impartial: this is especially true if the issue is philosophy now, or in the recent past.

Perhaps there are unexplored ways of taking the personal element out. Like the scientists, we could work up some models we think are liable to convert the mess of data into comprehensible and reasonable answers to our questions, gather the data, and run the models on it. Even if the answer that pops out shakes us up, we won’t be able to shoot the messenger.

This chapter describes the current state of an ongoing research project employing a data‐driven, impartial, model‐building approach to history of philosophy. The project starts small, focusing on the work of a single philosopher – but not too small, because my subject, David Lewis, an American philosopher active from 1966 to his untimely death in 2001, is the philosopher with the greatest (direct) influence on recent philosophy (Healy 2013b).

Lewis’s publications number around 130 (depending on how you count: S. Lewis 2015),1 and are almost invariably of high quality, with groundbreaking works in most areas of philosophy. Lewis was both extraordinarily creative and extremely careful, with a mathematical facility unparalleled in the field; his technical contributions form the basis for much of the work done in the formal analysis of meaning, and his contributions to logic and decision theory place him in a position of high influence in those fields. Much in the Lewis corpus remains still to be mined: work in philosophy of language that had lain fallow since the early 1980s is now beginning to re‐energize the field, as we finally catch up with him.

While he rarely repeated himself, and despite his protestation against having set out to be a systematic philosopher (Lewis 1983a), there is a great deal of interconnection throughout his corpus, making it a true “system.” Despite his immense productivity, Lewis’s corpus is largely consistent, and acknowledged changes of mind are rare; still, there is enough in the way of tension (and oddball views, and enigmatically compressed remarks, and unacknowledged changes of mind – perhaps even outright inconsistency) to seed the interest of the historian.

The diversity and complexity of Lewis’s corpus makes it a challenge to get a handle on, considered as a whole. How is it structured, if at all? What is relevant to what? Does it have fundamental hypotheses, or is it an assemblage of largely disconnected parts? Are there discernible temporal phases, among which there is discernible variation in overall approach? Can such variation be explained in terms of dialectical pressures? Such questions are not easy to approach, when dealing with a philosopher who, in just one banner year (1979) published papers on commands, the prisoner’s dilemma, the direction of time, the common knowledge we use in conversation, what you learn when you look at your watch – all of them groundbreaking classics – and, to top it off, on an alleged refutation of the contention that computers can simulate us (and Lewis didn’t slow down much in 1980 or 1981, either).

Largely out of recognition of my inadequacy to the task of locating structural joints in Lewis’s corpus, unaided, I have attempted to automate the task – to take myself out of the question of where the joints are, and return only to puzzle out their significance. My approach has been to construct force‐directed graphs of Lewis’s autocitations: citations of his own work (nodes are publications, edges joining them represent mutual relevance, the spatial arrangement works out on its own when nodes try to get away from each other but are constrained by edges). These represent his own in‐the‐moment judgments about what in his work is pertinent to what. Although Lewis made a number of pronouncements about what he had been up to (inter alia: Lewis 1983a, 1986b, 1994a), charting autocitations arguably provides a better guide to his genuine motivations.2

I initially set out on this task in an attempt to figure out what led Lewis to commit a certain (glaring) error in the 1979 “Attitudes de dicto and de se” (Lewis 1979e) and then concealed the error from him (except for a brief moment of anxiety: Lewis 1996a n6; contrast Lewis 2001a) for the rest of his career. I think I found the answer, but I also learned a great deal more.


Lewis begins his career in the mid‐1960s with a deep and rigorous understanding of a technical approach to representing information with “possible worlds,” and a detailed and methodical strategy for using it to explain mind and meaning. The approach (to my mind) would turn out to be inadequate to the task (the big problem is a treatment of other minds by analogy to “black boxes” – which neglects the “first‐person viewpoint,” and thereby neglects the sharp distinction between our understanding of the mind and of everything else). This is foreshadowed in a small inconsistency between two streams in which Lewis pursues distinct questions about language (a resolution is proposed in Lewis 1980c); that aside, the overall development of the program is marked by superhuman rigor and thoroughness, and is structured into a legible progression of conceptual chunks.

By the mid‐1970s, Lewis has wrapped the program up. In search of stuff to think about, he methodically scrutinizes each chunk in search of potential problems. Those he finds do penetrate, as I see it, to the core of his program, but (disappointingly) he reacts largely by evasion. A flurry of renewed activity starting in 1979 comes with the explicit recognition (at long last) that the first‐person perspective is a problem for his view; here, too, Lewis combs through the conceptual chunks of his program looking for fixes and revisions. Unfortunately, this requires so much tampering that by the time it is done, the program has lost its coherence.

At this point, Lewis does something quite remarkable. He is known today as having been centrally concerned with metaphysics, the “pursuit” of the “elements of being,” as he would put it, in his “self‐blurb” for the photographer Steve Pyke (Pyke 1995). That does not square well with the first half of his career, when he was concerned instead with understanding mind and meaning in terms of the mathematics of information. Instead, 1983 marks a break of continuity, when he turns away from the earlier program and takes up a serious interest in metaphysics.

The kind of metaphysician Lewis defines himself as turns out to be significantly conditioned by the availability of resources during the earlier period that escaped the intense scrutiny he had given his hypotheses on mind and meaning. In light of a tangential connection of one of these resources to the earlier program, that previous program ends up recast, first, as a “proof of concept” for an encompassing metaphysical system of prior significance – its struggles everywhere do not amount to the collapse of a system for understanding meaning and mind, but to the inevitable growing pains of a system of metaphysics – and in light of the pervasive involvement in it of “possible worlds,” second, as an application in an “indispensability argument” for that device in On the Plurality of Worlds (Lewis 1986a). In short, Lewis redefines himself in the 1980s as a metaphysician in order to transcend the collapse of his central program.

This transition has its pluses and minuses. On the minus side, when Lewis abandons the earlier program he muddies its waters, making it harder to see where it went wrong and therefore how to fix it. On the plus side, Plurality would become one of the two most influential philosophical works of our time (Healy 2013b). Whether this counts as progress depends on how one rates Lewis‐style metaphysics relative to the study of meaning and mind (as a philosopher of mind and language, I see it as the robots taking over the factory for their own ends); but Lewis’s powerful metaphysical work has since inspired decades of vibrant discussion.




Graphing Lewis: Coarse Structure

My database of Lewis’s autocitations (compiled by hand) covers 129 works published by 2014, each of them assigned a date.3 Of these, 99 systemic works either cite or are cited by one another: there are 270 episodes of autocitation in all. With the assistance of David Balcarras, I have constructed force‐directed visualizations of network graphs extracted from the data (Hellie 2016).

These are of two kinds: graphs of development and of subject‐matter. Development graphs depict the raw data of what cites what, and when. So edges are “directed”: there is a meaningful difference between the “source” of an edge and its “target” – namely, the source is the citing work, the target the cited work. In the visualizations published online (Hellie 2016), hovering your cursor over a node turns the outgoing edges blue, incoming edges red. I attempt also to incorporate temporal structure by making edges “want” to have a length proportional to difference in age between source and target. More influential works are more firmly anchored to their year, while the less influential are displaced.

This suggests the use of development graphs to distinguish “cresting” periods when the work is of more systematic influence, from “waning” periods, with work of less systematic influence: cresting periods should have nodes that anchor the temporal order, while nodes from waning periods should get out of the way. The full‐career development graph does in fact highlight three “bands” with many nodes clustering together in the temporal order (separated by “bands” without such clustering): 1966–1974, 1979–1981, and 1983–1986. This makes it plausible that work from these three periods has a distinctive systematic importance in Lewis’s philosophy. (For the record, this squares very easily with my subjective impression.)

Subject‐matter graphs are based on the more abstract relationship of the co‐citation. When A and B are both cited by X, this is a “directionless” relationship; this is also the case when k or more works cite both A and B. Subject‐matter graphs therefore offer an image of conceptual order purified of the temporal order. To reveal the conceptual backbone of the system, k should be set as high as is useful, in light of the general prevalence of co‐citation in the corpus.


With k = 5 or above, the graph falls apart: the largest useful value is k = 4. The resulting graph of Lewis’s work is the Kangaroo (Figure 16.1), containing the 17 works inhabiting pairs co‐cited four or more times. The model predicts that these 17 should approximate the works of most fundamental significance to Lewis’s system; going by my intuitive sense, this is not far wrong. A further attractive feature of the Kangaroo is evident upon inspection: mostly spread out along a line, with a central “body” of interconnected works, a “head” at one end, and a pair of “leg” and “arm” spurs, this suggests an ordering of works across a subject‐matter dimension, with more extensive interlinkage among a small nucleus of first‐tier works (among the most central of which, note, is “Attitudes de dicto and de se”: Lewis 1979e).


[image: Diagram composes of lines and points resembling a kangaroo illustrating the 17 significant works to Lewis’s system: defIntrinsic 1998, plurality 1986, extrinsic 1983, NewWork 1983, GenSem 1970, etc.]
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The distribution of the three “cresting” periods across the Kangaroo is strikingly uneven: the “head” (with its “ear”) consists of four works following the 1983 onset of the third cresting period, with “New work for a theory of universals” (Lewis 1983e) alone in contact with older work; the remainder of the graph is entirely from the first two cresting periods, 1966–74 and 1979–81 – specifically, with a “torso” and “lower tail” from the first, separated by a “hip region” of works from the second. This suggests that the third cresting period involved the taking up by Lewis of a significantly novel direction of research. That suggestion is strengthened at a slightly lower level of abstraction: the subject‐matter graph for k = 3 depicts “New work” as a bottleneck between a network of only later works and a network of (with one exception) only earlier works.

I found this to be extremely striking. The sociologist Kieran Healy, in his study of philosophical influence from which my method is adapted (Healy 2013a), maintains that Lewis’s “main area” is “metaphysics” (Healy 2013b). This correctly records Lewis’s own later explicit self‐estimation – in the late 1990s, Lewis explained his work to the photographic portraitist Steve Pyke by proclaiming himself “an old‐fashioned analytic metaphysician” (Pyke 1995) – and (in light of the centrality to contemporary discussion Healy establishes for the metaphysical book, On the Plurality of Worlds: Lewis 1986a) the implicit view of the philosophical community.

But the disjuncture between the pre‐ and post‐“New work” Lewis suggests a more complicated narrative, on which Lewis became a metaphysician in the second half of his career, but spent the first half doing something else less easily categorized. After all, “New work,” itself a metaphysical work, also divides those works, in the Kangaroo’s head, that are clearly metaphysical from a broader array of works dealing with a broader array of topics: in the neck and arm, works on logic and linguistic meaning; in the upper torso, works on causation and “conditionals” (if–then statements); in the lower torso and tail, works almost all on the mind (with Lewis 1979d, dealing with linguistic meaning, interposed).

So perhaps Lewis became a metaphysician in 1983, with “New work,” after starting out doing something else – something that involved a range of different areas, and which spread across both the 1966–1974 and 1979–1981 “cresting” periods.




Rise and Fall of the Black Box Mind

But if so, why? What was the earlier program concerned to do? And why, in the early 1980s, between the second and third cresting periods, did Lewis decide to do something else instead? – And could this have anything to do with what goes wrong in “Attitudes de dicto and de se”?

It occurred to me that the answer might have something to do with the longish waning period from 1974 to 1979, between the first and second cresting periods. It is not too hard to imagine the following sort of process: by 1974, Lewis has wrapped up the program with which he started his career. He then spends several years thinking about where to go next. That has been settled by 1979, but rather than then forging out on an entirely new program, Lewis instead revisits the old issues from a point of view he had not initially accommodated. Such renewed attention would be hard to motivate, unless in the waning period Lewis had taken note of some blind spot that undermined the initial development of the program. But if so, the second cresting period would be in the business of reworking the treatment of the initial bouquet of issues, to accommodate that blind spot.

If this narrative is correct, we should expect to see a conceptual ordering to the works up to 1974 that is mirrored in the works from 1974 to 1979 and then again in the works from 1979 to 1981. And we should expect also to see a dialectical progression, in which works to 1974 advance a series of proposals to fill out this conceptual ordering, works from 1974 to 1979 attack those proposals, and works from 1979 to 1981 respond to those attacks. Names for the periods suggestive of such a dialectical structure will be useful: I call them the Programmatic, Critical, and Revisionary periods, respectively.

The conceptual order of the Programmatic period can’t be read straight off the Kangaroo, which falls apart without post‐Programmatic works. The next option would be to look to the subject‐matter graph for k = 3, with post‐Programmatic works removed – but here we see the opposite problem, of too much interlinkage (works on logic link directly to works on mind, when the Kangaroo had put them at a remove). I split the difference by “hand‐thinning” the second of these to remove all weight‐3 edges that take shortcuts through the Kangaroo. The result depicts a structure of conceptual distances among twelve Programmatic‐period works; sticking with the marsupial theme, I label it the Platypus (Figure 16.2).4
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At this point, network analysis has exhausted its capacities, and continuing the story requires some attention to the content of the works. After all, what the concepts are that are involved in those works is not a structural question; and while that question is relatively shallow and easily answered, the deeper question regarding the overall motivating spirit of the program is not an easy one at all.

Regarding the shallow question, the answer (roughly, but sharp enough for our purposes) is this: the works with which Lewis executes the core of his program fall into six categories. The two at the tip of the Platypus’s tail (category I) deal with how human language gets its meaning; the next three (to the mid‐torso: category II) with what meaning is like, in general; the two in the front torso (III) with what conditionals mean and what causation is. The head and bill are a bit less orderly in conceptual structure (because the basic work, Lewis 1966a, is about an argument rather than a theory, and the argument spreads across a few different issues). The three works in the head deal with several different issues about the mind. The work at the neck, 1974d (IV), deals with what rationality is like, in general (the other two, category V, are more concerned with sensations), while all three deal with how we think about the mind. Finally, the last three works (the bill – category VI – along with category V) deal with abstraction. To save space while providing illustrative detail, I restrict consideration to mentality, categories IV and V; work in progress discusses similar goings‐on elsewhere in the system.

Regarding the deep question, the animating idea of Lewis’s program (worked out in category II) is roughly that meaning is exhausted by “objective,” viewpoint‐free hypotheses to distinguish possibilities for the world. The idea percolates to categories IV and V as follows. (IV) Rationality involves doing various things with objective information (or misinformation): in particular, opinion – in the jargon, “belief” – is the possession of objective information. Belief about the mind (IV–V), therefore, is also understood in terms of objective information – in particular, using a striking analogy between humans and programmable bike locks to illustrate his view, Lewis proposes that we think of other minds as “black boxes”: states of belief and sensation are unknown internal states, conceived of in terms of how they causally interact with sensory stimulation and bodily movement.

Turning now to the systematic Critical‐period works, each of them can be assigned to one of the categories as raising a challenge for its core Programmatic hypothesis. In category (IV–V), Lewis begins to confront the issue of the first‐person perspective (bike locks have no “inner life,” no distinctive understanding of their own state, but quite clearly that kind of understanding is so important to our conception of mind that our understanding of bike locks is a completely inappropriate model). The Critical period only sidles up to it, in a pair of papers treating time travel (Lewis 1976b) and brain‐splitting (Lewis 1976d). While these are cases where the first‐person and objective views start to break apart, Lewis unfortunately overlooks this ramification, with these papers addressing instead technical issues in how to describe the objective facts.

Works from the Revisionary period also fit this categorization. In categories IV–V, Lewis at last squarely confronts the first‐person perspective. Unfortunately, he does so through “internalism”: the black box model remains true, but the box is understood just by the undulations it gives off at the surface; how it interacts with its environment is of no fundamental relevance. (IV) “Attitudes de dicto and de se” addresses the kind of viewpoint‐sensitive information acquired by looking at a clock. (V) The delightful “Mad pain and Martian pain” (Lewis 1980b) pushes internalism one step further, by maintaining that talk about pain has in mind sometimes what it does (making people shout) and sometimes what it is (some sort of brain activity). These go together whenever the person is a normal human, but can be teased apart for non‐humans (“Martians,” where we focus on what pain does) and for abnormal humans (“madmen,” where we focus on what pain is).

By the end of the Revisionary period, Lewis’s views are everywhere beset by instability. (IV–V) The black box model of our thought about psychology is implausible on its face, and internalism makes it even worse: a much superior theory has me understanding Fred through “empathy,” by conforming myself to how Fred seems to be. (IV) “Attitudes”, recall, contains a glaring error Lewis would never notice: the bizarre prediction that, if at 1pm I think it is 1pm and at 2 pm I think it is 2 pm, this should be treated as a “change of mind,” of a piece with cases in which I recognize an earlier error – say, by going from thinking that goats eat cans to thinking that goats do not eat cans.5 (V) As Lewis would eventually realize (Lewis 1995a), if the first‐person perspective is really about what pain is, then if what pain is is a certain kind of brain activity, the first‐person perspective should reveal that brain activity: unfortunately, “making discoveries in neurophysiology is not so easy!” Lewis handles this by rejecting our conception of mentality as a myth; unfortunately, he thinks pain is brain activity only because he thinks our conception of mentality demands it (e.g., Lewis 1966a, 1972b, 1994a): so I doubt Lewis’s view can be given a stable description.

Lewis never acknowledges any of these concerns, so it will never be known whether they somehow added up to a nagging suspicion that something had gone wrong. For my part, I find it hard to imagine Lewis being oblivious to all of this tension. Nevertheless, the issue that officially motivates the transition to metaphysics is something else entirely.





A Prolonged Campaign in Hindsight

The core idea of “New work” – Lewis 1983d, with which Lewis dons the mantle of metaphysics6 – is anodyne. Start with an age‐old question in the philosophy of science. Scientific theories begin with the actual but extend to cover non‐actual possibilities; accordingly, any sensible theory can be exchanged for a theory compatible with the facts, but completely crazy about the possibilities. But then why think the sensible one better than the crazy one? More convenient, more plausible, sure; but what does convenience or plausibility have to do with truth? (Those of an “idealistic” cast of mind say “that’s a bad question,” but Lewis allies himself with the “realists.”) Lewis borrows apparatus (the “universals”) from his friend David Armstrong, renames it naturalness, and impresses it into answering the question (the “new work”): the kind of possibility science cares about is constrained by what is most natural, while sensible theories characterize the natural and crazy theories the unnatural. This goes for any theory, including theories of other minds. In particular, if I interpret Fred’s sentence “snow is white” to mean that snow is white rather than that snow is white just if things are exactly as they actually are and otherwise that grass is pink, my more natural interpretation is superior because it follows the relevant constraints on possibility.

But soon afterward (Lewis 1984a), Lewis makes a delicate yet immense adjustment to the relation between naturalness and meaning. Recall that he has now been for some time an internalist: I do not get to help myself to Fred’s interactions with snow and whiteness in interpreting his sentence “snow is white,” but only to the course of undulations undergone by Fred’s body: a course of undulations that doesn’t have anything in particular to do with snow or whiteness. But with this minimal basis, why bring snow or whiteness into the story at all? All sorts of crazy meanings are compatible with just those undulations. Internalism is evidently false, right? Lewis rejoins, in effect, that if naturalness can get rid of crazy interpretations in general, it can do the same here. Problem solved! (Well, no, to my mind: now naturalness is no longer in the business of protecting good theories “out in the wild” against crazy skeptics, but of serving as a deus ex machina to protect a tottering piece of philosophy against a compelling worry.)

Here we come to a happy accident. The Platypus paper in category VI is “How to define theoretical terms” (Lewis 1970b). That paper is about abstraction: washing out the specific subject‐matter of a theory and leaving behind its less specific structure. The facts on the ground combine with this structure to return the specificity to the theory. (Its role in the Programmatic period was to explain how black‐box mental concepts link up to the brain activity inside the box, as part of a treatment of the mind–body problem.) Lewis assumes that an abstract structure washing out all connections to the world outside is what is in common between the beliefs of everyone who undulates just as Fred does. It is the facts about how things are around Fred that combine with this structure to restore its specificity.

The conceptual link established between naturalness and this approach to abstraction generalizes: among all the ways to restore detail to abstraction, naturalness breaks ties. In its use to rescue internalism, this link perhaps does not make for particularly satisfying theory; but soon after, it will make for excellent rhetoric. Thanks to the conceptual link with the newly discovered naturalness, the formerly peripheral device for abstraction can be now recast as having been central all along.7

A further pair of happy accidents provides further articulation to the image of the natural. First, the Critical period discussion of brain‐splitting (Lewis 1976d), recall, overlooked the interesting question about the first person: it instead became involved in the logical properties of one object dividing into two (amoeba‐style). Lewis’s treatment appeals to “stages”: material objects existing only for an instant. Second, the Programmatic discussion of causation (Lewis 1973a,b), primarily for logical reasons, offers a glimmer of its reduction to matters of fact, stripped of any consideration of power or powerlessness. Bundle these together, and the image appears of a “mosaic world,” in which the most basic components are connected to one another only very “weakly,” by distance in space and time – an image perhaps affirmed by David Hume.

Taken together, these components make for a program of revealing all apparently strong connection to be an artifact of our concepts. In the preface to his second volume of collected papers (Lewis 1986b), Lewis announces that his prior research “seem[s] to me in hindsight to fall into place within a prolonged campaign on behalf of the thesis I call “Humean supervenience.” [A]ll there is to the world is […] just one little thing and then another.[…] All else supervenes on” – is an abstraction from – “that.” Regarding earlier struggles, “There is room for endless argument over the details, but I remain confident that at every step mentioned the connection is something like what I have said – enough like it, anyway, to allow the cumulative Humean supervenience of one thing after another.” The shakiness of the original program on every question of initial interest is no longer a problem. Details, details: the objective was never understanding mind and meaning, but rather “a priori reductionism about everything” (Lewis 1994a) to the Humean mosaic of natural properties.

Lewis’s self‐explanation to Steve Pyke, mentioned above, continues by highlighting the two strands in his metaphysical program:


I am an old fashioned analytic metaphysician, in pursuit of hypotheses about what things are the elements of being, and about how all else may be reduced to patterns of these elements. I am notorious for claiming that these elements must include many that are merely possible, no part of this world that we ourselves live in, but none the worse for that.

(Pyke 1995)




The first strand here, of course, is Humean supervenience.

The second strand breathes life back into a further region of unblemished work from the Kangaroo: the logical works in category II, in particular “Anselm and actuality” (Lewis 1970a), in which Lewis proposes “modal realism,” the thesis for which he proclaims his “notoriety,” to the effect that all possible worlds are just as real as this one. In the 1981‐composed preface to the first volume of papers (Lewis 1983a), this material is regarded as an encumbrance; but defense of modal realism soon fills the immensely influential 1986 book, On the Plurality of Worlds.

The earlier program makes an appearance in Plurality, where discussion of its central phenomena is compressed into one section: modal realism is argued to be “indispensable” in their philosophical analysis (as well as that of several other phenomena). The issues of basic significance for the earlier program are merely instrumental to the goals of the later program.

Whether it is progress, this upending of the relative significance of the original target of analysis (meaning and mind) and its enabling theoretical apparatus (abstraction, individuation, possible worlds) is an evaluative matter – significantly, a matter of taste. Those drawn toward “realism” will praise Lewis’s generalization beyond his earlier interests to more abstract structures in reality, and the deepening of theoretical investigation into those structures thereby enabled. Those drawn instead toward “idealism” will see Lewis’s initial interests as having all along been the proper target of philosophical attention; will think of the collapse of the early program as the inevitable comeuppance of a misplaced realism regarding these matters; and will regard the subsequent metaphysical program as a distraction from the real issue raised by this collapse – namely, how to discriminate the good and bad in the program, and then fix it.

But a point of agreement, I hope, will be that network analysis has promise in guiding first‐order philosophical investigation toward progress. Realists may welcome the conceptual archeology of Lewis’s adventitious arrival at his peculiar metaphysical outlook: perhaps as a pointer to remaining work in Lewis’s program, or to alternative programs; perhaps as a solvent for arguably deadlocked debate (Wilson, Chapter 7, this volume). And we idealists who regard David Lewis as a model theoretician may be happy to learn that the structure of Lewis’s early program was sound – and that, but for the program’s realist “stuffing,” it would have worked.8
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Notes



 1 In a citation to David Lewis, the letter following the year represents the ordinal position, in S. Lewis (2015), among those from that year of the work cited (so 1979e = “Attitudes de dicto and de se”).
 2 The use of force‐directed visualizations of citation‐network graphs as a means to represent relationships of intellectual influence is lifted wholesale from Healy (2013a); Healy in turn is “basically copying” Neal Caren’s prior application of this approach to the field of sociology (http://nealcaren.web.unc.edu/a‐sociology‐citation‐network/). Each of us produces visualizations with Mike Bostock’s D3 JavaScript library: https://d3js.org/.
 3 In all cases but two, this is the publication date. The exceptions are two works published significantly later than their composition, each of which I date to 1972: 1999a23, a 1972 handout; and 1975a, a subtly differing “noncanonical” earlier version of which had appeared starting in 1972 in various formats and locations.
 4 Sadly, it is missing a leg.
 5 This is the mistaken prediction that set this project in motion: see Arntzenius (2003) for details.
 6 “New work” is given pride of place as the leadoff paper in Lewis (1999a).
 7 In the k = 3 graph, “New work” interposes itself between the category II and VI papers.
 8 Many thanks to the editors, and to David Balcarras, David Chalmers, Cian Dorr, Kieran Healy, Adam Pautz, and Jessica Wilson.
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Philosophy, Progress, and Identity


Ward E. Jones




A Conception of Philosophy

The questions one asks about progress in philosophy fall out of one’s notion of what philosophy is. My questions about progress in philosophy are questions about a cultural institution. This institution – more precisely, one instantiation of it – is the topic of this chapter. The aim of this section is to defend my conception of the institution we call Western philosophy. My aim in subsequent sections is to spell out one way in which this institution can and does progress.

Philosophy qua cultural institution is a discipline or a field of study, wholly made up of practitioners, their activities, and their products. When we say of someone that she has studied philosophy, we mean she has studied the activities and products of the practitioners of philosophy. Here, “philosophy” means what philosophers are doing and have done. This raises, of course, the prior question: Who is a philosopher, that is, who is a practitioner of philosophy? Philosophers philosophize, but they are not the only ones who do so; young children philosophize but they are not doing so as practitioners of the discipline of philosophy. If I am going to speak of philosophy in this narrow sense, I need to explain what might be special about the people we call “philosophers.”

We could try to say what a philosopher is by discovering a special relationship between philosophers and the activity of philosophizing – namely reflecting about certain elusive topics concerning herself and her world. This will not get us very far. The difference between a philosopher and a non‐philosopher cannot be a matter of how much philosophizing each has done. There may be non‐philosophers who have done more philosophizing in their lifetimes than certain philosophers have. On the one hand, some novelists (like Fyodor Dostoyevsky or David Foster Wallace) are deeply interested in philosophy and spend a great deal of time thinking about philosophical issues and working through them in their novels; nonetheless, they might not be philosophers. On the other hand, there have been even great philosophers (like David Hume) who spend comparatively little of their lifetimes philosophizing.

Nor can the difference between philosophers and non‐philosophers be a matter of how good each is at philosophizing. Dostoyevsky, surely, was better than I at philosophizing, although he was not a philosopher and I am. Nor will it do any good to appeal to the “role” that philosophizing plays in the philosopher’s life; many prominent philosophers in the history of our field did not make careers out of philosophizing, and some (like Socrates) were never paid for their work.

Philosophers do philosophize, and their doing so is central to their identity as philosophers, but we cannot understand what makes someone a philosopher, a practitioner, simply by looking at her relationship to the activity of philosophizing. We must also appeal to her membership in a discursive community of philosophers, in which members interact by philosophizing with, to, and for each other.

A necessary characteristic of a philosopher is that she has entered into an evolving dialogue or conversation that takes place within a community of individuals. The philosopher takes on as one of her projects the task of contributing to the philosophical conversation, spending much of her time responding to the work of other philosophers, and sharing her work with them. This is not only a matter of writing and publishing papers and books; one’s membership in a philosophical community can also manifest itself in oral and written contributions to conferences, seminars, reading groups, and teaching. It is, in short, fundamental to someone’s identity as a philosopher that she write for and/or speak to other philosophers, contributing to the ongoing conversation that makes up the raison d’être of a community of philosophers.1 In short, we do not call someone a philosopher, someone who belongs to the cultural institution of philosophy, until she contributes to the activities and body of work that make up the discipline of philosophy.

The claim that philosophers belong of necessity to communities raises a further question, namely, which communities are communities of philosophers? After all, philosophizing can take place in communities that are not philosophical communities. Conceiving of philosophers as I have, as “those who are philosophizing in dialogue with others,” does not give us characteristics with which to differentiate a community of philosophers from a community of non‐philosophers (e.g., theoretical biologists or theologians) who may be engaging in an internal and evolving philosophical dialogue with each other. There is just too much overlap between what philosophers do and what those in many other non‐philosophical communities do.

It might help if we could identify specifically what philosophizing is, find some set of characteristics that set philosophizing apart from other activities. Unfortunately, it is implausible to think that there is a “philosophical method” that differentiates philosophical communities from other discursive communities. In my own philosophical community, philosophical authority was once a valid reason for endorsing and pursuing a philosophical theory; recently, in the very same community, there has arisen a respected movement of experimental philosophy.

Such considerations – and many more could be cited – suggest that philosophy is a discipline in which methodology is itself contested. There is no single philosophical method, there are simply individuals defending and using various methodologies, many of which they have got from or share with other communities. So we cannot look to the activity of philosophizing – which is an activity in which one’s method will be a contested choice – to determine who the philosophers are. There is no single activity that can capture what “philosophizing” means, allowing us to distinguish the members of a philosophical community from the members of another community.2

Rather than attempting to pick them out by looking at the activities of their practitioners, we should simply recognize that philosophical communities are individual entities with particular life trajectories. A philosophical community could evolve in any direction, and as long as its ways of proceeding at a given time are distant enough from other dialectical communities to prevent it from merging with them, it still will be thought of as a philosophical community. There is no way to define philosophy by looking to characteristics of philosophers or the community.3 Philosophy is a contingent thing – a conversation – and it has no essential features except those that are necessary to its being a conversation, namely participants and their contributions.

Accordingly, as I use the word in this chapter, “philosophy” refers to the activities and products of the members of a particular philosophical community, and as we see it is a thoroughly historical entity, one in which distant past philosophers are treated as peers. There are various communities of philosophers throughout the world, many of which overlap with each other. The largest community to which I belong – and which is the topic of this chapter – is characterized by the following feature: its current members are involved in a conversation stretching back in time through various canonical European, Ancient Roman and Greek writers, at least to Thales. Richard Rorty is describing this community when he writes:


We can pick out “the philosophers” in the contemporary intellectual world only by noting who is commenting on a certain sequence of historical figures. All that “philosophy” as a name for a sector of culture means is “talk about Plato, Augustine, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Frege, Russell … and that lot.” … It is delimited, as is any literary genre, not by form or matter, but by tradition – a family romance involving, e.g., Father Parmenides, honest old Uncle Kant, and bad brother Derrida.

(Rorty 1982, 92)







It is this specific community that interests me here. Its full name is the “Western philosophical community,” which highlights its European ancestry. However, most of the time, I will just call it “philosophy.”

Now that we know that philosophy is a conversation between discussants, we are looking for ways in which the conversation progresses. The question is not whether the work of individual philosophers or groups of philosophers manifests some kind of advancement. Rather, the question is whether the community progresses as a community. Does the conversation progress over time? The biggest hurdle to granting philosophy a discipline‐wide kind of progress is the omnipresence of dissensus.




Dissensus in Philosophy

Dissensus is not only about living members of the community disagreeing with each other. Philosophy, as we see in this section, is in the richest sense a historical community. Philosophers have the deepest kind of epistemic respect for their forebears: we think that many of them were right about some of our deepest problems, and we engage with their work on a continuing basis, treating them as peers. To the philosopher, Aristotle is still one of us; to the biologist, Aristotle is a historical curiosity.

Perhaps the most visible difference between a community in consensus and one in dissensus is the omnipresence of critique in the latter. As Graham Priest writes:



Anything is a fit topic for critical scrutiny and potential rejection … that there is an external world, that there are moral values, that people other than me have minds, even the efficacy of critical reasoning itself … I cite these examples simply to illustrate that there is nothing that is sacrosanct, no criticism that is beyond the pale.

(Priest 2006b, 201)



A community in consensus, like many of the sciences, has commitments that it no longer critiques; in a community like philosophy, in which dissensus reigns, critique is omnipresent.

This is not to say, of course, that members of the philosophical community disagree about everything. All disagreement takes place against a background of agreement; there must be a great deal of agreement before a group of persons can engage in any kind of discussion at all.4 What the members of the philosophical community do not expect agreement upon are claims made by them to other members of the community in their professional roles. They do not expect their publications to convince every reader, or their talks to convince everyone in the room. The members of the philosophical community, in stark contrast to members of science communities, harbor no expectations of converting all of their peers. Of course, philosophers would like to have some of their colleagues agree with them, but they do not expect to obtain community‐wide agreement. The expectations of the individual philosopher are different from those of scientists in a deep and revealing way. More important than agreement, to the philosopher, is attention; she wishes to be read and discussed by her colleagues, to have her claims found interesting.

In the philosophical community, competing theories coexist as potential candidates for discussion, interrogation, and acceptance. Positions perennially exist alongside, and in many cases gain their identity from, other competing positions. A new and groundbreaking claim in philosophy does not supersede a currently available position, in the sense of replacing it; the former more or less takes a place next to the latter. Certain members of the community may see a groundbreaking work as superseding previous positions, and the new position can garner attention that previously belonged to other positions. However, such attention will be both positive and negative. In contrast to the scientist, the philosopher recognizes adherents to positions radically alternative to her own as still being part of her community.

This is not to say that something like full agreement is not possible among currently active members in a philosophical community. Anything is possible in the philosophical community. However, if there is full agreement on some issue of salience in the community, this will be not real consensus but a de facto✔ circumstantial convergence of the current community‐members’ commitments. It will be what we might call mere agreement. Such convergence would not be something the community will have sought. Indeed, many members of the philosophical community would – rightly, I think – see community‐wide agreement as undesirable, and to be treated with suspicion; a subject area that commands full agreement is a subject area, in philosophy at least, that needs more work. This not an attitude that scientists in a state of consensus would have: once consensus is achieved, the matter is regarded as settled, closed.5

The difference between mere agreement and consensus is manifested in the attitude that the community members take toward the revival of unpopular positions held by past members. The community in mere agreement over some position will be open to dissenting positions in a way that the community in consensus will not be. While singularism (or realism) about causation, for example, had not been taken seriously in the Western philosophical community since before David Hume’s work on the topic, philosophers were readily willing to take seriously G.E.M. Anscombe’s defense of singularism in the early 1970s (Anscombe 1971). A scientist who suggests, for example, that human beings have not evolved would not get the same hearing Anscombe received. Examples of de facto agreements being readily broken are common within philosophy: think of Anscombe’s revitalization of virtue theory, or of Norman Malcolm’s renewal of the Ontological Argument for God’s existence.6


This ready openness to unpopular past positions derives, in part, from philosophers’ reverential attitude towards their philosophical predecessors. Part of what led contemporary philosophers to take Anscombe’s re‐introduction of singularism seriously is the deep, ingrained respect that contemporary philosophers have for singularist past members of our community like René Descartes. Indeed, there is a very important sense in which such re‐introductions are not re‐introductions at all, because inputs from past philosophers are treated as current contributions to our community discussion; their work continues to be on the table as contenders. As Stan Godlovitch has written, “Unlike scientists, philosophers never quite bury all their dead. At least, there always appears to be just enough life left in most temporarily superseded views to ensure many of them a comeback when enough of a climate change permits it” (Godlovitch 2000, 7). A philosopher offering her students a metaphysics course covering causation might begin with Descartes’ singularism; it might even end with it. It was a live position, with evidence to support it even when it was accepted by no living philosophers. In contrast, a neurobiology course on the brain would rarely find it useful to begin with a discussion of the phrenologists.

So while consensus in philosophy is possible it is nowhere near being a reality, because dissenting contributions by past members of our community continue to remain as live positions, able to be revived and adhered to. As long as philosophers’ attitudes towards past philosophers remain as reverential as they now are, there will never be full agreement on the nature of causation in the philosophical community. If you work on causation, Descartes constantly stands as one of your interlocutors; he is your peer. If you are concerned about causation but are not a singularist, you feel that you should have something to say to Descartes and other dead singularist peers. The working scientist need feel no such inclinations.

This is not to deny that there are unpopular or minority positions in philosophy. There are very few metaphysical idealists (see Foster 2008), ethical relativists (see Wong 2006), or dialetheists (see Priest 2006a),7 for example, in the philosophical community, but they are nonetheless considered as fully fledged members. They are not “dissidents,” as they might be in the sciences. While mechanisms for “banishing” humanities academics who do certain kinds of work do exist at the sub‐community level – in, say, individual departments and journal editorial boards – they are not utilized by the philosophical community as a whole. Proponents of unpopular positions – think, in recent years, of Richard Rorty or Jacques Derrida – occupy coveted university positions, defend their (unpopular) positions in top journals and publishing houses, and frequently command great respect from their dissenting colleagues.

The omnipresence of dissensus in philosophy, rooted in philosophers’ reverence toward their dissenting peers, undercuts the possibility of certain kinds of linear community‐wide progress. Philosophy cannot have the kind of progress that Thomas Kuhn attributed to scientific communities: the progress manifested in the communal acceptance of an overall theory or paradigm and the subsequent communal working out of that theory or paradigm. Because of consensus, Kuhn writes, “scientific development is … a unidirectional and irreversible process” (Kuhn 1970, 206). A practice of unanimous commitment will inevitably lead to clear and community‐wide patterns of theory change, patterns that can readily be interpreted as progress. In contrast, because philosophers are deeply in dissensus, they cannot move on as a community. Dissenting present and past members of our community are our peers, and so they prevent us from a Kuhnian kind of progress. Equally, the community does not speak – assert – with one voice; there will never be any single candidate for what the community thinks of as the truth. So the community as a whole cannot be seen to be progressing toward truth. Certain philosophers, or philosophical traditions might be progressing toward truth, but the community as a whole cannot be. It is beginning to appear that community‐wide progress in philosophy, because of dissensus, cannot be linear. This suggests that progress in philosophy might be non‐linear, of a branching form, and arising not despite dissensus, but in virtue of it. Accordingly, my proposal, in what follows, is that the philosophical community in dissensus can progress in so far as it can offer us more options for seeing ourselves and the world.




Philosophical Commitment as Identity‐Conferring

If we could figure out why the philosophical community is in dissensus, then perhaps we could understand what dissensus does for us, and upon that basis see how the philosophical community in dissensus can progress. In this section, I speculate that dissensus is the result of our philosophical commitments creating or revealing aspects of our identities.

Some beliefs do not merely contribute to our stock of representations of how the world is: they also individuate us as kinds of persons. I refer to these as our “identity‐conferring beliefs.” Many identity‐conferring beliefs will be evaluative, concerning what is good in the world. These are the beliefs that Charles Taylor emphasizes in much of his work:


To know who I am is a species of knowing where I stand. My identity is defined by the commitments and identifications which provide the frame or horizon within which I can try to determine from case to case what is good, or valuable, or what ought to be done, or what I endorse or oppose.

Taylor 1989, 27)







Think of one’s beliefs that such‐and‐such lives are or are not worth living. Or think of one’s beliefs about how to treat others, about capital punishment, social welfare, or abortion. These are commitments that the world is some way rather than another, of course, but their role in our lives is more than this.

A belief need not be evaluative in order to be identity‐conferring. One prominent example: the belief in God’s existence (or non‐existence). We have common names for the kinds of persons we are in virtue of possessing beliefs in this realm: “believer,” “atheist,” “agnostic.” One’s belief in, or one’s denial of, God’s existence, is part of who one is. This is true of spiritual beliefs in general. As Robert Solomon writes,


Spirituality must … be understood in terms of the transformation of the self. It is not just a conclusion, or a vision … that one can try on like a new pair of pants … The grand thoughts and passions of spirituality do not just move us and inform us, or supplement our already busy day‐to‐day existence. They change us, make us different kinds of people, different kinds of beings.

(Solomon 2002, 6)



This is not true of all of our beliefs. Your belief about what you had for breakfast or the current state of the weather is not identity‐conferring. Philosophical beliefs belong in the same category with spiritual beliefs, not with these latter, non‐identity‐conferring beliefs. So, for example, becoming a confirmed utilitarian makes or reveals one to be a kind of person, namely, the kind of person who believes that a human action is or is not good wholly in virtue of whether the action brings about utility. This deeply dictates the attitudes that one has toward other persons: potential actions toward them are to be always, ultimately, looked at with an eye to utility. Another example: coming to be a hard determinist makes or reveals8 one to be a kind of person; this can be made manifest when the determinist naturally follows her beliefs and starts to form more forgiving attitudes toward human actions.9

Just like the belief in God’s existence, such philosophical commitments can mark us out as certain kinds of persons. They can have the power to change and reveal identities. It would be a stretch to think that all philosophical commitments are identity‐conferring; it is doubtful that my newly formed agreement with a small claim made on an obscure topic changes the kind of person I am. However, most small philosophical claims are intimately associated with, or under the umbrella of, larger claims that are identity‐conferring. As with a commitment to God’s existence, commitment to many philosophical positions stakes us out as persons who see the world, very broadly and very pervasively, in a certain way.

Identity‐conferring beliefs come in two kinds, homogenous and diverse. Homogenous identity‐conferring beliefs are pervasive throughout my community. These are the beliefs that interest Ludwig Wittgenstein in On Certainty (Wittgenstein 1969): we cannot make it rain; the earth is older than I am; material objects are made up of unperceivable bits of stuff. These beliefs – along with those intimately related to them – partially constitute my identity, but this is an identity which I invariably share with those around me. My diverse identity‐conferring beliefs are those that contribute to or reveal my identity but which differ from those around me: there are people in my community who disagree with me. The difference between homogenous and diverse identity‐conferring beliefs is a matter of the nature of my interaction with people I take seriously. If I interact, periodically, with people I epistemically respect and who disagree with me with respect to some subset of my identity‐conferring beliefs, then that subset comprises my diverse identity‐conferring beliefs. If I never interact with those who disagree with some of my identity‐conferring beliefs, or if I (for whatever reason) epistemically dismiss everyone who disagrees with me with respect to that portion of my beliefs, then those are my homogenous identity‐conferring beliefs.

When is a belief, or set of beliefs, diverse identity‐conferring? I do not have necessary and sufficient conditions for diverse identity‐conferring beliefs, but it seems to me that there are three things we can say about them. First, and most obviously, diverse identity‐conferring beliefs relate to topics where the truth is not readily settled. They are to be found in subject matters in which the truth about the matter at hand is not readily agreed to by all parties concerned. Second, diverse identity‐conferring beliefs exist where alternatives to what one believes are readily available. By this I mean that such alternatives must be explicitly available to one, in the sense that one is aware of them. Third, diverse identity‐conferring beliefs, like all identity‐conferring commitments, have pervasive doxastic (belief‐relevant) and/or practical implications. The identity‐conferring commitment to a certain vision of the good life or to a certain form of government can have pervasive practical implications. The identity‐conferring commitment to realism has pervasive doxastic implications. The identity‐conferring commitments to utilitarianism or to hard determinism have both pervasive practical and doxastic implications. Identity‐conferring beliefs occupy a large and dominating place in our intellectual and practical lives.

Philosophy, I have suggested, is a realm of diverse identity‐conferring commitments, many of which, when formed, make or reveal a person to have a certain identity. This offers a simple explanation for the widespread, and seemingly unavoidable, dissensus in philosophy. If our philosophical commitments are identity‐conferring, then we should expect philosophical dissensus to be ineliminable. People involved in philosophy are distinct individuals, with varying backgrounds both within and outside of philosophy. They have differing values, differing priorities, in short, differing identities. Not surprisingly, they have differing responses to the elusive and fundamental topics that philosophers study. If, as I have been suggesting, philosophical discourse is (at least partly) a matter of staking out or discovering one’s identity, then we would expect there to be as much variation in philosophical commitment as in other identity‐involving activities, like art, music, or spirituality. Just as with these latter activities, we philosophers find ourselves settling upon different endpoints, endpoints that are reflective and, in turn, revealing of who we are.




Progress in Philosophy

Criticisms exist for all positions in philosophy, but philosophical dissensus extends beyond this: it also means that there are various positive positions which exist in the community. Criticism is not only about attacking a position; it is also about creating an alternative position from which to do so. This is the imaginative element in philosophy. Part of what we want from philosophy is for it to offer us positive positions, candidates for how we can see ourselves and the world we live in. As there are many different kinds of human beings, with many different things that they want from their lives, philosophy should – as it now does, at least to some extent – offer us a multiplicity of such candidates. Philosophy in dissensus provides various ways in which we can see ourselves and our world, and the previous section suggested that these ways can be identity‐conferring.

The upshot is that philosophy progresses by offering us more options for adopting kinds of identity. Each of the great philosophical frameworks has substantial value, I have suggested, in offering identity‐conferring beliefs. If these are the source of philosophy’s substantial value, then dissensus in philosophy is not a “scandal” to philosophy. Far from it. Dissensus multiplies the value potentially to be gained from philosophy; it represents more possibilities for those who are exposed to philosophy to obtain identities that suit them.

On my account, the value of philosophy is, at least in part, a matter of increasing our integrity. As Gabriele Taylor has written, “the person possessing integrity is the person who keeps his self intact” (Taylor 1981, 148). In the present context, integrity involves being in a position to properly – judiciously, justifiably – retain or abandon the diverse identity‐conferring beliefs that partially constitute one’s identity. The danger to an individual’s integrity (and identity) in the realm of diverse identity‐conferring beliefs is, primarily, other people around her who disagree with her, often intensely. Exposure to philosophy can help her attain and maintain her doxastic integrity by revealing reasons – which she might not have previously been aware of – for (and against) her own identity‐conferring commitments.10

Coming to see the reasons for one’s identity‐conferring commitments is to see the importance of one’s identity, to see why one’s commitments matter and should be maintained. This is crucial in the realm of diverse identity‐conferring commitments, because of the range of (potentially hostile) alternatives around one. One needs access to reasons in order to see why one’s own diverse identity‐conferring commitments are worth holding onto. Discourse within the philosophical community largely concerns the reasons for and against various positions, and exposure to such reasoning can often reveal the appropriateness or inappropriateness of our current or potential identity‐conferring beliefs. The person of integrity sticks by her identity‐conferring commitments, and being exposed to reasons for her commitments helps her both determine whether she should continue to do so, and, if she should, to deepen and defend her commitments in the face of the kind of challenges that she will inevitably feel from those who disagree with her.

Importantly, the kind of identity‐formation that takes place in philosophy involves thinking and reflecting for oneself. In engaging in philosophical activity, we create or substantiate – in a word, we authenticate – our identities. In discovering, supporting, and unifying my own identity‐conferring beliefs, I can determine, for myself, my own identity – forming it autonomously. John Stuart Mill thought that this was one of the highest achievements of human life:


He who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for him, has no need for any other faculty than the ape‐like one of imitation … It is possible that he might be guided in some good path, and kept out of harm’s way … But what will be his comparative worth as a human being? It really is of importance, not only what men do, but also what manner of men they are that do it.

(Mill 1859, 61)



The thought here is that one of the central concerns of a human being should be her reflective consideration and potential endorsement of her identity. Mill’s thought runs deep within our tradition, and it is intimately related to one of the founding thoughts of the Western philosophical community, namely Socrates’ bold insistence that “the life which is unexamined is not worth living” (Plato 2001, Apology 38a).

The extent to which we can choose our identities must not be overstated; much of who we are, and will always be, is out of our control, given to us at our birth and in our childhoods. Nevertheless, we all, by and large, inherit a body of diverse identity‐conferring beliefs, and it can benefit us – by increasing our integrity – if we can think through them further. Inevitably, these beliefs encounter implicit and explicit challenges from our disagreeing peers, and we long for help in determining whether we should keep them or not.




Conclusion

I want to end by gesturing toward one topic on which there has been a great deal of philosophical progress in the past twenty years. Critical race theorists have in this time started to seriously explore and theorize, among other things, the ontology of race. As a result, there are now cultural theories, phenotype/ancestry theories, biological theories, oppression theories, quietist theories, pluralist theories, and more. The importance of that work, from the viewpoint of this chapter, is that it offers us ways of conceiving our racial identities. The importance of that work, from the viewpoint of this chapter, is that it offers us ways of conceiving our racial identities. By accepting one theory or another, we alter our racial identities, however subtly, and come to see them as made up in a certain way rather than another. Thus, my theory of race will inevitably imbue my actions and reactions in the world as a racial being.

One important highlight in the progress made by the cultural institution I have been calling “philosophy” as a whole over the recent past is this new work, offering us, as it does, a range of ways of being raced. In a world in which our racial identities are still so important and contested, it is potentially of great value that the philosophical community has finally come on to the scene, offering us a useful range of conceptions of racial identity that we might usefully adopt.
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Notes


 1 According to this conception of philosophy, the idea of a philosopher completely in isolation – not engaging with other philosophers’ ideas, neither aiming to nor able to share her own – does not make sense.
 2 The claim of this paragraph suggests that “philosophizing” might mean “doing the kinds of things those in the institution of philosophy do.”
 3 This includes attempts to define philosophy in terms of its topics; it is easy to imagine our philosophical community continuing without any of the topics it currently explores.
 4 This is a lesson of the work of Donald Davidson.
 5 Although it may be susceptible to revolution.
 6 Anscombe (1958); Malcolm (1960); see also Sartwell (1991).
 7 Dialetheists maintain that a proposition and its negation can both be true.
 8 I have said that forming philosophical beliefs can either make or reveal one to be a certain kind of person. I should perhaps explain the difference. Forming philosophical beliefs makes you into a different kind of person when they make a noteworthy change in your ability to coordinate your actions and thoughts with others and the world. On the other hand, forming philosophical beliefs reveals you to be a kind of person when they inform you about abilities which you already have to coordinate thought and action with others.
 9 Hard determinism might be a very important position, with deep political implications.
 10 Also important to the professional philosopher will be her own contribution to exploring, critiquing, and shoring up diverse identity‐conferring commitments.
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