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Revolutions in reality cause earthquakes in concepts – and vice versa.
Thomas Kuhn famously argued that scientific revolutions transform the
meanings of key terms, while Spinoza instigated his own philosophical
revolution by stripping the meaning of the term “God” of many features
inherited through Christianity. More recently, Sally Haslanger’s
“ameliorative” analysis of concepts such as race and gender prioritises the
social and political functions of our representational devices over their
descriptive purpose. “What”, she asks, “is the point of having the concept
in question…? What concept (if any) would do the work best?” Such
examples drive at a core philosophical conundrum: What are the linkages
between the world itself, our understanding of it, and our representations?
The essays and conversations that follow tackle the interactions between
concept and reality from a multitude of perspectives in order to consider
what is at stake – cognitively, morally, politically, and metaphysically – in
debates over conceptual-representational devices.
Amie Thomasson opens the issue with an expansive overview of philosophy
as “conceptual engineering”, arguing that this places the normative
element of philosophy at centre-stage, thus extricating philosophy from its
futile rivalry with the natural sciences while still retaining much rich and
important territory for exploration. Lewis Gordon looks at the shameful
“witch hunt” of Rebecca Tuvel over her paper “In Defense of Transracialism”
and asks what lessons we might draw from this as our thinking on the
relation between race and reality evolves. In a wide-ranging conversation,
Peter Wolfendale clarifies many of the central philosophical debates over
concepts, as well as the role philosophers should be playing in debates over
the status of social concepts like race and gender, while Matthieu Queloz
looks to pragmatic genealogy as an historical method that helps us to
consider the human concerns to which concepts like truth respond. In their
conversation on the ontology of gender, Katharine Jenkins and Kate
Ritchie explore the distinction between natural and human categories, as
well as the rise of “ameliorative” projects in philosophy. Finally, geographer
Maximilian Hepach raises some very interesting and unusual questions
related to climate, arguing that beyond the clear scientific consensus
concerning the reality of both climate and anthropogenic climate change,
climate is real in a further way, namely experientially.
Other highlights in this issue include: in-depth conversations with four
leading thinkers: poet and critic Maggie Nelson, political philosopher
Amia Srinivasan, and historians Jonathan Rée and Zoltán Boldizsár
Simon; a qualified defence of “cosmic consciousness” by Jonardon
Ganeri; essays on pressing contemporary moral issues from two brilliant
young philosophers, Catherine Brewer and Rosie Sumsion; and Adam
Ferner offers a critical account of the dominant status of “reasonableness”
as an educational and social ideal. Finally, the topics under discussion
are complemented by the entrancing images of Peruvian artist Nicole
Franchy. My gratitude to her for permission to use them in the issue.
Anthony Morgan, Editor
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LETTERS

NECESSARY ILLUSIONS
I found Lindsay McGoey’s review of Renata Salecl’s
A Passion for Ignorance (“Hopeful Ignorance”, Spring
2021) very interesting and insightful.
At a certain point, McGoey highlights a truly
heartbreaking anecdote related to ignorance in our way
to cope with mourning: a woman who lost her mother
yet still receives letters from her is wilfully ignorant of
the real sender of the missives (who is in fact her father).
She chooses what one of the most representative Italian
poets of the 18th century, Ugo Foscolo, called “illusion”.
Like Salecl, Foscolo considered “illusions” necessary.
Although he was an atheist, Foscolo acknowledged the
social relevance of cemeteries (he wrote “Dei Sepolcri”
in response to Napoleon’s edict of Saint Cloud that
mandated the removal of cemeteries from urban areas,
as well as burying the dead indiscriminately with the
elimination of names and every distinctive sign on the
tomb – the equivalent of more recent mass graves).
Foscolo emphasised the civic role of graveyards as a
place where the living can keep alive the dialogue with
the departed (he terms this dialogue “corrispondenza
d’amorosi sensi” i.e. “dialogue of love”). The difference
between mass graves and cemeteries for Foscolo seems to
parallel the difference marked by Salecl between ignorance
as an “active force” and ignorance under regimes (Salecl’s
examples relating to Bosnia are very telling).
The review also brought to mind Dominick LaCapra’s
investigations on trauma. It seems to me that wilful
ignorance and trauma are intertwined. In chapter three
of Understanding Others, LaCapra analyses what Derrida
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termed “hauntology” with regard to “the past and its
ghosts” that “haunt the present”. Derrida’s term is
discussed in Gabriele Schwab’s Haunting Legacies which
addresses the silent violence inherited by children of
those who perpetrated atrocities in WWII. The trauma
of their heavy legacy brought them to deliberately
ignore the crimes committed by their fathers. LaCapra
not only argues that trauma leads to denial but even that
memories are altered because of feelings of shame. From
these elaborations of a multifaceted ignorance emerges
its key role in creating or destroying our existences.
Clelia Albano
Agropoli, Italy
***

REDEEMING OFFENDERS
In their discussion on “Free Will and Criminal Justice”
in your recent lecture series (18th May), Professors
Caruso and Zaibert missed an important point: that
the conventions of a society change as time goes by;
and that many of these conventions are reflected in
law, which itself is changed periodically, often in order
to remain consistent with the changing conventions. In
all these changes, for justice’s sake any retributive
element in punishment needs to be defended from the
encroachment of vengeance.
Further, while only the person offended against can
forgive an offender, the state can attempt to redeem
offenders, “redemption” being a more useful concept
than “reform” or “rehabilitation”. “To redeem” means
“to liberate at a price”, and while an enormous price is

paid in money for imprisoning people, it seems, in the
UK, to be paid to limited effect when we consider the
high recidivism rate.
Many people in prison have been damaged in childhood
in such appalling ways that their free will is clearly very
limited. I think it would be right to emphasise the
desirability of redemption in the way such people’s
sentences were designed and managed; we would need
to resist the populist cries for vengeance, but doing
would be more productive than most current practices,
as well as acknowledging that there is no “they” who
offend, but only some of us. Retribution would be
perceived as an inevitable element of a sentence,
but redemption would contribute to some offenders
eventually being liberated into the common good that
more favoured people take for granted.
David Peel
North Shields, United Kingdom
***

SCIENCE AND DIVERSITY
In her essay “Oppression and the Authority of Science”
(Spring 2021 issue), Heidi Grasswick says that the
oppression of certain peoples diminishes the authority
of science. Her reasons for thinking so is that scientists
bring “background assumptions” to their research, so
by excluding certain peoples scientific research excludes
potentially valuable insights. Unfortunately, there is
not a single valid manoeuvre in Professor Grasswick’s
article, and I can hardly see any reason for thinking that
her claim that science must be diverse is true.

By diversity she means racial and sexual diversity, and
she takes as given that “background assumptions” are
related to race or sex. I am not inclined towards such
essentialism, and do not therefore think that one must
think a certain way because of certain facts about one’s
physical constitution. Why we cannot call diverse a
group of people who look the same but think differently,
she does not say.
Likewise, I am not convinced by her taking as given that
there is a link between scientific research and personal
identity. Science is demarcated as a factual endeavour,
so I see no reason why different peoples would come
to different conclusions. I worry that behind Professor
Grasswick’s article lies a belief in personal truth rather
than the truth; it is necessary in the first place to believe
that there are “different truths” in order to believe that
different people might arrive at different conclusions,
and that these conclusions are all “scientific” and
therefore in some sense true i.e. factual.
It is unfortunate that I do not have the space to say
more about her article, but I am confident in saying
that every philosophical problem with it derives from
her taking myriad premises as given, when they could
not be any further from it.
I. Neminemus
Anglesey, United Kingdom
***
Please send letters to: thephilosopher1923@gmail.com.
Ideally letters should be no more than 350 words. We will
offer a small token of appreciation to the writers of any
we publish.
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SECTION 1:
CONCEPT AND
REALITY
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PHILOSOPHY
AS
CONCEPTUAL
ENGINEERING

Philosophers tend to speak as if they are investigating
and making discoveries about the world. Socrates
asked, “What is justice?”, “What is courage?”; Aristotle
described what he thought of as the “good life” for
humans; Descartes claimed to discover the essence of
minds, bodies, and himself; and Locke defended views
about what property is, and what it takes to be the
same person over time.
Many philosophers today – especially those in
metaphysics – present themselves as making
discoveries about what “really exists” or about the
“fundamental features of the world”. If they think
about concepts at all, they think of them only as ways
we have of investigating reality, or communicating the
results of our investigation.
But there is also a great deal of scepticism about the
idea that philosophy can make discoveries about
what exists, or about what the world is like. Stephen
Hawking expressed this scepticism, writing (with
Leonard Mlodinow in The Grand Design):
…people have always asked a multitude of questions:
How can we understand the world in which we find
ourselves? How does the universe behave? What is
the nature of reality? Where did all this come from?….
Traditionally these are questions for philosophy,
but philosophy is dead. Philosophy has not kept up
with modern developments in science, particularly
physics. Scientists have become the bearers of the
torch of discovery in our quest for knowledge.

This is a familiar challenge for philosophy, and has
been around ever since the natural sciences began
to separate themselves from what was once called
“natural philosophy”. As physics, chemistry, biology
and other sciences became explicit about their own
goals, methods, and criteria for success, the question
remained: what (if anything) is left for philosophy?

by Amie L. Thomasson
Dartmouth College

As the natural sciences have gradually come to converge
in their results and provide the basis for impressive
technological and medical achievements, their credentials
for claiming to tell us about the world have gotten pretty
good. By contrast, the “theories” of philosophers on any
given issue, far from converging, have only proliferated as
time goes on, with ever new proposals and no agreement
about what might resolve the standing debates. If we
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think of philosophy as aiming to tell us “how the world
is”, it seems to be caught in a rivalry with the natural
sciences – a rivalry it seems bound to lose.

IF WE THINK OF PHILOSOPHY
AS AIMING TO TELL US “HOW
THE WORLD IS”, IT SEEMS
TO BE CAUGHT IN A RIVALRY
WITH THE NATURAL SCIENCES
– A RIVALRY IT SEEMS
BOUND TO LOSE
In fact, the proliferation of philosophical views and
failures of convergence alone might lead to scepticism
about the ability of philosophy to “discover” truths
about the world. Here’s a way of quantifying it. The
Philosophical Survey, conducted in 2009, was a poll
of 3,226 philosophers – the vast majority of whom
were professors, PhDs, or grad students – asking their
opinions on 30 core philosophical questions (questions
about whether we have free will, about the existence
of God, the objectivity of aesthetic value, when we
have knowledge, and so on). Bryan Frances (himself
a philosopher) did a statistical analysis of the results.
Based on the diversity of answers given (and assuming
we think there are correct answers to these philosophical
questions), Frances argued that where definite answers
were given, the average philosopher can be thought to
get 47%-67% right. Hardly an impressive score! And
these should be the experts. (I’m sure we all hope to get
more accuracy from our medical experts). As a result, he
argued that we should suspend judgment indefinitely,
refraining from believing anything on these issues.
This sort of radical disagreement in philosophy might
then lead us to a sceptical torpor – thinking that,
undiscoverable as such facts are, we may as well give up
trying and turn our attention elsewhere.
***
There is, of course, an alternative to thinking of
philosophy as making worldly discoveries that would
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rival those of the sciences. That is to think that
philosophy is not concerned with quasi-scientific
discoveries, but rather with analyzing our language or
concepts. Two of the great philosophical movements of
the early to mid-twentieth century – Phenomenology
and Ordinary Language Philosophy – took something
like this approach, while philosophers as diverse as
Husserl, Ayer, Wittgenstein, Ryle, Strawson and Austin
took the work of philosophy to lie in analyzing our
language, meaning, or conceptual scheme.
But doubts about meanings and analyticity, and a
general frustration with this “limited” conception of
what philosophy can do led to a great backlash against
it. In his book Four-Dimensionalism, Ted Sider asked,
“Who would prefer exploring our perhaps parochial
conceptual scheme to exploring the fundamental
features of reality?” while recent metaphysicians tend to
characterize inquiries into our language or conceptual
scheme as merely superficial, trivial, uninteresting,
and unimportant. As a result, it is still common for
contemporary philosophers to insist that they are not
merely interested in our thought or talk; rather, they
are interested in the world.
So, we seem left with two options:
1) Thinking of philosophy as engaged in
investigating “facts” of the world leads to
scepticism and to the threat of a rivalry with
the natural sciences – a rivalry it seems bound
to lose,
2) Thinking of philosophy as involved in
investigating our language or concepts risks
making it trivial, superficial, and uninteresting
– and perhaps subject to its own rivalry with the
investigations of linguistics or cognitive science.
***
But this view of the options leaves out something
important. Philosophy hasn’t been, and needn’t be,
concerned just with how we do think or talk. We
can also ask how we should think and talk. Nor are
philosophers constrained to just use our existing
concepts to investigate the world. Instead, we can work
to evaluate and reconstruct the concepts and language
we use, and sometimes even to construct new concepts
and terms to help us.

Rudolf Carnap suggested an idea along these lines in
1950. Rather than thinking of philosophy as a rival
to the sciences, he suggested, we can think of it as
useful in clarifying, modifying and developing concepts
for use in the empirical work of the sciences. That is,
philosophers may aim to explicate the concepts we
need to do science: concepts such as “confirmation”,
“probability”, “temperature” and “species”. Explication,
on Carnap’s view, isn’t a matter of reporting how our
concepts do work, but rather improving them by making

them more precise and more fruitful for serving in
generalizations and laws, and thus more useful for the
sciences. With this, Carnap recognized the possibility
of a project of conceptual engineering.
Recent work in philosophy has seen an explosion of
interest in conceptual engineering, and a broadening
of its project. In part, the recent interest in conceptual
engineering comes from recognizing that it is not
only our scientific concepts that might be improved.
© Nicole Franchy
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Sally Haslanger raised the question of whether social
concepts, such as race and gender concepts, might be
improved – not to serve our scientific theories, but
rather to serve the cause of social justice. Conceptual
engineering projects have broadened greatly in scope
since Carnap’s beginnings, including not only attempts
to (re-)engineer scientific concepts, but also social
concepts, logical concepts, and other philosophical
concepts.
But what is conceptual engineering? Think of conceptual
engineering on analogy to civil or mechanical
engineering. Engineers may be involved in constructing
new bridges or roadways, or in designing new kinds of
machinery or structures to serve new purposes. But it
is also engineers we look to when we need to assess our
old structures – whether a building remains stable after
an earthquake, what repairs or maintenance an aircraft
needs to safely carry passengers, or what reinforcements
a roof needs to withstand a possible storm.
Similarly, conceptual engineering may focus on reevaluating our extant concepts. We may need to
examine our concept of truth, or freedom, or person.
Do these concepts lead us into paradoxes, unresolved
questions, or unacceptable conclusions? Or it may
focus on reconstructing our old concepts in a changed
context – in the current social and technological
context, what concepts do we need of intelligence,
privacy, information, disease, and so on? Or it may focus
on constructing new concepts to cope with and often
reshape our social reality or our methods of inquiry
– introducing concepts such as sexual harassment,
genocidal rape, gene, or autism.
If we think of philosophy as engaged in conceptual
engineering, it no longer faces a rivalry with the
sciences. As Carnap saw, it may work hand-in-hand with
the sciences – with physics in asking how we should
think of space and time, or with biology in asking
what species concept we should use, or more broadly
in asking how we should understand confirmation,
evidence, and inference. Or it may work on concepts
that are not the province of science at all, but still
play central roles in human life – concepts such as art,
freedom, responsibility, consciousness, or person.
Thinking of philosophy as engaged in conceptual
engineering leads to a different way of thinking about
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the relation between concepts and reality, as we will
no longer see concepts as simply transparent windows
through which we may see reality, or report what we
see. Instead, we can come to acknowledge the ways
in which concepts can serve as tools to shape how we
think and live.
***
How can changes in our conceptual scheme lead to
changes in the world?
It takes only a little reflection to note the ways in
which the great social movements of the last century
have been tied up with revolutions in the language and
concepts we use.

OUR SOCIAL CONCEPTS ARE
TYPICALLY TIED NOT SIMPLY
TO “PICKING OUT” SOME
GROUP IN THE WORLD, BUT TO
IMPOSING CERTAIN NORMS
FOR HOW THEY ARE TO BE
TREATED AND REGARDED
Our social concepts are typically tied not simply to
“picking out” some group in the world, but to imposing
certain norms for how members of that group are to
be treated and regarded. Pejoratives (say for race or
national origin) do not simply pick out a group of people,
but derogate members of that group. Even terms that
are not pejoratives may impose norms of treatments –
think of why feminists have long emphasized the need
to stop calling grown women “girls”.
Sometimes terms and concepts enable the formation of
whole systems of laws – consider the old “racial” terms
such as “quadroon” and “octoroon” – used in imposing
fine-grained discriminatory legal practices. Drop the
concepts and it is no longer possible to develop or
enforce such systems of laws and the fine-grained racial
hierarchies they supported.

Sometimes changes of concepts go hand-in-hand with
changes in laws, or in how laws are applied. As the
criteria for marriage were reformed in many places, the
old inference rules that gave entitlement to infer that
one man and one woman were involved in any marriage
were dropped as well. The concept was changed, and with
it our social reality changed. For while the inferential
connections to the gender of the married people
changed, the connections to thousands of legal rights
and entitlements tied to marriage remained, as did
the more informal connections to gaining public social
recognition of a life-shaping relationship. Similarly,
the ways we formulate our concepts of disease and of
disability also have immediate legal consequences – for
what sorts of accommodation are required in schools,
and what sorts of treatment are paid for by insurance.
Such changes aren’t limited to changing old
terminology. Think also of the role conceptual and
linguistic innovation has played in many of the
social changes of recent decades. Introducing words
(and concepts) like “sexual harassment” (coined by
activists at Cornell University in 1975) and “hostile
environment” was the key to getting certain patterns
of behaviour identified, acknowledged as problematic,
and as suitable for prohibition and prosecution.
Introducing the term and concept of “genocidal rape”
was crucial to the developing international laws for its
prosecution (philosophers including Asja Armanda,
Natalie Nenadic and Catherine MacKinnon were central
in working to bring about this change).
Nor are the changes wrought by our concepts limited to
legal or social changes. Changes in our concepts also go
along with changes in our practices of investigation and
treatment. Think of the changes in our terminology for
emotional, behavioural, and cognitive differences, as
we moved using from terms like “madman” or “lunatic”
to speaking of people with “mental illness”, and from
using terms like “idiot” or “moron” (both of which
once had “technical” meanings) to talking instead of
people with “developmental delays”, “special needs”
or “cognitive disabilities”. Think of the difference
between whether our psychological terms reflect a
supernatural, medical, or social model of cognitive and
behavioural differences – and of the differences these
lead to in whether we engage in an attempted religious,
biochemical, behavioural, or contextual treatment of
these differences.

As Thomas Kuhn emphasized, conceptual change has
also been central to scientific revolutions. Think of the
conceptual changes in the meaning of “gene” that were
crucial to the development of biology. Moreover, the
ways we understand what should count as the same,
or a different, species, makes an enormous difference
to how we investigate and report on biodiversity,
how we identify and count endangered species, and
how we make plans for environmental protection or
remediation. In physics, changes in how we understand
space, time, and their relationship were essential to
developing the theory of relativity.
All this change – in our social world, in legal rights and
obligations, in investigative practices – comes about
with changes in our concepts. And that is because
our terms and concepts aren’t just ways of pointing
to individuals or transparently discovering how the
world is. Our terms come with norms – often implicit
rules for what we can infer from them. And these
may be inferences about how individuals of different
groups should be treated, what rights and obligations
they have, or how conditions of various kinds are to be
investigated and treated. Change the concepts, and you
can change the inferences, and in turn you can change
the social, legal, and even scientific practices.

CHANGE THE CONCEPTS,
AND YOU CAN CHANGE THE
INFERENCES, AND IN TURN
YOU CAN CHANGE THE SOCIAL,
LEGAL, AND EVEN SCIENTIFIC
PRACTICES
To allow that changes in our conceptual scheme can
have worldly importance in this way is not to embrace
a kind of idealist philosophical view that our minds
“create reality”. It is merely to acknowledge the ways in
which our concepts are tied to all kinds of norms for how
we think and live – and to acknowledge the enormous
difference this may make for how we treat each other,
how we run our social institutions, and how we conduct
our scientific investigations.
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***
A focus on conceptual engineering
makes it clear that our concepts
aren’t merely transparent tools
we use to make discoveries in the
world. They are crucial to shaping
the world, by shaping how we think
and what we do.
We have already seen some of
the ways in which re-evaluating
concepts such as race, disability,
disease, and privacy, have been
socially important, as well as the
impact of re-evaluating scientific
concepts such as space, time, and
species. All of these have been and
remain important philosophical
topics.
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Historically, however, philosophy
has often focused on even more
general concepts that have long
been central to human life:
concepts like person, freedom,
right, art, knowledge, and justice.
Consider to what a great extent
our lives are shaped by what sort
of action counts as free; by what
sort of political freedom a state
should guarantee; by what sorts of
rights should be enforced; by who
counts as having knowledge; by
what counts as justice; or by what
qualifies as a work of art worthy of
exhibition, study, and veneration.

philosophical work; and shaping
our understanding and use of these
concepts has had and can have an
enormous impact on human life.

Understanding, assessing, and
re-engineering these concepts
has always played a central role in

It is certainly true that many
philosophers simply use the
relevant words in their discussions

But wait, some might say, the
classic philosophers don’t present
what they’re doing as just aiming
to understand and shape our
concepts – they talk about the
world. Plato talks about what
justice is, John Locke about what
makes a person the same over time,
David Hume about what liberty is,
Clive Bell and Arthur Danto about
what art is, and so on.

of what justice, persons, liberty,
or art are. But often, even in
our daily lives – in our political
conversations, arguments with
our friends, pub discussions –
we use words not as a way of
expressing disagreements about
empirical facts of the world, but
rather as ways of pressing for
views about how we should use our
terms.
Think of the debates that
inevitably ensue with the
Olympics, about whether Air
Pistol or Synchronized Swimming
are really sports. Or think of more
serious debates about whether
the Oklahoma City bombing
was terrorism, or whether
waterboarding is torture.
These are cases of what David
Plunkett and Tim Sundell call
“Metalinguistic
Negotiation”:
where we use words implicitly in
order to negotiate for how (or
whether) these terms ought to
be used. Such debates needn’t
arise from different beliefs
about other facts (say about the
skills or training of Air Pistol
competitors), and there’s no sense
that further “discoveries” would
resolve the debate. Nor are such
debates resolved just by seeing
how the relevant words (“sport”,
for example) are actually used
or by acknowledging that the
disputants are using a key word
in different ways. For at bottom
these disputes are not about what
the world is like or about how
words are used, but rather about
how they should be used.
When John Locke argues that
preserving a continuity of
consciousness (not just of body)

is essential to the same person
continuing to exist over time, he
knows that this doesn’t match the
standard practices of the time.
But he argues that this is how we
should come to think of persons,
since person is “a forensic term,
appropriating actions and their
merit”, and it is only right and
just to reward and punish one who
shares a continuous consciousness
with the person who committed
the act.
When Paul Edwards argues that
there is no free will, he is not
concerned with the fact that we
typically call an action “free” if
someone is doing what they want
to do, without external constraint.
He does so by arguing that taking
people to be free means holding
them responsible. But, he argues,
we shouldn’t treat anyone as
responsible unless they originally
chose their own character, and he
argues that this condition is never
met.
What such philosophers are doing
can be seen as pushing for views
about how we should think of
persons or of freedom. And such
debates aren’t just “about words”.
They matter for who we blame,
punish, give property and other
rights to, for how we raise our
children and treat our friends and
our debtors.
***
Thinking of much traditional
work of philosophy as work in
conceptual engineering enables
us to avoid the threat of a rivalry
with science while also denying
that treating philosophical work as
conceptual work makes it shallow
or unimportant.

But it also leaves us with two
important matters to be addressed:
1) The Assessment Problem:
How can we work out what
concepts we should use, or
how we should use them?
2) The Implementation Problem:
Even if we figure that out,
how could we make these
changes in our conceptual
scheme or language?
One way to make progress on
the first question is to follow
Wittgenstein in thinking of our
language as like a toolbox. Our
terms and concepts serve as
tools – not just to report on or
investigate the world, but to do
many things: to greet, express our
attitudes, communicate rules of
games or rules of inference, make
calculations, organize our laws
and social lives, and much more.
Once we think of our language and
concepts in this way, we can see
how to approach the assessment
problem. As Matthieu Quezloz
suggests in this issue, a good
way to begin with terms of our
current language is through reverse
engineering. That is, we should
begin by assessing what terms such
as number terms or moral terms
do that has made them a useful
part of our conceptual repertoire
(or at least useful for some!). Once
we have a good idea of what the
relevant functions are, we can do
better at assessing whether these
are functions we should retain or
reject. Are they (like number terms)
functioning in crucial ways to
our keeping track of information,
reasoning, and making inferences
in science and elsewhere? Or are
they (like pejoratives) functioning
to derogate? We can also better
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assess whether the relevant terms and concepts are
still serving their functions well (even in changed
technological and social circumstances), or if we might
do better with changing our concept of truth, or
freedom, or death, or marriage, or intelligence.
Yet even if we can work out what we should do with
our concepts, some have expressed scepticism about
whether we could implement changes to our language
or conceptual scheme. Herman Cappelen raises this
as the “implementation problem” for conceptual
engineering. But this, too, is not as difficult a task as
critics have made out. If we think of our terms and
concepts as tools, it is natural to also think of them as
having rules of use, just as there are proper or improper
ways to use a hammer, a fork, or a canoe. In the case
of words, there are social rules for what inferences we
may and should make, from the claim that a certain
statement is true, that a law is just, or that an action was
free. The problem of how we can change our language,
then, can be seen as part of the general problem of how
we can change social norms – those (often informal and
unstated) rules for how we are to behave in a variety
of circumstances. And while that is not easy, thanks in
part to the work of philosophers like Christina Bicchieri
we are now learning more and more about how that can
be done through public argument or debate, formal
stipulations by governmental or professional bodies, or
the exemplary behaviour of trendsetters.

WE MUST GO ON USING
SOME CONCEPTUAL SYSTEM,
SO THE WORST THING WE
COULD DO WOULD BE TO GIVE
UP THINKING SERIOUSLY
ABOUT WHICH CONCEPTS WE
SHOULD USE, AND HOW WE
SHOULD USE THEM
Of course, much work remains to be done in working
out how we can best assess our language and concepts
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– how we can determine their functions and how well
they are fulfilling them. Other work remains to be done
in figuring out how to implement any needed changes,
to help the desired conceptual changes “catch on”. Work
in linguistics may help with both of these problems –
systemic functional linguistics may help us identify
linguistic functions; historical linguistics may help
us identify what processes underlie natural linguistic
change, so that we can hope to exploit these in inducing
change.
***
Conceptual engineering provides a promising and
interesting route for reconceptualising central areas
of philosophy – in a way that both avoids the threat of
a rivalry with science and also avoids the feeling that
philosophical work is trivial or uninteresting. (Other
parts of philosophy, such as ethics, may not need any
such reconceptualisation to avoid these problems.)
This conceptual work can both make sense of much of
what philosophy has done, and of what philosophy can
do, as well as why it matters. In engaging in conceptual
engineering, it is also crucial to make the reasons for
these conceptual and linguistic choices explicit and
open for examination. And that will require bringing
upfront the reasons for these conceptual choices, rather
than pretending we are like scientists and making our
own “discoveries”. It will require being transparent
about what we are doing and abandoning the quasiscientific “discovery” model of philosophy.
Thinking of philosophy as conceptual engineering
rather than worldly discovery also enables us to avoid
the feeling that the answers to philosophical questions
are unknowable, so we should just give up trying. We
must go on using some conceptual system, so the
worst thing we could do would be to give up thinking
seriously about which concepts we should use, and how
we should use them. For how we think of, and speak
about, our world really matters.
Amie L. Thomasson is the Daniel P. Stone Professor
of Intellectual and Moral Philosophy at Dartmouth
College. She is the author of more than 75 articles and of
four books: Norms and Necessity (2020), Ontology Made
Easy (2015 – winner of the Sanders Book Prize), Ordinary
Objects (2007), and Fiction and Metaphysics (1999).

RACIALIZATION
AND HUMAN
REALITY

A few years ago I came upon a controversy regarding
an article, “In Defense of Transracialism,” by the
philosopher Rebecca Tuvel. Many responses to Tuvel’s
arguments were visceral. Upon reading the paper, I
found the outrage against it and the condemnations
of her perplexing. She was accused of a wide range of
indiscretions, from being transphobic and racist to
lacking academic integrity and competence. It’s the
latter accusations that would be most damaging to an
academic, especially an untenured assistant professor.
An academic’s capital, so to speak, is her intelligence
and intellectual integrity.
My read of the article was that Tuvel was posing a set
of questions for adherents of social constructivism to
consider when they dismiss people avowing transracial
identities. Although concerned about her privileging
analytic philosophers in her citation – a warranted
concern because the vast history of philosophical
work on gender, racial, and trans identities points
to philosophers outside of the analytic tradition – it
struck me that the questions she posed were legitimate,
and the underlying argument sound.
Basically, Tuvel argues that there is a similarity between
the arguments used to justify transracial identities and
those used for other forms of trans identities, and,
further, that a commitment to gendered, racial, and
sexual identities as socially constructed should entail that
people can adopt identities so long as – given proponents’
philosophical commitments to social constructivism –
there is no underlying claim of ontological fixedness or
essentialism to those identities (that is, as long as these
identities are seen to be social constructs rather than,
for example, “natural kinds”). Additionally, the identities
people live or exemplify are not always identical with
those socially imposed upon them. If gender and sex are
made, then they could be made in different ways and,
thus, lived in those and others to come.
Following on from this, Tuvel argues that if there is
going to be support for all but transracial identities,
stronger arguments for the rejection of the latter are
needed (especially since the arguments used to reject
the former mirror those to reject the latter).

by Lewis R. Gordon
University of Connecticut

Had I been one of the referees for the article, I would
have recommended publication, despite my concern
for its lack of acknowledgment of the rich history of

15

© Nicole Franchy

formally stated my position. Tuvel was able to respond
to other critics and me there.
Tuvel also recently wrote a piece, “Changing Identities:
Are Race and Gender Analogous?” for Black Issues in
Philosophy, in which she offered more clarification
of her position. For instance, she stressed that
“analogous” and “same” are not identical. She never
argued that transgender and transracial identities are
identical. Further, even where people transition into
a new identity, it doesn’t follow that their history and
moral entitlements on all relevant matters are the
same as others who preceded them in that identity.
She acknowledges those differences and concludes with
an ethical instead of epistemological and ontological
claim. She identifies the importance of answering
“ethical questions about how to balance respect for
specific individuals … with our obligations to members
of the racialized groups people seek to leave or join.”
***

phenomenological discussions of social constructivity
and critical work on reality beyond the confines of
analytic philosophy. Many, if not most, practitioners
in that sphere tend to treat ideas as absent except
when uttered or written by an analytic philosopher.
This is so even if the analytic philosopher has arrived
at a subject after the arguments avowed have been
around for a century or more. In short, there was
nothing unusual in Tuvel’s article, within the confines
of analytic philosophy, even though her training was in
both analytic and Eurocontinental philosophy. Junior
scholars, most academics know, are often evaluated by
scholars who prefer them to cite a narrow set of authors.
I hate bullying. It struck me that Tuvel was suffering
from an epistemic and professional instance of that.
I also don’t believe in offering private support for
those who are bullied. So, I posted my thoughts
in social media sites and encouraged anyone with
whom I corresponded on the matter to share our
correspondence with whomever they choose. These
exchanges led to a forum in Philosophy Today, in which I
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I won’t repeat the varieties of examples and arguments
I posed in my discussion of her original article. The
forum that occasions writing this essay is devoted to
the relationship of concepts to reality. Given this, I
will offer some considerations on how theorizing that
relationship – itself a form of conceptualization – offers
insights, especially in light of tendencies in philosophy
to treat debates (like those examined by Tuvel) as of
less philosophical quality because of supposedly not
being formally “pure.”
There is often circularity at work when philosophers
speak of purity, especially in light of the adverb
“formally.” For some, “pure philosophy” boils down to
being formal, and one could be even purer if one could
be formally formal. For those wishing to avoid that
rabbit hole, an option is to read philosophical classics
and learn about the history of philosophical ideas. The
challenge in doing that is to be aware of the pitfalls of
treating one tradition as the sole legitimate bearer of
philosophical knowledge. Another challenge is to be
aware that no one approach to philosophy is conclusive
and the only legitimate one among the rest.
The incompleteness of foundational efforts in
philosophy does not mean there are no points of
convergence across various areas, styles, traditions,

and cultures. Whether endorsing or being critical of it,
philosophers struggle with the scope and sufficiency
of reason, critical reflection, and the ways in which
reality is disclosed – as “truth,” (German) “Warheit,”
(Latin) “veritas,” (Greek) “aletheia,” (Mdw Ntr) “MAa,”
or, heading eastward, (Hindi) “saty,” (Mandarin)
“zhēnxiàng,” (Japanese) “shintjitsu,” or southward,
(Swahili) “ukweli,” (Zulu) “ikiniso”/ “iqiniso,” or, in the
South Pacific, (Māori) “pono.”
Each of the non-English terms from the previous
list could be translated as “truth,” but that would
be misleading, since they are so contextually and
conceptually packed with philosophical additions – in
the case of MAa, linked to balance, breath, and justice;
in aletheia, to openness, disclosure – that translation
itself achieves its mythical problem, as portrayed in so
many allegories, as a deceptive messenger. Amusingly
the etymology of the English word “truth” points to
the old West Saxon “triewð,” which connotes faith,
faithfulness, fidelity, and loyalty – in short, that in
which one should have faith or trust. To be truthful is
to be trustworthy.

Plato’s Allegory of the Cave in his Republic. There were
similar reflections in antiquity, but Plato’s survive in
full written form, which clearly offers much on which to
reflect. Among the many takeaways from the allegory
is that any theorizing within the cave – and thereby
separate from the realm of the radically public – falls
short of tracking reality. It is not that there are no
elements of reality in the cave; it’s just that shadows
are confused with the broader domain of possibilities.
Inside the cave, reality is closed and complete. Outside,
reality is open.
A longtime aspiration and source of anxiety for humanity,
as demonstrated not only in philosophy but also mythic
and aesthetic accounts, is the realization that words
and sentences, through which concepts and speech are
formed, both demarcate and produce aspects of reality.
The productive side is both alchemical and magical; as
we know, language and the social worlds human beings
build through it are also those in which, through which,
and by which we live much of “reality.” In other words,
the reality in which we think is always accompanied by

What is clear is that humanity has been struggling with
our relationship with “reality” for many millennia. In
the first chapter of my recent book Freedom, Justice,
and Decolonization I discuss written reflections on this
struggle, going back at least 4,000 in East Africa. Yet, as
an inheritance from colonialism, the prevailing portrait
of the history of philosophy is that it began about 2,500
years ago on the European side of the Mediterranean.
The alliance between hegemonic philosophy and
colonialism – manifested in what has become known
as “western philosophy” – is a crisis, and perhaps even
a scandal, in the light of many practitioners’ ongoing
failure to address it. That there has been an underside
tradition, which has addressed this problem (since at
least the seventeenth century) raises the question
of whether philosophy, as practiced in its hegemonic
form, is sufficiently self-critical. This is not a light
challenge; at its heart is the integrity of philosophy –
whether philosophy is, ironically, true to itself and, as a
consequence, again, trustworthy.
There are many reflections on philosophy from
philosophers, and in many of them the question of
reality looms large. Perhaps none is more enduring,
for reasons I suspect that defy colonial fantasies, than
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the parenthetical “human.” For those antipathetic to
(human) reality, “social reality” could suffice.
There are, of course, reasons to object to adding “human”
to our efforts to articulate and understand reality.
Anthropomorphism is one. Another is archaeolinguistic
and genealogical, similar to my point about translation.
Given the many forms of self-reference to the art or
practice of thinking, theorizing, attempting to discover,
know, and learn, the parenthetical adjective could
be more varying than one may think. Even further,
objections could be posed to claims of a thinking subject
as a necessary condition of or for thought.
Responses include conceding such objections through
a process of interrogating each objection and exploring
where they lead. Such a process could lead us to an
open horizon in the wake of broken idols, as many
from Edmund Husserl to Simone de Beauvoir, Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Simone Weil, or
from John Dewey and William James to W.E.B. Du Bois
and Anna Julia Cooper, or from Rabindranath Tagore
to Sri Aurobindo or from Cheikh Anta Diop to Kwame
Gyekye and Kwasi Wiredu or from Ottobah Cugoano to
Anténor Firmin to Frantz Fanon or from Kitarō Nishida
to Keiji Nishitani or from Abdel-Rahman Badawi to Ali
Shariati and Mourad Wahba, and more have shown. As
what always exceeds us, reality is humbling. Efforts to
articulate and understand reality ricochet back to our
relationship to all relationships and the communicability
or intelligibility of each insight along the way.

THE INCOMPLETENESS OF
FOUNDATIONAL EFFORTS
IN PHILOSOPHY DOES NOT
MEAN THERE ARE NO POINTS
OF CONVERGENCE ACROSS
VARIOUS AREAS, STYLES,
TRADITIONS, AND CULTURES
Now, this already rather abstract yet historical
contextualizing brings to the fore the point I made
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about the importance of discussing problems of
forming identities beyond formal analytic constraints,
an approach that privileges formal logical analysis.
That approach seeks to eliminate contradictions often
without interest in learning from them. The project of
eliminating contradictions could be characterized as a
search for consistency. This means that if one were to
continue a line of reasoning, all subsequent steps must
also not contradict the previous ones. There is a long
line of philosophical debate about what happens when
evaluating logic or any activity capable of questioning
itself. Many arrive upon a realization of a distinction
between what it means to behave rationally versus
behaving reasonably.
Imagine being married to a person who is maximally
consistent, one who never commits a contradiction.
There is a word for such a marriage: hell. There would
be a point at which adherence to consistency, to being
rational or logical, amounts to being unreasonable.
This revelation is of reason being broader in scope than
rationality. Because it must evaluate rationality and all
kinds of thinking, including itself, reason must be open
and dynamic. It involves not only maintaining rules but
also knowing when to break them – and providing good
reasons for doing so.
The incompleteness of rationality premised on
maximizing consistency permeates philosophical
reflection in every tradition in which the law of
noncontradiction has been formulated. But formal
logical reflection isn’t the only source of philosophical
thinking, and others ranging from intelligibility,
coherence, demonstration, description, indirection,
dialectics, and a wide range of alternatives in other
languages (think, for example, of hasasa or hatata in the
Ethiopian language of Gəˁəz) already set the framework
for philosophy, as a practice, to open its gates. Ironically,
the line of reasoning Tuvel raised on specifically human
identities and limits of analogies are already at work in
the varieties of divisions, commitments, and identities
in the discipline in which she is a practitioner.
***
These critical reflections come forth in many ways in
discussions of race in relation to its reality, and are
there in challenges from the epistemological to the
aesthetic, ethical, and political. Now, respecting the

limitations of space in this forum, I won’t recapitulate
what I have written on these matters but will instead
simply state that “race,” as a designation now primarily
posed as a feature of human groups, places it under the
purview of human study and, thus, in philosophical
terms, under philosophical anthropology. This requires
thinking through what “human reality” means and
what is required for its study.

A LONGTIME ASPIRATION
AND SOURCE OF ANXIETY
FOR HUMANITY IS THE
REALIZATION THAT WORDS
AND SENTENCES BOTH
DEMARCATE AND PRODUCE
ASPECTS OF REALITY
In my 2006 book Disciplinary Decadence, I argued
that all disciplines are human-produced and as such,
they have the strengths and limitations of human
production. Efforts to liberate them from us are rife
with performative contradictions, among which is a
form of human cleansing (purification). This effort
often takes the form of treating disciplines as if they
were created by gods. The same treatment applies to
their methods. The result is what I call disciplinary
decadence and what Wahba calls “fundamentalism.”
Both offer forms of epistemic closure through which,
in practice, the disciplines are offered as complete and
perfect. This leads to secularized theodicean forms of
argumentation.
Theodicy deals with the kinds of rationalizations used
to justify gods in the presence of injustice and evil.
Where a god or the gods are presumed all-knowing, allpowerful, and all-good, why don’t they do something to
prevent injustice and suffering? Two classic responses
are that such a powerful god’s aims exceed human
understanding and that a loving god respects human
freedom. Both responses preserve the integrity of
the god through pointing to human limitations. This
argument could be secularized through replacing the

god with something that could play the same role in the
argument. The substitute could be a person, a society, a
system of ideas, or a discipline.
Where disciplinary decadence reigns, anything that
challenges it must be rejected. In disciplines that study
human reality, the response to people who don’t fit their
disciplinary presuppositions lead to the frustrating
question: “What’s wrong with these people?” This
response in effect calls the people into question instead
of considering whether it is the discipline itself that
should be questioned.
It is not a long leap to conclude that a discipline
that should not be questioned eventually becomes
full of itself. Sealed onto itself, reality could only be
considered from within the discipline. We could call
this “disciplinary solipsism.” Similar to the response of
frustration when confronted by people who don’t fit,
disciplinary practitioners who treat their disciplines
as complete and its methods as perfect make the same
move as proponents of theodicy: they build fortification
against a rude intruder – reality.
Although they didn’t use that formulation, the impact
of disciplinary decadence on the study of race and
racism is well documented among philosophers and
social theorists over the past few hundred years,
ranging from Ottobah Cugoano to Anténor Firmin to
W.E.B. Du Bois to Frantz Fanon. The varieties of human
sciences produced in the Euromodern world posed
racialized peoples as problems instead of studying
them as people who face problems such as racism. By
making those people the problem, the disciplines and
the societies in which they are produced are left off the
hook of political responsibility.
There are additional fallacies in the study of race that
are produced by disciplinary decadence in the human
sciences. They include presumptions of a “pure” human
species from which so-called inferior races deviate.
There is also the presumption that “origins” must be
pure. And there is the view that a human identity could
be studied by itself without a relationship with other
identities.
It took some time to overcome the damage of these
combined fallacies in contemporary thought. In
genetics, we have come to learn that species originate
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from points of the most diverse combination of their
genes. “Deviation,” so to speak, tends to move toward
purity. With regard to the notion of isolated, pure
identities, consider this: race never actually works by
itself. Nor does gender. Nor does class. Nor do sexuality,
religion, national identity, and many more. No one has
ever seen a race walking, a gender walking, nor a class,
sexuality, religion, or national identity. We encounter
combinations of these embodied in each human
being. That is because each of these are relational
terms that, through fallacious, disciplinarily decadent
interpretations, are decontextualized and placed outside
of the relations through which they were produced and
by which they are lived. This negative process is also
called, in philosophical terms, “ontologizing.” Once
identities are not ontologized, the question that follows
is: What kinds of reality are they? The general answer is
that they are forms of social reality.
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A crucial feature of social reality is communication.
Without the ability to communicate, one would be
locked into oneself. There would be no “outside,” and
no others to whom to be accountable and with whom a
concept such as evidence could make sense. Practitioners
who behave this way in a discipline ignore what other
disciplines offer. This process mirrors the racist attitude
of those who believe that they have nothing to learn
from other races. The superior race becomes an end
and means. In both cases, what is needed is a way of
going beyond them. As both impede one’s relationship
with reality through investments in the self as reality,
what is needed is a commitment to reality that
transcends them. In the study of disciplines, I call that a
“teleological suspension of disciplinarity.” That involves
being willing to go beyond one’s discipline for the sake
of reality or truth. In a discipline such as philosophy,
this means being willing to go beyond philosophy for

the sake of what many, if not all, philosophers claim to
seek – namely, reality and truth. In the case of race and
racism, it means being willing to go beyond the notion
that one’s “race” has all the answers and is superior.
Clearly, if racism is both wrong and premised on
falsehoods, then such an effort involves a commitment
to reality and the quest for truth.
Now, what should be evident is that the willingness to
go beyond the presupposition of the intrinsic legitimacy
of one’s discipline, group, society, or system of beliefs
requires not only a willingness to communicate with
and be accountable to others, but also the ability to act
and take responsibility for one’s actions. The decision
to do so or not is an expression of freedom. It is also
an expression of power since it involves the ability to
bring meanings and their consequences into being.
Power here means the ability to make things happen,
along with access to the conditions of doing so. Those
conditions are, in a word, reality.
These observations amount to reality not as a “thing”
but as what precedes our actions and what can be
produced by them. There is, however, something that
haunts at least our experience of reality. Just as it is
possible that humanity could have not emerged, so,
too, could all that preceded us. A terrifying thought for
many, besieged with existential reflection, is that all of
reality, from the physical to the metaphysical, need not
have come about. None of us – indeed, nothing – had
to be. In effect, human beings live in a reality that did
not have to produce us. It is one of the reasons we in
effect “live” or exist through human reality. Beyond the
reality we produce, we are, in a word, homeless.
We alleviate the homelessness of our existence through
producing values and valuing those values. These range
from our decorated habitats to our relationships with
one another and our social institutions to our systems
of knowledge through which we understand the world
in which we live. Actions inaugurating and supporting
these features of human reality include those that
produce the public realm of communication through
which we can manifest citizenship and, thus, politics.
***
The upshot of all this is that to speak of the reality of
race is not to speak of it in ontological terms as one

would a chair, stone, or tautological algorithm. It is to
speak of the intelligibility of communicating it within
the sphere of action. In other words, people act on race,
and in such action produce it as a feature or a form of
human reality that could be called “racialized human
reality” or, simply, “racialization.”
The logic of power by which race is produced is
deceptive, since it requires treating as a fixed, natural,
or ontological feature of reality that which is made or
constructed. What is made, we should remember, must
be maintained to stick around. This is another way
of saying it can be unmade. Avoiding this conclusion
requires at least two options. The first is coercive, which
is the deployment of power to block others – in this
case, those racialized as inferior – from conditions of
being able to make things happen. The second is for
the dominated group to make things easy by blocking
themselves. If they believe either in their inferiority
or the impossibility of changing their conditions, if
they fail to see or understand their ability to act, the
consequence would be identical with their condition
not being made but given. In either interpretation, the
result is an outcome, through the production of race,
that is disempowering.

WHEN PEOPLE ARE
DISEMPOWERED, THEIR
AGENCY IS ONLY EXPRESSED
INWARD. THEY ACT, AT BEST,
ONTO THEMSELVES. PUSHED
FURTHER INWARD, THEY
ARE IMMOBILIZED. PUSHED
FURTHER, THEY IMPLODE
When people are disempowered, their agency is only
expressed inward. They act, at best, onto themselves.
Pushed further inward, they are immobilized. Pushed
further, they implode. Clearly, the best course is to
move outward, to render disempowerment impotent.
Outward directed power is social. Without the social,
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one’s reach is that of one’s physical body. The power
of language enables us, through communication, to
affect the world beyond our physical reach. Social
power is such that one could be in one country but
affect those on the other side of the planet by virtue
of what is communicated through the technologies and
institutions at our disposal.
Racism is the rallying of institutions, manifestations of
social power, for the sake of disempowering people who
are racialized as inferior. It is also the propping up of
a certain group as superior through granting them the
supposed right to determine the rules of who counts as
superior and otherwise. Since an individual aspiration
or effort to block others would be impotent where there
are no forces to spread it through the institutions and
mechanisms of possibility in a society, racism is patently
a political matter. Individualized, it is at best an insult
or the attitudes of, in colloquial language, haters. The
biggest fear of haters, however, is becoming irrelevant.
The more power they lack, the more irrelevant they
become. The enemy of racism, then, is the realization
of its irrelevance. When racism is unable to permeate
institutions – through organising their structures – it
ceases to be anything more than individual aspirations.
Put differently, the result is racists without racism.
Racial eliminativists have argued otherwise. For them,
the goal should be the elimination of race. Without
race, there is no target, and, therefore, they argue, no
institutional location for it to acquire intelligibility. A
problem with that argument, however, is interpreting
concepts in the way one would exact, singular terms.
Concepts, however, especially when premised on human
action, can have many meanings through how they are
used. Thus, even the eradication of the term “race”
and specific racial designations marked by color such
as “black” and “white” do not entail the eradication of
racialization in racist societies. In the United States, for
example, the shift from “black” to “African American”
did not eliminate racism.
The term “racism” in fact came out of the European
experience, even though the practice of racism
preceded its coinage by nearly a thousand years. The
prototypical term raza referred to Jews and Moors.
Despite the efforts of Jews to escape race, even with
arguing for the singularity of antisemitism, the
grammar of racialization is there. It is an error to think
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of racialization as requiring morphological similarity
or homogeneity, for, as many blacks know, black
homogeneity is a stereotypical racial construction.
That is because black peoples are morphologically and
culturally diverse. There is thus no reason why a group
as diverse as Jews, whose complexion ranges from the
lightest to the darkest hues, cannot be racialized. This,
too, is the case with Muslims. This makes sense since
Muslims were part of the prototypical designation. It
is so with varieties of Southwest Asian groups who are
placed outside of the orbit of belonging to the holy and
the natural. Think of Dalits (from the Hebrew word
actually meaning “crushed,” “low,” “poor,” “weak,” but
more familiar today as “Untouchables”). This list can go
on. It can because the grammar and ongoing practices
(Wittgensteinians would say “language games”) of
racialization persist through the institutions and
conditions of intelligibility of racist societies.

CRITICS OF THE EXPRESSION
“RACIST SOCIETIES” OFTEN
MISTAKENLY INTERPRET IT TO
MEAN THAT EVERY MEMBER
OF THE SOCIETY IS RACIST
Critics of the expression “racist societies” often
mistakenly interpret it to mean that every member
of the society is racist. As we have already seen, it’s
possible to have racists without racism. There are
many instances of racists from a racist society visiting
another society in which racism is not part of its history
or institutions. Think of travellers or explorers arriving
in societies where the indigenous peoples have no idea
of what is being introduced by the visitors or, in some
cases, invaders. In those contexts, especially where the
invaders lose, there is simply anomaly.
If, however, we consider societies in which racism is
intelligible, there is a stronger argument that can be
made. In those instances, we should think back to the
discussion of human reality as an open instead of closed
reality. What this means is that racism is an effort to
impose closure on human reality. But since each human
being is a relationship with human reality – that is,

human beings are not properly beings or substances
(things) but, instead, ongoing relationships in the
making – then the idea that every single individual
relationship in a racist society is a racist one is not
viable because it is not liveable (though it is, admittedly,
logically possible). The racially dominated are also in
relationships with racist societies, so racism is always,
by virtue of the forces it is deploying, being resisted,
circumvented, and challenged. The sustainability of
racism depends on rallying energy away from so many
other aspects of racist societies such that, to paraphrase
a familiar adage, its members discover that no society
can live by racism alone.
All this leads to a meditation on failure. After all,
once political solutions to racism are announced,
the question that remains is how to put them into
effect. Many examples of failed efforts to transform
racist societies can be pointed to, but one should
bear in mind that there is a fallacy at work in these
examples. The failure is determined through the
individuals who acted. There is an implicit nonrelational metaphysics in the judgment. It leads
to the fallacious notion that the world can only be
changed if an individual can do so alone. What else
could such an individual be but a god?

A SOCIETY DEVOTED TO
DISEMPOWERING PORTIONS
OF ITS POPULATION IS
PATENTLY UNDEMOCRATIC
AND OFTEN WORSE:
ANTI-DEMOCRATIC
There is, however, another way of reading individual
efforts to change the world. If those individuals and
their efforts are read as relationships that are part of
a larger series of relationships that are constitutive
of a society, any action that challenges that system
requires a realignment of power for their suppression.
Consequently, other sites and practices would be
unlocked. This is because there is no such thing as an
omniscient and omnipotent human system. Failure is

not the measure of a moment; it is a conclusion of a
practice or effort that has been exhausted. But as each
effort is the condition of possibility of others, there is
a form of anonymity of future actions at the heart of
each effort of social transformation.
Made plain: those of us who enjoy broader options
today do so on the basis of the conditions of those who
preceded us. Think of those many past enslaved women
and men who were told their struggles for dignity
and freedom didn’t matter. They had no way to know
those of us whose lives and opportunities came about
from their actions. At best, their actions were for them
expressions of commitment.
We who are the beneficiaries of our ancestors’ punished
actions may be unintelligible to them. The same will no
doubt be the case for our successors. Whether in the
past or the present, political action against coercive
models of power – and for the distribution of power into
empowered action – requires political commitment.
This is an expansion of freedoms that are antipathetic
to racism. This is one of the reasons why antiracism
is ultimately a struggle for democracy. A society
devoted to disempowering (dehumanizing) portions
of its population is patently undemocratic and often
worse: anti-democratic. The fight for the eradication of
dehumanization is worthless if the result is a socially
impotent group.
As a struggle for democracy, anti-racism is thus a
transcending activity in which communication is a
necessary condition. The communicative practice of
democracy requires conceptions of citizenship beyond
contemporary formulations of voting. A “thick” or
rich model of social access – brought about by having
institutions that make such things possible – would
patently not be a racist one. As racialization is always
part of a constellation of other forms of reification, a
long list of its convergences or intersections would
come into play – from gender to sexual orientation to
class formation and others constitutive of how people
actually live.
***
I’m aware that these implications of the
transdimensionality and radical potential of human
reality may be dizzying for the reader. This is a normal
response. Human existence is a struggle for stability
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amidst our ongoing metastability. Existence (from the
Latin expression ex sistere), after all, also means to stand
out. This includes standing out sufficiently to pose
human reality as a concern of inquiry. I have written
here about asymmetries, incompleteness, openness,
and other considerations that amount to additional
discomforting and discomfiting implications of human
reality, which, in the effort to stabilize, gave rise over
the ages to varieties of avowed stabilizing efforts such
as class, gender, and race (among many others). At the
heart of their correlative dehumanizing practices of
class oppression, misogyny, and racism is misanthropy.
Although the trans stories are manifold, at the heart of
them is the unlocking of possibilities by which human
beings could live otherwise. This raises a consideration
at the core of existence. To stand out, even from
initial manifestations of doing so, because contingent
and free, need not be, in a word, “straight.” There is
something queer about human existence, and just as
dehumanization involves closing off the openness of
human reality, so, too, are efforts of de-queering.

ALTHOUGH THE TRANS
STORIES ARE MANIFOLD, AT
THE HEART OF THEM IS THE
UNLOCKING OF POSSIBILITIES
BY WHICH HUMAN BEINGS
COULD LIVE OTHERWISE
I leave the reader at this point with that thought,
which so many other courageous souls are not only
articulating and developing, but, also, as we already
know, living.
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THE CONCEPT
OF CONCEPT

Anthony Morgan (AM): The relationship between
concept and reality is an age-old concern of
philosophers, and there are numerous questions to be
asked when thinking about it. What do you think are
some of the most interesting and/or pressing of these?
Peter Wolfendale (PW): The obvious philosophical
response is of course to answer the question with a
question! So, what do we mean by concept and what
do we mean by reality? And this is where all of the
controversies really begin. The concept of “concept”
is one of the most fraught in the whole philosophical
tradition, not just between analytic and continental
schools but internally to each and even in relation to
other disciplines such as psychology. It’s a serious source
of people talking past one another. And this is because
what we ordinarily use the language of concepts to do
isn’t necessarily what philosophers are paying attention
to when they’re trying to generate a theory of concepts.
Mark Wilson would say that if you want to get a grip
on the concept of concept, you’ve got to start with the
ways in which we evaluate conceptual competence.
So we might say, “Timmy has grasped the concepts
of calculus”, and this means that he has progressed
through various different mathematics courses to the
point at which he has a decent understanding of what
differentiation and integration are, and can perform
the relevant tasks that are associated with them. But
Timmy’s grasp still isn’t as good as, say, Samantha who
is doing a university level course – or someone else
who is doing a PhD in mathematical analysis. Wilson
thinks that these evaluations are much more contextsensitive than we tend to think, shifting not just with
educational level but with disciplinary boundaries and
their practical concerns. What counts as mastery of
the concept “toughness” varies depending on whether
one is a working baker, an industrial engineer, or a
material scientist. A single concept can bundle together
a surprising variety of concerns, and we must be careful
not to collapse them for the sake of convenience.
AM: It’s one thing to be competent at something like
calculus, but how do you become competent at some of
the big nebulous philosophical concepts? How do you
become “competent” in reality or in truth or something
like that?

a conversation with Peter Wolfendale
University of Newccastle

PW: It may seem like a bit of a detour, but how about we
go back to Kant? There’s a familiar story that says that
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Kant unifies two different strands within epistemology
coming out of rationalism and empiricism. And at this
point the actual vocabulary that’s being used is still
fairly loose and up for grabs, so people are sometimes
talking about ideas, and sometimes talking about
concepts – both almost interchangeably. But the key
question for them is the relationship between thought
and sensation. The rough idea is that the rationalists
try and explain thought in terms of sensation – they
see sensation as a kind of weak form of thought.
The empiricists do the opposite – they see abstract
cognition as some derivative of sensory impressions.
Kant comes along and says, “No, you need both of
these distinct things”. And indeed the question is: how
do these two things connect? How is it that we can
go from sensory experiences of things in the world to
judgments about those things that enable us to draw
inferences, make arguments, and develop elaborate
theoretical explanations of the things we sense?

and discrimination. It concerns the implications of
classification: knowing that the recognised tiger is
therefore a mammal, a carnivore, a potential threat, and
so on. This is more obvious when we consider concepts
that are further removed from immediate experience,
such as “electron”, “lymphocyte” or “tectonic drift”.
When we get to concepts such as “reality”, “truth” or
“justice”, this connection with sensory experience
has been more or less completely severed, and so
competence consists purely in how we reason with
them. Kant borrows the term “Idea” from Plato to
distinguish these abstract concepts. Whether the right
pattern of reasoning can be adequately captured by a
definition and what it means for there to be a right one
is a problem the philosophical tradition has been since
grappling with since Socrates.

WHAT WE ORDINARILY USE
THE LANGUAGE OF CONCEPTS
TO DO ISN’T NECESSARILY
WHAT PHILOSOPHERS ARE
PAYING ATTENTION TO WHEN
THEY’RE TRYING TO GENERATE
A THEORY OF CONCEPTS

PW: The big distinction is between treating them as
ideals governing cognition or as functional components
of it. When I say ideals, these can be either metaphysical
or social. For Plato, any talk of concepts is really just
talk about universals that exist independently of human
mentation (Frege holds something similar). But there
are also those who see concepts as social ideals – norms
or rules that have been instituted in a way that directs
thought and talk. A good example of this is Hegel or
someone like Robert Brandom who has well worked-out
theory of concepts as norms governing the use of words.

Partly what this does is to centre what you might
call “recognition” as the key topic for understanding
conception and how it works. This is the ability to
classify singular things in experience as falling under
general concepts. This remains the core case for most
psychological theories of concepts. But at the same
time this distinguishes what counts as understanding
a concept from mere classificatory ability. We can train
computer systems to accurately label and even generate
pictures of tigers without them thereby understanding
anything about tigers, and we can teach blind biologists
what tigers are even if they will never be able to visually
classify or imagine them. Conceptual understanding
is something more than just sensory representation
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AM: So, what are the main divergences in the ways
philosophers talk about concepts?

Viewed as cognitive components, concepts are the
things that we’re actually using in thinking rather
than the standards against which this thinking is to
be judged. And again, this can be understood either
psychologically or sociologically. So, psychologists
and certain philosophers will want to talk about the
concept as something that is “in your head”. The idea
is that you have a concept, which means you have some
kind of representational structure that enables you to
think about a particular type of thing in the world. This
might or might not be linguistic, and thus amenable to
definition, depending on who you talk to. But equally,
there are others who see concepts as a sort of extended
social infrastructure enabling cognition.
Take the concept of “black hole”: you and I have some
kind of appreciation for what a black hole is. We can
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have a discussion about it within
certain contexts, we might be
able to talk about our favourite
science fiction and how black holes
are being represented in it. But
fundamentally our understanding
is limited and conditional upon
the way in which it is embedded
within the actual social institutions
of physics. This is what you might
call “semantic deference” – we
have some grasp of the meaning of
“black hole”, but there will always
be points in our discussion where
we’ve got to defer to those with
more expertise than us. Similarly,
does our use of an empirical concept
like “conductivity” make any sense
without reference to equipment
capable of measuring it, and the
wider systems through which it’s
calibrated? So, even when we’re
engaging in seemingly individual
thought about certain topics, that
cognition is actually predicated
upon a network of expertise and
technical apparatuses.
The interesting question here
is: are concepts doing the work
of cognition, or are they the
standards by which that work is
to be judged? Here you can see a
conflict in the guiding metaphors
underlying concept talk: we often
frame evaluations of conceptual
competence in terms of possession,
for example when we say that
Timmy has acquired the concept
of differentiation. That metaphor
suggests the psychological view
where we see the concept as
something that is in the head. But
we might equally say that Timmy
has a grip on the concept, suggesting
that it is something outside him,
be it social or metaphysical, which
can be grasped in different ways
and to different degrees. There
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is something to each way of
talking, but what we really want
is to explain the relations between
these
different
dimensions:
psychological, social, and maybe
even metaphysical.

PSYCHOLOGISTS
AND CERTAIN
PHILOSOPHERS
WILL WANT TO
TALK ABOUT
THE CONCEPT
AS SOMETHING
THAT IS “IN YOUR
HEAD”
AM: Could you say something
more about the social nature of a
concept?
PW: One way of thinking about
this is to think of a concept as
a practice that we’re engaged in,
like a game that has got certain
rules. Brandom, following Wilfrid
Sellars, likes to call this “the game
of giving and asking for reasons”.
It’s a game in which we use words
to make and trade claims about
the world, making observations,
drawing conclusions, and acting
upon them in appropriate ways.
Understanding concepts means
understanding the roles that the
relevant words play in this game,
especially their contribution to
inference, i.e., the implications I
mentioned above. My individual
behaviour, like the way in which

I am using a word – like “tiger”,
“black hole” or “justice” – is in some
sense beholden to the standards
set by the linguistic community. I
might draw the wrong inferences,
according to them. What we saw
in the “black hole” case is that
this authority can be explicitly
codified in the form of particular
institutions and experts, so that
the practice incorporates deference
as well as inference. But there’s a
second kind of assessment that
we might make, which is whether
or not that practice – the ways
in which things are being done
standardly by the community –
is correct or not. So, there’s the
way in which the concept as this
socially extended thing actually
is functioning versus the way in
which you might want to say it
should function.
AM: In relation to a concept like
“black hole”, how would we look
at the question of how it should
be functioning because obviously
that’s not something that most
people are going to have a say over?
PW: This is exactly where the
question of the relationship
between concept and reality comes
in! There might be various ways
in which a concept qua social
practice isn’t doing its job, but the
most obvious is whether or not
it’s accurately representing the
world: what if physicists have us all
reasoning in the wrong way about
black holes? We can approach this
question from the other direction:
why can’t they simply stipulate that
they’re right? The short answer
is that there is no truth without
the possibility of error. The long
answer requires a detour through
Hegel.

In the introduction to the
Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel
develops an account of what he
calls “natural consciousness”,
which is basically just an account of
belief and/or assertion. I think it’s
genuinely one of the most brilliant
bits of philosophy I’ve ever read.
His initial definition is very simple:
1. Consciousness relates itself
to its object. For example,
I may believe something
about an object.
2. Consciousness distinguishes
between its relating and
its object. So, I recognize
that the way the object is
in itself could be different
from the way I think of it. I
acknowledge the possibility
of error.
But he draws two more subtle
implications from this:
3. Because consciousness itself
makes this distinction,
the object cannot be truly
in itself, but must be for
consciousness. So, I have a
concept of the object, which
picks out what I’m referring
to, and thus what I can be
wrong about. But since this
is my concept, it must also
be subject to the possibility
of error.
4. But according to (2),
consciousness cannot be
consciousness if its object is
for it, and so it must suppress
this fact. So, in order to
allow that my belief might
misrepresent its object, I
must ignore the possibility
that the concepts that

pick out this object might
themselves misrepresent it.
What does this mean? Say, for
example, that you and I are having a
disagreement about whether or not
truth is beauty, then we need to be
able to agree about what we mean
by “truth” and “beauty” in order
to have the disagreement. There’s
got to be enough of a common
understanding between us to pick
out that which either of us might be
wrong about. It is a condition of the
possibility of error that there are
some things that we aren’t opening
up to the possibility of error,
a shared understanding of the
meaning of our terms that prevents
us talking past one another. But
this shared understanding looks
like it’s been stipulated. If we’ve
simply stipulated what black holes
are, how can we be engaged in an
inquiry in which the universe might
reveal that our theories about black
holes are mistaken, rather than
simply having set up a fiction?
Why is it any different from talking
about unicorns? Unicorns only
have horns because we’ve somehow
stipulated that they do. Another
way to put this is that unicorns
don’t really have horns, because
they aren’t real.
AM: How does your picture of
the social nature of concepts fit in
with something like Ian Hacking’s
distinction between natural kinds
and social kinds?
PW: Often, the way in which people
want to talk about this difference
between natural and social kinds
– things like on the one hand like
uranium and radioactivity, and on
the other hand, say, gender and
money – is to find a metaphysical

distinction between them. They
want to say that there is some
difference in the way these things
really are, that there is a real
difference between what is real and
what is unreal – as if you could look
at the properties of these things
and then develop a second-order
classification of the difference
between them on the basis of those
properties. I have a different way of
looking at this: rather than trying
to look at what we take to be the
things that the concepts are picking
out, I think we should look at how
the concepts are picking them out.
We should try to differentiate the
ways in which concepts strive for
objectivity, and then we can classify
them on the basis of the extent to
which they achieve it. Reality isn’t
a property of things, but an ideal
aimed at by some concepts but not
others.

ARE CONCEPTS
DOING THE WORK
OF COGNITION,
OR ARE THEY THE
STANDARDS BY
WHICH THAT WORK
IS TO BE JUDGED?
To take an interesting example, a
lot of people want to argue that
race is not a real biological category,
but that this doesn’t mean that it’s
a fiction. Part of the awkwardness
here is that the very term
“reality” has a bunch of different
connotations and it can be used in
a variety of ways. You can roughly
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distinguish these by the types of “unreality” they’re
opposed to. There’s a difference between talking about
what is real as opposed to fictional and what is real
as opposed to fake, and a difference between what is
real as opposed to illusory and what is real as opposed
to what is insubstantial (or epiphenomenal). Fictions
are absolutely unreal, because non-existent. Whereas
fakes are relatively unreal, because insufficiently
similar to a standard, such as a real designer handbag.
The distinction between illusions and epiphenomena
is similar. Illusions are mere appearance, such as a
stick that appears bent in water but definitively is
not, whereas epiphenomena are secondary effects of
some deeper process that might not immediately be
apparent, making them in some sense less real – such
as a rainbow produced by refraction in water vapour.
When it comes to race, the rough consensus is that it
doesn’t refer to some substantial biological essence,
but is some sort of appearance. It might not exactly
be an illusion, but it doesn’t have the explanatory
power of categories like species, sex, or blood type.
Put differently, even if you can consistently label
people by race, the classification doesn’t have many
useful implications. Nevertheless, there are many who
want to maintain some distinction between the real
and the fake here. They want to retain some notion of
the reality of race in the sense of authenticity, even if
they want to reject the reality of race in the sense of
essence.
AM: The distinction between authenticity and essence
is interesting as philosophers have tended to think
that’s it is essence or nothing, so if you throw out
essence, you lack any possibility of achieving some
kind of objectivity.
PW: Again, my view is that we see this distinction
between authenticity and essence as something that
emerges out of the structure of the practices through
which we aim at objectivity, rather than something
that explains them. That might not sound too precise,
but let me try and elaborate. One way of distinguishing
natural from social kinds is by appealing to a notion
of mind dependence. Take money: if there weren’t
humans around to treat these pieces of paper this
particular way then there wouldn’t be any money.
But the same might be said of economies, business
cycles, depressions, and a bunch of phenomena
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whose existence is dependent on human commerce,
but whose nature we have little or no control over.
We might stipulate the properties of money in such
a way that we can distinguish real from counterfeit,
but the processes that it becomes enmeshed in move
in ways we can’t simply stipulate. So, a better way of
differentiating natural and social kinds is in terms
of attitude dependence: it’s not whether the existence
of the kind is dependent on the existence of human
minds that’s at issue, but whether the way the kind is,
or what is true about it, is dependent on the way we
take it to be. A five pound note is worth five pounds
because we take it to be worth that much.

RATHER THAN TRYING TO
LOOK AT WHAT WE TAKE TO
BE THE THINGS THAT THE
CONCEPTS ARE PICKING OUT,
I THINK WE SHOULD LOOK
AT HOW THE CONCEPTS ARE
PICKING THEM OUT
AM: So if that’s not a metaphysical distinction, what
kind of distinction is it?
PW: An epistemological one! For me, truth is the
fundamental concept underpinning all these different
ways in which we talk about reality. As I hinted earlier,
the key thing for understanding truth is error, as there
is no possibility of truth without the possibility of error.
So the way to come at thinking about things that we
don’t want to classify as “fully real” in the sense of having
an underlying essence that is independent of the social
domain is to explain the differences between the ways
we allow ourselves to be wrong about them. In short,
the kinds of error that we’re capable of making about
uranium are fundamentally different from the kinds of
error we are capable of making about money. The trick
is not to take for granted that we already understand
the nature of objectivity, because that suggests that its
absence is what needs explaining. From my perspective,
the difficulty isn’t explaining how social kinds fall short

of natural ones, but explaining how natural ones exceed
social ones. How is it that we’re capable of being more
wrong about black holes and species than money and
race?
AM: So does your idea of semantic deference have any
role when thinking of these social categories?
PW: It’s all about the way in which discursive practice is
structured in terms of authority and responsibility. We
all have authority over which claims we take to be true,
and when we assert them we authorise others to take
them to be true too. But, as we saw above, in order to
make a truth claim we need to allow for the possibility
that it is false, which means relinquishing the authority
to stipulate that what we say is true. We do this by
undertaking a corresponding responsibility to justify
our claims in response to challenges. This takes roughly
two forms: inferring the claim in question from other
claims that have yet to be challenged (e.g., “The banana
is ripe because it is yellow”), and deferring to somebody’s
authority (e.g., “My father is sure the banana is ripe”).
The authority that is deferred to can take various forms,
including the authority to stipulate that certain claims
are true by definition (e.g., “This is just what we mean
by ‘ripe’ in this house”). This can as easily be communal
as individual, such as when we appeal to common
knowledge or social mores. The crucial thing is that
deference involves appealing to claims about people’s
attitudes in a way that seems to make truth dependent
upon them.

THE KINDS OF ERROR THAT
WE’RE CAPABLE OF MAKING
ABOUT URANIUM ARE
FUNDAMENTALLY DIFFERENT
FROM THE KINDS OF ERROR
WE ARE CAPABLE OF MAKING
ABOUT MONEY
Fiction is the easiest case to begin with. If we get
into a debate about obscure details of the Harry

Potter universe, then we are inevitably going to end
up appealing to claims about JK Rowling’s attitudes:
what she intended to be the case. Of course, there
are complexities involved in such interpretation. For
example, Rowling might have certain contradictory
ideas that invite us to interpret things in a slightly
different or nuanced way, letting us disagree with her
in limited ways. But there’s a fundamental sense in
which all this remains dependent upon claims about
attitudes, about what she takes to be the case. This
dependence can become more diffuse, such as debates
about mythology, like the nature of the Norse gods.
This is still fiction, but we’re not necessarily going to
be tracing back all of these debates to ultimate claims
about specific individuals’ attitudes about Thor.
We might draw a similar comparison between laws
explicitly instituted by legislators and interpreted by
judicial institutions, which can create and regulate
social kinds like currencies, and the norms implicitly
maintained in a decentralised manner without
specialised experts, which can sustain and authenticate
social kinds like classes. What distinguishes the type of
truth at issue in all these cases is that, although they’re
open to the possibility that I might be wrong, they’re
not open to the possibility that everyone might be
wrong. Objectivity demands that we go further.
AM: How do we get there, then?
PW: The first step in this direction is showing that
it’s possible to eliminate appeals to claims about
attitudes from at least some forms of deference to
epistemic expertise. Sellars shows us how to do this
for observational testimony. For example, if we’re
speculating about the weather, I can say “I think it’s
raining because Steve’s outside and he’s called me to
say that it’s raining”. Technically, I’m deferring to his
opinion here. But we can go a step deeper and we can
start thinking about Steve as a causal system that
responds differentially to the weather in certain reliable
ways, analysing his expertise and reducing deference to
inference. In principle, I could even explain why Steve
can reliably tell that it’s raining in a way that doesn’t
appeal to his or anybody else’s attitudes, but merely to
further observations, digging into the neurology of his
perceptual mechanisms and looking for reasons why
when he experiences certain sensations he produces
certain words. This also means that Steve’s testimonial
authority is open to challenges based on how his
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perceptual mechanisms are functioning. If you respond
that “Steve’s taken a lot of LSD”, that’s a good reason to
discount his testimony. In essence, we can look at Steve
the same way we look at an electron microscope. We
can treat him as an instrument, and argue for or against
believing his readings in the same way. By the same
logic, we can treat ourselves as instruments, accepting
that our own observations are justified and subject to
challenge in precisely the same way as Steve’s.
The second step is more difficult, and it amounts to
solving the problem posed by Hegel’s account of natural
consciousness: how do we eliminate the residual
attitude dependence implied by deference to semantic
expertise? There are two basic insights here. On the
one hand, we must recognise that fixity of meaning is
relative to the topic under discussion. Although we have
to suppress the difference between our concept and
what it represents in order to use it in representation,
we can temporarily suspend this suppression. We can
criticise the adequacy of definitions, the consistency
of techniques of classification, or the coherence of the
socio-cultural infrastructure that ties these together.
To return to the earlier example, we might pause our
debate about whether truth is beauty in order to get
clear on what we mean by “beauty” and whether there
even is a common thread uniting the various different
senses in which that word gets used. We can bring the
contents of our concepts into question, in order to
revise them – we just can’t bring them all into question
at the same time. We always have to use some to argue
about the adequacy of others.
On the other hand, we need to see that what is
characteristic of empirical concepts is that the world
can force us to revise them. Concepts encode patterns
of inference, but these inferences can be contradicted
by experimental evidence. Consider the concept of
“particle” which was treated as mutually incompatible
with “wave” until experimental evidence showed
entities treated as particles behaving like waves and
vice versa. The history of science contains a plethora
of such shifts, where not only which things fall under
a concept can change but also what it means for them
to do so. What we have here is a game that is set up in
such a way as to require us to change the rules we’re
playing by, creating a kind of openness to the world
through which it can tell us that we’re all playing the
game wrong.
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This gives us some sense in which the evolving meaning
of natural kind concepts is tracking some essence that
exceeds them, without implying that we have any
positive access to that essence, or thereby any certainty
that there is something we’re tracking. Some conceptual
trajectories lead to dead ends, like “phlogiston”,
“aether”, and “hysteria”. By contrast, in the case of
social kind concepts like “(racially) black” or “(legally)
woman”, it’s not to say that we can’t revise them or that
there aren’t good reasons to revise them, but that the
reasons for doing so are fundamentally different.
AM: And what are they? Take a concept like “woman”.
This seems to sit somewhere between the two because
on the one hand it seems like a clear biological category,
and on the other hand it goes well beyond biology. What
role should the philosopher be playing in helping to
clarify what is going on in debates about such concepts?

WE CAN BRING THE CONTENTS
OF OUR CONCEPTS INTO
QUESTION, IN ORDER TO
REVISE THEM – WE JUST
CAN’T BRING THEM ALL INTO
QUESTION AT THE SAME TIME
PW: Well this is the question, right? The reasons that
most thinkers are giving for changing these are social
ones – they are about how the concepts affect the ways
in which we live and treat each other. I’ve thus far
focused on the role that concepts play in observation
and inference, as this is what’s central to empirical
concepts, but concepts can also play a role in action. In
other words, some concepts have practical implications.
This is more obvious with abstract value concepts such
as “justice” and “beauty”. For example, if I say that one
painting is more beautiful than another, this implies
that, all else being equal, if you were in a burning
gallery and could only save one of the two, you should
save the more beautiful one. Value is what motivates
action. But there are a lot of more concrete concepts
with normative content. One can’t grasp the concept
“table” without understanding how one ought to use

it, and one can’t grasp the concept “cashier” without
understanding how one ought to interact with them.
To tinker with these concepts is to actively modify the
furniture of the social world.

CONCEPTS DON’T EXIST
IN VACUUMS. THEY’RE
FUNDAMENTALLY
DETERMINED BY THEIR
RELATIONS TO ONE ANOTHER,
AND IT’S HARD TO TINKER
WITH THEM IN ISOLATION
The recent controversy over the concept “woman” is
a good example of how the empirical and normative
dimensions can be intertwined, insofar as we have a
biological classification that is supposed to have social
implications. I don’t want to rehearse the details of this
debate, because I’m hardly an expert. But I think I can
offer two useful philosophical points, based on what
I’ve said so far. First, the biological concept of “sex” has
undergone precisely the sort of changes characteristic
of the pursuit of objectivity, revealing complexities
that cut against the intuitions encoded in earlier
practices of classification. Insofar as there is anything
like an essence here, there is nothing “common sense”
about it. Second, the naturalistic fallacy still applies:
one cannot directly infer an ought from an is. The
normative content of “woman” cannot be derived from
its empirical content. Even if the latter involves some
conception of biological function, for example that the
role of the female is to produce larger gametes (eggs),
this function is purely explanatory. It’s the same as
saying that the function of a heart is to beat. It tells
us nothing about how we should act or the kinds of
practical attitudes we should adopt towards those
classified as women. This leaves us free to modify either
the practical implications or the classificatory scope of
the concept as we choose.

PW: There are some who suggest that we have more or
less infinite stipulative control over our concepts. This
may not do his views justice, but I’ve had discussions
about this sort of thing with the philosopher Liam
Bright who comes from a Carnapian perspective, and his
answer to a lot of questions about problematic features
of our concepts is something like, “Well, we could just
not.” For example, afropessimists maintain that the
concept of “human” has historically been defined in
terms of what it excludes, and that “blackness” forms
its boundary, such that the categories through which
the rest of Western society identifies itself are premised
upon systemic subjection of those categorised as
black. Bright’s response is that, even if this were true,
we could simply choose to use “human” in a way that
is non-oppositional. I don’t exactly agree with the
afropessimist analysis, and I’m sympathetic to Bright’s
conceptual voluntarism. However, I also have some
reservations about just how easy it is to effect these
sorts of change. On the one hand, concepts don’t exist
in vacuums. They’re fundamentally determined by their
relations to one another, and it’s hard to tinker with
them in isolation. On the other, if you take seriously
that they’re social practices, then the difficulty is
propagating changes in the way they’re used through
the community. This is easier for technical terms whose
networks of semantic deference are institutionalised,
but much harder for common terms in the wild. The
task faced by would be “conceptual engineers” is quite
a daunting one.
Peter Wolfendale is a philosopher based at Newcastle
University whose work focuses mainly upon the
intersection between the methodology of metaphysics
and the structure of rationality, but also includes
foundational topics in the philosophy of value, ethics,
aesthetics, computer science, and social theory.
deontologistics.wordpress.com / @deontologistics
Interview by Anthony Morgan.

AM: All this seems to suggest that we have a lot of
control over how we revise these kinds of concepts.
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TRACING
CONCEPTS TO
NEEDS

What in reality corresponds to our concept of
probability? In his 1921 treatise on the topic, the
economist John Maynard Keynes offered an answer:
our concept of probability reflects objective probability
relations in the world. These objective relations
are something we can directly perceive, according
to Keynes. They are strung between premises and
conclusions like wires between poles. We may not
always be able to put a number on them; but we can tell
that the probability that “We shall reach home alive”
given that “We are walking home under a clear sky” is
objectively greater than its probability given that “We
are walking home in a thunderstorm”. Such objective
probability relations could be discerned between any
premises and conclusions, Keynes maintained.
But his young friend, the precocious genius Frank
Ramsey, was sceptical. What probability relation, he
challenged Keynes to tell him, leads from the premise
that “Napoleon was a great general” to the conclusion
that “My carpet is blue”? He, for one, did not perceive
such relations, Ramsey declared, and he suspected that
others did not perceive them either.
As Ramsey saw it, trying to match up the concept of
probability with perceivable bits of the world was not
the way to elucidate it. It was not like the concept
of rainbow – something best understood by first
studying the nature of rainbows and then explaining
how we came by the concept of rainbow in terms of
our repeated encounters with rainbows. The concept
of probability was less like an impression left in our
minds by something already out there, and more
like a device we had built to navigate the world more
successfully. Hence, Ramsey proposed to look at the
function performed by the concept in our thought and
talk. What work does the concept do for us? What does
it allow us to achieve that we could not achieve without
it? We can seek to demystify the concept of probability
by relating it to human needs rather than to objective
relations.

by Matthieu Queloz
University of Oxford
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If we were all-knowing gods, we would fully believe
what was true and entirely disbelieve what was false.
But human minds are mired in uncertainty: there
are many things that we only partially believe. I may
be fairly confident that this is the path back to the
campsite, but my confidence in that belief may wax
and wane along the way, rendering me correspondingly

more or less disposed to take the time to go over the
map again, or to consult the others.
One important function of the concept of probability,
Ramsey surmised, is to serve as a measure of this
practical confidence: it enables us to articulate the
degrees of belief that underlie our actions. If our
actions are to meet with success, we had better get our
degrees of belief right; and this means that we have an
interest in expressing and comparing our degrees of
belief, calibrating them against each other. By enabling
us to think and speak about practical confidence, the
concept of probability fills precisely this need. This
helps explain why we have the concept of probability
and dispel its air of mystery. But instead of explaining
the concept in terms of what in reality it refers to, we
shall have explained it in terms of the human concerns
to which it answers.
***
There may be many other concepts that are best
understood as outgrowths of practical needs rather
than as after-images of antecedent objects. In fact,
the lofty abstractions that are most prone to invite
philosophical puzzlement – such as truth, knowledge,
or justice – are all good candidates. But Ramsey’s
example is hard to follow. Brilliant flashes of insight do
not make a method.
To trace a concept back to the needs it has grown out
of, one must reverse-engineer the problem to which the
concept forms a solution. This requires reconstructing
the kind of practical situation in which that problem
would arise, and determining what might drive people
lacking the concept to invent it. The task is similar to
that facing archaeologists who unearth a perplexing
artefact: they need to imaginatively reconstruct the
human affairs that gave rise to and revolved around it
in order to identify the point of the artefact.
There is a philosophical method designed to do just
that: the method of telling pragmatic genealogies of
concepts. It is a method that cuts across the analyticcontinental divide, having been employed by David
Hume as much as by Friedrich Nietzsche. More recently,
it has been rediscovered notably by philosophers such
as Edward Craig, Bernard Williams, Miranda Fricker,
and Philip Pettit. These philosophers offer genealogies

in the sense that they trace concepts to their origins,
but they are pragmatic genealogies because they are
primarily concerned with practical origins: with the
function that the concept emerged to discharge – and
perhaps continues to discharge if the needs to which it
answers have endured.
Unlike intellectual historians, however, pragmatic
genealogists are not primarily concerned to locate
the actual historical emergence of a concept; they are
primarily concerned to determine what makes some of
our most venerable concepts so indispensable. Indeed,
if the concept really is indispensable, its historical
beginnings will anyway be shrouded in the mists
of the undocumented past. Accordingly, pragmatic
genealogists often have to imaginatively reconstruct
the development of a concept.
Just because the most indispensable concepts are so
old, however, they are likely to have been shaped by
a dizzying variety of needs. Where to start? One way
to bring order into that overwhelming complexity is
to try and identify some of the most basic functions
that a concept serves – and these are often far from
being the most obvious. Much as we tend to be
oblivious to the way in which the discrete assistance
of gravity is indispensable to the success even of our
most banal actions, the work done by our concepts is
often concealed in that inconspicuous background of
functionality we take for granted.
Since they want to begin by identifying the most
fundamental functions performed by a concept,
pragmatic genealogists initially try to keep local
peculiarities out of their story. They start from a
rough sketch of a situation that is not localised to any
particular time or place: a fictional “State of Nature” or
some equivalent of it, such as Philip Pettit’s “Erewhon”
(an anagram of “nowhere” that Pettit adopts from
Samuel Butler’s novel of the same name). The idea is
to construct a model of a maximally generic situation,
allowing oneself nothing but the practical needs that a
community of human beings can plausibly be assumed
to have anyway: the need to find food and water, or the
need to find out about the most significant risks in one’s
immediate environment (where is that bear now?). Of
course, in imagining what needs human beings would
have “anyway”, there is a danger of overgeneralising
from one’s own experience. But there are some needs
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that are basic and structural enough to be at work
nearly everywhere: the need to secure information
about the risks and opportunities afforded by the
environment, for example, would be shared even by
human communities with radically different outlooks,
though they might differ in what they concretely regard
as a risk or an opportunity.
Given such a state-of-nature model, one can already
catch a glimpse of the most generic practical pressures
that might drive the emergence of the concept whose
function one seeks to reverse-engineer. Just as some
sculptures start life as a mere armature – a framework
or formal structure in and around which the clay builds
up before being moulded and honed into a fully fleshedout form – state-of-nature genealogies can help us to
identify functional armatures underlying concepts and
their various historical elaborations. Of course, such
state-of-nature theorising should be informed by and
checked against the findings of anthropology, history,
and the other human sciences, and even then there
remains a risk of bending the model to one’s prejudices.
But the state-of-nature model is not meant to embody
historical claims about how concepts in fact originated,
or indeed to yield any firm answers by itself. Its purpose
is to prompt us to ask questions we did not know to ask,
in particular by helping us to see possible connections
between seemingly idle concepts and practical needs.
***
Once upon a time, Nietzsche wrote, there was a star
in some remote corner of the universe on which some
shrewd creatures developed a passion for truth. They
revered it as solemnly as if the world hinged on it. But
then the creatures died out, and the star froze over, and
it was as though nothing had happened.
Nietzsche’s fable is meant to bring out how transient,
volatile, and insignificant the human passion for
truth can seem in the grand scheme of things. But
it is also meant to dramatise the question of why we
came to value the truth as we do, as something worth
seeking and telling even at great cost to ourselves, just
because it is the truth. Why is that abstract concept so
important to us? After all, it is not at all obvious why
human intelligence would have evolved to do anything
other than to dissimulate, deceive, cheat, and trick. Nor
have the powerful incentives to be less than truthful

36

gone away. That was the basis of Voltaire’s observation
that “people employ language only to conceal their
thoughts”. So why on earth did we come to think of
truth as valuable for its own sake? And what is the
value of valuing truth in this way?

WHY IS TRUTH SO IMPORTANT
TO US? AFTER ALL, IT IS NOT
AT ALL OBVIOUS WHY HUMAN
INTELLIGENCE WOULD HAVE
EVOLVED TO DO ANYTHING
OTHER THAN TO DISSIMULATE,
DECEIVE, CHEAT, AND TRICK
Nietzsche rejected the traditional responses to these
questions – that the value of truth derived from the
Platonic Form of Truth, or that human beings valued
the truth because they valued the “True World” behind
the apparent one. For Nietzsche, these responses
missed the respects in which the value of truth was
all too human. They let the world as it was anyway,
independently of human concerns, do all the explanatory
work. They maintained, in effect, that human minds
bore the impress of the value of truth because the
truth was out there and the truth was impressive. This
was fundamentally the same explanatory strategy as
Keynes employed, of elucidating a concept in terms of
the anterior presence of some object that human beings
gradually awakened to.
But Nietzsche preferred to seek the origins of
mysterious concepts in worldly human affairs rather
than in ethereal spheres. In this he was like Ramsey,
who wrote that his picture of the world was “drawn
in perspective, and not like a model to scale. The
foreground is occupied by human beings and the stars
are all as small as threepenny bits”. As if responding to
Nietzsche’s fable, Ramsey added: “In time the world
will cool and everything will die; but that is a long time
off still, and its present value at compound discount
is almost nothing. Nor is the present less valuable
because the future will be blank. Humanity, which fills

the foreground of my picture, I find interesting and on
the whole admirable”.
And rather as Ramsey had approached the concept of
probability by tracing it to the need to measure and
articulate practical confidence, Nietzsche thought that
the value of truth originated in the exigencies of social
life. In his 1873 essay “On Truth and Lies in an ExtraMoral Sense” and in his notes from that period, he
sketched the outlines of a pragmatic genealogy of the
value of truth. It presents the origins of that exalted
ideal as thoroughly practical, and commends it for its
enduring utility as long as it is not pushed too far.
Nietzsche’s genealogy of the value of truth starts
out from a “State of Nature” from which the value
of truth is as yet entirely absent: a Hobbesian war of
all against all, in which the intellect is used mainly
for dissimulation. But once human beings enter into
society and language, Nietzsche writes, “the contrast
between truth and lie first comes into being. The liar
uses the valid designations, the words, in order to make
© Nicole Franchy

the unreal appear as real: he says, for example, ‘I am
rich’, when the correct designation of this condition
would be ‘poor’”.
On Nietzsche’s view, it is the advent of liars – Voltaire’s
people who employ language only to conceal their
thoughts – that first instigates the development of the
value of truth. In its most primitive form, the value of
truth consists of two dispositions or character traits:
the dispositions to seek the truth and the disposition to
tell the truth. Each of these two dispositions emerges
in answer to practical needs generated by the advent of
liars. On the one hand, every individual needs to seek
the truth in order to avoid the unpleasant consequences
of being deceived; this encourages the emergence of
what Nietzsche dubs the “will not to let oneself be
deceived” – the primitive form of the disposition to
seek the truth. On the other hand, there is a collective
need to avoid the unpleasant consequences of rampant
mendaciousness, which threatens to make it impossible
for the community to cooperate and communicate
effectively; this encourages society to impose a duty
to tell the truth and threaten to ostracise those who
breach that duty. Prudent members of the community
therefore develop the “will not to deceive” – the
primitive form of the disposition to tell the truth.
Together, the twin dispositions to seek and tell the
truth make up the first intimations of the value of truth.
But at this stage in Nietzsche’s genealogy, these are
merely dispositions to value the truth instrumentally,
as a means of avoiding the unpleasant consequences of
being deceived or ostracised for breaching the socially
imposed duty to tell the truth. Whatever value truth
has is thus exhausted by the prudential value it derives
from its consequences. Moreover, the dispositions to
seek and tell the truth are limited in their application.
There is no expectation that one should seek the truth
beyond what is instrumentally useful to oneself, or tell
the truth to people outside one’s community. But in
this limited form, there is nonetheless value in valuing
the truth. It answers to the need to avoid deception and
secure the conditions of cooperation.
As those twin dispositions solidify through habit and
are inculcated over generations, however, their original
function is forgotten, and the sense of being socially
bound to tell the truth awakens a moral impulse in
connection to truth. The habits of seeking and telling
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the truth are imbued with a moral feeling: “our habits
become virtues”, Nietzsche suggests, because we
come to think of the behavioural patterns we are in
the habit of exhibiting as inviolable, and to regard
the inviolability of those patterns as more important
than our own welfare. For once imbued with the moral
feeling of inviolability, the habits of seeking and telling
the truth are generalised beyond their original domain
of application: truth comes to be solemnly demanded
everywhere and towards everyone. The shrewd
creatures have developed a passion for truth.
***
Nietzsche’s genealogy of the value of truth began
as an attempt to understand in what respects it was
worth having. But he never published these remarks,
and they were outshone by the fiery rhetoric he later
directed at inflated conceptions of truth in the writings
he did publish. This choice of emphasis is perhaps not
surprising given the late nineteenth-century context
in which he was writing. A witness to the heyday of
hefty multi-volume scholarly tomes, he seems to have
felt that his unhealthily truth-obsessed colleagues
needed no further encouragement. Instead, he warned
them against the readiness to sacrifice everything on
the altar of truth, the attitude of “fiat veritas, pereat
vita!” – “let there be truth, even should life perish!”
Truth was a legitimate value, but it had to stand in the
service of life.
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Nietzsche’s. Williams sought to highlight the benefits
of valuing the truth, and alert readers to what would be
lost if we gave up on it.
Where Williams’ genealogy casts a more flattering light
than Nietzsche’s, in particular, is in showing that there
is a point not just to valuing the truth, but to valuing
it for its own sake. Nietzsche had put this down to the
forces of habit and forgetfulness. But Williams shows
that there is a powerful practical imperative to do so:
it is only insofar as the truth is regarded as intrinsically
valuable that valuing the truth can be instrumentally
valuable. The value of truth, it turns out, needs to
outrun its functionality in order to be functional.

ON NIETZSCHE’S VIEW, IT
IS THE ADVENT OF LIARS
THAT FIRST INSTIGATES THE
DEVELOPMENT OF THE VALUE
OF TRUTH

Echoing Nietzsche, Williams begins his genealogy by
showing how an imaginary community of languageusing human beings in a simplified “State of Nature”
would be driven to cultivate in its members the
dispositions to seek and tell the truth. Each individual,
in order to get by, needs some information about such
things as whether the bear has come out of hibernation
yet, or whether the cherries on the other side of the hill
are ripe. To this end, one can rely on one’s own senses up
to a point. But trying to find out everything for oneself
is extremely inefficient, and since not everyone is at the
same place at the same time, someone else might be able
to see or hear something that one cannot possibly find
out for oneself. Each individual therefore has a strong
interest in pooling information with others in a kind
of division of labour. But if the imaginary community
is going to pool information, it needs to cultivate in its
members whatever qualities make good contributors
to the pool of information. And, according to Williams,
those qualities are, first, the reliable disposition to
get things right, and second, the reliable disposition
to pass on that information to others in a way that
is helpful and not misleading. Williams labels these
dispositions “Accuracy” and “Sincerity”, capitalising
the terms to signal that he is talking about simpler
prototypes of what we now mean by these terms.

When the English philosopher Bernard Williams
revived Nietzsche’s genealogical inquiry into the
point of valuing the truth in his 2002 book Truth and
Truthfulness: An Essay in Genealogy, he was writing
at a very different juncture: between post-modern
denials of the existence of truth and post-truth
politics. Accordingly, his emphasis was the opposite of

The trouble, however, is that as long as people are
Accurate and Sincere only when it suits them anyway,
any attempt to establish a practice of information
pooling is doomed eventually to collapse under the
weight of “free riders”: people who try to profit from
the pool of information without themselves bothering
to be Accurate or Sincere except when they immediately

stand to gain from it. Free riders do not just do little
to enrich the pool with hard-to-get information; they
vitiate it with misinformation whenever they can profit
from misleading people. As long as the dispositions of
Accuracy and Sincerity are valued only instrumentally,
therefore, the practice of information pooling, however
valuable, cannot get off the ground – and everyone is
worse off as a result.
This is why people who pool information need to value
the truth for its own sake – seeking it out and telling it
to others just because it is the truth. Once considered
intrinsically valuable, truth stakes a claim against selfinterest, and the dispositions of Accuracy and Sincerity
come to be regarded as qualities worthy of emulation
and praise – as virtues. This may not suffice to override
self-interest every time. But it enables the practice of
information pooling to take off, and the occasional lie
will not bring it down.
There is thus a good practical reason why we are more
bloody-minded than benefit-minded about truth.
The value of truth is an indispensable instrument
for information-sharing creatures like us, but it is an
instrument that can only do its work if its instrumental
character effaces itself in favour of less instrumental
considerations. Like the concept of probability, the
value of truth is functional for us. But it is functional
only insofar as we do not understand it merely in
functional terms. Its functionality, we might say, is
self-effacing.
***
Pragmatic genealogies like the genealogies of the value
of truth told by Nietzsche and Williams can help us
grasp why we think as we do. But instead of explaining
concepts by tracing them to antecedent objects in
reality, they trace them to practical needs and reverseengineer the functions performed by the concepts.
And instead of elucidating concepts with Ramseyan
flashes of brilliant insight, they let the light dawn
gradually, painstakingly reconstructing how certain
basic needs give rise to further needs, and how these
in turn generate problems which certain concepts are
designed to solve.

of a concept in relation to certain needs is to tell us
something about how the concept stands to our own
concerns. It puts us in a position to ask: Do we share
the needs of the creatures in the genealogical story, or
has the concept outlived its usefulness? Who exactly
profits from the work it performs? Should we continue
to cultivate the concept, and can we adapt or extend
it so that it can discharge its function even better or
more widely?

IT IS ONLY INSOFAR AS THE
TRUTH IS REGARDED AS
INTRINSICALLY VALUABLE
THAT VALUING THE TRUTH
CAN BE INSTRUMENTALLY
VALUABLE
By enabling us to raise and pursue these questions,
the backward-looking method of pragmatic genealogy
feeds into the forward-looking enterprise of revising
and ameliorating our conceptual repertoire. Especially
when one lacks a clear sense of what a concept does and
why one thinks in those terms to begin with, conceptual
engineering should be guided by conceptual reverseengineering. In Nietzsche’s image, one first needs to go
backwards as everyone goes backwards who wants to
take a big jump.
Matthieu Queloz is a Junior Research Fellow at Wolfson
College and a Member of the Faculty of Philosophy at the
University of Oxford. He is the author of The Practical
Origins of Ideas: Genealogy as Conceptual ReverseEngineering (2021), published open access with Oxford
University Press.

In so doing, pragmatic genealogies also cast concepts
in a certain evaluative light. To reveal the function
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THE ONTOLOGY
OF GENDER

Kate Ritchie (KR): Before focusing on ontology in
relation to gender, I was hoping you could start us off
by saying a few things about what philosophers mean
when they talk about ontology more generally?
Katharine Jenkins (KJ): In a very basic sense,
ontology is the study of objects and entities. What
objects and entities are there in the world? How do
they exist? How do they get to be there? And how do
they stay there? One important idea in ontology is
the idea of kinds, understood as groupings of things
in the world that can help us explain and predict the
world. Chemical elements are good examples of kinds,
because they are groupings of substances that help
chemists predict how different substances are going to
react under different kinds of conditions. So, to touch
on gender, the ontology of gender is asking similar
questions: Are there gender kinds in the world? If so,
what sorts of things are they? How do they exist? And
how do they help us to explain things?
This discussion of chemical elements and gender opens
up a distinction between what get called natural kinds
and social kinds. Do you want to talk a bit about how
you would characterise that distinction?
KR: I do think there is a useful contrast between natural
kinds like chemical elements, and social kinds like
lawyers or genders or money. However, it is important
not to overstress the differences. For example, when we
think about events or things that happen, these seem
sufficiently different from, say, objects in the world
like cups or tables so as to require totally different
ontological categories. However, I don’t think of social
and natural kinds in this way. I think they are both in
the same ontological category, but the key distinction
is that whereas social kinds depend on social structures
such as our beliefs, laws, and interactions, natural
kinds – while also depending on patterns existing in
the world – do not depend on social structures for their
existence.

a conversation between
Katharine Jenkins and Kate Ritchie
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KJ: Absolutely. And I think it’s interesting to note
that while social kinds are, as you say, “up to us” in a
different way to natural kinds, this doesn’t mean that
we’re always going to know a lot about them in advance.
Recessions are a good example of this: no one sets out to
make the category of “recession” in the same deliberate
way that we set out to make people into lawyers. But

nonetheless the things we do give rise to recessions. So
there are numerous layers to the sense in which social
kinds are up to us, and they can come to surprise us
even though we originated them.
KR: This is something that has come out really strongly
in work by feminist philosophers, feminist theorists,
and critical race theorists who have shown that it
can be very hard to see that some of the categories
they study depend on us in various sorts of ways. For
example, gender categories are not just natural kinds
that divide people up in particular ways – and this
can take some work to see. So I agree that the fact
that a category depends on us does not mean that it
is automatically transparent to us. There is often a lot
of excavation work to be done to show this. And the
picture becomes even more complicated once we realise
that social kinds like race and gender do not sit in neat
separate categories because there are intersectional
kinds in which, say, racial, gender, and socio-economic
categories find themselves merging. I was wondering
how similar or different you think these sorts of social
kinds are?

ARE THERE GENDER KINDS
IN THE WORLD? IF SO, WHAT
SORTS OF THINGS ARE THEY?
HOW DO THEY EXIST? AND
HOW DO THEY HELP US TO
EXPLAIN THINGS?
KJ: This is where we start to get into territory where
philosophers have very different views. To take the
example of race and gender, in her book Categories We
Live By Ásta thinks that there are clear similarities to be
drawn between the two as both race and gender are to be
understood as something like a social status – because
of all the ways, both formal and informal, both obvious
and subtle, in which people respond to them, people in
these categories come to count in a certain way and to
have a certain kind of social meaning or social status
thrust onto them. For example, the fact that you’re
expected to make the coffee when it’s the coffee break

might be part of what it is to have the social status
“woman” in a particular context. So the metaphysics is
very similar between those stories, although the details
are going to differ. But there is also a lot of work on
race kinds or gender kinds that doesn’t transfer readily
between the two. A good example of this is the work of
Chike Jeffers. He argues that race kinds are constructed
through shared cultures and ways of life, and thus have
shared aims and values. So this kind of story is not
going to be closely analogous with the case of gender.
Some people do try to tell general stories about social
kinds that work more readily across the board, but not
everyone is going to agree that that this is a good way
to go.
In this context, the idea of intersectionality that you
mentioned is crucial as this opens up questions of
whether race and gender can even be thought of as
separate kinds. If they are always intermeshed in our
experiences, where does that leave us, metaphysically
speaking? Work by Black feminist philosophers and
women of colour philosophers like Kimberlé Crenshaw,
bell hooks, and Maria Lugones is really significant here.
As for me, I suppose I am a pluralist in that I think that
there are lots of race kinds and gender kinds, and while
there are some similarities on a broad brushstrokes
level as to how these kinds exist, the details are going
to be very different. In terms of intersectionality, I’m
inclined to think of it in terms of levels of granularity
– how broad do you want your brushstrokes to be or
much do you want to zoom in on particular features?
For certain explanatory purposes, telling a story in
more broad terms might work well, but I think the
lesson we should take home from the work on this is
that we should be really careful about going too broad as
it is really easy to miss a lot of the specificity of people’s
lives by doing it that way. Do you have any thoughts
on other kinds of distinctions that we can encounter in
this domain?
KR: One distinction that social ontologists focus on
is the distinction between causal and constitutive
dependence, or what is also called causal and
constitutive social construction. To take an everyday
example, “plastic” is clearly caused by us, that is, we
created it, but if we died off there would still be plastic
around even in the absence of humans. But there are
other social kinds that are dependent upon us in ways
that are not only causal (even though causation is part
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of the story). For example, if all humans died off, there
would no longer be money. There might still be bits of
metal or pieces of paper, but money depends on how we
are interacting with it, it depends on our practices and
the status we have conferred on it, so there is a sense
in which the category of money is constituted by our
social practices in a way that is not true of plastics.
Another useful way of pointing to differences between
social kinds is through Ian Hacking’s idea of “looping
effects”. Hacking argues that certain social kinds seem
to be such that when a person is categorised within this
kind, this can then change the way they behave and the
ways in which they conceptualise themselves, with the
consequence that this might actually end up changing
the kind itself too.
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KJ: I think that looking at the contrast between being
a vegan and being a herbivore is instructive in this
respect because you might tell a story in which there
have always been people who are herbivores. But when
it becomes laden with meaning in a social context, then
it becomes a part of how people respond to you and
your situation. At this point, I think we shift from the
brute fact of being a herbivore, and we move into more
of a social kind that we can use to explain the dynamics
of all that then proceeds, for example somebody not
inviting you to dinner because you’re a vegan! This is
part of the looping effect of being a vegan, if you will.
So “vegan” becomes something we can use to explain
why something happened in a social situation in a way
that encompasses a richer kind of network of meanings
than “herbivore”.

Of course, it might be that this distinction does not
hold up when we start to probe the language, and this
raises the question of the difference between how we
talk about these social kinds and how they actually are
in the world. Can you say a bit about the relationship
between the language and the world in this sense?
KR: There’s a broad distinction in philosophy between
representation and reality. So, the fact that we can talk
of things in particular ways does not necessarily mean
that that is the way things actually are. There can be
things that exist for which we have no words and we
can have words for things that do not actually exist
(for example, ghosts or the fountain of youth). And
this distinction becomes especially interesting in the
social realm because language and reality can combine
in some interesting and complicated sorts of ways, as
we have just seen with Hacking’s account of looping
effects.
To take a clear example, we might have labels for certain
social kinds, but not for others. As Miranda Fricker has
famously discussed, there was a time when we did not
have a label for sexual harassment, despite the fact that
sexual harassment clearly existed prior to us having this
label for it. So it cannot be the case that all social things
are things for which we have labels. It is interesting to
ask why there was not a label for it. No doubt this is
due to a lot of reasons, but part of it is surely that it
allowed it to stay under the surface – it denied people
who were being sexually harassed the opportunity to
come together with this shared terminology. And I
think that this is something we see increasingly with
different identity categories as well. For example,
until quite recently there was not an expression for
being cis. So the ways that being cis might figure in
explanations were obscured, just as sexual harassment
might be obscured without linguistic resources to
discuss it. And, even when there is language for an
identity category, whether an identity is dominant or
not can make a difference in how explanatory people
take it to be. For example, in some contexts racial
identities like being Black or Asian are brought up as
being more explanatory than being white. And being
gay might be taken to figure in more explanations than
being heterosexual. This can serve to mask dominance
in various domains, either by not having expressions
for something in language at all, or by using them very
rarely to explain or understand social reality.

KJ: It’s interesting that you say that because one
thing I wanted to discuss is what gets called (rather
fancily) “conceptual engineering” or “ameliorative”
projects as they are talking about what we as
philosophers might want to do in response to some of
the things that you have just described. The general
idea is that the terms and concepts that we use to
think and communicate with each other direct our
attention towards the world in certain ways. So, to
use your example, once we have a term for sexual
harassment, we are going to start to notice it and act
upon it. Roughly speaking, the idea with conceptual
engineering is that we can try to deliberately shape
the terms and concepts we use in order to direct our
attention to the world in better and more useful ways.
This is the “ameliorative” element. The aim is to direct
our attention to the world in ways that we think will
be helpful to serve political ends such as advocating
for justice, for example.

THE FACT THAT A
CATEGORY DEPENDS ON
US DOES NOT MEAN THAT
IT IS AUTOMATICALLY
TRANSPARENT TO US.
THERE IS OFTEN A LOT OF
EXCAVATION WORK TO BE
DONE TO SHOW THIS
Making sure that we have terms and concepts like
“genderqueer” for genders other than the standard
binary of “man” and “woman” could also be seen as
an ameliorative project because having those concepts
in our toolbox is going to help us do things that are
important for justice. What I find exciting about the
ameliorative project is the idea that by asking what we
need to be talking about in order to get where we need
to get and do what we need to do, we find out more
about our needs and about the world on that journey.
At the end, we might find that we are talking about
something that we would never have associated with
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a particular term or concept at the beginning of the
process, but this is in the nature of the endeavour as a
politically engaged process.
KR: Obviously genderqueer is a fairly new concept, but
I was wondering what thoughts you had on how we can
work to ameliorate more traditional gender concepts
like “woman”?
KJ: One idea I have been thinking about recently
relates to what happens when social kinds or categories
are set up in ways that are unjust and oppressive –
where what it is to be made into a member of that
kind is going to involve being placed in a subordinated
social position or being wrongfully constrained or
limited in terms of what you can do socially. A really
clear example is the category of “slave” as this is not
a kind that could exist in a social situation that was
not monstrously unjust. To come to your example,
various people, for example the French feminist
Monique Wittig, have thought that categories like sex
and gender work in something like that way. The idea
is that if you are a woman, it’s not just that you might
encounter some unjust, unfair, and unequal social
dynamics, but rather than those problematic social
dynamics are part of what characterise or define that
social role or that social kind. In this sense, you are
wronged by the very fact that you have been socially
constructed in that way, as well as by all the materially
bad things happening to you.

WHAT I FIND EXCITING ABOUT
THE AMELIORATIVE PROJECT
IS THE IDEA THAT BY ASKING
WHAT WE NEED TO BE TALKING
ABOUT, WE FIND OUT MORE
ABOUT OUR NEEDS AND ABOUT
THE WORLD ON THAT JOURNEY
I call this wrong an “ontic injustice” because it is
to do with ontology, but other thinkers will have
talked about it under different labels. I’m interested
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in this idea both in order to try and understand this
phenomenon in general, but also to figure out how
people working on the ontology of social kinds should
respond to the fact that that type of injustice is a
possibility.
KR: One thing that came to mind as you were speaking
is the nature of the wrongs caused in the following
situation. Take the example of a trans man who is
categorised as a woman alongside the example of me
who self-identifies as a woman also being categorised
as a woman. If I understand you correctly, it seems
that both of us would be facing a kind of ontic
injustice, but is there is an additional wrong that the
trans man faces?
KJ: I think that they are both ontic injustices, but
that they are slightly different sub-species of ontic
injustice, if you like. So, you can have a category
where we do not need to know who you are in order
to know that you have been wronged if you were
constructed that way. To take the earlier example, no
one should be a slave and we do not need additional
information about someone’s characteristics in
order to know that their position is morally and
politically inappropriate. With other categories,
however, the wrong emerges from a combination of
features related to you and features related to the
category. And gender is of such interest to me in part
because it is a domain in which both types of ontic
injustice happen. What it is to be constructed as a
woman involves being placed in a subordinated social
position, and I think that is wrongful for everyone
who gets constructed that way.
However, there is a particular kind of wrongness
in being constructed as a member of a gender that
is fundamentally at odds with your sense of self or
that contradicts your gender identity. If I, as a cis
woman, get constructed as a woman, I suffer an ontic
injustice. Similarly, a trans man who is constructed
as a woman contrary to his sense of self and
identification would suffer the same ontic injustice
that I do by virtue of being placed in that category.
But he would also have experienced an additional
ontic injustice in that his categorisation is at odds
with his sense of himself. It’s a complicated picture,
but that’s what I find so interesting about it! What
are your thoughts on this and the more general role

of philosophy in helping to alleviate oppression and
oppressive structures?

IF WE ARE TRYING TO FIGURE
OUT HOW TO MAKE THINGS
BETTER, WE NEED TO START BY
TRYING TO FIGURE OUT WHERE
WE ARE NOW. ONLY THEN CAN
WE FIGURE OUT WHAT TOOLS
WE ARE GOING TO NEED TO
USE TO MOVE FORWARD
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KR: I think that one way in which ontology and
metaphysics can be helpful in working to mitigate
oppression is through allowing us to better
understand the nature of different sorts of social
categories – for example, it can help us understand
what put them in place, how they should be
understood, how they relate to norms, and how they
might relate to power differences. If we are trying
to figure out how to make things better, we need to
start by trying to figure out where we are now. Only
then can we figure out what tools we are going to
need to use to move forward. This kind of approach
is clear in the work of someone like Sally Haslanger
whose definitions of race and gender are useful
because they show how the nature of these categories
are tied to oppression and power, subordination and
privilege. I think this kind of conceptual work can
be very helpful, but I also think that there’s clearly a
limited role that metaphysics or ontology can play in
making the world a better and more just place. A lot
of work needs to be done that is definitely going to be
outside of any philosophical papers or monographs!
So I think it has a role, but I think the role is certainly
constrained.
KJ: I agree!
This is an edited transcript of a digital event hosted by The
Philosopher in November 2020.
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IS CLIMATE
REAL?

Climate change, as Claire Colebrook has argued, is “not
only a mutation of this climate (warming, depleting,
becoming more volatile) but an alteration of what we
take climate to be.” This analysis gives climate change
a new philosophical bent: a change in the material
reality of our world asks us to reconsider the taken
for granted concepts through which we comprehend
it. Climate change raises the question of what climate
itself is.
***
The concepts of interest to philosophers are often, at
first sight, the ones that seem the most trivial. Socrates
infamously interrogated taken-for-granted concepts
such as justice, language, or pleasure. More often than
not, they turned out to be “leaky pots”; their meaning
drained out of them with every question asked. St.
Augustine faced similar trouble: “What, then, is time?
If no one asks me, I know; if I wish to explain to him
who asks, I know not.”
There appears to be something about making
explicit how our concepts relate to reality that sets
off a virtuous (or vicious?) circle of philosophical
interrogation, starting out from what, at first, seems
trivial. Phenomenologist Edmund Husserl went so far
as to argue that philosophy itself might best be called
“the science of the trivial”, seeing as how the hardest
philosophical problems lie hidden behind that which is
(or seems) obvious.
The titular question of this essay is meant to highlight
that climate, too, presents us with hard philosophical
problems (even as the obvious answer to the question
is “yes”). These problems are both ethical and conceptual
in nature. It is awareness of the latter, less commonly
addressed, type of problem with climate(-change) that
I hope to raise.
***

by Maximilian Gregor Hepach
University of Cambridge

What, then, if someone were to ask us: “What is
climate?” Human geographer Mike Hulme has noted
that, although we all seem to know intuitively what
“climate” is, it is difficult to articulate an adequate
definition of it. Climate, Hulme writes, is both
everywhere and nowhere; we can never escape it, but
neither can we easily point out what it is. In Hulme’s
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eyes, this opens up the very existence of climate to
questioning due to its ambiguity.
In the face of increasingly frequent extreme weather
events due to anthropogenic climate change, however,
the reality of climate appears to be outrunning
whatever conceptual qualms we might be entertaining.
Yet it is precisely the occurrence of these events,
and how they relate to climate and its changes, that
occasion the question of whether climate is real and,
if so, how. The question of experiencing climate and
its changes acts as a burning lens on our concept
of climate. Omitting an answer to the question of
climate’s experiential reality may lead to a sense of
unreality, as one is rendered unable to account for
what one is experiencing.
The glossary of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change’s (IPCC) Fifth Assessment Report defines
climate in relation to weather: “Climate in a narrow
sense is usually defined as the average weather, or
more rigorously, as the statistical description in terms
of the mean and variability of relevant quantities over
a period of time ranging from months to thousands or
millions of years.” As this definition evidences, there
is considerable ambiguity in defining climate, for
example in relation to the “sense” in which it is used,
the “quantities” included in climate, and the periods
of time over which climate extends. Philosopher of
science Charlotte Werndl has noted that “[i]n both
public and scientific discourse, the notions of climate
and climate change are often loosely employed, and it
remains unclear what exactly is understood by them”.
As a result, she considers how to define climate and
climate change to be “non-trivial and contentious”.
One thing the various definitions or understandings
of climate share, however, is their distinctness from
weather. “Weather isn’t climate” is an almost idiomatic
phrase of crucial epistemological import; it distinguishes
what we perceive and experience “subjectively” with
all its fallibility (weather), from what is measured and
modelled “objectively” with relative certainty (climate).
Anthropologist Peter Rudiak-Gould has called this
approach to climate(-change) invisibilism. As he writes,
“the gulf between brute, visible reality and climate
change is crowded with arcane mathematics, high-tech
measuring devices, and inhumanly large temporal and
spatial scales.”
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Although we are quick to attribute extreme weather
events, such as prolonged intense heat waves, to
climate change, invisibilism holds that we should
mistrust our senses. Otherwise, the converse might
also be true: perfectly seasonable weather might be
taken as evidence against climate change!

OUR SENSE OF IRREGULARITIES
IN THE WEATHER WE
EXPERIENCE MIGHT ALLOW US
TO INTUIT A CHANGE IN THE
CLIMATE, BUT THE ULTIMATE
ARBITERS OF THE REALITY OF
CLIMATE CHANGE ARE CLIMATE
SCIENTISTS
Clearly, changes in climate must, at some point, find
their expression in changes in the weather we can
experience. Invisibilist approaches to climate(-change)
address this issue with the help of weather attribution
studies which assess how much more likely an extreme
weather event has become due to anthropogenic climate
change. Yet such scientific assessments of weather
events remain at a distance from experience. At best,
our sense of irregularities in the weather we experience
might allow us to intuit a change in the climate, but the
ultimate arbiters of the reality of climate change are
climate scientists. The slogan that we should “listen to
the science” jars with our conviction that we are, in fact,
experiencing climate change.
The invisibilist understanding of climate and its
changes has been influential beyond the natural
sciences. Timothy Morton, for instance, has called
climate a hyperobject, something that exceeds human
experience and comprehension. In a recent online
interview hosted by this journal, Dipesh Chakrabarty
drew on Morton’s work, arguing that climate is a
human construction, something that does not exist
as an object and which we cannot experience, whilst
a change in climate nonetheless exacerbates weather

events. In Morton’s own work, weather and climate,
experience and hyperobjects, appear less dichotomous
than his overarching theory may suggest: “When you
feel raindrops, you are experiencing climate, in some
sense. In particular you are experiencing the climate
change known as global warming. But you are never
directly experiencing global warming as such.”

its composite parts. Houses are not the same sort of
thing as bricks or glass. A house is being-at-work; what
distinguishes a house, what gives a house its shape is
its ongoing “activity”: offering, in Aristotle’s words, “a
sheltering enclosure for possessions and living bodies”.

A PHENOMENOLOGICAL
APPROACH TO CLIMATE
EMPHASISES THAT CLIMATE IS
MORE THAN A CERTAIN SET OF
PROPERTIES OR INFLUENCES
TO BE MEASURED

Like climate, a house is, in a certain sense, both
everywhere and nowhere. Although I can take
you to see a certain house and point at it from the
sidewalk, I would be missing the very nature of a
house: the possibilities of habitability it affords. To
experience a house adequately, one has to go inside.
In this experience, habitability is not an object we find
somewhere in the living room: it is rather what affords
experience in the house itself. Touring the house, the
house is “everywhere and nowhere” because the house,
as a possibility of habitability, is what allows something
to be somewhere in the house. The house precedes the
possibility of place and objects in it: it affords their
very appearance.

But in what precise sense are we experiencing climate?
Clearly, climate is not an object of experience. We
cannot point or look at climate in the same way we can
at a tree or a house. That something is not a simple
object of perception or experience, however, does not
preclude us from experiencing it, or positing that it
is real. Phenomenologists have dedicated themselves
to phenomena that are not present as objects – such
as time and space, memories and phantasies, sounds
and music, embodiment and affects, the other and
the alien – reflecting on how these phenomena
emerge from entanglements between subject and
object, consciousness and world. What, then, would
a phenomenology of climate look like? And how may
phenomenology help us understand the (experiential)
reality of climate and its changes?

In his discussion of Aristotle’s account of habitability,
Figal addresses the issue how something can be
(phenomenologically) defined when it is withdrawn
from immediate experience. According to Figal,
instances of being-at-work, such as habitability and
houses, “cannot be exhaustively determined”. Although
any individual house offers a set of possibilities
of habitation it affords, these can be taken up in
innumerable ways by those who inhabit it; no single
experience can comprehensively disclose the house in
its totality. Similarly, although habitability is itself a
set of possibilities, each example of habitability (such
as a house) is but one possible way the possibilities of
habitability take shape. Figal here speaks of a “horizon
of possibilities” which we grasp and explore through
inhabiting or building a home.

***

In his own work on the phenomenology of spatiality,
Figal goes into greater detail concerning the
phenomenological reality of spatiality and built space.
He uses the example of rooms to add phenomenological
detail to how spaces shape our experience. In order to
do so, he draws on a key phenomenological concept:
the phenomenological correlation. As Dan Zahavi
explains, the phenomenological correlation describes
how subject and object are always already interrelated
or correlated in experience. Different modes of
experience (seeing, hearing, remembering, imagining,

Following Aristotle’s noted dictum that “being is said
in many ways”, being an object is only one way of
being. In Metaphysics, Aristotle discusses a number of
additional ways being can be said, including energeia,
variously translated as activity, actuality, being-atwork or in-work-ness. One example of being-at-work,
which Aristotle highlights, is a house. According to
Aristotle, one does not get at the heart of what it
means for something to be a house by enumerating
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thinking, hating, and so on) shape and are shaped
by their corresponding objects (the seen, heard,
remembered, imagined, thought, hated). This relation
cannot be disentangled. We cannot, in Zahavi’s turn of
phrase, “look sideways at our experiences in order to
see to what extent they match with reality”, because
reality is always given in correlational entanglements.
How something is given cannot be disentangled from
what is given. We are unable to bracket our own
perspective on the world, because the perspectival
nature of our experience is the very way the world is
comprehensible to us.
Figal argues that rooms (and spatiality more generally)
are not objects of experience, but ways of experience
being correlated. He narrows the ways in which
rooms (and spatiality) shape experience down to
three general characteristics: on the “object-side”
of the phenomenological correlation, everything
experienced has (i) its place, where it is (ii) open to
be experienced (iii) at a distance from others. On the
“subject-side” of the correlation, what I experience is
(i) there and not here, and from where I experience,
my experience is (ii) open in that it is not fixated on
a single object or way of experiencing and (iii) the
object of my experience always remains at a distance
no matter how near I draw.

IF CLIMATE SHAPES, AFFORDS,
CORRELATES, AND COHERES
EXPERIENCE, THEN CHANGES
IN CLIMATE MEAN CHANGES
TO THE VERY WAY WE
EXPERIENCE OUR WORLD, TO
OUR EVERYDAY REALITY
Rooms, then, are distinct possibilities of emplacement,
openness, and distance that afford both how we
experience (on the “subjective” end of the correlation)
and what we experience (on the “objective” end of the
correlation). Rooms, and spatiality in general, cohere
experience and reality by affording distinct possibilities
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of experience and existence. Although rooms and
spatiality more broadly are “everywhere and nowhere”,
too, their particular mode of being, their distinct
reality, can be grasped by reflecting on how they shape
and afford experience in particular ways with the help
of phenomenological analysis. This holds true, even
as we are unable to “look sideways” at rooms in much
the same way that we are unable to “look sideways” at
experience itself.
***
So, where does this leave us with climate? Climate, as
Ernst Haeckel notes in his definition of ecology (the
study of oikos, of “the home”), is a sort of enclosure
too, constituting a necessary condition for organic life.
A phenomenological account of built spaces, of the
ways in which a place becomes habitable, can serve as
a model for a phenomenological account of climate. As
literary scholar Eva Horn notes, our indoor spaces are
carefully attuned to the space outside: air-conditioning
being the most conspicuous example of how we shape
our indoor climates.
Making indoor places habitable is then one possibility
of exploring the “horizon of possibilities” which
constitutes climate as being-at-work. Similar to a
house’s, climate’s being or reality is not adequately
grasped if one only considers its constituent parts. A
phenomenological approach to climate emphasises
that climate is more than a certain set of properties or
influences to be measured.
Much like habitability, there is, as Hulme notes,
“no single true and eternal definition of climate
to be discovered or defended”. Climate cannot be
exhaustively determined, but its reality can be explored
by the way temperature, humidity, precipitation,
seasonality, and so on shape experience and existence,
and through how we have adapted to certain climatic
conditions. Climates, I argue, correlate experience
much in the same way rooms do. We cannot “look
sideways” at climates because they shape both how
and what we can experience. Given their correlational
nature, climates shape how we think and feel, as well as
the material world around us.
When it comes to changes in climate, what must be of
interest or concern to us then is not only, for instance, a
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rise in global average temperature, a data-point with no
direct experiential analogue. If climate shapes, affords,
correlates, and coheres experience, then changes in
climate mean changes to the very way we experience
our world, to the way our world is comprehensible to
us, to our everyday reality.
Minor shifts in comprehensibility are experienced
when we, for instance, leave one climate and travel to
another. Climates can change the orientation of our
everyday lives: what can be done, where, when, and
how. When experiencing the weather of a different
climate for the first time, the weather itself might be
incomprehensible to us. Only after becoming literate in
a given climate are we able to comprehend changes in
the weather, recognising (ir-)regularities.

Larger shifts in comprehensibility take place when the
ways we have adapted to a given climate stop making
sense. Without leaving a given place, climates are
shifting beneath (or above?) our feet. As author and
journalist Mark Lynas has written, it is as though we
are “on a slow-moving giant conveyor belt, transporting
[us] deeper and deeper towards the sub-tropics at the
same speed as the second hand on a small wristwatch”
as climates warm. Most alarmingly, as Jean-Francois
Bastin and colleagues have argued in a recent scientific
study, “22% of the worlds cities […] are likely to exist
in a climatic regime that does not currently exist on
the planet today.” These climates that are likely to
emerge in the next 50 years open up the horizon of
possibilities of climate into a climatic realm that is, as
of yet, incomprehensible and unreal.
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***
That climates shape the way our world is comprehensible
to us is not to say, however, that climates determine how
we think or feel, what we experience and how we exist.
They rather resemble media through which we live.
Climates are, following John Durham Peters’ definition
of environmental media more broadly, “vessels and
environments, containers of possibility that anchor
our existence and make what we are doing possible.”
As media, climates are neither static, nor are we simply
subject to them.
Climate and ourselves being co-constitutive of each
other is a key concern of Japanese philosopher Watsuji
Tetsurō in his discussion of fūdo (風土), commonly
translated as “climate” in his book of the same name.
Central to Watsuji’s account is a reappreciation of the
spatial environment of human subjectivity, which
he argues is neglected in accounts offered by other
phenomenologists such as Martin Heidegger. In his
discussion of various seasonal experiences, Watsuji
argues that we do not relate to the climate around us as
though it were something “out there” to be measured.
Rather, we always already find ourselves acclimatised in
certain ways; we are always already exposed to/in a given
climate before we relate to ourselves, others, and the
objects around us. Fūdo, however, not only surrounds
us as the spatial condition that shapes and affords our
experience and existence in distinct ways, but belongs,
as David Johnson emphasises in his discussion of
Watsuji, “to the very structure of subjectivity”. To
be human means to be climatic, to weather and be
weathered (as Astrida Neimanis and Rachel Loewen
Walker detail in their feminist new materialist account
of climate change).
Watsuji’s reading of fūdo here anticipates critiques of
“climate as nature”, which have been brought forward
in light of the Anthropocene. If humans are able to
change the climate, the argument goes, then the very
distinction between climate as “natural” and human
activity as “cultural” no longer makes sense. However, as
Watsuji’s account shows, climate or fūdo has always been
both natural and cultural, implicated in the formation
of subjectivity and shaped by subjectivity itself.
Although David Johnson notes that Watsuji’s writings
contain “the glaring inconsistency between a professed
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rejection of determinism and a quasi-deterministic
account of peoples and their natural environments”,
I would like to emphasise that the concept of fūdo
enables us to think of climate as a medium of selfreflection: climate not only shapes us in distinct
ways, but it also allows us to explore the “horizon of
possibilities” within ourselves. Considering changes
in climate means considering different/novel/asof-yet-incomprehensible modes of existence too;
changes in climate occasion renewed moments of
self-apprehension (or recognition). One such moment
of recognition is, as Amitav Ghosh has detailed,
recognising the “great derangement” of contemporary
capitalist society (and subjectivity). Coming to
terms with changes in climate here foregrounds the
untenability of “the bourgeois belief in the regularity
of the world”. A change in climate occasions the
recognition of unsustainable ways of life.

WE ALWAYS ALREADY FIND
OURSELVES ACCLIMATISED
IN CERTAIN WAYS; WE ARE
ALWAYS ALREADY EXPOSED
TO/IN A GIVEN CLIMATE
BEFORE WE RELATE TO
OURSELVES, OTHERS, AND THE
OBJECTS AROUND US
By contrasting invisibilist accounts of climate and its
changes with my own phenomenological approach,
I sought to highlight how our concept of climate may
change with the increasing recognition that climate
change is being experienced. Starting from other
narratives and concepts, such as Watsuji’s, however,
makes apparent that this moment of recognition has
long taken place elsewhere.
Kyle Whyte has argued that Indigenous climate studies
do not simply start with the impacts of climate change
experienced here and now, but “arise from memories,
knowledges, histories, and experiences of oppression

that differ from many of the nonindigenous scientists,
environmentalists, and politicians who are prominent
in the framing of the issue of climate change today.” A
phenomenological account of climate and its changes
should not efface historical legacies of colonization. As
Whyte powerfully highlights, climate change resembles
an “intensified déjà vu experience” for Indigenous
peoples. Instead of facilitating a moment of recognition,
for Indigenous peoples “anthropogenic climate
change is an intensified repetition of anthropogenic
environmental change inflicted on Indigenous
peoples via colonial practices that facilitated capitalist
industrial expansion.” A phenomenological account of
climate and its changes must be careful, then, to not
universalise experiences of climate change that result,
in fact, from distinct geographies and histories.
***
So, is climate real? Beyond the clear scientific
consensus concerning the reality of both climate
and anthropogenic climate change, I hope to have
shown that climate is real in a further way, namely
experientially.
Following
a
phenomenological
approach, we can make sense of changes in climate
not simply by relying on individual weather events,
or on changes in average global temperature or
atmospheric carbon dioxide, but through shifts in the
very comprehensibility of our world which accompany
changes in climate. These shifts in comprehensibility
turn conspicuous as ways of life stop making sense in
light of the changing possibilities a changing climate
affords. The immaterial rhythms of our daily lives
and the material infrastructures through which we
have adapted to a given climate become increasingly
out of sync with the climatic medium through which
we live. Through climate change, both time and space
appear out of joint, as we, as Andreas Malm writes,
“inhabit the diachronic, the discordant, the inchoate”.
Instead of a sense of unreality that may accompany this
process of alienation, a phenomenological approach
reveals that changes in climate render conspicuous the
very correlational nature of climate: affording certain
modes of experience and existence (which are subject
to change).

mitigating and adapting to future climates (before
we mitigate and/or adapt, we must first know what
we are mitigating against/adapting to). Given the
unequal distribution of climate change effects globally,
a phenomenological account further aids in sensitising
us to the heterogeneous ways in which different people
in different places are entangled with their climate in
different ways, irreducible to any single metric.

A CHANGE IN CLIMATE
OCCASIONS THE RECOGNITION
OF UNSUSTAINABLE WAYS OF
LIFE
Of course, phenomenology is not the only route to
such an awareness, as Whyte’s discussion of Indigenous
climate studies shows. A phenomenology of climate
offers but one further way of reconciling our concepts
with a changing reality.
Maximilian Gregor Hepach is a PhD candidate at the
Department of Geography, University of Cambridge.
He works towards a better understanding of how we
experience climate and its changes, drawing from different
philosophical approaches, such as Ancient Philosophy,
Japanese Philosophy, Phenomenology, and the Philosophy
of Science. His other research interests include the Blue
and Plant Humanities. He previously studied Philosophy in
Vienna, Freiburg, and Stony Brook.

Tying into a broader movement, a phenomenology
of climate sensitises us to an essential aspect of
experience and existence; an aspect that is central to
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WILD
PHILOSOPHY

Jonathan Rée is a philosopher, historian and author, whose
most recent books include A Schoolmaster’s War: Harry
Rée, British Agent in the French Resistance (2020) and
Witcraft: The Invention of Philosophy in English (2019).
In this conversation with Ciaran Cummins, Jonathan talks
about his notion of “wild philosophy”, how the activity of
philosophising and its past are often misunderstood, and
the need to look at concepts in their historical settings.
Ciaran Cummins (CC): Prior to the pandemic, you
were due to speak on the subject of “Wild Philosophy”
for an event organised by this journal. Could you tell
me more about it?
Jonathan Rée (JR): One way of defining philosophy,
if you’re trying to write a history of it, is to say that it’s
about people who were aware of themselves as inheritors
of a tradition which they think goes back to the ancient
Greeks. They use the word “philosophy” to describe
what they’re doing, and they’ve probably read history
books saying, “This is what Descartes thinks and this
is what Locke thinks.” And they see this as giving them
their intellectual identity. My idea of “wild” philosophy
is that it’s the kind of philosophy whose practitioners
have never heard the word philosophy: they don’t know
that there’s any such thing, but they give themselves
over to simply thinking things through. They are aware
that there are loose ends in their thinking that they
need to sort out.
One of the obvious prompts for wild philosophy is
something of a cliché: going out on a clear night and
looking at the stars. There is this wonderful Dudley
Moore joke, where he says that you would look at the
stars, and you take a deep breath, and you think “how
bloody insignificant they all are!” There’s a Thomas
Hardy twist on this in his poem “Waiting Both”:
A star looks down at me,
And says: “Here I and you
Stand, each in our degree:
What do you mean to do, –
Mean to do?”
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I say: “For all I know,
Wait, and let Time go by,
Till my change come.” – “Just so,”
The star says: “So mean I : –
So mean I.”
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The idea that the star might think of itself as a very brief
flash of existence – that is a wonderful turnaround, a
wonderful thought. And it’s exactly the sort of thing
that I think can really turn over people’s minds. Take
the 1969 moon landing for example. I remember
thinking at the time, “What a bore! What a waste of
money!” If you can get to Watford, then you can get
to the moon, you just go a bit further. But I now know
that a lot of people say that knowing that astronauts
were looking back on the Earth from the viewpoint on
the moon somehow changed everything for them. And
maybe all that expenditure on getting a person to the
moon was justified because it sparked off all this wild
philosophizing. Even if no genuine scientific results had
come from it, it caused many people to think hard about
their place in the universe – and that in its way is a result!

MY IDEA OF “WILD”
PHILOSOPHY IS THAT IT’S
THE KIND OF PHILOSOPHY
WHOSE PRACTITIONERS HAVE
NEVER HEARD THE WORD
PHILOSOPHY
There are other examples. Experiences of love and
friendship can be fertile ground for wild philosophising.
Obviously, there is joy and pleasure in them, but often
there’s also a certain fear – a fear connected with
mortality. You think, “I love this person, and they’re
going to die at some point. Maybe I’ll be alive when
they die, maybe I won’t”. And perhaps such thoughts
form part of what love really is.
Those are just a couple of examples of wild philosophical
thinking. But it’s not rare: I reckon it comes as
naturally to people as singing or dancing or trying to
cook a better meal. I have in fact spent most of my
time writing about what you might call “cultivated”
varieties, the kind practiced by those who have a strong
sense of inheriting “the” philosophical tradition, but I
would love to try and write something about this other
thing, which is, in some ways, rather more important,
but harder to pin down.

56

CC: That’s really interesting and I really like your
examples. Particularly about the moon! I like the idea
of, what if it sparked something rather than discovered
something?
JR: Indeed, a global philosophy lesson!
CC: In Proletarian Philosophers, you write that you hope
to have brought out to the reader the “ordinariness
of philosophy as well as its magnificence and power
to change people’s lives”, and that you hope that they
will see that philosophy is “a carnival not a museum
[...] inviting you to join in and make something new”.
This attention to the presentation or facilitation of
philosophy to bring out its truest, most welcoming
form is considered also in your recent book Witcraft.
For example, you examine a number of institutions
and environments which were deliberately organised
for the purposes of nurturing philosophical lives, such
as 142 Strand and Thomas Davidson’s numerous such
projects. In addition to being “welcoming carnivals”,
what do you think the best such endeavours get right?
JR: It’s a good question, but I’m not sure I really know.
Maybe I could approach it from another direction.
I’m currently working on a book about Karl Marx,
designed to show what an interesting, broad-ranging,
imaginative, inventive and witty philosophical thinker
he was. He may have been lots of other things as well,
but he was at least that. I’ve been working on it for
a year and he’s still only 21! At present, he’s reading
Hegel’s Lectures on the History of Philosophy, which had
just been published, and there are some extraordinary
statements in it which he wrestles with. Hegel says
that the history of philosophy is very different from
the history of art. Philosophy doesn’t consist of works
of art, according to Hegel: they are all different from
each other and each has its context and its influences
and its maker. But philosophy is not many things,
Hegel says: it is one thing. It is a concept, indeed
it is the concept. It stems from a universal wish for
complete spiritual self-knowledge. That’s all it’s ever
been, and the people we call philosophers are people
who have contributed, over time, to constructing
this single thing, which is bigger than them. Hence,
throughout history there’s only been one philosophy.
And Hegel does it brilliantly, explaining how all
philosophers were essentially, if unwittingly, saying
the same thing. Respect to Hegel: his version of the

history of philosophy is, in its way, a magnificent
construction.
What I wanted to do, certainly in Witcraft, was to say
“sorry, Hegel, you got it wrong: actually, the history
of philosophy does consist in works of art, and they
are as individual as particular poems, or as a play by
Shakespeare, and you can’t just summarise them.”
A phrase that occurs to me here is “a mania for
paraphrase”. For Hegel and those who think like him
(that is to say for nearly all mainstream historians
of philosophy), philosophical doctrines and systems
are more real than any of the actual books or words
that express them, and more real than the struggles
philosophers went through in order to write them.
The idea is, in other words, that what matters is the

essential philosophical concepts, rather than the ways
in which individual philosophers sought to give them
expression. And so Hegel assumes that he knows better
than them what they were trying to say: for instance,
that this is what Descartes really meant – or what he
had to mean, in order to pave the way for Spinoza, and
so on. Philosophy with all the irregularities airbrushed
out.
What Hegel created wasn’t quite unprecedented, but
it was incredibly influential, causing people to think of
philosophy as a subject whose content can be abstracted
from works of individual practitioners, unlike, say,
poetry or narrative or painting. And it seems to me
that even people who think that they have nothing
to do with Hegel have been influenced by him to the
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extent that they think that their task as philosophers is
to paraphrase. Basically, what you learn in a philosophy
degree is how to paraphrase. That’s why philosophers
are such good civil servants and lawyers! They learn
how to get the gist, get to the skeleton of ideas, and
to write the executive summary. And then after that,
you put aside the original text, you don’t read Hegel or
Derrida again, you don’t bother with that, you just refer
to the summary.
In some ways, Bertrand Russell regarded himself as
the most passionate anti-Hegelian you could imagine.
But his History of Western Philosophy is in some ways
thoroughly Hegelian. Instead of saying, for example,
“it’s very intriguing to witness the difficulty Spinoza
has with the concept of substance” he says, “this is the
essence of what he thought and that’s why he’s an idiot,
and that’s why we moved on!”
Peter Salmon recently published a biography of Derrida
called An Event, Perhaps, which I have reviewed for The
New Humanist. Reading it, I came to think that the
wonderful thing about Derrida is that he’s the opposite
of Russell and all the other mainstream historians of
philosophy. He never discusses a philosophical work
in order to argue that it is flatly mistaken. Whatever
he writes about, he tries to finds out what’s going on,
without ever reaching for some simple summary that
you could use as a substitute for the text. You need to
confront the text neat – “wild” if you like!
I wouldn’t have put it like this at the time, but I think
that when I was a student what really put me off
philosophy was the mania for paraphrase. If anyone
tried to say something interesting, the response would
be: “I take it that what you really mean is this?” and then
they would riff off their re-worded version instead. This
brings me back to the idea that we would do well to
treat individual works of philosophy – or all kinds of
philosophical utterance – with forbearance or respect,
as we might if they were works of poetry or works of
art.
CC: The thing is, even when I speak to people doing
public philosophy where it’s very much a social way
of doing philosophy, I think this personal dimension
you’re getting at is still there; indeed, it’s a hugely
motivating factor in the way you touched on earlier.
There is a re-evaluation of many assumptions about
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academic and Western philosophy at the moment
which, as you argue in Witcraft, is about re-evaluating
the story we tell about the history of philosophy. Do
you see your work as related to these efforts or as
pursuing something else?

WE WOULD DO WELL TO
TREAT INDIVIDUAL WORKS
OF PHILOSOPHY WITH
FORBEARANCE OR RESPECT,
AS WE MIGHT IF THEY WERE
WORKS OF POETRY OR
WORKS OF ART
JR: First I’d like to say something about the idea of
public philosophy. It is of course a wonderful idea, in
theory, and I admire some of the people who practice it.
But there are others who risk betraying what they ought
to be celebrating. Their stance is, “trust me, I’ve read
all these great big books, so you don’t have to bother,
and I will tell you what they’re really about.” Maybe
the proper word for such people is “popularisers”. And
if you’re a democratically-minded person then you
will be inclined to think that popularisation is a good
thing. But there’s a paradox here: take the situation
in which someone, probably someone older and male,
stands up in front of an audience, and says, “Kant is
of course very hard to understand, but I thought I’d
just give you a quick sketch of what his ideas are all
about.” And then they will use expressions like, “Well,
of course, it is extremely complicated, but just to give
you a very simple version of it”. I think this can be
absolutely pernicious: rather than giving your listeners
the sense that here’s an interesting book that they
might like to struggle with, you leave them with the
opposite impression, that “these books are far too hard
for you, but don’t worry, I will tell you what’s really in
them and then you won’t have to bother with them
anymore”. And what’s more, when they tell you what’s
in them, they will reduce it to something which leaves
you thinking, “Well, why did Descartes think he proved
he existed? What kind of guy was this?!”

Maybe popularisation is always like that: on the surface
it’s a generous gesture of offering information to people
who lack it, but it’s really confining them to a space
where they’re the kind of people who don’t understand,
and who have to make do with little summaries. And
it’s often a con: when someone says, “Kant’s argument
is extraordinarily complex, but to simplify brutally,
the gist of it is as follows” they probably don’t know
anything beyond the “gist” they’ve given you, which
they themselves have gleaned from someone else’s
popularistion. It’s not only a pretence but a betrayal,
because while pretending to introduce people to these
extraordinary books, it is in effect saying: “not for you”.

NEARLY ALL HISTORIES OF
PHILOSOPHY PUT THE READER
IN THE POSITION OF SOMEONE
WHO HAS TO RECOGNIZE THAT
PHILOSOPHY IS TOO DIFFICULT
FOR THEM
To get back to your question, nearly all histories of
philosophy put the reader in the position of someone
who has to recognize that philosophy is too difficult
for them. I am referring to a very specific tradition of
books called The History of Philosophy or something like
that. The tradition began in the 17th century, and since
then they have become all too familiar. Everybody who
has had an education in philosophy will have consulted
such books, and they may well have depended on
them rather more than they like to admit. Teachers
too: they probably make rather more use of them than
they admit. They’re not very prestigious. Russell very
explicitly said his was a stupid book, but it was going to
make a load of money. Or else people write them when
they’re very old, a bit like scientists when they write
histories of science, and memoirs and things. It’s a
very, very tight tradition. They all tell basically the same
story: ancient, mediaeval, modern, or Thales, Plato,
Aristotle, Stoics, Epicureans, Sceptics, Christians, and
so on. And that story is told in such a way that you’re
invited to think that it all started in ancient Greece, or
it started when “oriental” wisdom arrived in Greece,

and they started putting it into the Greek language,
and then it was translated into Latin, and then it
pushed itself forward and it became Scholasticism,
and then it became Bacon and Descartes, and so on.
But no one would have thought that until the 17th
century! Until the 17th century, the word “philosophy”
basically meant something that had been over and
done with by the birth of Christ. It was a closed set,
like Greek tragedy. And so the idea of a continuous
line of philosophical development was an invention, a
retrospective invention. We need to remind ourselves
that historical traditions are not really generated from
the past towards the future. Quite the reverse! They’re a
result of people looking back and thinking, “What kind
of past would I like to give myself?”
It’s also worth remembering that these versions of
philosophy’s past were constructed at a time when
human history was supposed to be no more than a few
thousand years old. Some of them actually began with
Adam and Eve, and most of them assumed that history
was essentially Biblical history – the history of the
Jewish and Christian world, expanded to include the
ancient Greeks. And at that time it did make sense to
think that the history of philosophy was co-extensive
with the history of the world. Hegel was very explicit
about it: for him, the history of philosophy was the
epitome of world history. Obviously, today’s historians
of philosophy would not say any such thing, but still
they tend to suffer from the same self-importance, and
I think they can do an awful lot of damage. Pierre Boulez
said, “Let’s blow up the opera houses”, I’d say, “Let’s
blow up these histories of philosophy”. They do nothing
but harm, and they are extraordinarily powerful.
And the funny thing is that histories of philosophy are
such a hermetically enclosed discourse. Historians,
real historians who work with documents, baulk at
this kind of thing. If they wanted to figure out what
Hobbes was all about, they would have to put in masses
of fresh archival work. But if you are a historian of
philosophy, you will just read a few printed sources and
not have to bother with these other research practices.
I reckon I first got a bee in my bonnet about histories of
philosophy when I was studying at Sussex University. I
did a course on the history of science, and courses on
17th century general history, and a course on Descartes,
Locke, Berkeley, and Hume. In the history of science,
Descartes was this amazingly progressive materialist,
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but in the philosophy course he was this mad person
who invented these ideas about the separateness of
the soul. But I knew that Jesus had said similar things
about the soul, without having to wait for Descartes.
So I started to see that there was something seriously
crooked about the histories of philosophy I was
expected to read.
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CC: You once wrote that “If different kinds of disciplines
require different kinds of histories, then the question
of the status of philosophy is linked to the problem of
what sort of history it calls for”. In Witcraft you dive
in to look at how people thought about philosophy in
the Anglophone world at 50 year intervals. Do you feel
you have found the sort of history that ought to be told
about philosophy, or do you feel the method could be
improved on further?

PIERRE BOULEZ SAID,
“LET’S BLOW UP THE OPERA
HOUSES”, I’D SAY, “LET’S
BLOW UP THESE HISTORIES
OF PHILOSOPHY”. THEY DO
NOTHING BUT HARM, AND
THEY ARE EXTRAORDINARILY
POWERFUL
JR: The reason I adopted this arbitrary method in
Witcraft was that I wanted to prevent myself from giving
into the temptation of seeing unities and continuities
where they don’t really exist. One of the drawbacks of
the utterly unhistorical methods used by traditional
historians of philosophy is that they assume that
philosophy develops through the influence that earlier
thinkers have on later ones. But the word “influence”
is misleading. What happens when someone reads an
old book, perhaps a classic, is not that they submit
themselves passively to its power, but that they actively
seek for things that interest them. If, for instance, the
works of Descartes still affect the way we think now, it
is not because they have spread round the world like
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a miasma or an infectious virus, but because people
have gone on reading his books and getting different
things out of them. That’s why I thought having these
arbitrary breaks would be useful; it was to break up the
assumed narratives, to destroy illusions of continuity.
One of the things I tried to do in every chapter was to
portray how people at the time conceived of philosophy’s
past, and how it kept changing: I wanted to show how
even a single author, say Plato, or a single book, say the
Republic, meant different things to different readers at
different times. And I think that this connects with my
sense of how philosophy ought to be taught: that you
need to recognise the independent intellectual agency
of every philosophical thinker, and of every teacher,
and of every student. And intellectual agency implies
intellectual responsibility too. You need to recognise it
too in the authors that you’re reading. That is why I like
to focus on the torments that individual philosophers

went through in working out their ideas, or the
struggles they had in writing a single sentence that
they didn’t immediately despair of and throw away!
You don’t get much of that in the standard histories
of philosophy, but everyone who has tried to think
a philosophical thought will know it from their own
experience: nothing pours effortlessly from your head
to the page and you may spend weeks looking at a blank
page or a blinking cursor, failing to write anything at
all. Every philosophical reader and every philosophical
writer and thinker is an individual with their own
struggles, and I think that a good history of philosophy
needs to explore them with care.

in which they’re embedded – in this case, in the forms
of deaf education over the centuries. Then I turned to
doing Witcraft as a way of getting back to talking about
philosophical texts, but with the same sense that we
cannot understand ourselves or our world unless we
recognize that it arises from the past, and from our
attitude to the past, and that it’s going towards the
future, in ways that we cannot hope to foresee.
Ciaran Cummins is a think-tank researcher based in
London with a long-running interest in public philosophy.
His interviews with public philosophers and writing on the
topic can be found at: thepubliclifeofthemind.co.uk

CC: You focus on a range of philosophy as it has occurred
in the everyday, such as in Proletarian Philosophy and in
Witcraft. Where else do you want to look in this vein?
JR: I think there is a job of that kind to be done with
Karl Marx. Too many people approach him with a
preconceived notion of what Marxism is and what’s
good or bad about it: but of course that’s not something
that was available to Marx. And the big project that I
did before Witcraft was a book called I See a Voice, which
is about the history of deafness, and more generally the
history of the senses. The deaf, especially those who
were born profoundly deaf, so that they could not learn
to speak as others do, have often been subjected to all
sorts of insults and cruelties, on the basis of what were
actually philosophical theories: theories which had the
practical effect of concealing the intellectual capacities
that deaf people might have, especially when they were
allowed to use sign language.
I would describe that book as a philosophical history: a
philosophical history of deafness and of the senses. The
idea is that you cannot separate deafness or sensation
from the ways in which they are conceptualized, and
that the ways in which they are conceptualized have
a history. This brings me back again to when I was a
student, and I was expected to engage in something
called “conceptual analysis” – trying to get at the real
meaning of notions like “mind” or “knowledge”. But
these exercises always sidelined the fact that concepts
change from time to time and place to place. So, when
it comes to doing a conceptual analysis of sensory
experience, for example, you cannot confine yourself to
your own current intuitions: you need to compare them
with those of the past, and also with the institutions
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MESSY
FREEDOMS

Maggie Nelson is a genre-defying writer, poet, and professor
of English at the University of Southern California. She is best
known for The Argonauts (2015), an auto-theoretical memoir
of her pregnancy and relationship with artist Harry Dodge;
The Art of Cruelty (2011), a critical study of aesthetics and
representations of violence; and Bluets (2009), a series of brief
philosophical propositions centring on heartbreak. Her many
prestigious awards include the MacArthur Genius Grant
and the Guggenheim Fellowship. In this interview, she talks
with Chiara Ricciardone about her new book, On Freedom:
Four Songs of Care and Constraint. The transcript has been
edited for clarity and length.
Chiara Ricciardone (CR): I thought I would start
with a question about freedom in the time of lockdown.
It seems like this is the perfect moment for your book
to be published, because it wants to undo the binaristic
relationship between freedom and obligation. And
I think many people experienced a version of that
undoing when we first went into lockdown: suddenly
their activities were so constrained, and yet at the same
time there was an enormous sense of freedom and
possibility. Now (June 2021) we seem to be at the other
end of that, in the United States at least: many people
are feeling freer to return to normal, and at the same
time there is a return to social obligations. Would you
situate the insights of On Freedom in relation to the
experiences of lockdown and freedom in the time of
coronavirus?
Maggie Nelson (MN): It was really weird, because the
book is not about freedom in the time of coronavirus,
insofar as the vast majority of the book was already
completed before Covid. In February of 2020, I was
beginning my last edits, with the final manuscript due
in September. And then, of course, in March, Covid hit.
In one sense, it was good timing because the book was
mostly done and it would have been really hard to think
anew. On the other hand, since the book had already
been about freedom and obligation, and that dichotomy
exploded in the world over the year that followed, there
was a lot more to see and say! But I decided that there
was really no need to shoehorn a Covid narrative into
it in the final months of writing and editing. It was also
not lost on me that I was writing a book about freedom
under exceptionally constrained circumstances.
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But as with any book, if you’re onto something
beforehand, you’re onto it because it exists in the

culture, and it’s not going anywhere. The freedomobligation opposition has been with us for a very long
time – you know this, you’re a classicist – and obviously
it’s very American as well, so it was not really a surprise
to see it rear its head in the context of Covid. In some
ways I felt like the Covid rendition of freedom and
obligation enabled Trump and his followers to reanimate
this zombie discourse about individual freedom in
opposition to the public good that they had previously
had trouble animating. Trump had actually had a lot of
trouble harnessing the freedom discourse before that;
it was not a discourse he used very much for the first
three years of his presidency. I don’t think he really
knew what to do with it, because I don’t think he cared.
But if there had been a little fumbling beforehand, with
Covid they finally got their opportunity to run with it.
CR: One of your touchstones in the book is a quote from
Michel Foucault contained in the interview “The Ethics
of the Concern of the Self as a Practice of Freedom”:
“Liberation paves the way for new power relationships,
which must be controlled by practices of freedom”. Was
writing the book a practice of freedom for you?
MN: I write about this a little bit in the introduction
and the afterword, but I think that part of what makes
a practice of freedom difficult is that it does not always
feel liberatory when one is doing it. It can feel good,
and the book offers a light-hearted defence of feeling
good in the face of all the people – often white men,
but not always – who like to denigrate feeling good. For
example, I quote the American politician Barney Frank
who says, “If you care deeply about an issue and are
engaged in group activity on its behalf that is fun and
inspiring and heightens your sense of solidarity with
others, you are almost certainly not doing your cause
any good.” The book both tries to resist that attitude
mightily, while also noting that it is a mistake to think
that practices of freedom – such as understanding
oneself, grappling with uncertainty and indeterminacy,
and so on – have to feel good. This kind of writing does
not always feel good when you’re doing it, but to have
the time and privilege to write – and sometimes to even
get paid for that writing – is of course a great freedom.
And then there’s thinking itself, and the process of
trying to figure out what you think by interacting with
many other thinkers – this is a great way of continually
coming up against constraints in your mind, and then
trying to imagine third ways or connections that might

make you feel less choked by something that feels on
first encounter like you have hit some kind of dead end.
CR: If we can’t know practices of freedom by how we
feel about them – whether we feel pleasure, whether we
feel pain – how do we know? How do we identify them?
And how seriously are we to take feelings as sources of
information and truth?
MN: In the introduction, I touch on the widely held
idea that more liberty equals more wellbeing, on this
intimate relation between feeling good and feeling free.
But pleasure is not the only emotion or affective state
that gives us information about whether something
is worthwhile or not; it is certainly one of them, but
definitely not the only one. When we think about
practices that we may have engaged in to change our
thinking or our behaviour or our social constructs,
these are likely to include very difficult moments,
but when we look back on them we can feel pleased
or proud; we can feel that it was worthwhile. In this
respect, I think that temporality is key, along with
allowing for affective variety. Allowing for ambivalence
and co-existence of contradictory sensations is very
important in this regard.

WE HAVE TO BE CAREFUL THAT
THE DESIRE FOR SOLIDARITY
DOES NOT BECOME A FORM
OF AGGRESSION AGAINST
DIFFERENCE
CR: It’s funny that you mention contradictory
sensations and opposites. One of my underdeveloped
pet theories is that you understand a thinker when you
understand how they cope with contradiction or with
binaries. So I was trying to apply this hypothesis to
the way you work with various binaries that preoccupy
you, like freedom and constraint. And maybe the
overarching idea that suggests what you do arises from
the quote from Aimé Césaire that you mention a couple
of times: “I have a different idea of a universal. It is a
universal rich with all that is particular, rich with all the
particulars there are, the deepening of each particular,
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the coexistence of them all.” In a sense, your project
is to think of freedom that is rich with obligation,
rather than obligation subtracting from freedom. I
was wondering if you are self-conscious about how
you approach binaries, if you have a set of strategies
or patterns that work for you when you are trying to
tangle and untangle these knots?
MN: Oh, interesting. I think writing is quite
symptomatic, so one way of understanding what one is
doing is to notice how one needs to edit one’s writing.
In my case, my initial drafts tend to be very frustrating
to people who read them because I try to see all the
ways around something – a relentless “on the one hand,
on the other hand” approach in which I actively try on
all these different complications or contradictions for
size. And if I have made the reader feel withered away
by these contradictions instead of, as Césaire has it,
enriched and deepened by them, then my challenge is
to be a little bit braver, to crawl out further onto the
limb. I certainly enjoy trying to unconvince myself on
some positions. At the end of the day, I think one has to
become less afraid of being bossed around, or of bossing
others around, by assertions, while also providing an
ample showcase for multivalent thought, thought that
is “rich with all that is particular.”

I’D LIKE THE BOOK TO BE
OFFERING AN EXPERIENCE OF
A WAY OF THINKING AS MUCH
AS, OR MORE THAN, OFFERING
STRONG ARGUMENTS FOR WHAT
FREEDOM IS OR OUGHT TO BE
Eve Sedgwick taught me a lot about this, as she was
a very non-separatist thinker who at the same time
always tried to pay homage to thinkers who were very
divergent from her ways of thinking. I think that this
is only possible with, if not exactly a bird’s eye view,
then at least a kind of hovering over the terrain – an
understanding that we don’t all have to do this the
same way, that we need lots of different kinds of
thinkers and attitudes and approaches, that we’re not
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going for homogeneity. This comes out strongly in the
climate chapter of my book where I’m quoting William
Connolly’s summary of a part of Anna Tsing’s book The
Mushroom at the End of the World, in which she discusses
a group of people coming together to oppose a logging
company. She notes that despite certain points of
commonality and affinity, even the victory did not look
the same to all people involved. And I think that this is
a really important idea to grasp. We have to be careful
that the desire for solidarity does not become a form of
aggression against difference.
CR: I know you’re not too crazy about categorical
thinking, but you do mention different types of
freedom, like political freedom, spiritual freedom,
existential freedom. And I’m interested in what type
of freedoms you are addressing in your book, so I
made the following list: freedom for complexity;
freedom to disagree; freedom to agree in part; freedom
to be uncertain; freedom to be multiple; freedom
to be contradictory; freedom to change; freedom
from narrative closures. These strike me as unusual
kinds of freedoms – they’re not the ones that tend
to take centre stage, like freedom of speech, freedom
of assembly, freedom of the press, and so on. I am
wondering whether for you, as a poet and an artist,
these “minor freedoms” are driving at something that
you have learned about creative freedom? And if not,
how would you characterise the kind of freedom that
you’re after?
MN: I love your list, I think it’s so brilliant and
interesting and wise. I think that part of the book’s
resistance is that it does not say, “I’m after this kind
of freedom and I’m going to describe it and go for
it.” To me, writing that just says things without doing
things is not very interesting. So it’s important to me
that the writing has a certain kind of heat or style, that
it’s doing something. As for what it is that the whole
book is hopefully doing, I’d like it to be offering an
experience of a way of thinking as much as, or more
than, offering strong arguments for what freedom is or
ought to be. For example, in the introduction I quote
Avery F. Gordon, who lists many things that freedom is
not, before concluding that freedom is “the process by
which you develop a practice for being unavailable for
servitude.” (She’s paraphrasing Toni Cade Bambara.) As
I say, I find such entreaties moving, but that approach
is not mine.

On the topic of what you called “minor freedoms”, I
interviewed Jacqueline Rose recently about her new
book On Violence and On Violence Against Women. I
found her analysis in that book very engaging, as she
argues that violence against women, but also violence
in general, has to do in part with the inability to bear
contradictory sensation, to bear the difficulty of our
mortality and vulnerability, and the consequent need
to smear that difficulty onto others. Rose is somebody
who is very interested in linking the psychoanalytic
sphere and psychoanalytic conflict to political outcome
– the political manifestation as symptom. I only dabble
in psychoanalysis, but I do think that it is compelling to
note that all the freedoms that you just described and
called minor, can be quite difficult to bear. They also
have a relationship to gender.
One concrete example of how an increased capacity to
bear difficult feelings might decrease the possibility of
violence (and increase our freedom from violence) is the
value of “waiting periods” for people to buy guns. These
waiting periods aim to intervene between the moment
of an unbearable feeling (losing one’s job, discovering
an infidelity, and so on) and acting on it, be it through
suicide or homicide. Inserting a “cooling down” period
between the moment of the unbearable feeling and the
capacity to act on it in an aggressive, deadly fashion
can be key; research shows that waiting periods can
lead to a 7–11% reduction in gun suicides. When you’re
younger, or when you’re in a certain frame of mind, you
may think of freedom as a lack of restraint, a feeling
that you can just do whatever you want – freedom as
pure disinhibition. And to be sure, that is one version
of freedom. But the fruits of restraint, of learning to
sit with unbearable feelings, of becoming more alive to
the interplay between inhibition and disinhibition, are
very interesting to think about, and have their own sort
of freedom.
CR: In connection with that interplay, the subtitle of
your book is Songs of Care and Constraint, and both
care and constraint come together powerfully in your
discussion of motherhood in the “Art Song” chapter.
On the one hand you say that with motherhood there’s
“no possibility of a no”, which makes it an extreme case
of constraint and obligation – there is no evading that
need to which mothers have to respond. At the same
time, you critically engage with the figure of the mother
as an idealized model for selfless care provision. So, my

question would be: where do you feel the freedom in
mothering?
MN: The ideal of mothers as sources of selfless care
provision for others misapprehends from the start what
is actually going on with mothering, which is far from
simple. It totally overlooks, for example, the sadism
levelled against mothers (this is something Jacqueline
Rose has written brilliantly about). As Rose points out,
to expect the mother to be a selfless care provider is to
set the stage for sadism toward them if and when they
fall short of this ideal – which is precisely what they will
do, because no one – not even a perfect mother – can
protect their child against suffering.

WE OFTEN GO TO SEX TO
TOUCH SPACES WHERE WE
DON’T HAVE TO SPEAK, OR
WHERE WE ACTUALLY DESIRE
NON-AUTONOMY, OR WHERE
WE DON’T KNOW BEFOREHAND
WHAT WE WANT DONE TO US
As for the kinds of freedoms inherent in motherhood,
one thing I have learned is that what begins in ordinary
devotion for utterly dependent beings has to move into
cultivating a sense of autonomy and responsibility in
beings who will eventually become adults. And this
process is an infinitely difficult negotiation between
the desire to protect and the necessity of letting others
make mistakes for themselves and learn from them.
That’s not necessarily freedom for the mother, but it
does provide mothers with a rich and tense forum for
fathoming the problem of autonomy – the dialectic, as
it were, between dependency and autonomy.
CR: In that same section, you refer to a desire for “a
redistribution of the burdens and entanglements that
have heretofore lodged in the maternal”. And this put
me in mind of another Foucault quote from his work
on practices of the self: “My role – and that is too
emphatic a word – is to show people that they are much
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freer than they feel, that people
accept as truth, as evidence, some
themes which have been built up at
a certain moment during history,
and that this so-called evidence
can be criticized and destroyed.”
It made me wonder what your
role is in relation to your reader.
Do you see your role as helping
the reader to negotiate their own
freedom, insofar as you lay out
the options and choices and offer
ways to navigate questions that
seem initially so binaristic and
constraining?
MN: In my experience, writers or
artists don’t typically think about
their audience very much, because
any idea of an audience is always
a kind of fantasy. This is certainly
true in my case. If I’m trying to
help anyone in my writing, it’s me!
Also, given how contentious and
unresolved the topics I write about
are, I never presume a reader will
agree with me, nor do I presume
that I’m there to persuade the
reader. So the writing process is a
more self-centred activity that is
about figuring something out that’s
really bothering me and trying to
think it through as best as I am
able. And I can’t think something
through without writing it through.
Writing it through is the thinking it
through.
CR: I want to ask about the way
that you complicate the discourse
around consent, which I think
is going to be one of the flash
points of the reception of the
book, and also one of its most
useful contributions. The first
thing that struck me in what you
wrote that is underappreciated
in, for example, the #MeToo
movement, is something like:
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that sex is inherently risky, and
there’s something really to be
valued in that vulnerability. On
a social level too, you seem to
say that overprotecting against
sexual harassment risks activating
other oppressive structures –
we like to imagine that sexual
harassment complaints are always
being brought against powerful
white cis-men, but often we’re
actually invoking racist discourse
or heteronormativity in ways that
harm different sorts of vulnerable
populations. And the third lesson
that I took away was that real
freedom,
sexually
speaking,
doesn’t lie in a perfected ritual of
question and consent – you learn
this from bottoms and BDSM – but
in learning to really ask for what we
want to have done to us. What else
did I miss?
MN: I would just add that it’s also
about bringing attention to the
fact that we often go to sex to
touch spaces where we don’t have
to speak, or where we actually
desire non-autonomy, or where
we don’t know beforehand what

we want done to us. Those desires
don’t have to be coagulated into a
named sexuality, like “bottoming”
or whatever. But if such urges
remain unacknowledged, they
can be a source of a lot of trouble.
It can be like: I go to this place or
engage in this activity in order to be
unmastered. And then, when I feel
unmastered, I feel upset. That’s a
very complicated psychic situation;
it is part of what makes sex so
enthralling, and so difficult, and so
potentially dangerous.
CR: So is there something that we
can replace the discourse of consent
with? It’s become so important,
if not hegemonic, in the way it’s
being taught on college campuses
to incoming first years.
MN: There are smarter people than
me in terms of thinking about what
we should do about sex education;
I hear and see them in my kids’
schooling. If I had prescriptions
to offer, I would offer them! As a
critical thinker, I think it’s more
my job to note that every era has
its idea of ethical sex and what its
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parameters are, and that while it’s
possible that we are getting closer
to something more ethical, it is
also true that – as Foucault taught
– we are also always producing
sex, and that all notions of what
ethical sex is produces an outside,
so it behoves us to keep an eye on
what we’re producing. I don’t think
consent is bad, generally speaking,
for college-based seminars, or
for my two boys to learn about. I
support it. But you don’t want to
produce a situation in which people
think they’re doing something bad
if the sex they prefer does not have
that contractual, verbal element.
Wendy Brown makes the point that
consent matters most when we’re
adjudicating between people who
have an inequity in power. And
yet, the rearrangements in power
that we’re likely going for are not
necessarily going to be adjudicated
by the state. I was looking at Amia
Srinivasan’s The Right to Sex this
morning, and she has written a lot
about the limitations of the state to
undertake that kind of rearranging.
So I think that what you’re asking
is the right question, but maybe it
isn’t one that is to be answered by
juridico-political, and certainly not
carceral, adjudication.
CR: I am keen to turn now to
the final chapter of your book,
“Riding the Blinds”, in which you
explore freedom and obligation in
relation to climate change. In it,
you describe what you consider a
“more sensible” or “more grownup” conception of freedom than
those you see dominating the
current discourses surrounding
climate change, such as ideas
around breaking the rules, defying
the limits, and so on, rather than

learning to negotiate with the
various material constraints that
we face. But, some would say,
the material constraints on our
freedom to consume whatever
we desire will be removed by
technological innovation, so the
problem of climate change can be
addressed by techno-fixes. While
it is easy to dismiss some of this
talk as science fiction, it looks like,
for example, aliens are in fact real.
So, what role do you see for these
technological dreamers? What if
the material constraints on our
planetary freedom aren’t real?
MN: When it comes to technology,
I don’t think of it as an either/
or
scenario.
Technological
success simply changes where the
constraints are, so if you learn how
to cure cancer, then cancer ceases
to be a constraint on a life when
you’re diagnosed with it. Where
I am wary, and where I think the
techno-fix peril lies, is that the
techno-fix discourse is not simply
the continual rearrangement of
constraints, but is frequently
aligned with what Bruno Latour
has called an “Out-of-This-World”
attitude. For Latour, this attitude
signifies the abandonment of even
the pretence of a shared earth and
common future. Insofar as such
a thinker envisages life on Earth,
their attitude would be something
like: build a moat, build a castle,
protect what’s mine, and keep
out the climate refugees. And the
other popular line of this kind of
thinking involves the belief that
we have irretrievably fucked up
life on Earth, so we might as well
take the ultra-rich among us and
start over in bubblesuits on some
Mars terrarium where we can’t go
outside as we can never breathe the

air on a planet as it’s not habitable
for us.
To me, this is just panic and
nihilism. It has no basis in scientific
fact (see, for example, Sim Kern’s
recent piece in Salon titled, “No,
billionaires won’t ‘escape’ to space
while the world burns”). Latour
sums up all these interlocking
attitudes as rooted in “a desire to
get rid of the burdens of solidarity
as fast as possible.” This desire has
nothing to do with technology
or even the idea of a techno-fix;
rather, it’s a panicked urge to shed
or deny our interdependency and
to outrun the consequences of our
actions. Anyway, the fact that it
takes thousands of people on Earth
to keep just a handful of astronauts
alive in space for short periods of
time should give the lie to fantasies
of “Out of This World” autonomy.
CR: I think this example really
highlights the way that discourses
of freedom are animated or
underwritten by how the person
is conceived. Are people abstract
bearers of rights? Are they
sovereign selves? Are they subjects?
Or are they something else? And I
keep coming back to your repeated
discussions of entangled selves
and what it is “to consent not to
be a single being” (you quote this
line from Édouard Glissant in the
book). It made me wonder whether
you’re really writing about a robust
idea of freedom or whether you’re
writing about something much
more delicate, such as our radical
interdependence – and how not to
fuck that up?
MN: Absolutely. This was the whole
thing that I was trying to lay out in
the introduction. You can come at it
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through different channels, but there I tried to lay it out
in the particular history of the United States, through
Ta-Nehisi Coates’ idea of white freedom and black
freedom. Coates uses black freedom as the shorthand for
a freedom that recognises interdependency, and white
freedom for a kind that does not. And in my opinion,
there is only the interdependent version – the other one
is just a denial or a disavowal. The problem, however, is
that while interdependency is a great fact, it does not
actually tell us very much about what we are to do with it.
Slogans of interdependency can be helpful and inspiring,
but people can get freaked out when they recognise
not only how much work it is, but also how imperfect
it is, in terms of not all forms of life necessarily getting
what they want. Think of Timothy Morton’s comment
that being nice to bunny rabbits means not being nice
to bunny rabbit parasites. Sometimes the parasite is
sacrificed for the host, and that is very messy stuff.

ALL OF OUR EXCITEMENT
ABOUT OUR THOUGHTS AND
OUR TECHNOLOGIES ARE
DWARFED IN THE EXTREME BY
PLANETARY, EVEN COSMIC,
FORCES THAT VASTLY EXCEED
OUR CONTROL
One of the first things I did when thinking about this
book was to collect slogans about freedom (there are
whole websites devoted to pretty much every quote about
freedom ever made!). What became very clear is that
they really do bifurcate into slogans of interdependence
along the lines of “no one is free until everyone is free”
and slogans of individualism along the lines of “I’m free,
fuck you!” I don’t entirely set aside individualist mantras
because I think it is a mistake to presume homogeneity
of thinking or feeling, even within communities that
are presumably devoted in some kind of historical or
spiritual sense to communion or commonality. This
leads to people saying things like, “How could it be that
so many Latino men voted for Trump?” This is a really
bad formulation.
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So, I think that if you’re in an interdependent system but
you still value feelings of autonomy, you’re going to have
to learn how to flip constraints and to figure out how to
find feelings of autonomy that matter to you within that
interdependence. This echoes Brian Massumi’s idea that
freedom “is not about breaking or escaping constraints.
It’s about flipping them over into degrees of freedom.”
Anarchist theory is helpful here, in that anarchist theory
understands that there will always be tensions between
individual desires and communal needs, and that this
tension must be worked with, not wished away.
CR: I think that this question of how we think about
freedom, and how that’s bound up with how we think
about persons or selves plays out in an interesting way
over the divisions of the book. I was struck by how the
first three sections on art, drugs, and sex can be seen
as a kind of reckoning with the legacy of sex, drugs and
rock and roll as the sixties programme for liberation.
And you’re looking at how those individual liberties have
been articulated, how they have or have not flowered,
and how new constraints are complicating how we think
about them. But the last section on climate change is
different as it’s deeply concerned with the collective,
as well as with a kind of “ultimate” constraint, that is
the potential for the end of the human species. Clearly
many things carry through all the chapters – the focus
on entangled selves, your desire to undo the binary
of freedom and obligation, and so on – and yet at the
same time there’s something distinctive about that
last section. How do you think about the relationship
between the divisions of the book?
MN: The historian Dipesh Chakrabarty talks about how
we have all thought modern freedom via fossil fuels and
our ever-expanding usage of these – whether or not we
have known it. And the great reveal, so to speak, is that
these freedoms have all been imbricated with certain
natural limits which are now coming to an end for us. So
I do think that it’s a huge gestalt change. Furthermore,
it has its own terms. You’re not negotiating with, say,
another person who may or may not want to have sex
with you – you’re negotiating with what the glacial ice is
going to do, no matter what we say or want. And we are
only beginning to think through what this negotiation
may involve.
To take an example, a friend of mine who has spent
time in certain forestry meetings once described to me

how certain conversations and solutions can be very
successful for very different stakeholders, so long as
they could all agree at the outset on the facts of what
the scientific reports were telling them about what
was happening in the forest or with the river. After
that, they could all make their claims and adjudicate
between them based on what they needed or wanted
to have happen with the forest and the river. But this is
something that climate denialism has withheld from us
– we can’t even get to the stage where we can adjudicate
between different stakeholders, because over half
of Americans can’t admit that what’s happening is
happening. And this is a very hard situation. It’s a very,
very painful situation. There’s this shared terror about
extreme weather events to come, along with deep and
profound feelings of sadness at the fact that we have
had so much trouble in just talking about the problem,
much less solving it. And this generates despair, because
how are we going to work on it if we can’t talk about it?
If we can’t even admit it?

OUR DEFENCE MECHANISMS
WANT TO KEEP US ON
VARIOUS INSUFFERABLE AND
UNSUSTAINABLE TRACKS –
WHETHER THIS IS IN RELATION
TO FOSSIL FUELS OR OTHER
HABITS OF MIND THAT NO
LONGER WORK FOR US
So I think the last chapter is definitely different than
the other three in that it is grappling with something
that sets its own terms and does not really care what
we think of it. It’s about the humility of intellectual life,
as all of our excitement about our thoughts and our
technologies are dwarfed in the extreme by planetary,
even cosmic, forces that vastly exceed our control. That
brings up a lot of humility, a lot of awe, a lot of reverence.

quotes about freedom that you probably came across in
your research is from Thucydides’ rendering of Pericles’
funeral oration in which he tells the Athenians, “Make
up your minds that happiness depends on being free,
and freedom depends on being courageous.” You’re
saying that we need humility, we need reverence, and in
the book you talk a lot about the ongoing patient labour
that is required of us in numerous domains. What do
you make of Pericles’ formulation?
MN: To be honest, courage has not been one of my big
words. I hate it when people say things to me like, “Your
writing has been so brave”. I’m always thinking, “What
is the thing they think I should feel ashamed about, that
I somehow missed!?” But, and at the risk of being super
cheesy – and to go back to the Jacqueline Rose stuff
– it does take courage to be vulnerable and to admit
vulnerability. And, to quote 12 step programs, it does
take courage to change. Our defence mechanisms want
to keep us on various insufferable and unsustainable
tracks – whether this is in relation to fossil fuels or
other habits of mind that no longer work for us. So I
think that Pericles’ freedom-happiness-courage triad
probably would not have my full support. That said,
there is definitely a certain courage and freedom in
just admitting our earthly condition, our mortality, our
body, its decay, its vastness and its paltriness. I’m into
all that! I’m into that being the condition of our lives.
Every day I think about the story of Mara challenging
Siddhartha, “Who will speak for your enlightenment?”
And Siddhartha puts his hand on the Earth and says,
“The earth is my witness” (becoming, in that moment,
the Buddha). I’m very moved by that kind of down-toearthness. It’s very exciting to me. And it has a lot of
freedom in it.
Maggie Nelson’s On Freedom: Four Songs of Care and
Constraint is published next month by Jonathan Cape.
Chiara Ricciardone is a writer, co-founder of Activist
Graduate School, and U.S. Commissioning Editor of this
journal.

CR: You have been working your way towards a
question that I wanted to close with. One of the famous
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DESIRE AND
AMBIVALENCE

Amia Srinivasan is the Chichele Professor of Social and
Political Theory at All Souls College, Oxford. Her interests
are wide-ranging, running the gamut from death and
octopuses to genealogy and the university. Her new book
The Right To Sex explores questions around the politics
of sex. If our desires are socially constructed, should they
be subject to political scrutiny? Is the notion of consent
sufficiently subtle to capture the complex ways that sex
interacts with gender, class, race and power? In this
interview, she talks to Adam Ferner about pornography,
categories, and the difficulties in analyzing so diaphanous
a subject matter. The interview has been edited for clarity
and contains references to sexual subjects that some readers
may find disturbing.
Adam Ferner (AF): Your book discusses how
sexual desires are constructed, and how some
are socially sanctioned where others are not. You
write about Adrienne Rich’s notion of “compulsory
heterosexuality”, where people are compelled through
cultural messaging to be straight. You point out, in line
with a lot of feminist theory, that pornography is one
area where people are trained to have specific desires.
For the purposes of this conversation I’m going to take
pornography in an expansive sense. I take it you think
it extends beyond what comes up when you type “porn”
into a search engine.
I want to start with the question of whether or not we
should subject our desires to political scrutiny. Does
the heart simply want what the heart wants?
Amia Srinivasan (AS): You’re absolutely right that,
insofar as our desires are constructed or shaped by
culture, I think the mechanism of that shaping goes
well beyond pornography, despite feminists’ historical
fixation on porn. But it goes beyond music videos and
social media too. This was Adrienne Rich’s point: it’s a
matter of who is rewarded, and who is penalized, and for
what: which kinds of bodies are considered “high status”
in the sexual economy. We’re not just talking about firstorder desires – attractions to certain kinds of people or
certain kinds of bodies – but also the shaping of higherorder desires: the desire to be seen to be the kind of people
who are attractive to high status people.

a conversation with Amia Srinivasan
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Once we realize that our first-order and second-order
desires are shaped in this way, what do we do? Does
the heart simply want what the heart wants? To a

certain extent, of course, yes. And to a certain extent,
desires – no matter how socially constructed – are
deeply ingrained. It’s not obvious we can change them
voluntarily. Nor do I think it’s a particularly useful to
self-obsessively try and re-train them all. This practice of
“mental hygiene” can become an extremely narcissistic
endeavour, one that distracts from and takes the
place of actual politics. When turned on others, this
narcissism becomes a form of purity politics that, in its
authoritarian moralism, alienates and excludes.

WE, AS DESIROUS CREATURES,
ARE MUCH MORE COMPLEX
THAN THE REIGNING IDEOLOGY
WOULD HAVE US BELIEVE
That said, I think it’s important to distinguish two
senses in which desire can relate to politics. When we
talk about the political critique of desire, a lot of liberals
hear a demand that we “discipline” our desire so that
it falls in line with our politics. But there’s another
way of approaching that question, which isn’t about
disciplining desire under the sign of good politics; it’s
about emancipating desire. We, as desirous creatures,
are much more complex than the reigning ideology
would have us believe. Very often, the reigning ideology
tells us, “Be straight”, and we’re not, or it tells us, “Don’t
fancy this person because they have a non-normative
body”, and yet we find ourselves desiring what we
“shouldn’t”. Resisting this, a space of possibility opens
up. We free ourselves from what politics would have us
desire. That’s the kind of emancipatory possibility I’m
interested in exploring. I’d like to rescue that project
from an authoritarian moralism, which says, “Be
politically correct in the bedroom”.
Obviously the other thing we have to do is take on
these systems of oppression and domination head-on.
Sexual racism and heteronormativity are part of larger
structures – psychic, economic, social, legal – that serve
to systematically marginalize certain groups. They have
to be dismantled as wholes.
AF: One of your interlocutors, Andrea Long Chu, thinks
that trying to want different things, which I suppose

includes opening up new spaces of desire, is a fruitless
enterprise. “Try arguing with an orgasm sometime” (as
Catharine MacKinnon puts it).
Chu thinks that often we just “want bad things”, and
I wonder if we could push this further and explore the
possibility that some desires are in fact constituted
by wanting bad things? The “forbidden” act has a
specific sexual valence, and whether it’s old-fashioned
Freudian notions of “perversion” or contemporary
Kink Theory, there’s a lot of research that suggests we
can non-accidentally want things that are forbidden
to us, or bad for us. This throws a spanner in the
works when we’re trying to identify state-sanctioned
desires as in some way destructive. This is the analytic
philosopher in me coming out. It’s kind of a silly
analytic question…
AS: I don’t think it’s a silly question at all, but I guess
I’m also an analytic philosopher! One thing that’s
interesting about some of the cases I discuss in the
book – like cases of sexual racism, where people, either
as a matter of explicit or implicit policy, won’t date or
sleep with people of colour, or cases of gay men who
insist on “straight-acting” partners – is that the object
of desire isn’t itself seen as transgressive. In fact, there’s
something very vanilla about a white person dating
another white person. So, as a “problematic desire” it’s
structurally different from a desire to engage in BDSM
or engage in a rape fantasy (I’m not casting a normative
judgment on those). When you have exclusionary
desires, which are shaped by and in some sense replicate
systems of domination and social marginalisation, I
don’t think the desire is a desire for something “bad”.
What’s bad about the desire is that it’s both conducive
to, and expressive of, a pattern of domination in a way
that’s distinct from a desire for something that you’re
not “supposed” to want.
Indeed, the sexual racist’s policy of not sleeping with
people of colour might actually be motivated by a
certain anxiety about avoiding transgression. A similar
thing might be happening with the gay man who only
wants to sleep with straight-acting gay men. Is there
not an anxiety about homosexuality there? So even if
you think that it’s important psychically to be able to
want transgressive things, that doesn’t seem to me to
bear on the question of whether those exclusionary
desires are kosher or not.
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AF: In “Coda: The Politics of Desire”, you quote Audre
Lorde: “We have been raised to fear the yes within
ourselves, our deepest cravings. But, once recognised,
those which do not enhance our future lose their power
and can be altered. The fear of our desires keeps them
suspect and indiscriminately powerful, for to suppress
any truth is to give it strength beyond endurance. The
fear that we cannot grow beyond whatever distortions
we may find within ourselves keeps us docile and loyal
and obedient, externally defined.” (100) This seems
crucial, but I wonder if you could say more about the
notion of “our deepest cravings”? When I look inside
myself, most of the time it’s just a swirling maelstrom!
How do we know what we really want?
AS: In general, I’m far less confident about our ability
to know ourselves than most philosophers. My work in
epistemology is precisely about that. Many philosophers
take self-knowledge to be a kind of free knowledge,
where there’s a constitutive relation between being in
a certain kind of mental state and believing you’re in
that mental state; you can’t fail to understand yourself.
I tend to have a much more psychoanalytic disposition.
I think there are all sorts of things about ourselves that
we don’t know, and we can only come to know with
a lot of work, and often only with the help of others.
I’m an extreme version of this. I’ll sometimes go to a
restaurant and ask the person I’m dining with, “What
do I want to eat?”
We talk through these problems with people. We have
conversations. There are different ways of describing
what’s happening in those conversations. Maybe I had
some pre-existing desire and my friend, or my analyst
(I don’t have an analyst by the way, but I’d like one…)
helps me figure out what that pre-existing desire is.
Another way of seeing those conversations, which is
how philosophers like Daniela Dover think of them, is
that they involve the creation of the self rather than the
discovery of the self. Through conversation we make
decisions about what kind of person we want to be,
which of our desires we want to bring out and act on…
AF: I have a kind of joke with a friend of mine that
“happy people” are just very good at repression.
They’re labouring under the misapprehension that
they’re happy. Following that thought, which I guess
is psychoanalytic in nature, it becomes very easy to
lose your point of purchase. The idea that you might
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be mistaken in what you think and what you want can
become very corrosive.
AS: I also have that worry – not in a political sense, but
in a more mundane, self-regarding sense. It wasn’t a
joke when I said I want to undergo analysis – but why
haven’t I? It’s not simply because it costs so much and
takes so much time, it’s also because I’m not sure I want
to know. When you get to a certain age you can come to
think, “Well, if it’s functioning, however damaged it may
be, don’t meddle with it”. Regardless of how well their
lives are going, everyone is full of tragedy and unspoken
pain and we all try in whatever way we can to make peace
with that. Some of these pains might be un-acted-upon
desires and it might be crucial to the survival and thriving
of current relationships to refuse to turn inwards and
explore these feelings. I think that quotation from Audre
Lorde is wildly optimistic and it makes me feel very
brave, and that’s very good, but I think you’re right that
we do sometimes have things to fear about ourselves
and that there are things we actually need to set aside.
But, that’s not the same thing as endorsing repression.
The analyst would say that it’s a matter of bringing it
to consciousness, then placing it somewhere… I don’t
know. Get back to me in thirty years!

I REALLY DON’T WANT TO
SAY THAT A PERSON’S
DESIRES ARE ALWAYS FULLY
RECONCILABLE WITH THE
PERSON THEY WANT TO BE
To return very specifically to the conversation we were
having, I really don’t want to say that a person’s desires
are always fully reconcilable with the person they want
to be. Sandra Lee Bartky, in Femininity and Domination,
writes about this case of a woman who engages in
sadomasochism, but who is distressed because it
doesn’t fit with her political commitments and political
self-conception. Bartky says there’s no “solution” here
because her desires don’t fit with who she wants to be.
She’ll be unhappy if she engages in BDSM, but equally
unhappy if she refuses to act on those desires. For this
person, that tension is one of life’s tragedies.

It’s true that in the “Coda” chapter I strike a hopeful
note, but I don’t think it’s in denial of that basic, tragic
outlook on life.
AF: Let’s talk about categories and search terms.
Whether it’s on dating apps or porn sites, users are
encouraged to state their romantic / sexual preferences
by referring to categories. “What’s your ‘type’?” “Are
you into tall men?” “Blonde women?” “How essential
is a GSOH?” On the one hand, being able to state
preferences is politically important (as you point out,
in relation to the gay rights movement). On the flipside, we see how these categories are used to dominate,
and you write about racist, fatphobic dating profiles
that exclude people from certain groups. You also make
the very good point that there’s something analogous

between “the white person who doesn’t sleep with
black people and the cis lesbian who as a matter of
policy doesn’t sleep with trans women” (109). There’s
a lot here we could discuss, but I wanted to start with
a relatively formal question: While the categories
themselves might be harmful (the rape fantasy or the
depiction of a woman saying “no” but meaning “yes”),
how exactly is the process of categorization itself
harmful?
AS: First of all, you might think that certain social kind
categories are just intrinsically harmful. I’m thinking
most obviously of racial categories, which have no basis
in nature and which are brought into existence in order
to mark our placement in a civic hierarchy. But there
may be other categories, like “tall” and “short”, which
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aren’t necessarily like that. You could imagine a world
in which people still had the terms “tall” and “short”
but they weren’t tied to any discriminatory patterns.
(In the actual world, short people are on the whole
discriminated against.)
However, even if the categories themselves are fine,
I think the use of those categories on dating apps
might still be problematic. The reason for this is again
about self-knowledge. If you ask someone what kind
of person they’re attracted to they’ll give you a list of
characteristics. But I bet, for every single person and
their set of declared necessary criteria, I could find
you some second person that they could be attracted
to, indeed could love, who would fail to satisfy at least
some of those criteria. That’s because we have this sense
of what we want, and then other people take us by
surprise. That basic fact – the ability of others to bring
us up short and to push back against our preconceived
understandings of ourselves – is ethically fundamental.
It’s not just fundamental in romantic relationships;
it’s fundamental in teacher-student relationships,
in friendships, in all human relationships. What’s
problematic about the dating app is that, even if users
are selecting on the basis of these categories that aren’t
shaped by and expressive of oppressive structures,
it still encourages those users to think in terms of
“deal-breakers” and “necessary conditions”. There’s
something about the human experience of the other
– being surprised, brought up short – that can never be
captured by that criterial way of thinking.
We are taxonomic creatures. We go around the world
categorising things. That’s unavoidable. We also
taxonomise people, and I think that’s unavoidable too.
But what this means is that we’re often interacting with
a mere instance of a universal. A role. Right now, I could
think of myself as interacting with “Interviewer”. But
there are times when you’re going about interacting
with people, and they’re interacting with you, and the
other person brings you up short. You realise, “This
person is an infinite source of possibility like me! How
extraordinary!” Those moments of recognition are
central to an ethical mode of relating.
AF: That ties in very nicely with the aposiopesis that
David Wiggins writes about – the suspension marks in
a description of a person, the spaces we have always yet
to fill.
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AS: That’s right. That openness to the way in which
every person exceeds the category that we apply to
them: that’s crucial. In the first-personal case, many
of us have had the experience of feeling trapped by the
categories other people use to think about us, even if
those categories are “the right ones”. A trans person
who is misgendered or a gay kid who hasn’t come out –
these are people who just reject the categories applied
to them. But we also have cases where people use for us
categories that we don’t reject, but which nonetheless
fail to capture us fully. It’s when we’re treated only as
members of categories that we feel confined by them.

IT’S NOT THAT I WANT TO
ABANDON THE LAW AND
EMBRACE AN ANARCHIC
APPROACH TO THE STATE;
RATHER, I WANT US TO BE
BRUTALLY REALIST ABOUT
STATE POWER
AF: The book demonstrates the importance of an
intersectional approach to these issues, not least in
relation to the violence performed by institutions. This
comes out particularly in your critique of the prison system
and (relatedly) “carceral feminism” (feminism which
foregrounds the punishment of men who have committed
crimes, rather than restructuring of the system that makes
these wrongs possible). Legal responses can fall short,
whether it’s because they’re inevitably ineffective (such
as attempts to restrict the viewing of online pornography
(62)), or because they can be too easily co-opted to serve
regressive political ends (such as indecency laws being
used to target gay, but not straight porn distribution (55))
or because carceralism is inextricably tied to capitalism
and white supremacy (170–1) or because the bodies that
enforce legislation are themselves heavily implicated (as
we see with Daniel Holtzclaw (103) and more recently in
the case of Wayne Cousens).
What’s my question here? I suppose I’m interested
in the role you see institutions playing in progressive

reform. Despite what you say about the importance of
solidarity, you don’t seem drawn to the kind of coalition
building we see suggested in Rae Langton’s work. You’re
wary of institutions, underwritten by capitalism, which
can co-opt and thereby undermine radical progressive
projects. I may be wrong, but you also appear to be
wary of some radical approaches, based on the history
of a lot of radical feminist projects… So how do we
move forward?
AS: The short answer is I don’t really know. It’s not
that I have no faith in the law, but we should think
of the law as a tool, which very often has unintended
consequences. It’s not that I want to abandon the law
and embrace an anarchic approach to the state; rather,
I want us to be brutally realist about state power, for
all the reasons you mentioned. Sometimes the coercive
apparatus of the state backfires fantastically, and very
often it hits the worst-off people. Punitive laws aimed
at cracking down on domestic violence can end up
causing more violence against poor women and women
of colour. And of course, the further empowering of the
carceral state is the further empowering of a system
that systematically punishes the worst-off women and
men, simultaneously disguising the real social crisis,
which is a crisis of economic inequality, the crisis of
capital.

A GOOD LEFT IS ONE THAT
HAS A CERTAIN KIND OF
FEARLESSNESS ABOUT THE
TRUTH. IT HAS TO BELIEVE IT
HAS TRUTH ON ITS SIDE AND
THAT TRUTH CAN WIN THE
ARGUMENT
The radical feminist approach to carceralism has
changed over time. In its early years – and I’m thinking
here of a feminism tied to the Women’s Liberation
movement in the US and UK, which began in the late
1960s – you saw a response to questions of sexual
violence that wasn’t really tied to state power. It was

all about forms of community organizing, about the
economic emancipation of women, the socialization of
care, and so on. Through the Seventies and Eighties in
the US, radical feminists started to embrace the state’s
carceral power. This resulted in legislation intended to
target violence against women, but which formed part
of an enormous crime bill that fuelled the growth of
mass incarceration, which disproportionately affects
poor men and men of colour and their families. I’m
hostile to that approach, not least because it often goes
hand-in-hand with seeking forms of coalition with the
right. That kind of coalition only serves certain kind
of women – wealthy, predominantly white women. It
never serves the worst-off women, and I’m very
uninterested in a feminism that deepens class divides
rather than closing them.
AF: I wanted to ask more about what you call “the old
form of crime and punishment” (30), specifically as
it stands in relation to “cancel culture”. I’m thinking
particularly of trans-exclusionary radical feminists and
how conversations around trans-identity have become
increasingly divisive in recent years, especially on the
Left. There’s been a lot of “cancelling” of certain cis
women who, while engaging in anti-racist activism
and pro-union work, say things that dehumanize trans
women. In the book, you write about social media as
a method for holding others to account. Do you see
cancel culture as a re-inscription of this “old form of
crime and punishment”?
AS: When I talk about the old form of crime and
punishment, it’s not because I’m against punishment
per se. There’s a view of social norms that holds that
insofar as they are going to be effective, they have to
come with some sort of penalty for violating them
(the philosopher Josh May recently pressed me on this
point). But we still have a choice between different
forms of penalty. You might think there’s a world
of difference between losing your job or being put in
prison, and having to attend a series of meetings where
you confront the effects of your actions.
On my view, it’s not that feminists have to necessarily
give up punishment, at least understood expansively.
But feminists need to think more consciously
about what we’re doing with the power, sometimes
considerable, we have. A certain kind of feminist is in
denial of the fact that getting socially shamed is a form
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of punishment. We’ve got to think more carefully about
what we’re trying to do. What are the right tools for the
job? What costs are we willing to bear?
I think it’s interesting, sociologically speaking, that
some of the women who are trans-exclusionary and who
complain about being silenced or cancelled, effectively
pioneered those same tactics of no-platforming other
feminists in the Seventies and Eighties when the porn
wars were playing out in their first iteration. There’s
an obvious hypocrisy here. However, it raises an
interesting question about the relationship those of us
on the Left should have to dissent and disagreement.
I don’t have a totally worked out view on this, but
we know the two poles are bad: we know the liberal
picture on which we’re all supposed to be engaged in
the Millian marketplace of ideas, is both ridiculous and
unproductive. At the same time, we don’t want people
sent to the gulag for intellectual dissent.
I think it’s also very difficult to offer a critique of socalled cancel culture, because you don’t want to play
into reactionary, liberal hands. But I do think this is
an area that calls for more thought. A good Left is one
that has a certain kind of fearlessness about the truth.
It has to believe it has truth on its side and that truth
can win the argument. It would be bad for the Left if we
were to say that only liberals are willing to engage their
opponents.

ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHERS
DON’T LOVE RESTING IN
AMBIVALENCE. THEY LIKE A
PARADOX, OF COURSE, BUT
THE POINT IS TO DISSOLVE IT,
NOT EMBRACE IT
AF: I read you as saying that you want people to see
social media as a site of Foucauldian spectacle (where
acts like public shaming have a significant legal, punitive
function) and that you want people to question whether
or not “cancelling” is simply a reiteration of the kinds of
things they’re trying to criticize…
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AS: I think the notion of the Foucauldian spectacle is
absolutely right. There’s this thing on social media where
you can tell yourself you’re just one negligible part of
something, but it’s very important, politically, that we
ask ourselves which structures we are complicit in. You
can’t just shrug off your responsibilities here.
AF: Let’s continue with the thread about institutional
critique. The first time we met, I had organized
an interview between you and Catherine Dale at
the Royal Institute of Philosophy. You’re now the
Chichele Professor of Social and Political Theory at
All Souls College. To some extent, these institutions
fall at the conservative end of the academic political
spectrum. How do you understand yourself in relation
to institutional power, knowing as you do that when
it comes to feminist critique, it’s very easy for one’s
work – and indeed, oneself – to be co-opted by more
conservative forces?
AS: You’ve identified a very serious issue for anyone
who thinks of themselves as a person of the Left and
who finds themselves inside conservative institutions,
which is to say nearly all powerful institutions. But
it’s an especially pressing question today for anyone
who ticks identity categories. When you are the young
woman of colour then you become very attractive to
a certain kind of project of institutional preservation.
You can decide not to get involved in institutions at all
– but if you’re an academic and if you don’t come from
independent wealth then that’s very hard to do. It’s
also hard if you’re someone who believes in the public
university, which I do. I’m not psychically or politically
ready to give up on the mission of the public university.
So while I’m not generally a fan of the “fix the system
from within” strategy, my particular preoccupations
and intellectual dispositions have brought me to this
place, Oxford, which I love.
If you’re going to be part of a powerful institution,
you have to be vigilant about what projects you are
participating in, knowingly or unknowingly. Sometimes
you only realise too late. How do you make sure that,
as a person of colour, you’re not “brown-washing” an
institution? How do you avoid offering an apologetic
on its behalf? You have to be relentlessly critical of the
institution and willing to displease those people (I’m
not saying there are any here) who are invested in your
identity being mobilized in these ways.

I don’t think there’s an a priori method for negotiating
this. I think it has to be done on the fly, by hearing what
people say to you, and by being open to critique. In the
good case, people say “How could you be a part of that
thing?” and instead of being defensive, you genuinely
consider the question.
AF: You mentioned coming up against people within
institutions who are invested in mobilizing certain
identities in a specific way, but insights from Sara Ahmed
suggest that it’s the system rather than the individuals
doing the mobilizing. So how do you guard against that?
AS: I think I’m very lucky in the case of both All
Souls and Oxford because they’re both democratically
constituted, which is a fading reality in UK higher
education. Although Oxford and Cambridge are elitist
in lots of ways, their constitution is such that they’re
still run by their academics, who are by nature not
part of a neoliberal project whose aim is to destroy the
university and make it into a mechanism of the market.
So there are possibilities within Oxford and Cambridge.
All Souls in particular has changed a great deal over the
years since I was first here; I think it’s unrecognizable
in some ways, and that’s entirely because of who runs it
– the Fellows. It’s important to me to be in institutions
that have that democratic structure and allow for that
kind of change.
I don’t mean that there aren’t other great universities
in the country – there certainly are – but, undeniably,
there’s a systematic political campaign of running
these universities into the ground. This project, led by
conservative politicians and facilitated by highly-paid
administrators, is not motivated fundamentally by
economic considerations; it’s ideological to the core.
It’s motivated, I think, by a hatred of the idea that we
would, as a society, spend money on investing in our
future citizens and in free inquiry. There’s a lot that’s
problematic about Oxford and Cambridge – most of
all, who ends up studying here, though that’s slowly
changing. The answer isn’t to burn down Oxford
and Cambridge, it’s for us to all collectively stand in
solidarity and make sure that what remains true of
Oxford and Cambridge is once again true of other
British universities.
AF: I wanted to finish with a question about analytic
philosophy: Do you think that your training in analytic

philosophy helps or hinders your theoretical engagement
with desire? Do you think analytic philosophy equips
you with the right diagnostic tools? One reason to ask
this is because of the well-documented and disturbing
issues with sexual harassment in the discipline. Do you
think there’s a connection between the way analytic
philosophers conceptualise desire and these abuses?

THE “GOOD” SELF MAY BE
THE REPRESSED SELF, ONE
THAT LIES TO ITSELF IN ORDER
TO MAKE ITS WAY INTO THE
WORLD. I DON’T THINK THAT’S
A PICTURE THAT ANALYTIC
PHILOSOPHY FINDS VERY EASY
TO TAKE ON BOARD
AS: Can I ask why you’re focusing on “desire” in
particular, as opposed to feminism more broadly?
AF: I think I’m focusing on desire because of the history
of analytic philosophy construing itself as a rational,
scientific enterprise, and a mode of thinking that (in
Russell’s militaristic terms), “divides and conquers”
puzzles. The thought is that analytic philosophy is in
some ways inappropriate as a way of understanding so
diaphanous a subject. And obviously it’s a leap to say
that the mode of philosophy might create certain social
problems among its practitioners, but I don’t think it’s
impossible.
AS: I think there are at least two questions here. One
has to do with me in particular. You asked whether my
training in analytic philosophy has affected, or positively
affected my ability to think about these questions. Then
there’s a more structural question about philosophy
as a discipline and how it orients itself in relation to
questions of desire.
In answer to the first question, because my training
as a philosopher is so central to how I make sense of
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anything, it’s very hard for me
to separate out which bit is the
philosophy and which bit is what
I was before. But in general, I’m
very grateful for my training.
There are habits of clarity and care
and slowness and truth-seeking
and a certain kind of fearlessness
which I deeply prize about analytic
philosophy, for all of its limits and
sins. I don’t know where I’d be
without it. I remember coming to
philosophy as a graduate student
and feeling this relief at being able
to finally put into words so many of
the things I wanted to say. Whether
or not that’s conceptually possible,
I don’t know, but that’s what it
felt like. There’s something really
emancipatory about philosophy
and I still experience those small
moments of emancipation.
Regarding your question about
philosophy as a discipline, I think
there are a few things about the
general approach of analytic
philosophy which means it may
not cope as well as some other
disciplines when it comes to desire.
Analytic philosophers don’t love
resting in ambivalence. They like a
paradox, of course, but the point is
to dissolve it, not embrace it. With
the problems we’ve been discussing,
political problems, you might think
it is often futile trying to provide
a clear and precise normative
answer for how we’re to proceed.
And you might think that political
philosophers
often
purchase
their clean simple answers by
abstracting away from life. You see
that happening sometimes when
philosophers talk about desire,
though there are of course plenty
of important counterexamples
(Sandra Lee Bartky is one).
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There’s another aspect of some
analytic philosophy which limits
its capacity to talk about desire,
which is this assumption about
the transparency of the self which
we spoke about before, and also
this assumption that the “best”
self is the rational self, a perfectly
coherent self, a self that has put
all of its desires and beliefs into a
perfect harmony. The moment you
take seriously the unconscious,
those pictures of the self are no
longer tenable – neither the self
that knows itself, nor the coherent,
perfectly consistent self.
One thing we were talking about
was the idea that the “good” self
may be the repressed self, a self
that lies to itself in order to make
its way into the world. I don’t think
that’s a picture of the self that
analytic philosophy finds very easy
to take on board.
AF: I find it hard to imagine
analytic philosophers discussing
desire in a way that isn’t damaging
– but that’s one of the triumphs of
your book. You manage to bypass
these limitations and say things
that are worth saying!
The Right to Sex by Amia Srinivasan
will be published later this month by
Bloomsbury.
Adam Ferner is a freelance writer,
editor and educator.

HISTORY AND THE
SPECTRE OF
UNPRECEDENTED
CHANGE

a conversation with Zoltán Boldizsár Simon

Zoltán Boldizsár Simon is a historian
at Bielefeld University, Germany,
whose theoretical work investigates
the current human condition in the
face of previously unimaginable
challenges. He has written extensively
on the theory and philosophy of
history and on the challenges posed
by technology and the Anthropocene
to modern historical thinking. He
is the author of History in Times
of Unprecedented Change: A
Theory for the 21st Century
(2019), and The Epochal Event:
Transformations in the Entangled
Human, Technological, and Natural
Worlds (2020). More recently, he
co-conducts the collective research
programme / serial publishing
experiment “Historical Futures” with
Marek Tamm and the journal History
and Theory. This conversation with
Alexandre Leskanich explores his
thinking and its ramifications for
understanding our unprecedented
times, and to what extent our
historical sensibility is shifting in the
face of transformative events.
Alexandre Leskanich (AL): Could
you begin by giving an overview
of what your main theoretical
argument is, and what justifies it
in your opinion? And further, how
would you characterise its object?
Because it strikes me that while
your work is billed as a “radical
theory of history”, its object is
not really history but “historical
sensibility”: a rather more slippery
and nebulous object about which
any general theory seems difficult
to either establish or sustain. So,
I wonder what is this historical
sensibility to which you refer, and
how is its existence theoretically
determined? Moreover, by what
means is the generalised change
in this historical sensibility you
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allege established – the change, for instance, from the
“processual” to the “evental” sensibility you discuss and
which forms the central contention of your book? How
can a change in this alleged sensibility be discerned if
the existence of the sensibility itself hasn’t been (or
can’t be) satisfactorily established?
Zoltán Boldizsár Simon (ZBS): This is quite a big
cluster of questions! Let me begin with the question of
intellectual genealogy, and let’s see how I can address
the other questions from this vantage point.
Formally, I have all my degrees in history, and my work
falls within the scope of many historical approaches,
from history of science and history of knowledge to
intellectual history. At the same time, what I attempt
to understand is much harder to categorise within the
existing disciplinary landscape. Briefly, I try to explore
what I think is an emerging new historical condition
through engaging with a highly complex interrelation
of technological, ecological, and socio-political
prospects. Capturing the historicities and temporalities
that inform such prospects and understanding them as
an emerging new historical condition demands cutting
across knowledge formations without subscribing to
the particular prescriptive methodologies of any of
them. Perhaps little wonder that, in this respect, I credit
Paul Feyerabend’s work as an intellectual encounter
that shaped the way I approach the object of my study.
To elaborate, within the framework of my endeavour
to explore an emerging new historical condition,
“historical sensibility” is the analytical category I use to
distinguish between different, yet distinctly “historical”,
modes of sense-making; that is, between different
modes of conceiving of the world and ourselves as
changing over time, either as a deliberate engagement
or as an implied and unconscious apprehension of
the world. With the help of this category, I hope to
be able to highlight the novelty of a certain historical
sensibility that is increasingly becoming prominent
since the end of the world wars. Whereas Western
modernity dominantly conceived of the changing
world in terms of developmental processes, lately we
started to expect unprecedented changes to happen
due to momentous game-changer events. The modern
historical sensibility was processual and developmental
inasmuch as it configured change over time along a
deep continuity underlying an extremely diverse set of
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processes ranging from nation building to emancipatory
struggles. In contrast, the emerging new historical
sensibility is evental inasmuch as it configures changes
as unprecedented; that is, changes that do not unfold
out of past conditions but burst out in exceptional and
extreme events which, in one way or another, escape
the confines of human experience.
For the plausibility of talking about a new evental
historical sensibility, it does not even matter if the
expected unprecedented changes take place or not.
What matters is that the kind of change we have come
to expect lately is “unprecedented change” instead
of slow, processual, continuous changes. It is this
expectation of a new kind of change that I track in the
post-war technological and ecological domains (and
by “post-war” I mean the period from the mid-20th
century onwards), for instance, in trans-humanist
aspirations of escaping the biological limitations of
being human, or in the work of Earth system science
and its projections of passing tipping points that may
result in abrupt transformations of the Earth system.

I TRY TO EXPLORE AN
EMERGING NEW HISTORICAL
CONDITION THROUGH
ENGAGING WITH A HIGHLY
COMPLEX INTERRELATION OF
TECHNOLOGICAL, ECOLOGICAL,
AND SOCIO-POLITICAL
PROSPECTS
Contrary to the projections of modern political
ideologies and their ways of figuring the future of
human development in advance (due to a directionality
attributed to their scenarios of desired change),
the new reality beyond the event horizon appears
unfathomable in its prospects of unprecedented
change. Yet I do not wish to claim that we exchanged
a modern developmental historical sensibility for the
post-war evental one. What I see is their co-existence

and desynchronisation, with the former one still
dominating socio-political prospects in many ways
(typically without visions of better socio-political
arrangements), and the latter one looming large in
the aforementioned technological and ecological
prospects. The interrelations of these multiple and
largely diverging prospects – involving differentiated
human communities, global processes, planetary
transformations of the Earth system, and all possible
nonhumans – is precisely what we need to find out in
the near future.

IT IS THIS EXPECTATION OF
A NEW KIND OF CHANGE
THAT I TRACK IN THE POSTWAR TECHNOLOGICAL AND
ECOLOGICAL DOMAINS
None of this sounds like theory or philosophy of
history as conventionally understood. It is neither a
meaningful interpretation of the course of affairs as
in classical philosophies of history, nor an inquiry into
the workings of professionalised historiography as
in post-war historical theory (including analytic and
narrative philosophies of history). At the same time,
both endeavours are part of a much broader conception
of theoretical work on history as I understand it: an
exploration of the manifold ways in which the world
and human beings are apprehended “historically” by
seeing them within one or another configuration of
change over time, one or another configuration of
relating past, present, and future. They are even part
of the object of my research inasmuch as they all
represent certain modes of “historical” apprehension of
the world and ourselves. Technological and ecological
prospects represent other ways and modes, as do
new social justice movements, and so do many other
socio-political and cultural-natural practices and their
relations to each other. As no one can single-handedly
carry out such work, and since exploring certain
modes of “historical” apprehension does not invalidate
the exploration of other ones, making sense of an
emerging historical condition is, ideally, a collaborative
endeavour. It’s no secret that collaborative endeavours

constitute the direction towards which the humanities
and social sciences are already heading.
AL: Your summary points to an interest – that I think
we both share – in the ways in which human beings
apprehend both themselves and the world historically,
and whether the ways in which we do so fulfil the
promise of meaning and orientation traditionally
ascribed to them. Historical knowledge (i.e. the
symbolic projection of the past via the chronological
incorporation of historical events into a narrative
structure that causally explains their occurrence) is
a contrivance intended to manage an amorphous,
constantly changing world itself created by capitalism’s
pullulating contingencies. To the extent that the
world is already historicized, a historical “sense”
having been imparted to it through the stories and
categories historical knowledge belatedly provides,
and to the degree these stories and categories shape
human thought and behaviour, it seems plausible
to say that there exists something like an emergent
“sense” of history identified by Nietzsche; a “historical
sentience” which “suffuses everyday life” (as identified
in Martin L. Davies’s Historics: Why History Dominates
Contemporary Society); and that in being socially
situated persons we have a sense of also being
historically situated persons.
It seems right to think that individuals have always had
some “sense” of the historical “times” in which they live.
But “times” – as in “times of unprecedented change”
– is itself (like “epoch”) a historicizing contrivance
intended to coordinate elements which are in fact
asynchronous; to project an overarching rationality
or coherence to the existence of a vast multitude
of events whose temporal coincidence makes no
meaningful historical sense. So while I think the notion
of a general “historical sensibility” is interesting, it
might be implausible to think that the variegated and
contradictory “senses” of history entertained at any
given time by a vast assortment of individuals in their
ordinary lives can be collectively abstracted – and then
distilled – into the dual theoretical straight-jacket of
the developmental vs. evental historical sensibilities.
In this regard, I was reminded of Pierre Bourdieu’s
comment about “projecting theoretical thinking into
the heads of acting agents”, whereupon the theorist
simply “presents the world as he thinks it (that is, as an
object of contemplation, a representation, a spectacle)
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as if it were the world as it presents itself to those who
do not have the leisure to withdraw from it in order to
think it” – which for Bourdieu displays the tendency of
scholasticism to assume, in its own self-interest, that
the world is as he or she conceives it.
Certainly, our times seem to us unprecedented because
we live them, but also because we are aware, historically
speaking, that things were once very different. We have
an archaeological capacity to become aware of this
that is itself unprecedented in history (I’m thinking,
for example, of the recent unearthing of Neolithic
shafts near Stonehenge using the latest technology).
Still, conceiving of change as unprecedented, unless it
occurs in the ecological and technological domains,
seems a difficult challenge for a culture so completely
accustomed to thinking in historical terms. Many do
ascribe to historical knowledge insight and authority
which it seems increasingly unable to deliver. So the
common recourse to historical parallels and analogies
to comprehend what are in fact novel events – not to
mention that such events are happening to entirely
different people, with different motivations and
beliefs, occupying a quite different sort of world –
seems likely to exacerbate the possibility of the very
“game-changer” events we might hope to avoid.

THE AIM IS TO ARRIVE AT
CONCEPTS THAT BETTER
CAPTURE TWENTY-FIRSTCENTURY TEMPORAL
EXPERIENCES THAN THE
NINETEENTH-CENTURY
IDEOLOGIES WHICH STILL
DOMINATE BOTH PUBLIC AND
SCHOLARLY THINKING
While reading your book I was reminded of a remark
made by Günther Anders, who observed that we
“inverted Utopians” are “unable to visualise what we are
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actually producing”. To the extent that technology is
continually amplifying human action beyond the point
at which we can control or predict its consequences,
this insight by Anders seems quite apt. I’m interested
to know if you think we’re doomed to think too
late, and is the developmental historical sensibility
responsible for this, having lulled us into a false sense
of security with its trusty processes and precedents?
And in order to avoid unwanted prospective outcomes,
do we need, in your view, to scrap that modern
sensibility altogether and adopt the “evental” one
wholesale, even if there continue to be events which
are best described in developmental terms? I mean,
while increasingly violent weather events and the like
are sharp and sudden, aren’t most ecological processes
painstakingly slow and incremental? And if so, would
merely expecting unprecedented change have the
desired socio-political effect?
ZBS: I’d like to pick up on four themes you touched
upon. The first would be our common ground. We seem
to agree that the challenge today lies in recognising
the unprecedented as unprecedented – without
projecting over it the modern temporal grid of a
developmental process. Additionally, I also think that
unprecedented change and developmental processes
are alternative historical sensibilities, which leads to
the second theme I’d like to address. You’re right that
most societies are accustomed to thinking in historical
terms conventionally understood; that is, thinking in
terms of developmental processes. What I try to show
is that this is only one way of thinking historically,
only one way to temporally coordinate asynchronous
elements, as you have it. There are multiple modes of
such coordination, which I try to capture as multiple
historical sensibilities, the modern developmental one
being one of them, while the post-war evental one –
that of unprecedented change – being another. And
there are many more.
Third, it’s a very good and also extremely difficult
question whether the category of “historical
sensibility” and its modes entail abstracting from
the individuals whose experience of time they intend
to capture. I do not think that I project theoretical
thinking into people’s heads because I do not claim
that they explicitly think in terms of the categories
and concepts I devise. At the same time, it would
be difficult to say that my concepts and analytical
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categories are merely scholarly tools that have no
feedback whatsoever on that which they describe. As
we are dealing with conceptualisations of experiences
(and not with suspicious medical “classifications” of
people), the feedback may even be positive inasmuch
as the new concepts and categories are put to use
more broadly as those through which we actively
make sense of the world and ourselves. The aim is to
arrive at concepts that better capture twenty-firstcentury temporal experiences than the nineteenthcentury ideologies which still dominate both public
and scholarly thinking. Thinking in terms of those
inherited ideologies is one of the major obstacles to
recognising the unprecedented because all of them are
conditioned by the modern idea of history, by an older
type of historical sensibility.

The fourth theme I want to briefly discuss is what you
phrase as achieving a desired socio-political effect. I’d
like to translate this into the question of motivation
for action. It seems to me that in today’s societies in
the West, action is taken only after disastrous, sociopolitically destabilising events are underway, despite
the fact that such events were anticipated widely.
Although a precautionary logic is extremely prominent
today, the logic often remains untranslated into action
– and when precautionary action is carried out, it often
perpetuates existing injustices. Quite a double bind!
AL: Indeed. Incisive as ever, H. G. Wells wrote of the
misplaced complacency of our species, when in fact
we are stalked by the prospect of diseases which have
yet to come into existence. Appropriately, he observed
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that “the bacilli have no more settled down into their
final quiescence than have men; like ourselves, they are
adapting themselves to new conditions and acquiring
new powers”. Similarly astute, Paul Valéry pointed
out in the 1930s that the time when events were
merely localised, when their effects were subsequently
confined, and when history could plausibly teach us to
expect what had already been, has drawn to a close. So
too has a time when there were limits to the unforeseen,
when “we regarded the future as a combination of
things already known”, and when, therefore, “the new
could be broken down into elements that were not new”.
Now, the scope of the unexpected seems boundless; the
future encompasses possibilities that elude historical
understanding, particularly of an ideological kind.
But if we now countenance “changes that do not
unfold out of past conditions”, as you put it, the notion
of causation you have in mind here needs further
explanation. On its face, change is caused by factors
or forces which both precede and initiate it, so to what
extent can there be change which does not unfold out
of, or is not somehow dependent, on past conditions?
No matter what the prospective change is, some
account of the necessary conditions for its occurrence
can be given, as Toby Ord shows in The Precipice, his
recent book about existential risk. Scientific study can
plausibly say whether we are right to infer from present
conditions the likelihood of future events. So, without
past conditions out of which change unfolds, how can
it occur? The fact that we can investigate the possibility
of such changes surely implies, and even depends upon,
a “developmental” account of causation, such that we
have some notion of what preconditions would have to
be in place for such change to occur, and in what causal
sequence.
You’ve described unprecedented change as an event that
escapes the human order of things and brings about a
new reality “unfathomable” in historical terms. Indeed,
the modern world, as many thinkers have observed,
does operate as a crucible for the unprecedented:
novelties are realised within it that its inhabitants fail
to fully apprehend, because their time-consciousness is
attuned to a temporal scale far smaller than is required
to grasp their occurrence. The mismatch between our
internal time-consciousness and the temporal scales
on which events unfold in the Earth system is stark.
Isn’t it the case that while it might be wise to shift our
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thinking to conceptualise our times as unprecedented in
the hope we can prevent unwanted prospects, whatever
historical sensibility we adopt cannot overcome the
temporal discrepancy between the individual mind
and what historically happens? I suppose I struggle
to see how, if unprecedented change involves events
which by definition defy historical understanding,
conceptualising our historical sensibility in terms of
unprecedented change can help “make sense of the
world and ourselves”. What am I missing here?

EPOCHAL EVENTS CHALLENGE
OUR MOST COMMON
HUMANIST ASSUMPTIONS
OF SPECIFICALLY POLITICAL
EVENTS THAT WE CAN, IN
PRINCIPLE, EXPERIENCE FROM
BEGINNING TO END
ZBS: Let me begin by addressing the question of the
specificity of “unprecedented change” as a kind of
change and the “event” that triggers the change. This
will hopefully reveal a few things on the other questions
you raise.
While it’s certainly possible to think of events as
unprecedented, referring to unprecedented events
typically does not mean more than saying that the event
occurs for the first time. Only when you consider an
event in terms of its consequences can you link it with the
profound transformations of “unprecedented change”.
Then you have the specific kind of event interwoven
with the specific kind of change: an event that separates
two worlds, two incommensurable realities, a preevental and a post-evental one. So you have a certain
reality, then an event that triggers unprecedented
change, then another reality. I’m not sure that the core
question is what causes what, and I’m more concerned
with accounting for a new mode in which change occurs
today, a mode in which developmental unfolding may
even be effective up to the point when the event kicks
in. It may be perfectly plausible to state that the event

– say, the crossing of planetary boundaries – unfolds
in a cumulative manner throughout hundreds of years
of anthropogenic environmental degradation. But
what the event itself triggers will be an abrupt change
according to Earth system science, the occurrence of
a sea change, and the post-evental condition does not
occur as one that unfolded from the pre-evental one.
Instead of unfolding, it is more like a switch: in the
pre-evental setting the Earth system functions in a way
that supports human life, in the post-evental setting it
doesn’t – and the event is what induces the switch.
In The Epochal Event, I try to capture this specific kind
of event by introducing the notion of the “epochal
event”. Such an event exceeds the confines of human
experience in one way or another due to its extremity,
which may be provided by the instantaneousness of the
event such as the technological singularity, or by the
duration of the event as in anthropogenic Earth system
transformations.
Epochal events challenge our most common humanist
assumptions of specifically political events that we can,
in principle, experience from beginning to end. The
sciences, however, do not have difficulty considering
extra-experiential events effective on a larger
timescale, such as mass extinction events. And even
the humanities do not have problems with postulating
temporal phenomena that you cannot experience in
their entirety, like modernity or capitalism. If such
phenomena can be extra-experiential even in the
humanities, why stick with the idea that events cannot?
Even if it’s counterintuitive to a certain extent, nothing
really prevents us from being able to think certain events
that work at the intersection of human and physical
systems – whether from the side of the humanities or
from the side of the sciences. And it seems to me that
this is precisely what the current crisis that collides
the human and the natural worlds demands from us:
to connect human and social science knowledges with
natural and life science knowledges through concepts
by which we make sense of the entanglement of worlds.
I call these concepts that have the potential to bridge
knowledge formations “connective concepts”.
AL: This is an interesting clarification. Certainly, the
coincidence of technology and human cognition has
produced a world by definition unprecedented; one
that is in crisis. One example of an event with an

extra-experiential character that might trigger future
unprecedented change is the opacity concerning how
algorithms developed by deep learning AI technology
reach conclusions and make decisions. We have
automated systems running now which have effectively
programmed themselves, whose thinking we don’t fully
understand, and whose behaviour we cannot therefore
predict. In other words, we’ve built machines which
could conceivably create a new reality inscrutable to
human understanding because the machines operate
in ways we can’t comprehend. Here, we will have to
contend with an amplified sense not just of historical
discontinuity, but of disconnection which the notion of
unprecedented change usefully identifies.
Still, attempting to connect different types of knowledge
presumes their compatibility to begin with. Bridging
“knowledge formations” isn’t necessarily the same as
making sense: most knowledges bear no relation to each
other at all. One’s concepts might appear to connect
such knowledge, but it’s not necessarily the case that
one has therefore made sense of the entangled worlds
you mention. As Bourdieu remarks, the world in which
one thinks (i.e. as a theorist) is not the world in which
one lives. It strikes me that to be talking in these terms
presumes an environment amenable to theorisation;
it presumes some basic alignment between mind and
world which notions of unprecedented change or an
evental historical sensibility seem to contradict. Your
work retains a commitment to an ideal of theorisation
which your own theory of unprecedented change
apparently discredits, as, for example, when you
assert in History in Times of Unprecedented Change that
you’re interested “in an overall theory of history as a
general account of both historical and historiographical
change”.
Finally, given its relative obscurity, perhaps it would
be helpful for you to give your impression of the subdiscipline of the philosophy of history. It seems to me
that too much contemporary philosophy of history now
functions as a sort of affirmative back-up system or
consultancy firm to promote the discipline of history,
which goes on much as it always has done, albeit
with an expanded sense of its intellectual mission
(e.g. “Big History”). Unsurprisingly, such theoretical
work typically presumes the validity and legitimacy of
historical knowledge itself: as a good thing, no matter
how dire the world based upon constant deference to
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it has turned out. Here, the need to understand, the
need to make sense, that lies behind the idea of history
as a sense-making endeavour to know ourselves and
our world, is supplemented by a further, technocratic
assumption, that if we only knew enough about history
we might reach the just city.
But unfortunately, the sense historical knowledge
makes is constantly being subverted by historical
action: sometimes intentionally, often unknowingly,
human beings bring into existence conditions that
deflate the capacity of historical knowledge to manage
them, or find in those conditions sufficient meaning.
Hence the demand to keep producing more and more
histories; more, and better, and “fuller” stories about
who we (historically) are. Thus the issue that bothers
me here is a pragmatic as much as an epistemological
one: if the sheer amount of history produced, let alone
the colossal amount of knowledge created about it,
disallows comprehension of it as a whole, and if what
happened in the past is more and more disconnected
from what is happening now, why assume that studying
it, theorising about it, helps make sense of anything?
The redundancy of the historicizing reflex seems ever
clearer. Do you think that historical knowledge still is (or
was) a useful guide to human life, even in the face of the
unprecedented? I ask this because your work appears to
retain an orthodox commitment to history as a sensemaking endeavour which seems incompatible with
the disconnection central to the change in historical
sensibility you allege. Given that the value of history,
let alone its theorisation, cannot simply be assumed,
can you share your thoughts on history and its value?
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work to analysing temporal disconnection and arguing
for the recognition of such a disconnection between
past and future on the one hand, and then suddenly to
come up with the notion of “connective concepts” on
the other. But it is not the temporal disconnection of
unprecedented change that is meant to be bridged by
connective concepts. We should find a way to affirm
the temporal disconnection between past and future,
because modern historical thinking is unable to do so.
What we need to bridge is a gap between knowledge
formations that were designed to study the human and
the natural worlds separately. Such knowledges lack
the conceptual tools to make sense of the collision of
human/social/cultural and natural systems. Connective
concepts are there to remedy this situation by
capturing the entanglement of – as Karen Barad would
have it – “naturalcultural” practices through concepts
that resonate with both human/social scientific and
natural/life scientific communities. Like Mieke Bal’s
“travelling concepts”, connective ones travel across the
humanities landscape, but they have the extra task to
establish bridges – and not only between humanities
disciplines, but also between the human and natural
scientific knowledges. In the long run, a whole new
knowledge regime may emerge as a more adequate
study of the entangled worlds – but as of now, what we
need are connective concepts.

WHAT WE NEED TO BRIDGE IS
A GAP BETWEEN KNOWLEDGE
FORMATIONS THAT WERE
DESIGNED TO STUDY THE
HUMAN AND THE NATURAL
WORLDS SEPARATELY

I think that the theory and philosophy of history can be
instrumental in carrying out such conceptual work, and
a theoretical study of change over time can bring new
insights to the table. This also provides, though only
partly, the context of the words you quoted from History
in Times of Unprecedented Change, where I declare that I
am interested in “an overall theory of history as a general
account of both historical and historiographical change”.
By this, I do not try to retain a commitment to an ideal
of theorisation. My intention is neither to capture
everything in one theory (which would contradict what
I said earlier about trying to raise awareness of many coexisting historical sensibilities beyond the one inherited
from Western modernity), nor to elevate theory above
other matters (which would contradict my approach to
build a theory upon inquiring into societal practices,
relations, imaginaries, and so on).

ZBS: Let me begin with a clarification again. I gather
now how confusing it may be to devote a large part of my

I make the statement against the backdrop of the
work in the theory and philosophy of history in the
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last half-century, which has mainly been reduced to
investigating what historians are doing when they are
doing history. In my conception, philosophy of history,
to address another point you raise, is more than just
a narrow focus on theorising historiography. What I
mean is that we should study history today not only
as professionalised historiography, but also as a way of
making sense of the world and ourselves as changing
over time, as a mode of apprehending the world as
“historical”.
Next, whether historical knowledge may be of use today
is a highly complex issue, precisely because what I’ve said
so far implies that new kinds and types of conceiving of
change over time, new modes of relating past, present,
and future, are emerging today – without, however,
making the modern mode disappear. In emancipatory
politics and social justice movements, we can hardly
escape remaining committed to central tenets and
premises of the modern Western idea of history. Yet
an explicit commitment to modern Western historical
knowledge and historical thinking is seldom conceded,
largely due to the social harms deriving from many of
its tenets (ideas of progress, modernization, teleology,
and so on). Still, a commitment to emancipation and
justice typically relies on familiar ideas of development
(as gradual empowerment) over time and directionality
towards a better future.
The kind of historical thinking that conceives of change
in such terms and the matching kind of historical
knowledge remain useful as long as we remain
committed to such socio-political projects. They are,
however, less useful when the aim is to take action
in facing unprecedented change. Then they become
obstacles and even prevent you from seeing that you
face unprecedented change in the first place. They
simply cannot make sense of the unprecedented and
cannot affirm temporal disconnection, because their
essential function is to domesticate future novelty by
smoothing it into a deep continuity of past, present, and
future. As facing unprecedented novelties in the future
and experiencing lingering injustices equally configure
our present, and as these different temporalities collide
in our lives in many ways, the most difficult task today
would be to situate their oft-conflicting imperatives.
Alexandre Leskanich is an Early Career Member of the
Royal Historical Society and a copy-editor at Evental
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Aesthetics. He is currently working on his first book, The
Anthropocene and the Sense of History: Reflections
from Precarious Life, under contract with Routledge. He
lives and writes in London.

SECTION 3:
GENERAL

COSMIC
CONSCIOUSNESS

“Cosmic consciousness”. Is there any phrase more
taboo, more unspeakable in philosophy, than this? To
speak nowadays of cosmic consciousness is to invite
ridicule. Here’s an example from a recent blog post,
relating an anecdote told of the early pioneer of Sanskrit
computational linguistics, Pandit Lakshimtatacharya:
My first encounter with Pt. Lakshimtatacharya was in
Bangalore in about 1994, when we both attended a talk
about libraries and manuscripts. After a speaker gave
a somewhat inflated talk, starting with manuscripts
and ending with samādhi and cosmic consciousness,
a tall, imposing and very orthodox-looking Brāhmaṇa
rose in the audience and said, “Yes, it may well be as
you say. But how are you able to distinguish what
you have just described from a random, subjective
neurological event?” My jaw fell open. It was obviously
friendship from that moment on.

It was not always thus. William James, the illustrious
Harvard philosopher, felt no shame in speaking of
cosmic consciousness. In The Varieties of Religious
Experience he wrote with praise of “a highly interesting
volume” by the “Canadian psychiatrist, Dr. R. M. Bucke,
[who] gives to the more distinctly characterized of these
phenomena the name of cosmic consciousness”. James
is speaking about Richard Maurice Bucke (1837–1902),
sometime head of the Asylum for the Insane in London,
Ontario, who did indeed write a book entitled Cosmic
Consciousness: A Study in the Evolution of the Human Mind.
Published in 1901, it sought to establish the reality of
cosmic consciousness, which Bucke defines as “a higher
form of consciousness than that possessed by the
ordinary man [… one whose…] prime characteristic … is,
as its name implies, a consciousness of the cosmos, that
is, of the life and order of the universe”, which the book
does by describing a diverse list of previous historical
individuals who have experienced the phenomenon in
question. Bucke would later reminisce that he “wrote
a book in which he sought to embody the teaching of
the illumination,” adding, in an allusion to James, that
“some who read it thought very highly of it…”.

by Jonardon Ganeri
University of Toronto
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And yet, while his eponymous work did much to
popularise it, it wasn’t Bucke who invented the phrase.
The inventor was the remarkable Englishman Edward
Carpenter (1844–1929), a socialist, philosopher,
and prescient activist for gay rights and prison
reform. As a junior fellow of Trinity Hall Cambridge

who is often shocked and appalled by the abusive
behaviour and attitudes of the British in India (I’m less
sure that Bucke was similarly attuned to the situation
in Canada), the most important event for us, and the
principal reason for his visit, were the two months
spent in Colombo sitting at the feet of Ramaswami,
an Indian sage and disciple of Tilleinathan Swami,
and someone to whom Carpenter mostly refers simply
as “Gñāni”, the savant. What Carpenter learns from
Ramaswami is that what human beings seek for “is a
new order of consciousness – to which for want of a
better word we may give the name universal or cosmic
consciousness, in contradistinction to the individual
or special bodily consciousness with which we are all
familiar”. With admirable honesty Carpenter admits:
I am not aware that the exact equivalent of this
expression “universal consciousness” is used in the
Hindu philosophy; but the Sat-Chit-ānanda Brahm
to which every yogi aspires indicates the same idea:
sat, the reality, the all pervading; chit, the knowing,
perceiving; ānanda, the blissful — all these united in
one manifestation of Brahm.

Edward Carpenter
in 1880 or 1881, Carpenter had already befriended
Ponnambalam Arunachalam (1853–1924), who
would later become an illustrious Sri Lankan Tamil
lawyer and receive a knighthood for his work in
the Sri Lankan civil service. Arunachalam gave the
impressionable Carpenter a copy of the Bhagavadgītā, and a decade later invited him to visit Sri Lanka
and India. Carpenter, indeed, would later publish a
selection of Arunachalam’s letters as Light from the
East: Being Letters on Gñānam the Divine Knowledge
(1923). Carpenter documented his formative trip in
a travelogue entitled From Adam’s Peak to Elephanta:
Sketches in Ceylon and India (1892), and again in his
autobiography, My Days and Dreams (1916). While
Carpenter’s descriptions of his travels reveal him to
be a deeply humane and sympathetic observer, one

So the phrase “cosmic consciousness”, as Carpenter
introduces it, designates a “new order” of consciousness,
corresponding in intent with the Hindu conception of
brahman as bliss. Carpenter would later offer jñānaākāśa as a suitable Sanskrit equivalent, and, indeed,
Ramaswami is evidently explaining to Carpenter the
rudiments of Advaita Vedānta when he goes on to
clarify that:
[T]he true quality of the soul … is that of space, by
which it is at rest, everywhere. But this space (ākāsa)
within the soul is far above the ordinary material
space. The whole of the latter, including all the suns
and stars, appears to you then, as it were, but an atom
of the former […so that…] this consciousness of space
– not the material space, but the space within the soul
– is a form of the supreme consciousness in man, the
sat-cit-ānanda Brahm – Freedom, Equality, Extension,
Omnipresence – and is accompanied by a sense which
has been often described as a combination of all the
senses – sight, hearing, touch, etc. – in one.

The sense in which consciousness is cosmic, then, is that
it carries a universalising phenomenology, that what it
feels like to be in such a state is to have a sense of all-

91

encompassing spaciousness. This is, Carpenter will say
in his autobiography,”the intense consciousness (not
conviction merely) of the oneness of all life”. There is
no suggestion in Carpenter of the different idea that
what the phrase “cosmic consciousness” refers to is the
idea that the cosmos itself is conscious. The phrase is
exclusively associated with a plane of phenomenology
in which “individual self and life thins away to a mere
film, and are only the shadows cast by the glory revealed
beyond”. As he formulates it in his introduction to his
edition of the letters of Arunachalam, “gñana-akaśa
is (as the very juxtaposition of the two words would
seem to imply) … the knowledge which is space. It is
the identification of space with consciousness. It is the
medium within which Thought may indeed move, but
which far surpasses all Thought and imagination in the
width and swiftness of its embrace”.
Carpenter claims, and I find this to be the most
extraordinary part of the whole story, that his encounter
with Ramaswami is what lead him to a new defence of
democracy. Already in his travelogue he writes:
This was one of the most remarkable parts of
the Guru’s teaching. Though (for family reasons)
maintaining many of the observances of Caste
himself, and though holding and teaching that for the
mass of the people caste rules were quite necessary,
he never ceased to insist that when the time came for
a man (or woman) to be “emancipated” all these rules
must drop aside as of no importance – all distinction
of castes, classes, all sense of superiority or selfgoodness – of right and wrong even – and the most
absolute sense of Equality must prevail towards every
one, and determination in its expression. Certainly
it was remarkable (though I knew that the sacred
books contained it) to find this germinal principle of
Western democracy so vividly active and at work deep
down beneath the innumerable layers of Oriental
social life and custom. But so it is; and nothing shows
better the relation between the West and the East
than this fact.
This sense of Equality, of Freedom from regulations
and confinements, of Inclusiveness, and of the Life
that “rests everywhere”, belongs of course more to the
cosmic or universal part of man than to the individual
part. To the latter it is always a stumbling-block and
an offence. It is easy to show that men are not equal,
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that they cannot be free, and to point the absurdity of
a life that is indifferent and at rest under all conditions.
Nevertheless to the larger consciousness these are basic
facts, which underlie the common life of humanity,
and feed the very individual that denies them.
Thus repeating the proviso that in using such terms
as cosmic and universal consciousness we do not
commit ourselves to the theory that the instant a
man leaves the personal part of him he enters into
absolutely unlimited and universal knowledge, but
only into a higher order of perception – and admitting
the intricacy and complexity of the region so roughly
denoted by these terms, and the microscopical
character of our knowledge about it – we may say once
more, also as a roughest generalisation, that the quest
of the East has been this universal consciousness,
and that of the West the personal or individual
consciousness.

The argument from cosmic consciousness to
democracy as contained in this passage seems to be
this. There is a “higher order of perception” in which
the various differences between individuals are not
phenomenologically manifest, and to such a state of
consciousness all people are equal because no inequality
is apparent.

THE SENSE IN WHICH
CONSCIOUSNESS IS
COSMIC IS THAT IT CARRIES
A UNIVERSALISING
PHENOMENOLOGY, A SENSE
OF ALL-ENCOMPASSING
SPACIOUSNESS
Carpenter, we should note, thanks to his Whitmanesque
1883 poetry collection, called indeed Towards Democracy,
was known to Aurobindo, Gandhi and Tagore. Carpenter
explains his motivation in an essay for the socialist
newsletter The Labour Prophet. In the lead-up to writing
Towards Democracy, he explains that:

I became… overwhelmingly conscious of the disclosure
within me of a region transcending in some sense the
ordinary bounds of personality, in the light of which
region my own idiosyncrasies of character – defects,
accomplishments, limitations, or what not – appeared
of no importance whatever – an absolute freedom
from mortality, accompanied by an indestructible
calm and joy.
I also immediately saw, or felt, that this region of self
existing in me existed equally (though not always
equally consciously) in others. In regard to it the
mere diversities of temperament which ordinarily
distinguish and divide people dropped away and
became indifferent, and a field was opened in which all
might meet, in which all were truly equal. Thus the two
words which controlled my thought and expression at
that time became Freedom and Equality.

Cosmic consciousness has become a sense of our
common humanity. In Civilization: Its Cause and Cure,
Carpenter speaks of “the delusion that man can exist for
himself alone – his outer and, as it were, accidental self
apart from the great inner and cosmical self by which he
is one with his fellows”. Commenting on his use of the
authorial first-person, Carpenter says:
It seems to me more and more clear that the word “I”
has a practically infinite range of meaning – that the
ego covers far more ground than we usually suppose.
At some points we are intensely individual, at others
intensely sympathetic; some of our impressions (as
the tickling of a hair) are of the most momentary
character, others (as the sense of identity) involve long
periods of time. Sometimes we are aware of almost a
fusion between our own identity and that of another
person. What does all this mean? Are we really
separate individuals, or is individuality an illusion,
or, again, is it only a part of the ego or soul that is
individual and not the whole? … Anyhow, what am I?

In Towards Democracy it is the voice of the cosmic self
which is itself speaking:
So I am the space within the soul, of which the space
without
Is but the similitude or mental image;
Comest thou to inhabit Me thou hast the entrance to
all life –

Death shall no longer divide thee from those thou
lovest

According to Carpenter, then, there is a region, field
or space (Sanskrit: ākāśa) within human subjectivity
and self-awareness in which individual personality is
transcended. Differences of individual character are
felt as insignificant and the separateness between
individuals is felt to be an artefact. This region, which
can be accessed by everybody, grounds a sense of our
common humanity and our equality. He finds this idea
in the teachings of Ramaswami as in the poems of Walt
Whitman, who was himself, as is well known, influenced
by his readings of Hindu scripture.

THERE IS A REGION, FIELD
OR SPACE WITHIN HUMAN
SUBJECTIVITY AND SELFAWARENESS IN WHICH
INDIVIDUAL PERSONALITY IS
TRANSCENDED
Let me sum up what we have learned from our brief
history of the phrase “cosmic consciousness”. We have
discovered that this phrase serves as a stand-in for
the doctrine we might call “Psychological Monism”.
Psychological Monism is the phenomenological
thesis that there is a mode of consciousness in which
everything is experienced as being one with everything
else, and that this mode of consciousness (of the cosmos
as a single whole) can serve to provide prima facie
justification for a range of egalitarian and cosmopolitan
beliefs, such as the belief that everyone, as members
of a common humanity, is equal. Psychological Monism
belongs to the type of theory according to which
experience supplies prima facie justification for belief:
just as my perceptual experience as of a table before
me justifies, in the absence of defeaters, my belief
that there is a table here, so too my cosmic experience,
my experience as of the cosmos being a single whole,
justifies my belief in the equal standing of all humanity.
***
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The idea that the universal consciousness of Advaita
Vedānta should lead to a common fellowship
among mankind would find another vociferous
advocate in Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1888–1975).
His inaugural lecture on assuming the Spalding
Chair in Eastern Religions and Ethics, which he
entitled The World’s Unborn Soul and delivered at
Oxford University in October 1936, is exemplary.
Radhakrishnan begins by pointing out that the world
of 1936 is in a state of crisis, one (much like today)
of fragmented nationalism. Every civilization, he
claims, is an experiment in living. But the European
experiment has reached a dead-end, its only hope of
salvation lying with an infusion of ideas from India.
For, as he puts it, it would be”“an academic error, a
failure of perspective” for Europeans not to listen to
sources of inspiration found in the world’s literature:
Perhaps, the civilizations of the East, their religions
and ethics, may offer us some help in negotiating
difficulties we are up against… Now that we have
the whole world for our cultural base, the process of
discovery and training in classics cannot cease with
listening to the voices of Isaiah and Paul, Socrates
and Cicero.

Mankind, Radhakrishnan says, is still in the making. It
has the potential for universal fellowship, a common
humanity based on a shared form of subjectivity.
And this is, famously, Radhakrishnan’s fundamental
idea – that there is a common, universal, core in
the subjective character of all human experience,
a commonality that represents the best of us and
on which a universal feeling of camaraderie can be
based. His is a conception of authenticity based on
rediscovery of this basal core of universal subjectivity:
The aim of all human living is self-definition. It is
to isolate the substantial permanence which each
finite life possesses deep down, from the strife of
empirical happenings. We can exceed the limits
within which human consciousness normally
functions. Man can abstract from his body and flesh,
from his feelings and desires, even from thoughts
which rise like waves on the surface of his mind,
and reach a pure awareness, the naked condition of
his pure selfhood.

And elsewhere he writes:
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What is our true self? While our bodily organization
undergoes changes, while our thoughts gather like
clouds in the sky and disperse again, the self is never
lost. It is present in all, yet distinct from all. Its
nature is not affected by ordinary happenings. It is
the source of the sense of identity through numerous
transformations. It remains itself though it sees all
things…This persisting self which is universal seer
to all things seen, this essential awareness which
nothing has the power to suppress…

A self that is never lost, independent of the vagaries
of our physiological and psychological constitution, an
ever-present and unchanging source of self-awareness,
represents, for Radhakrishnan, the ultimate ground of
human fraternity.
Ironically, although “never lost”, this self, as the
Upaniṣadic seers were the first to discover, is
remarkably hard actually to find. The new philosophical
principle that emerges in Radhakrishnan’s mind is that
of intuition, where, as Dhirendra Mohan Datta puts it,
“intellect, will and emotion are fully integrated, and
man is one with the spirit in him”. Rediscovering this
pure, universal self, the “authentic being” from which
we have become “exiled” is the solution we have been
looking for, of how to live in our age of insularity:
The fundamental truths of a spiritual religion are
that our real self is the supreme being, which it is our
business to discover and consciously become, and this
being is one in all. The soul that has found itself is no
longer conscious of itself in its isolation. It is conscious
rather of the universal life of which all individuals,
races, and nations are specific articulations [….]
Those who are anxious to live in peace with their own
species and all life will not find it possible to gloat
over the massacres of large numbers of men simply
because they do not belong to their race or country
[…] Our normal attitudes to other races and nations
are no more than artificial masks, habits of thought
and feeling, sedulously cultivated by long practice in
dissimulation […] Racialism and nationalism which
require us to exercise our base passions, to bully
and cheat, to kill and loot, all with a feeling that we
are profoundly virtuous and doing God’s work, are
abhorrent to the spiritually awakened. For them all
races and nations lie beneath the same arch of heaven.
They proclaim a new social relationship and serve a

new society with civil liberties for all individuals, and
political freedom for all nations great and small.

Radhakrishnan does not himself employ the phrase
“cosmic consciousness”, but the continuity between his
ideas and those of Carpenter is evident.
***

of Fernando Pessoa’s philosophy of self. His new book
Inwardness: An Outsiders’ Guide, a review of the concept
of inwardness in literature, film, poetry, and philosophy
across cultures, will be published later this month by
Columbia University Press. He joined the Fellowship of the
British Academy in 2015, and won the Infosys Prize in the
Humanities the same year, the only philosopher to do so.

We may, of course, wonder how good, ultimately, the
argument from cosmic consciousness to democracy
really is. The argument evidently presupposes both
that cosmic consciousness is veridical and that the
absence of perceived distinctions entails the absence
of real distinctions. Democracy, however, does surely
require that there is a plurality of numerically distinct
individuals, whereas to cosmic consciousness neither
numerical nor qualitative distinctness is apparent. The
argument seems on the face of it to be self-defeating.
For it is a basic presupposition of any egalitarian belief
that there are a plurality of distinct individual subjects,
and yet this presupposition is inconsistent with the
veridicality of the content of the cosmic experience
which is meant to supply the belief with justification.
For this reason I am sceptical of Carpenter’s claim
that cosmic consciousness provides democracy with
political legitimacy, and of Radhakrisnan’s analogous
claim for internationalism and cosmopolitanism.
The defenders of such claims seem to feel that they need
only establish the existence of cosmic consciousness
for their conclusion to follow, but what worries me is
that there is a non-sequitur in the deduction. More
important, however, than such caveats is the way
the story of this argument is entwined with a new
attempt to provide socialism and democracy with
a philosophical foundation. What our foray into its
history has revealed is that the contemporary ridicule
with which the phrase “cosmic consciousness” is met
is quite misplaced: to the contrary, it has held a place
of honour in important movements of democratic and
internationalist social reform.
Jonardon Ganeri is a philosopher whose work draws on
a variety of philosophical traditions to construct new
positions in the philosophy of mind, metaphysics and
epistemology. His books include Attention, Not Self
(2017), a study of early Buddhist theories of attention
and Virtual Subjects, Fugitive Selves (2020), an analysis
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COULD YOU BE
FRIENDS WITH
A ROBOT?

Both almost and never quite human, robots have
fascinated us since the term was coined. Are they
simply automated workers or can we form meaningful
relationships with them? Science fiction stories furnish
us with any number of examples of human-robot
friendship, but are such relationships conceptually
possible?
To answer these questions, we need first to consider the
conditions for friendship. First of all, we need at least
two individuals who share at least one activity. However,
while a shared activity may be a necessary condition for
friendship, it’s hardly sufficient. Think of indifferent coworkers: these people share a relationship, but it need
not be a friendship.
So, our next criteria must be that friends enjoy their
shared activities. However, this also seems insufficient.
We value our friends not just for the activities we share
with them, but for the relationship we form together. To
illustrate this, consider the difference between sharing
activities with your friends and sharing them with
strangers. Imagine you’re a chess enthusiast who plays
online against strangers from all around the world. You
would enjoy the games you played, and so would your
opponents, but your enjoyment would be undiminished
when you switched partners. In fact, as you improve at
chess, it would be natural to change partners to play
more skilled opponents. Unlike a friendship, the value
of your opponents to you is just their skill at chess.
Now imagine sharing a friendship with someone, call
her Annie, which involves you playing each other at
chess. If the value of your friendship were the same as
the skill of your friend at chess, then it would be natural
to “replace” Annie if you met someone who was better
at chess than her. Yet the idea of ending a long-lasting
friendship just because you’ve met someone “superior”
is absurd. Annie’s value to you is not just as a skilled
chess player, but as your friend. Given the choice
between our friend and a stranger with the exact same
characteristics, we will always prefer our friends.

by Catherine Brewer
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One reason for this partiality is the concern we have for
our friends. When we consider a friend, we’re not only
reflecting on their perceived value – they’re charitable,
loyal, good at chess – but also on the value we’ve
bestowed on them through care. We want our friends to
be happy, we share a concern for each other’s wellbeing,

and that shared concern creates a valuable friendship.
Participating in a friendship increases the value of
others to us. So friendship is not only sharing enjoyable
activities, but having a mutual concern for the friend.

IF PERFECT EQUALITY IS
NECESSARY FOR VIRTUE
FRIENDSHIP, THEN VIRTUE
FRIENDSHIP IS UNATTAINABLE
Beyond our partiality, we also experience an “emotional
magnification” with our friends. For example, while we
share in their successes and failures, we can also become
more jealous of them than of strangers in equally
enviable positions. Imagine my friend gets the job we’ve
both been applying for: I feel happy for her, but I’m also
jealous. We rejoice in our friend’s happiness because
we perceive them as “us”, as a part of a shared self.
But we also envy their successes because we perceive
them as “them”, as a person distinct and separate from
ourselves. A friendship is itself a different perspective
from which to view both ourselves and our friend, a
perspective of “you and I” rather than of “me”. Yet this
perspective coexists with our perspective of ourselves
as separate from those around us. The conflict between
these two modes can help explain the intensity of our
attitudes towards our friends. To be someone’s friend
goes beyond sharing activities or concern for them: it
involves, in some way at least, forming a shared self
with the friend.
Considering friendship as offering a different
perspective on ourselves has some parallels to Aristotle’s
ideas about virtue friendship. He argued that the best
kind of friends act as a mirror to each other, allowing
each to know more about themselves (a crucial part of
self-improvement). He presents friendship as a passive
influence: on his account, friends help us understand
our character, but do not directly form it. Yet our
everyday interactions suggest that friends have a more
active role in shaping character. Because of our shared
identification with our friends, we allow our friends to
affect how we live or what we do. You might agree to
attend a concert with a friend, despite having no prior
interest in the band; your friend’s criticism of your

impatience has much more weight than a stranger’s.
Your shared identification means you grow because of
– and, perhaps, in tandem with – your friends. Aristotle
saw friends as instruments for self-improvement, but
this obscures the active role our friends take in our
personal development.
Aristotle has similarly interesting – if unconvincing
– things to say about inequality in friendship. In the
Nichomachean Ethics, he argues that a true virtue
friendship is impossible without equality between both
parties. There are two problems here: firstly, it excludes
many relationships we would regard as friendships;
secondly, it overlooks the role of shared identity in
equalising friendship.
According to Aristotle’s position, workers cannot be
friends with their employers; parents cannot be friends
with their (adult) children; those with power can’t
befriend those without. And beyond these immediate
limitations, it’s unclear what actually constitutes
“equality” in a relationship. Some of my friends are
more academic than me, or more athletic, or more
sociable; some have more responsibilities, or are more
capable, or more virtuous. Can these people count as
virtue friends? If perfect equality is necessary for virtue
friendship, then virtue friendship is unattainable; we
can compare ourselves and our friends against infinitely
many measures. If imperfect equality is sufficient, then
how equal is equal enough?
Aristotle’s equality condition also ignores the equalising
influence of shared identification. In identifying
ourselves with our friends, we in effect augment our
strengths and weaknesses with their own virtues.
This, combined with the influence our friends exert
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on our character, leads to a gradual equalising within
a friendship. You might be naturally timid but have a
brave friend (let’s call her Beth). Through identifying
as “a friend of Beth”, you have access to a reservoir
of shared courage: Beth’s bravery, when viewed as a
part of your identity, enables your own. Additionally,
through seeing Beth’s displays of courage you might
begin consciously cultivating a similar bravery. Your
relationship as friends equalises the balance of courage
between the pair of you. When considered as “you” and
“Beth”, it’s clear that Beth is much braver than you are,
but when considered together – as friends – you can
both share in that bravery. And your relationship as
friends also drives your own, separate development of
courage. It’s not just that friendships can be equal even
when friends themselves are not; friendships also spur
individual development, so that even when considered
as separate individuals, friends will become more equal
in areas where one party was previously lacking.

It’s clear that robots can’t currently interact with
humans in all the same ways as other humans. But does
this disqualify them from friendship? Some humanhuman friendships are carried out through highly
limited interactions; we can form a bond with people
we meet online without ever seeing them in the real
world. Even if we widen the net slightly, it remains
difficult to determine what counts as a sufficient
variety of interactions. If you only talk to your coworker when you’re working, can you be friends? If you
only talk to your uncle on the phone, is that sufficient?
And what happens if the activities you share become
suddenly limited (by a pandemic, for instance)? Is your
friendship over or suspended until you resume a wide
variety of interactions? There seems no obvious reason
for saying so. Therefore, if we accept that humanhuman friendships can be formed through a limited
variety of shared activities, we might well accept the
possibility of human-robot friendships.

This is far from exhaustive, but we now have at least
some of the foundation for a working definition of
friendship:

OUR EMOTIONAL RESPONSES
TO THE ROBOTS OF TODAY
SUGGEST WE WOULD HAVE
LITTLE DIFFICULTY FORMING
FRIENDSHIPS WITH MORE
SOPHISTICATED ROBOTS IN
THE FUTURE

A friendship is a relationship that emerges between
two individuals who share mutually enjoyable activities
and have a mutual concern for the other’s welfare. This
relationship can be understood as the formation of a “shared
self ”, composed of the two individuals. This shared self acts
both as another identity for each party, and as another
perspective from which to evaluate oneself and one’s friend.
By participating in the shared self, each friend (as an
individual) increases their perceived value to and influence
over the other. The characteristics of the shared self come
from those of each party. By identifying with the shared
self, each party can share in the other’s characteristics.
***
So much for friendship, now what about robots? “Robot”
will be taken to mean any hypothetical AI system; thus,
we will consider whether a human could ever be friends
with a robot, not whether a human could currently be
friends with a robot.
Assuming a robot can share activities and concern for
a human, and vice versa, this working definition of
friendship doesn’t immediately exclude human-robot
friendships. But can we make this assumption?
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Opinion seems to be moving in this direction, as some
robots can already share enough activities for humans
to form strong emotional bonds with them. Consider
Boomer, the military robot whose funeral involved a
21-gun salute and who was awarded two medals. Our
emotional responses to the robots of today suggest we
would have little difficulty forming friendships with
more sophisticated robots in the future.
Yet in Boomer’s case, the soldiers’ care was not
reciprocated. We might think that robots will always
lack the capacity to share emotions, and so could never
truly be our friends. Without sharing our care and
concern, we could argue that a relationship with a robot

could never be equivalent to one with a human. The
emotions we experience in friendship are common to
all our friendships; they feel important, even required.
And if these emotional responses are required, and
robots do not experience them, then robots cannot
form friendships.
There’s an intuitive appeal to this line of reasoning. One
of the most striking characteristics of friendship is the
care we have for our friends, so it seems logical to use
those feelings as a criterion for friendship. However, to
do so is to make an assumption about emotions within
friendship: that our friends feel the same way as we do.
Our knowledge about other people is limited to our
perception of their actions. Consequently, the most we
can say about our friends is that they act in a way that’s
consistent with them having a concern for us. So long
as they behave in that way, the actions of a friend who
really cared about you would be indistinguishable from
the actions of a friend who was entirely indifferent to
you. So, as counter-intuitive as it seems, shared concern
can’t stand as a criteria for friendship. Instead, we must
judge whether the behaviour of our friends is consistent
with them having a concern for our wellbeing. As long
as robots are behaviourally consistent, the possibility
of robot friendship remains open.

WE SHOULDN’T DISCOUNT
THE POSSIBILITY OF ROBOTHUMAN FRIENDSHIP ON
THE GROUNDS OF LIMITED
AGENCY, SINCE OUR OWN
HUMAN AGENCY HAS
TANGIBLE LIMITS TOO
A third objection to the concept of robot friendships
centres on our agency within friendships. Our friends
have meaning to us: they reflect and shape our values,
and we put considerable work into maintaining
friendships with those we care about. Consequently,
part of the value of a friendship stems from choosing
– and being chosen by – your friend. On the face of

it, robots don’t have this freedom. Their behaviour is
programmed or algorithmic.
But are behaviours directed by algorithms really that
different from those directed by social conditioning?
Although your behaviour may seem unbiased, it is
actually influenced by many factors outside of your
control: for example, your previous experiences,
the culture you were raised in, and the attitudes of
your caregivers all contribute to the formation of
unconscious preferences and prejudices. We might like
to think of our choice of friends as a reflection of who we
really are, but in reality it has more to do with the values
we’ve been conditioned to hold and the assumptions
we tend to make. If you’re raised in a culture that values
independent thinking and cunning, you would most
likely snub someone who was obedient and honest. If
you’d been raised to value those attributes, however,
that person would be a good candidate for friendship.
The way we form beliefs based on past experiences is
similar to the way machine learning-based algorithms
are trained. Say you’ve always got on particularly well
with people who are extroverted and trustworthy,
and on that basis decide to pursue a friendship with
someone you’ve recently met who is extroverted and
trustworthy. Is that so different from a robot following
an algorithm, which has determined from a dataset that
the characteristics “extroverted” and “trustworthy”
are good qualities to have in a friend? We shouldn’t
discount the possibility of robot-human friendship on
the grounds of limited agency, since our own human
agency has tangible limits too.
***
Let’s say that a human-robot friendship is at least
conceptually viable. What would the implications of
this be?
Some might say that forming human-robot friendships
could lead to a loss of quality in exclusively human
friendships. If you become accustomed to interacting
with your robot friends in the limited settings they
function best in, you might become less inclined to
make the effort to interact with your human friends
in other settings. Consequently, the quality of these
human-human friendships would decline. As robot
friendships grow in popularity, so too would the
kinds of interactions we can have with them. These
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kinds of interactions – limited in certain ways – might
well become so culturally dominant that we limit our
human friendships to them, too. For example, consider
the idea of dating a robot. Those who choose “synthetic
love” lose certain interactions from their human-robot
romantic relationships. Adapting to these limits could
restrict the interactions they share with their human
friends.

HUMAN-ROBOT FRIENDSHIPS,
ESPECIALLY IN THE
CONTEXT OF GROWING
CONCERNS AROUND SOCIAL
ISOLATION, COULD HAVE A
TRANSFORMATIVE EFFECT
ON SOCIETY
So some might say. But this claim rests on the same
sort of technophobia that, some twenty years ago, said
the Internet would destroy our offline friendships. The
ubiquity of instant messages and online video calls
hasn’t stopped us meeting friends offline or having faceto-face conversations. If anything, new technological
developments have enriched our friendships. Used
alongside traditional methods of seeing our friends,
these digitally-mediated interactions have made it
possible to maintain friendships in previously limiting
situations, where analogue communication is difficult
or even impossible.
Similar fears encourage us to worry that humanrobot friendships might replace human-human
friendships, and so negatively impact the quantity
of our exclusively human friendships. This argument
assumes that there’s something special about human
friendships which makes their preservation valuable,
an assumption that we might well challenge. If there
is nothing special about human friendships, then we
need not worry about robots replacing them. However,
even if we think human friendships are superior to
robot ones, we have no prima facie reason for thinking
that this would be the case. For some people who have
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very few human friends, robots might come to form
a significant portion of their friendship group. But
for most people, with long-standing and personally
significant friendships, it seems highly unlikely that
we would abandon our current friendships in favour of
robot ones. As noted, our friends have a high perceived
value to us: they’re part of our self-conception, they
affect how we live. To suggest we would willingly
replace our human friends with robots is absurd. It
seems more plausible that friendships with robots
would augment our pre-existing friendships with
humans.
Of course, we still have some way to go before AI is
sufficiently advanced for these to become pressing
issues. However, speculating might well encourage us
to think that human-robot relationships could indeed
become friendships, perhaps as valuable and fulfilling
as exclusively human ones. Human-robot friendships,
especially in the context of growing concerns around
social isolation, could have a transformative effect
on society. Loneliness has become so prevalent that
it is seen to constitute a new public health crisis; one
in ten respondents to a 2020 YouGov poll described
themselves as having no close friends at all. For people
such as these, befriending a robot would not take away
from other, more meaningful relationships. Instead,
it would add a much-needed friendship to their life.
Framing robot friendships and human friendships as
two opposing choices obscures the benefits that robot
friendships could have for the most isolated. Whilst
robot friendships may be inferior to human friendships,
they could still be meaningful friendships. For those
suffering from loneliness, any kind of friendship
would be beneficial. Therefore, I think we have cause to
celebrate that we could be friends with robots.
Catherine Brewer is a sixth form student planning to study
philosophy, politics, and economics this autumn. She won
the 2020 Trinity College philosophy essay prize with a
previous version of this essay. Her research interests include
AI ethics and existential risk.

IS IT MORALLY
ACCEPTABLE TO
HAVE A CHILD?

For nearly a decade, the fertility rate in the UK has been
dropping. This could be due to a multitude of factors,
from concerns around the financial impact of raising
a child to the effects it may have on one’s career path.
Alongside these issues, however, a deeper debate is
beginning to arise: Is it morally acceptable to have a
child?
The choice to raise a family is often seen as a private,
personal matter. Laws such as the (now abandoned)
“one child policy” in China are seen by many to be
infringements of human rights. Yet “anti-natalism” –
the view that we should oppose human reproduction
– is beginning to gain attention in both academic and
public spheres. As a young person I am unsurprised.
The philosopher David Benatar is one of the main
champions of this view. His argument falls in two
parts. Firstly, many anti-natalists argue that we need
to go “child-free” to limit the impact of climate change.
Secondly, Benetar believes that bringing a being
into existence is immoral because human suffering
is intolerable. The decision not to have children for
personal reasons, such as not wanting to raise a child,
is hardly new; what makes anti-natalism unique is
that it comes from a position of love, as opposed
to indifference. Anti-natalism is about protecting
potential life and future generations from suffering; it
is a sacrifice.
Let’s start by looking at the climate change argument.
Climate strikers across the globe have shown that
tackling climate change must be a priority, and
organisations like “Population Matters” have argued
that one of the best ways to cut our carbon emissions
is simply to stop having children. A widely cited 2017
study by Seth Wynes and Kimberley A. Nicholas
shows that having one less child can save an average
of 58.6 tonnes of carbon a year, in comparison to the
2.4 tonnes saved by going car free or the 0.82 tonnes
saved by eating a plant-based diet. It is clear that
choosing not to “have” a child (where “having” means
“biologically creating”) is among the most substantial
changes an individual can make. And when the world is
burning, it may no longer be a case of “can make” but
rather “should make”.

by Rosie Sumsion

At the same time, a 2018 study found that over a third
of the world’s global emissions are created by only 20
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of the largest corporations. To put this in perspective,
it would take the carbon production of over six million
people across their lifespan to match what these
corporations have produced in just over 50 years. This
has led philosophers such as Harry Frankfurt to argue
that people have no moral obligation to stop having
children since, unless these massive corporations make
significant changes quickly, climate change is inevitable.
Frankfurt is famous in philosophical circles for his
discussions of responsibility and control, specifically in
situations where individuals are unable to control the
outcome of potential actions. Consider a witness to a
crime deciding not to call the police; unbeknownst to
this witness, the phone lines are down so the call would
not have gone through anyway. In this case Frankfurt
argues, “I may be responsible for failing to try to call the
police (that much I could have done), or for refraining
from calling the police, or for…being selfish and
cowardly. But I am simply not responsible for failing to
call the police”.

ANTI-NATALISM IS ABOUT
PROTECTING POTENTIAL LIFE
AND FUTURE GENERATIONS
FROM SUFFERING; IT IS A
SACRIFICE
Frankfurt’s is a consequence-driven moral system, and
it is not without its critics. Holding the person who
didn’t even attempt to call the police and the person
who at the very least tried to help to the same moral
standing would mean judging someone on a potentially
infinite number of factors outside their control – in
this case the phone lines being down – just because
the consequences are the same. Similarly, choosing
to recycle and take public transport remain morally
relevant, even if the effects of doing so aren’t huge.
Underlying these thoughts is the idea that a moral
theory which gives equal importance to motive would
be more robust. We are seen to retain a small amount
of power and have a responsibility to use it (at the
same time as acknowledging the potentially infinite
number of factors outside our control). Acknowledging
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whatever small powers we have is important, especially
when it comes to group action like tackling climate
change.
This idea of contributing to a “greater purpose” is
similar to Plato’s thinking in Book V of the Republic.
Plato imagines a society where procreation is a civic
duty for which people are assigned partners. When
babies are born, they are taken from their biological
parents and raised communally. With no specific family
ties, everyone is equally invested in all of the children.
Sole focus is on ensuring a good future for the next
generation. If this priority on securing a good world
for the next generation is applied to environmental
arguments for anti-natalism, a paradox develops.
People are encouraged not to have children in order to
protect the planet for the next generation, but by not
having children there will not be a next generation,
thus removing the responsibility to protect the planet!
Turning to Benatar’s main point, throughout his 2006
book Better Never to Have Been, he adopts a rather
pessimistic outlook to life. He writes that “there is
nothing to be gained for the being you are bringing
into existence, and quite a lot to lose”. The pain and
suffering experienced in life cannot be justified by
the success and joy also experienced. It is immoral to
bring a sentient being into existence, if that being will
experience suffering with little reward or benefit. Many
argue that this line of thinking fails to fully consider
the capacity for human flourishing. After all, few would
forsake a lifetime of happiness for the fear of a scraped
knee or a bad day. This is the argument presented by
Christian philosopher Bruce Blackshaw, who writes,
“Even if one had the perfect life but experienced pain
for a short period, [Benatar’s] argument states that this
being should not exist”. Benatar concedes to Blackshaw
that if such a life were to exist, then bringing that being
into existence could possibly be justified.
The key question, of course, is: does such a life exist?
I fear I belong to a generation with incredibly low
expectations for the future. Our outlook is much
closer to Benatar’s pessimism. People can hurl around
phrases like “teenage angst”, “snowflakes”, and “fearmongering” to discredit these voices or inject some
sense of hope into the future, but doing so does
young people a disservice and allows our politicians
to continue ignoring fundamental problems. We are a

disenfranchised youth who have grown up suffering the
consequences of the actions of our ancestors, who have
repeatedly been ignored by those in power (who will
not be here to see the full impact of their decisions),
and who are expected to work towards a future that is
far from guaranteed. This, I would argue, is not quite
the same as a bad week at work.

I FEAR I BELONG TO A
GENERATION WITH INCREDIBLY
LOW EXPECTATIONS FOR THE
FUTURE
Even someone with a slightly more optimistic view of life
would come under critical scrutiny from Benatar who
notes that “there is ample evidence from psychological
research that (most) people are prone to an optimism
bias and are subject to other psychological traits that
lead them to underestimate the amount of bad in life.
We thus have excellent reason for distrusting most
people’s cheery assessments of how well their lives are
going”. This “optimism bias” has developed, Benatar
argues, to help us cope with the horrors of the world.
Even in situations of great suffering we tell ourselves
that things can get better, desensitising ourselves in
order to carry on. This response is effective – perhaps
too effective – since it calls into question our ability to
make trustworthy judgements.
However, taking this line runs the risk of being selfdefeating: for, if human judgment is compromised,
there is little reason to believe that Benatar’s own
interpretation of affairs is correct. Furthermore, if this
bias is an evolutionary adaptation, then babies are born
with an optimism bias and will not think their life is as
bad as Benatar suggests.
Are pleasures and pains the relevant metrics for judging
a life though? Based on what he sees to be our everyday
intuitions about pleasure and pain, the philosopher
Richard Chappell claims that the prevention of harm
is more important than the generation of pleasure. For
Chappell, these two things are not of equal moral weight
– an experience of pain carries more moral weight than
the same level of pleasure. On these grounds, he argues

that a life made up of pleasurable experiences is only
morally neutral, but any experience of harm is morally
bad. Therefore, the experience of harm renders any life
morally bad. While I agree that the prevention of harm
is more important than the generation of pleasure,
Chappell provides no compelling reason to think that
good experiences are neutral rather than good (even if
we agree that the moral weight of a good experience is
less than that of a bad experience). Positive experiences
could outweigh negative ones. In such cases, life would
be overall positive, therefore morally acceptable.
However, the process of weighing lives according to
the balance (or imbalance) of pain and pleasure has
troubling consequences. For example, on this model,
parents in a war-torn country where the likelihood
of intense suffering is high are more immoral than
parents in an affluent country. And if it is accepted that
a white baby is likely to have better experiences than a
Black baby due to systemic racism, is it not immoral for
people of colour to have children? This argument leads
us to a system that further oppresses and punishes the
oppressed while the privileged continue to thrive. Such
a system, easily associated with projects of eugenics, is
clearly untenable.
***
But is life really so bad? The Grant Study, started by
Harvard Physician Dr Arlie Bock in 1938 and continued
by Dr George Vaillant, has followed a group of men over
several decades in order to understand what makes “a
good life”. One of Vaillant’s conclusions is that success
and happiness are not found in a single moment – if
they can be found at all, it is only through looking
at the whole of a life. Thus, parents are only able to
assess whether their decision to have a child is morally
justified at the end of the child’s life (and, of course, we
have to hope that they will not be around then to make
this assessment); at the moment of decision-making,
parents are unqualified to make the decision.
Secondly, if a life is to be judged based on the experience
of life as whole rather than according to individual
moments of pleasure and plain, then pleasure and
pain or positive and negative experiences are better
understood as accompanying each other and bleeding
into each other (a familiar idea for those who have
seen the 2015 Pixar movie Inside Out); seen through
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this lens, individual experiences carry relatively little
moral weight.
Another thing to consider is the development of
emotional intelligence that can help us to navigate
bad times better, for example through fostering a
greater capacity for resilience. This suggests that bad
experiences can be justified insofar as they allow us to
develop as people, to gain new skills and qualities as a
result of perseverance. Clearly, character growth is an
important part of life, but Benatar would not find such
a line of thinking convincing. For Benatar, a being that
does not exist has no desire for anything and therefore
has no need to develop traits such as resilience. If the
baby’s capacity to experience “good things” partly
derives from exposing it to negative experiences,
Benatar would argue that the activity is pointless as
before being made to exist, it had no interest in any
of these things. It is only by creating the baby that
we create this desire. Options like adoption, however,
allow us to bypass the concerns of creating a new life
while still enjoying the benefits of having a family,
and, if anything, creating more joy for the child that is
adopted.

IN THE BACKGROUND TO
THESE DEBATES IS THE IDEA
THAT A LIFE IS ONLY REALLY
WORTH LIVING IF IT IS A LIFE
OF PLEASURE
A further point that Vaillant is keen to press home
is that “the only thing that really matters in life are
your relationships to other people”. A life’s quality is
defined by love and genuine human connection. The
Grant Study offers us an insight into what makes for a
“good life”, and gives us grounds to think there may, in
fact, be good reasons to exist. These findings stand as
significant obstacles for Benatar, since they show that
quality of life is more defined by how you live rather
than what you live through.
In the background to these debates is the idea that a
life is only really worth living if it is a life of pleasure.
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To help us explore this idea, Robert Nozick created a
famous thought experiment featuring an “Experience
Machine”, a machine through which you can experience
a perfect world. With no memory of plugging in, this
perfect world would become your reality. Nozick
contends that people would rather live in a reality
where suffering is experienced over the utopian fantasy
of the machine. Pleasure, then, is not our core concern.
There are greater defining aspects for the majority of
humans. This thought puts considerable pressure on
Benatar’s argument.
***
We can see that the question of whether or not we
should procreate has led us to the question of the
meaning of life. Is such a meaning attainable? And if
so, how? I will leave you to your own journey of selfdiscovery on that one. (If you figure out the answer, let
the rest of us know!)
So, is having a child morally justifiable? I’m not sure.
A disappointing but unsurprising conclusion for an
18-year-old to reach. I can’t say if it will be worth it
and there are too many variables and conflicting ideas
to reach a firm conclusion. But this is itself instructive.
When deciding whether to bring another being into
existence, there may be too many “ifs” for us to be
clear-headed and it seems rather risky to make a baby
without really understanding with certainty the moral
repercussions.
To quote from the film Juno, when it comes to babies:
“That ain’t no etch a sketch. This is one doodle that can’t
be un-did.”
Rosie Sumsion will shortly begin her degree in Linguistics
and Social Anthropology at the University of Edinburgh. As
one of the winning team members of the 2019 John Stuart
Mill Cup and a loyal member of her school’s “Philosophy
Café”, she is particularly interested in how philosophical
and moral debates apply in a rapidly changing world and
intersect with issues of inequality. She is passionate about
making philosophical conversations something everyone
can take part in, no matter their pre-existing knowledge.

IN PRAISE OF
CO-AUTHORING

This article is written in the first-person plural. In other
words, you’re going to see the word “we” a lot and you’ll
be presented with “our” thoughts and opinions. If you’re
used to reading philosophy, this might strike you as odd
at first. It’s probably something you’ll notice straight
away and, we’ll wager, will influence the way you read
the rest of the article. That’s because philosophy usually
involves engaging with an individual’s arguments and
ideas. To study philosophy is, we’re frequently told, to
study Great Thinkers. A philosophical text is seen to
contain the thoughts, opinions, examples, arguments,
and ideas of a single thinker; a gateway into how
that individual saw the world and an insight into that
thinker’s attempts to grapple with the big questions.
This article isn’t like that. Its two authors are colleagues
(us!) with shared research interests and roughly similar
thoughts on writing philosophy. We had been reflecting
on the benefits of writing philosophy papers with other
people and one of us suggested we could write about coauthoring itself. The other considered it, then agreed.
Both raised questions and thought about how to
answer them. Within a few minutes, a rough outline for
an article (this article!) had formed. It was an organic
process and we could be (somewhat) confident we were
onto something since there was another person there
nodding and shaking their head at various suggestions.
Neither of us thinks this would have happened had
either of us been out for a walk alone. Yet, despite
these seemingly obvious benefits of co-writing (not
just philosophy but pretty much anything), coauthored works make up a minority of publications in
contemporary philosophy. We think this is odd.

by Matyáš Moravec and Peter West
Durham University

In analytic philosophy, the tradition that has come
to dominate the Anglophone world, this is especially
surprising since the founders of this tradition originally
set out to turn philosophy into what they thought of
as a “science of truth”. In the sciences, the majority
of publications are co-authored. A quick glance at the
Lancet’s publications on the COVID-19 pandemic, for
example, makes it clear that the research which led
to the production of groundbreaking vaccines was
collaborative, involving large teams of researchers.
Meanwhile, in the eyes of many, writing philosophy is
more akin to producing art. It’s a creation. It stems from
the minds of brilliant, quite often quirky or extravagant
writers, and is less susceptible to the kind of pragmatic
division of labour that takes place in the sciences.
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A cursory glance at the last four issues of well-respected
philosophy journals – Nous, The Philosophical Review,
Mind, Journal of Philosophy, and Philosophical Studies –
reinforces this impression. Only about a fifth of papers
published had multiple authors. Out of those, a tiny
fraction listed more than two authors and none at all
featured more than three. When one delves deeper into
the history of 20th-century philosophy, co-authored
works become even rarer. Those philosophers who
did co-author almost always did so with the same
colleague and their co-authorship has turned into a
nearly-indissoluble bond. They wrote as a philosophical
atom and eventually came to be treated as a single
philosopher by the wider public. When typing “Deleuze
and…” into Google, all suggestions start with “...and
Guattari.” The same thing happens with, for instance,
Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann. Others hid
their co-authorship (or failed to make it explicit), as was
the case with the well-known utilitarian John Stuart
Mill and his considerably less well-known wife Harriet
Taylor Mill. Moving further back, co-authorship nearly
disappears. Unless one is willing to consider the LeibnizClarke correspondence as a collaborative work or Plato’s
dialogues as “co-authored” with Socrates, most famous
philosophers come out as lonely cult figures.

WHEN IT COMES TO THE
RESEARCH, THE POPULAR
CONCEPTION OF LONE
SCIENTIFIC GENIUSES IS
OFF THE MARK; SCIENTIFIC
PROGRESS REQUIRES
COLLABORATION
It is, of course, possible to find equally well-known lonefigure scientists (like Feynman, Hawking, Eddington,
or Brian Cox). But it is questionable whether such
figures are known for their research as opposed to
public appearances or other science-popularising
activities. This is similar to several philosophical figures
who gained international fame not because of their
academic work, but because of their role in the public
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sphere (Henri Bergson, Bertrand Russell), other paraphilosophical literary activities (Iris Murdoch, JeanPaul Sartre), political stances (Hannah Arendt, Noam
Chomsky) or just a general entertaining quirkiness
(Slavoj Žižek). Nobel prizes in literature (which have
been awarded to philosophers, such as Bergson in
1927 or Russell in 1950) have only ever been given
to individuals. Those in physics almost always go to
teams of people. This indicates that when it comes to
the research, the popular conception of lone scientific
geniuses is off the mark; scientific progress requires
collaboration.
This paper is co-authored. We decided to write it while
walking around the river Wear in Durham and the
process has been fun. Of course, enjoying a process is by
no means an indication of its being successful. But the
methods we’ve used (and that co-authorship in general
requires) offer benefits that might easily be transferred
to a larger number of authors or academic peerreviewed papers – especially cross-disciplinary ones.
First off, there are practical upshots to co-authorship.
For instance, co-authoring cuts down the amount of
time spent writing and alleviates the arduous task of
finding people to read through and provide feedback
on your work. Such time-saving benefits are especially
valuable to early-career researchers strapped for time
but expected to have published prolifically to even be
considered for an academic post. Of course, the coauthoring process itself can take time (sometimes
compromises or concessions have to be agreed on)
but, at least anecdotally, we have both found it to be
considerably less arduous. Like any task, it depends on
who you are working with.
However, the benefits of co-authorship also extend as
far as philosophy itself. These benefits include almost
instantaneous peer-review, positively-motivating
psychological pressure from a friendly colleague to get
the job done (a psychological pressure much more benign
than that of looming deadlines for grant applications),
and an easy devolution of “philosophical labour” (tasks,
expertise, research). Using online platforms (such as
Google Docs) also makes it possible to smooth over the
seams between different sections written by different
people. Indeed, as we write this, we’re both suggesting
amendments or changes to one another “live”. If we
have done it well, you should not know which one of
us wrote this particular sentence (and you’ll never find

The lone scientific genius
out). Co-authorship also allows for disagreement which
pushes us to pre-emptively work through problems
or note that there are some questions in response to
which it is appropriate to arrive at an aporia; i.e., a
state in which one decides no definitive answer can
be given. Plato famously recognised this. As did the
seventeenth-century philosopher Margaret Cavendish,
who wrote “dialogues” between two sets of thoughts
within her own mind and published a series of letters
between herself and an imagined friend after failing to
elicit any disagreement (or any engagement at all) from
her contemporaries. Where real co-authors are hard to
come by, imaginary ones are the next best thing. As any
good philosopher will tell you, disagreement is at the
heart of the profession – so why not make space for it
in the writing process too?

If the whole process is so great, one must ask why it
isn’t the default. We believe one answer lies in the
aforementioned cult of the lone genius. The cognitive
scientist Dan Sperber has referred to something akin to
this as the “guru effect”. His 2010 paper (targeting the
likes of Derrida, Heidegger, and Sartre, who he thinks
of as continental obscurantists) describes the process
through which certain philosophical intellectuals rely
on philosophical obscurity to achieve cult-like status
and authority:
Here emerges a collective dynamics typical of
intellectual schools and sects, where the obscurity
of respected masters is not just a sign of the depth
of their thinking, but a proof of their genius. Left on
their own, admiring readers interpret one recondite
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passage after another in a way that may slowly
reinforce their admiration … Now sharing their
interpretations and impressions with other admirers,
readers find in the admiration, in the trust that others
have for the master, reasons to consider their own
interpretations as failing to do justice to the genius
of the interpreted text. In turn these readers become
disciplines and proselytes.

Perhaps an individual may intentionally come across as
obscure to others, but this is difficult to do with a coauthor who might see through the trick – so one ends
up writing alone. Unless, of course, the lonely genius
finds someone complicit in this obscurity, as Sperber
would presumably say about Deleuze and Guattari.
Even if one is not convinced by Sperber’s claims
about deliberately obscure writing, there are other
explanations available. Indeed, one finds a similar lack
of co-authorship in analytic philosophy – an approach
that prides itself on actively avoiding obscure writing.
Analytic philosophers usually strive for clarity of
expression; sometimes, as John Cottingham argues, to
the point of making itself damningly uninteresting to
specialists working outside that particular sub-field of
philosophy:
[D]ebates have become so much the property of
specialists who have devoted prodigious energy to
devising the most intricate arguments and counterarguments to support their views, that it is unlikely
that anyone who did not have a professional or career
motivation for putting in the requisite effort would
willingly wade through the resulting conceptual
treacle.

More generally, the culprit might perhaps be the
difficulty of reading, regardless of whether it’s caused
by obscurity or by excessive technicality. After all, even
analytic philosophers find satisfaction in deciphering
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus.
Nevertheless, Sperber’s explanation points in the right
direction: regardless of how “gurus” (if that is the right
term) come about, their sheer existence reinforces the
view that groundbreaking philosophy is something
that one does on one’s own. This is in turn further
strengthened by the public appearances of numerous
philosophical celebrities (like Slavoj Žižek or Jordan
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Peterson). Just like with celebrities in the world of music,
the philosophical revelation is supposed to descend on
one creative genius-unit. We mentioned earlier that the
Big Thinkers who co-author almost always do so with
the same colleague, just as a guitarist tends to stick to
playing for one band rather than moving to another
to play drums. The creative spirit in a pop music band
is thought of as moving in One Direction, so to speak
(when a band member leaves, fans bemoan the music
“never being the same again”), and not as something
that jumps between minds like Kevin Parker’s Tame
Impala – a collaborative enterprise involving different
musicians playing different instruments at different
stretches of the project’s existence.

AS ANY GOOD PHILOSOPHER
WILL TELL YOU, DISAGREEMENT
IS AT THE HEART OF THE
PROFESSION – SO WHY NOT
MAKE SPACE FOR IT IN THE
WRITING PROCESS TOO?
We think philosophy is due an ethos change; one where
the myth of the “lone genius” is dispelled and where
co-authoring is both encouraged and acknowledged.
In particular, we think philosophers at the early
stages of their careers (whether undergraduates, PhD
students, or on the job market) should be actively
emboldened to work alongside one another – not just
on “extracurricular” activities like reading groups or
workshop organisation, but in the writing process
itself. Training in philosophy, in most of Europe and the
US at least, involves learning to do your own research
and write your own philosophy – exemplified by the
traditional model of a solo dissertation. We think that
philosophy students should also be encouraged to work
with their peers – perhaps on co-authored pieces of
coursework (It is worth noting that undergraduates
often do work together on presentations, but this kind
of collaborative work often fizzles out as one progresses
to postgraduate studies and beyond). What’s more, we
don’t think that early-career philosophers should be
put off by concerns that their co-authored publications

“won’t really count” or that they will be scrutinized
about how much they actually contributed to a coauthored publication. The profession as a whole should
do what it can to acknowledge that a co-authored
publication is a publication full-stop.
It is really promising to see that the profession is starting
to take co-authorship seriously. Several recent peerreviewed papers have explored the benefits (as well as
the drawbacks) of co-authorship. Some have noted that
co-authorship brings with it certain ethical questions
about who gets credited for what work, especially in the
sciences where it is increasingly common for more than
1000 authors to be credited on a single article. In true
philosophical style, a recent paper by Joshua HabgoodCoote has raised the question of what an author is in
the first place (along with a fascinating discussion of
the history of authorship). But it should be noted that
many of these discussions still focus on co-authorship
in the sciences – which can give the impression that
co-authorship remains a scientific phenomenon. There
are signs that philosophers want more co-authorship
in philosophy. For instance, Joshua A. Miller and Eric
Schliesser wrote a blog post four years ago calling for
more co-authorship and offering suggestions for how
that might work, including a proposal for co-authored
pieces that mimic the adversarial style of a courtroom.
Others, like Joe Mazor, have suggested that this kind
of “two sides” approach to writing might offer a form
of objectivity that isn’t available to a single author. Yet,
unfortunately, co-authorship is still far from being the
norm.

suggested, things might slowly be changing (in Nous,
which we mentioned earlier, 25% of publications in the
last four issues were co-authored). But the perception,
professionally and more generally, of philosophy as
the enterprise of the lone genius ought to change too
and co-authorship ought not to be seen as a novelty
or something that needs to be qualified or explained.
In other words, contrary to Descartes’ famous motto,
philosophers should get used to reading “we think”
rather than “I think”.
Matyáš Moravec is a postdoctoral research associate at
Durham University. His research focuses on building links
between Henri Bergson’s philosophy, analytic metaphysics
and the philosophy of religion. He is also interested
in Bergson’s reception by early 20th-century British
philosophers.
Peter West is a Teaching Fellow in Early Modern Philosophy
at Durham University. His research focuses primarily on
Early Modern theories of mental representation (especially
Berkeley, Cavendish, and Amo). He is also interested in
the relation between philosophy and the public sphere,
especially in the work of Susan Stebbing.

CONTRARY TO DESCARTES’
FAMOUS MOTTO,
PHILOSOPHERS SHOULD GET
USED TO READING “WE THINK”
RATHER THAN “I THINK”
We’re not pushing for something radical. As we’ve
noted, co-authorship is the mainstream in the sciences,
and philosophers themselves often sing the praises of
collaboration. Indeed, co-authorship at the highest level
of professional philosophy does take place. As we’ve
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THE MARITIME
AND THE
SUBLIME

Poets love the sea. From Coleridge’s epic The Ancient
Mariner to Larkin’s To the Sea, there’s something about
the imagery that strikes a note deep within the human
psyche. As we stare out at the sea, it sings back at us
so many of our dreams, but also our deepest fears. It’s
the great expanse of hopeful ambition on which we sail
away from everything moribund and stale to something
new and exciting. It’s a bottomless and vast mystery,
where our wildest imagination and fantasies paint in
the details. But it’s also the crashing of colossal waves,
hammering at the rock beneath our feet. It’s storms
and thunder, and within are those drowned hubristic
sailors who thought they could tame its power.
The sea is hope and fear, attraction and repulsion, joy
and sadness, kindness and cruelty. In short, the sea
mirrors life perfectly.
***
There’s something primal about our love of the sea.
Indeed, certain types of apes have been shown to
become transfixed in a seemingly rapt wonder at the
foaming spray of a crashing waterfall. Jane Goodall,
the primatologist, argues that this might reflect some
kind of latent spirituality. She suggests that apes may
feel a sense of the numinous not unlike that which we
experience on walking into an enormous cathedral or
hearing the beat of a thousand, thundering drums.
What evolutionary or functional reason might there
be for an ape to simply sit, for long stretches of time,
and stare at a large body of water? We can imagine a
chimpanzee in contemplation, just as the Anglo-Saxon
poem, The Seafarer, has its narrator reflect on his
long life. Of course, we can never access the mind of a
primate, and we suspect they’re much less sophisticated
than ours, but they seem at least to feel some kind of
pull to the water.

by Jonny Thomson
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This connection with the sea raises some curious
questions. Although it struggles for academic
credibility, and is little supported by scientists, the
theory known as the “Aquatic Ape hypothesis” might
have something to it. This is the theory that humans
actually diverged from other, similar, primates in
becoming much better adapted to the water. The idea,
going back to the twentieth-century marine biologist
Alistair Hardy, is that, because our ancestors were
out-competed for food on the land, they were forced

into the sea or rivers to sustain
themselves. Hardy pointed to the
facts that modern humans have
very little hair and a certain type of
fat that’s only seen in other marine
animals (like whales and hippos).
He even suggested that bipedalism
developed so that we could wade
in water without drowning, and
the first tool use was to crack open
seashells.
Of course, this is all highly
speculative, and many of these
adaptive features have other
explanations, but it sounds at least
plausible. Humans are attracted to
the water, and there ought to be
some accounting for why we get
those deeply felt passions when
we’re near it.
***
One of those passions is what’s
called the “sublime”. It’s one
of those things that’s hard to
articulate without demonstrations
(i.e. by showing something that
causes the sublime), but sublimity
is often thought of as a mixture
of fear, excitement, anxiety and
awe. It’s a feeling of insignificance
against brilliance and of weakness
against strength. It’s a complex
and meaningful experience, and
that’s probably why there’s a rich,
philosophical literature to unpack it.
One of the first philosophers to take
the sublime seriously was Edmund
Burke. Burke believed that when
he wrote about the sublime, he was
exploring an aesthetic experience
most of us have had at one point
in our life. “Aesthetic” meant
something a bit different to him
than it does to us today. Today, we
often associate the word “aesthetic”

with beautiful things, and only
then with human art works. Even
in philosophy departments, a lot
of work in aesthetics focuses on
manmade things like paintings
or music or literature. In Burke’s
time, and in many philosophical
circles still, aesthetics is the area
that focuses on evocation. It’s about
the feelings we have, but also the
why, when and how we have those
feelings. The aesthetician asks why
it is we feel this or that way as we
stand on the shore looking out at to
the jabbly, churning sea.

THE JOY OF THE
SUBLIME IS IN
SEEING A SUPERIOR
POWER, BUT FROM
SOME PRIVILEGED
VANTAGE POINT
Burke wrote that anything which
“excites the ideas of pain and
danger, that is to say, whatever is in
any sort terrible… is a source of the
sublime”. He thought that when it
comes to pleasure and pain, pain
is much the more powerful. People
are motivated more strongly to
avoid pain than to seek pleasure.
So, the sublime, being terrible and
fearful, has a certain allure that the
simply pleasurable cannot match.
Of course, for most people in the
normal run of life, pain and danger
are not the slightest bit enjoyable.
The thrill of the sublime is the
distance at which we can enjoy it.
As Burke wrote, “When danger
or pain press too nearly, they are

incapable of giving any delight, and
are simply terrible; but at certain
distance, they may be, and they
are, delightful”. A thunderstorm at
a suitable distance is exciting, but
lightning striking a metre from
you is not. A great wave crashing
into the shore is wonderful, while
flailing under its wash is not.
It’s all to do with a recognition
of power. Pain is almost “always
inflicted by a power in some way
superior” to us, since we would
never willingly submit to it. So,
when we experience the sublime,
we’re terrifyingly aware of the
force and power of the event and
“strength, violence, pain, and terror
rush in upon the mind.”
Thus the joy of the sublime is in
seeing a superior power, but from
some privileged vantage point.
It’s the enjoyment of a defanged
danger, where we remove ourselves
from harm, whilst still delighting
in its threat. It means gawping at
the immense power of the sea to
appreciate the great, unstoppable
force in its sway, whilst also being
able to run back to our reassuringly
stable and immoveable house.
Burke’s work on the sublime was
popular in his day. But, a thousand
miles away in the (then) German
town of Königsberg, a very famous
person indeed was reading his
work: Immanuel Kant. Kant was
hugely taken with the notion of
the sublime, and had his own
interpretation of Burke’s ideas.
Whilst he agreed with much of
what Burke said, Kant wouldn’t
be Kant if he didn’t develop it.
For Kant, there were two different
kinds of sublime (which are present
in Burke, but jumbled together),

111

both of which can easily apply to
our response to the sea.
Firstly, there is the “mathematical
sublime”, which is where we feel
small and insignificant in the
presence of something great and
tremendous. This is aroused when
we experience something that
is so vast that either we fail to
see it in its totality (such as the
bottomless ocean) or we fail to fully
comprehend it (such as the idea of a
boundless universe). For Kant, the
pleasure we feel in these moments
relates to “a faculty of the mind
that transcends every standard
of sense”. In short, it reminds us
that we are not the centre of the
universe. However impressive
we might think ourselves, we are
ultimately ants in the vastness of
infinite space. The mathematical
sublime both excites us and
stimulates disquiet.
Secondly, there is the “dynamic
sublime”. This is more similar to
Burke’s account, focussing as it
does on the experience of power
and helplessness. To experience
the dynamic sublime is to
recognise something as mighty
and terrifying, with the power of
dominion over our very existence.
Yet, as Burke argued, we can “look
upon an object as fearful, and yet
not be afraid of it.”
If we were sitting on a sailboat, our
feet trailing in the water, looking
out in wonder at the immensity
of the sea – this is the dynamic
sublime. We’re safe. The water is
still. If, suppose, the winds picked
up, and a storm came in, the very
same sea (which we always knew
was fearful) suddenly becomes
very scary indeed. The sublime is
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stripped away. Sublimity comes
with an element of pleasure – an
exhilarating frisson, perhaps. By
contrast, sitting in the middle of
a life-threatening storm, clinging
desperately to the ship, is not, for
most people, especially pleasurable.
***
This sense of the sublime, especially
the mathematical sublime, leads us
back to why the sea is so uniquely
resonant for humans. The sea is
alluring because it lacks a boundary.
When we stand on a beach looking
towards a distant horizon, when we
see how the sea blurs into the sky,
our finite mortal senses tell us it
has no limits.
Of course, we know that the sea
does have limits. Yet, whilst our
geography teachers and atlases
show us just how precisely
circumscribed these oceans are, we
still cannot completely dismiss that
idea of infinity.
I wonder if this feeling of
boundlessness and possibility
echoes in our soul because it
The Shipwreck by J.M.W.Turner

reflects the human condition? We
know we are mortal; we know we
have only our three score years and
ten on this spinning rock – but this
is not how time is seen or how life is
lived. We do not see the boundaries
of our life, any more than we see
the boundaries of the sea. We see
only possibility, choice, change, and
the future. And this, like Burke and
Kant’s sublime, is both exhilarating
and terrifying.
There are times in our life when
this awareness can, as when
faced with a blank page, make us
crippled with indecision. These are
those moments when we know
we must do something, and yet
the sheer magnitude of options
leads only to a panicked dithering.
Possibilities stretch out and around
you in every direction and it feels...
disorientating.
This is what Søren Kierkegaard
referred to as the “dizziness of
freedom”.
Kierkegaard suggested that, for
many of us, we slip into living our
lives passively. We become like

some characters pushed along in
a pre-established story. This most
often manifests in two ways.
Firstly, we become simply puppets
in someone else’s plan. Your
parents, for instance, might want
you to become a doctor; your friends
might want you to go clubbing
every Saturday night; your spouse
might make you were the sweater
you dislike. More broadly, it could
be submission to a social script:
school-job-marriage-mortgagekids-retirement-death
–
the
respectable, familiar and normal
life cycle that modernity defines as
proper.
Secondly, it could be that we
become slaves to our desires and,
especially, pleasure. We’re forced
to flit between our various urges,
be that a Netflix binge, the ballet, a
one-night stand, the adoration of a
crowd or a KFC bucket. At no point
do we stop to reflect on things, to
ask with any sense of purpose or
direction, how we want to live our
life or where we want to go.
In both cases, Kierkegaard writes,
“it is as if you lost yourself, as if
you ceased to be”. It’s to imagine
yourself as a sailor, stranded amidst
an oceanic expanse, with neither
reason nor direction, rowing this
way and that based on a whim.
Kierkegaard is aware, of course,
that we live like this because it’s
much easier and, in many ways, a
more contented way of life. It is, he
says, “far easier and safer to be like
the others, to become an imitation,
a number, a cipher in the crowd”.
For instance, if a group asks the
question “what restaurant shall we
go to?” it’s simpler to go along with

someone else’s decision than to
take the lead.
Kierkegaard wrote that, “To dare is
to lose one’s footing momentarily”
and “to venture causes anxiety”.
But what is lost if we don’t? “Not to
dare is to lose oneself”. Kierkegaard
recognised how hard it is to decide
for oneself, a difficulty multiplied
a thousand times by what this
decision means.
When we decide, we stand staring
at the blank expanse of infinite
possibilities. The entire horizon
lies ahead of us, and we alone must
decide which way we go. If you
take that first step from the crowd,
where will you travel? If you release
your parents’ hand, who will hold
you? If you sail away from the shore,
where will you go? If you’re not told
how to behave, what do you do
first? In short, when we appreciate
how much choice we actually have,
we can be crippled by indecision.
Freedom is dizzying.
The sea speaks to us of this. When
we look out over the crashing
waves, it can feel wonderful.
We can breathe in the hope and
possibility of the breeze. The sea
is the ultimate blank page, the unjudging fresh start, the beginning
of a great and heroic adventure.
It reminds us of the incredible,
transformative power of choice,
and how much agency we have.
But with this comes responsibility
and pressure. Recognising how
terrifyingly absolute our choices are
can stimulate an anxiety that’s hard
to shake.

we chose this life. It means staring
out at a great unknown water, but
also glancing down at your feet,
firmly anchored to the shore.
***
Not everyone likes the sea, but
most will have an equally sublime
subject. There are those who
experience it in the mountains, for
instance, or looking out over a great
grassland. And people can feel their
Kierkegaardian anxiety in a whole
range of contexts, as they look into
the eyes of a new-born baby or when
they see a plane flying overhead.
But the sea speaks to a lot of
people. And, as the world emerges
afresh from pandemic restrictions,
as families rush to their holidays,
shelved for so long, the call of the
sea will be all the louder. In a time
when our choices are limited, the
poetic promise of a distant horizon
will appeal so much more. And
when we can, once again, look out
to the outgoing tide, we can dream
again of what may come. The sea
will again draw us from the land.
Jonny Thomson teaches philosophy in
Oxford. He runs a popular Instagram
account called Mini Philosophy (@
philosophyminis) where he introduces
people to philosophy’s big ideas using
minimalist images and accessible
explanations. His first book, Mini
Philosophy: A Small Book of Big
Ideas, is published this month by
Wildfire Books.

In a sense, the sea is both a fantasy
and a reality. It’s the dream of “what
might be” and an acceptance that
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REGULARS
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LIQUID
PHILOSOPHY
LIBERATING PLATO’S
PRISONERS

In his trial for the killing of Officer John Frey, Black
Panther co-founder Huey P. Newton recounted how
he taught himself to read, painfully and belatedly,
by reading and rereading Plato’s Republic. Later, in
his autobiography, he tells how he shared Plato’s
infamous allegory of the cave with his “brothers on
the block”: “They enjoyed it… The allegory seemed very
appropriate to our own situation in society. We, too,
were prisoners and needed to be liberated in order to
distinguish between truth and the falsehoods imposed
on us” (Revolutionary Suicide, p.77).
You probably remember the story, too. As Plato has
Socrates tell it, we humans are prisoners in a widemouthed cavern, shackled so we cannot move or see
one another. All we can see are the shadows produced
by puppets, which are manipulated by some other
people situated above us, behind a fire and a low wall.
One prisoner eventually gets free and makes his way
up into the light of the world. Little by little, first by
looking at shadows of things, then at reflections in
water, then at things themselves, this man is finally
able to look directly at the stars and even the sun, the
good itself. But watch out: when he returns to the cave
to enlighten his enchained comrades, he’ll be mocked,
punished, and even killed.
The moral is to achieve liberation through education,
and the episodes from Huey P. Newton’s life seem
to offer a more politically palatable twist on that
ancient lesson. So why were my actually-incarcerated
students sceptical of this story, and in particular, of
Brian Sowers’ 2017 intertextual account (to which
I am greatly indebted in this essay) of “the Socratic
Newton”? The pandemic interrupted our course in
March 2020, but in their correspondence, they objected
to reading Newton’s character and activities through a
Eurocentric frame. To do so set up an implicit hierarchy
in which Socrates is the model and Newton the mere
copy, one student suggested (drawing on another
famous Platonic idea to critique another).

by Chiara Ricciardone

But some go even further than my student, rejecting
the moral structure of Plato’s parable altogether. In
their now-classic 2012 article “Decolonization is not
a metaphor”, Eve Tuck and Wayne Yang insist that
decolonization must involve actually repatriating
all stolen lands; common metaphorical usage like
“decolonize schools” and “decolonize the Classics”
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substitutes a bunch of feel-good, do-nothing strategies
for this goal. They critique six specific “settler moves
to innocence” – stories or rhetorical tropes that
help settlers and their descendants feel okay about
continuing to occupy others’ lands – including “settler
nativism”, the comforting myth that a settler has
Indigenous ancestry. Number four is, to my mind, Tuck
and Yang’s boldest target: “free your mind and the rest
will follow”.
Tuck and Yang acknowledge the importance of critical
consciousness in the work of Franz Fanon and other
decolonial thinkers. Nonetheless, they assert that, at
best, the emphasis on consciousness building is no
more than a “stop-gap”, “harm-reduction” measure.
At worst, it gets in the way of decolonization. They
specifically call out Paulo Freire, author of the highly
influential The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, for his
Platonic vision of a common need for liberation
through progressive education. “Freire’s theories of
liberation resoundingly echo the allegory of Plato’s
cave, a continental philosophy of mental emancipation,
whereby the thinking man individualistically emerges
from the dark cave of ignorance into the light of critical
consciousness”, they write.

I DON’T BELIEVE WE CAN
JUSTLY HOLD PLATO
ACCOUNTABLE FOR THE
IMPERIALIST USE OF HIS
ALLEGORY BUT THE HISTORY OF
COLONIALISM DOES HIGHLIGHT
THE VIOLENCE ALREADY
WITHIN HIS ALLEGORY
At this juncture one can’t help but think of the many
colonizers who framed their violent projects as the
liberation of native peoples from their shadowy myths
into the civilizing light of reason or Christianity –
colonization as helping the prisoners exit the cave. As
Edward Said has written, “Every empire... tells itself
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and the world that it is unlike all other empires, that
its mission is not to plunder and control but to educate
and liberate”. The prisoners need educating, and the
world beyond the cave is imagined as empty, virgin
territory, from which to extract truth. The template for
colonial consciousness persists both in and outside of
the cave.
I don’t believe we can justly hold Plato accountable
for the imperialist use of his allegory – his own antidemocratic activity is a different matter – but the
history of colonialism does highlight the violence
already within his allegory. Socrates first asks us,
vaguely, to “suppose that nature” releases someone
from his chains (emphasis added to the translation by
Tom Griffith and G.R.F. Ferrari). But Socrates imagines
that the new situation is so painful, so confusing, that
the individual thereafter will have to be “dragged out
of there by force” and “forced to look at the light itself”
by unknown and unnamed agents. Does truth really
require such violence? Or (as Fanon might suggest)
does this liberatory violence pale next to the everyday,
accepted violence of the prisoners’ capture?
In truth, Tuck and Yang’s objection does not concern
either type of violence, and, crucially, they do not
abandon the cave framework. Instead, they pitch their
counter-model of liberation as a dwelling within the
cave. Through the work of queer Black feminist poet
Audre Lorde, they sketch an image of a dark place of
feeling and wisdom that is the true source of knowledge
and freedom. They quote from her essay “Poetry is Not
a Luxury” (1984):
[T]hese places of possibility within ourselves are
dark because they are ancient and hidden; they have
survived and grown strong through darkness. Within
these deep places, each one of us holds an incredible
reserve of creativity and power, of unexamined and
unrecorded emotion and feeling. The woman’s place of
power within each of us is neither white nor surface;
it is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep.

Lorde paints these dark feeling places as the true source
of knowledge and meaningful political action. They are
also the reservoir of poetry: the revelatory way women
in particular give voice to the nameless, the way in
which women transpose and share “what we feel within
and dare make real”.

Ajanta caves

Another poet-activist, Muriel Rukseyer, inspired by the
Buddhist caves in Ajanta, India, likewise rejects Plato’s
attempt to lead us by other means (the etymological
meaning of allegory) out of the cave. As I learned
from Johanna Skribsund’s essay “A ‘Most Human’
Call: Responding to Muriel Rukeyser at 100 years”,
for Rukseyer, we are not passive consumers of images;
rather, images invite our free response:
Art is not in the world to deny any reality. You stand
in the cave, the walls are on every side. The walls are
real. But in the space between you and the walls,
the images of everything you know, full of fire and
possibility, life appearing as personal grace… There is
here reciprocal reality. It is the clue to art; and it needs
its poetry (Rukseyer, Life of Poetry, p.60).

It is no accident that Lorde and Rukseyer link
poetry and the deep dark cave. In Plato, too, songs
and stories help keep the prisoners riveted on the
shadowy projections. Tradition has it that Plato was
a playwright before a philosopher, and perhaps this
is why he so stringently legislates the poets in his
ideal city. Comparing poetry to optical illusions – like
those that captivate the prisoners – Socrates argues
that verse activates the irrational element in the soul,
corrupting decent citizens and their city. Only a certain
kind of poetry will be permitted in Kallipolis: the kind
that praises the gods and good men. (For much more
nuance on how Plato constrains and produces poetry
in the Republic, see Ramona Naddaff’s Exiling the Poets.)
So Lorde and Rukseyer point to the cave as a reservoir
of a power that Plato too recognized and feared for its
ability to effect revolution.

Yet the possibility of escape remains ever-alluring. I
found I could not stop thinking about the problem of
freedom as transmitted by these authors: to exit the
cave or to stay? To strive, painfully, for a lonely freedom
that may be out of reach – that may be dangerous if
not impossible to share – or to embrace the poetic
freedom to create that bubbles up within the world
of appearances? For some reason, the problem felt
personal. Stuck on the proverbial horns of the dilemma,
I began to assemble a syllabus for a class on Plato’s cave,
a class I might never teach.
As I gathered my scraps of texts, in between doing other
things, I realized that the choice is so difficult because
Plato’s ancient parable of liberation has been sedimented
by centuries of re-examination and retelling. In recent
cultural memory, for example, the cave has surfaced in
the film The Matrix, José Saramago’s novel The Cave,
and Toni Morrison’s literary masterpiece The Bluest Eye.
One day I re-read Plato and then re-read the relevant
chapter of Newton’s autobiography. See if you notice
what Newton leaves out:
In the cave allegory Plato describes the plight of
prisoners in a cave who receive their impression of
the outside world from shadows projected on the
wall by the fire at the mouth of the cave. One of the
prisoners is freed and gets a view of the outside world
– objective reality. He returns to the cave to tell the
others that the scenes they observe on the wall are
not reality but only a distorted reflection of it. The
prisoners tell the liberated man he is crazy, and he
cannot convince them. He tries to take one of them
outside, but the prisoner is terrified at the thought
of facing something new. When he is dragged outside
the cave anyway, he sees the sun and is blinded by it
(p.77).

Newton productively recasts Plato’s metaphysical truth
as “objective reality” and offers a psychological gloss on
the resistance to it. But it’s not just scholarly quibbling
to note that he omits the fate of the would-be liberator.
“As for anyone who tried to set [the prisoners] free,
and take them up there, if they could somehow get
their hands on him and kill him, wouldn’t they do just
that?” (Rep. 517a). In the Platonic context, the line
is a pointed reference to Socrates, who was tried and
executed by the hands of the resurgent democracy in
399 BC. Newton himself died at the hands of a drug
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dealer and rival political gang member in Oakland,
CA, in 1989, in the same neighbourhood where he had
struggled with addiction, founded the Free Breakfast
for Children program, launched the Black Panther
newspaper, and advocated for Black armed self-defence.
What Newton leaves out in his retelling is the story’s
built-in warning to him – the warning that the story’s
teller will be rejected and killed.
This is a significant omission, because in Plato’s hands,
the threat of violence against the truth-teller functions
to justify the violence of the truth-teller, and the elitist
politics he embodies. For Plato’s parable twines together
an epistemology, an ontology, and a political theory.
A halfway decent intro philosophy lecturer will show
you how the cave allegory picks up on the preceding
analogy of the Divided Line, which separates and ranks
different types of mental activity, from mere conjecture
to true understanding. The allegory of the cave pins
those categories of knowledge onto geographic space,
as stand-ins for levels of reality. The political result of
these two moves, however, could be called knowledgeauthoritarianism. For Plato, true knowledge of the
form of the good, attained by the few, must overrule
the differing opinions of democratic debate.
Every authoritarianism begets its own opposition, so
it’s not surprising that there’s a rebellious countertradition of the cave allegory. Indeed, skilled readers
have located this parallel plot within Plato himself. The
counter-trend surged with Friedrich Nietzsche, who
flipped Plato’s preference for metaphysical truths over
the world of drives, deeds, and language. Then there is
the brilliant political thinker Hannah Arendt, for whom
the philosopher’s return to the cave represented the
death of politics and the beginning of the tyranny of the
knowers. Or take French philosopher Luce Irigaray, who
reads the cave as the womb, the material and maternal
world that the male subject is always trying to escape and
conquer. Contemporary art historian Kaja Silverman’s
World Spectators resists the cave’s ontological binary of
appearance versus Being, by theorizing that Being calls
on humans to love its appearances. It’s probably not
an accident that the counter-tradition has a feminine
sashay.
For the counter-tradition, to leave the cave is to abandon
something that matters deeply: politics, the material
world, art and poetry and beauty. And for what? After
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the phenomenological turn, most thinkers consider the
possibility of unmediated access to true forms to be a
fantasy at best, and a tyrannical myth at worst. To stay
in the cave, with Lorde, or try to find an escape, like
Newton? In which direction is freedom – which side
should I believe? As I circled around and around, the
dilemma started to remind me of how, in the depths
of depression, happiness seems like a delusion, while
to the happy, depression likewise seems like a simple
mistaking of the shadows for the true. As always, the
binary choice is both impossible and illusory.
The generative interruption came from another poetcritic, one who doesn’t write about Plato at all. Maggie
Nelson’s forthcoming book On Freedom: Four Songs
of Care and Constraint refuses the fantasy of total
liberation. Instead, she insists on the complex copresence of freedom and constraint. She often returns
to a quote from Brian Massumi, the philosopher and
translator of Deleuze and Guattari: “Freedom is not
about breaking or escaping constraints. It’s about
flipping them over into degrees of freedom. You can’t
really escape the constraints. No body can escape
gravity… Freedom always arises from constraint – it’s a
creative conversion of it, not some utopian escape from
it.”

FOR THE COUNTER-TRADITION,
TO LEAVE THE CAVE IS TO
ABANDON SOMETHING THAT
MATTERS DEEPLY: POLITICS,
THE MATERIAL WORLD, ART
AND POETRY AND BEAUTY
Between the rock and the hard place, Nelson tapped a
spring of questions in me. What else is in the cave with
us – dripping water, troglodytes, mineral riches, ancient
paintings, bones? Can we map the cave acoustically
by experimenting with our voices, as our prehistoric
ancestors may have done? I was reminded that most
caves are formed by the erosion of rock by flowing
water. Indeed, an echo of the cave allegory in Plato’s
Phaedo pictures humans living in watery “hollows of the

earth” (109b-110b), like sea creatures unable to reach
the real world above. In the Republic’s version, liquid
appears only once the prisoner has exited the cave, as
a reflective surface in which he begins to see the truth.
Mixing new rivers of tradition into that still water,
I began to see something else: that exiting the cave
and digging in are just two among multiple strategies
for pluralizing (if not decolonizing) Plato’s allegory
of liberation. There are infinite ways to activate or repoliticize the cave’s dynamic of freedom and constraint
with new generations of inhabitants.
Huey P. Newton’s strategy we could call translation, in
the geometric sense: shifting the ground of a figure
from one plane to another without rotating it. In a later
article, Brian Sowers outlines the way that Newton
continues to draw on Platonic dualism (transmitted
through Christian texts) to critique both the carceral
system and consumer capitalism in America. As in
Revolutionary Suicide, a spiritual ascent from ignorance
is possible. I can imagine some of my students
dismissing Newton’s move as “spiritual bypassing”
– the practice of invoking spiritual wisdom to evade
political issues that need to be worked through. At the
same time, Newton’s organizing efforts point up the
possibility that translating Plato’s dualism can fuel
rather than thwart other modes of political struggle.
In a new neighbourhood, the same shape becomes a
different doorway.

EXITING THE CAVE AND
DIGGING IN ARE JUST TWO
AMONG MULTIPLE STRATEGIES
FOR PLURALIZING (IF NOT
DECOLONIZING) PLATO’S
ALLEGORY OF LIBERATION
The strategy in “Decolonization is not a metaphor”,
by contrast, might be called inversion or reversal. Tuck
and Yang invert the valuation of the binary so that the
negative value of the cave becomes positive; this was also
the classic strategy of the 1930s Négritude movement.
Despite their critique of mental emancipation, it could

be said that the authors do carry out their own form of
it: in this case, raising a critical awareness of the ways
settlers erase their/our guilt through metaphors of
decolonization. But Tuck and Yang’s primary challenge
is not critique but to dream new indigenous futures,
ones that forward the possibility of repatriation.
“Decolonization is not an ‘and’. It is an elsewhere”, they
conclude. That elsewhere might remind us of the cave:
the indigenous world not subject to forced external
“enlightenment”.
And the strategies multiply. In “Reimagining
Liberations”, Lewis Gordon attacks the tendency in
the global North to celebrate diversity while denying
the necessity of liberation. In his quest to challenge
epistemic colonization, or the suppression of nonEuropean ways of knowing, Gordon frames the cave
allegory as the discovery of the outside. But he disputes
the assumption that this movement belongs either to
philosophy or to European tradition. On his philological
analysis, “sophia” (Greek for wisdom) originates in the
Kemetic (ancient Egyptian) word for wise-teaching.
Thus “philo-sophia” is a Greek love of a far more ancient
African wisdom tradition. Gordon shares a quote from
Kemetic king Antef that predates Plato by a millennium
or more, including this line: “[seekers of wisdom are
those].... who are clear-sighted when they are deep into
a problem”. The fragment suggests to me philosophers
who retain their clear vision even when deep in the cave
– unlike Plato’s ex-prisoner, whose eyes are “swamped
by the darkness” when he returns.
But Gordon is too sophisticated to suggest simply
that “earlier is better”, or that an Egyptian origin for
philosophy “purifies” the discipline of its racist history.
Rather, his point is that so-called European philosophy
is a mixed or creolized endeavour from the start. Gordon
thus advances a line of argument most famously put
forward by Martin Bernal in his two-volume work Black
Athena in the 1990s, which is finally gaining broader
acceptance in Departments of Classics and beyond.
Where Newton transposes Plato’s cave and Tuck and
Yang invert it, Gordon’s move is to re-root the classical
tradition, as prominent classicist Emily Greenwood
might phrase it, in a decidedly multiple or polygenic
account of origins. The result is reminiscent of Silvia
Rivera Cusicanqui, who develops the indigenous Aymara
notion of ch’ixi in order to reject a sterile hybridity and
insist on a “motley” society that “expresses the parallel
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coexistence of multiple cultural differences that do not
extinguish but instead antagonize and complement
each other” (“Ch’ixinakax utxiwa: A Reflection on the
Practices and Discourses of Decolonization,” p. 105).
Moving the other direction on the line of time, the
philosopher Charles W. Mills (best known for his
majestic 1997 The Racial Contract) re-situates Plato’s
allegory in light of a history that followed it. In
“Getting Out of the Cave: Tension between Democracy
and Elitism in Marx’s Theory of Cognitive Liberation”,
Mills first zeroes in on the epistemological-political
elitism inherent in Plato’s allegory. He then carefully
tracks the problem of mental emancipation in the
Marxist tradition. Unlike Plato, Marxist metaphysics is
supposed to be immanent, or rooted in experience. Yet
commentators continually trip over the rift between
the ideal that proletarians will self-emancipate, and
the reality that capitalists will dominate ideologically.
This contradiction necessitates a critical theory, which,
as with Plato’s knower-guardians, tends to give rise to
an intellectual elite characterized by arrogance and selfrighteousness – a phenomenon Mills deftly describes
by developing a “phenomenology of vanguardism.”

Mills’ account of how intellectual elitism feels and
functions isn’t just for kicks – it helps explain the specific
case study of Grenada circa 1980, where infighting in the
newly victorious People’s Revolutionary Government
led in a matter of days to the arrest and execution of
popular leader Maurice Bishop, the disintegration of
the people’s support, and the regime’s overthrow by the
United States. Drawing on first-hand interviews with
participants, Mills illuminates the complex dynamics of
these events as a concrete exemplar of the problem of
elitism in revolutionary movements. In the Grenadian
PRG, as in Plato, the theory-wielders dominated
over those with street smarts, political intuition, and
practical forms of knowing. And, on Mills’ account, this
elitism was central to the PRG’s undoing.
Mills realizes that we can only leave the cave behind
collectively; the engineered escape for the privileged
metaphysician fails, even in Plato. His series of moves is
the most extended I have treated here, and not easily or
justly reduced to one term. His groundwork provides an
analytical critique and account of intellectual Marxist
reception of the cave; together these enable a historical
re-materialization of how cave psychology worked in

Lascaux cave painting
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real-world political terms on at least one occasion to
entrap rather than liberate:
[The PRG] had convinced themselves that, in
possession of the knowledge of the laws of history,
they didn’t need to pay any attention to the fallible
opinions of the masses. The vanguard had become
the Vanguardians. But far from being in a position to
liberate anybody from the illusions of the Cave, they
were, by that time, deep in a cave of their own – a Cave
of pure ideas, the inverse of Plato’s… so deep were
they in their alternate reality, that even then, with
the shambles of their policy all around them, some
at least were still convinced they were right (p.42-3).

Mills’ brilliance is to demonstrate how the outside of the
cave becomes, in time, its own insular realm of illusion.
But he doesn’t stop with comparing the Marxist vanguard
to the Platonic Guardians and Marxist theory to Plato’s
cave. He also offers a workable paradigm for the political
intellectual: to eschew both theoretical vanguardism and
naive populism, and to engage in a reciprocal dialogue
between the theoreticians and ordinary knowers. In this
solution, he takes the Gramscian “organic intellectual”
(like Huey Newton?) as a model: a thinker who
remains connected to the existing cultural world and
“renovat[es] and mak[es] ‘critical’ an already existing
activity” (Gramsci, in Mills p. 45). Just as Mills brings
together Plato’s allegory and Caribbean history, he urges
a rapprochement between intellectuals and the world.
In effect, Mills’ historical re-materialization works
to conjoin the realms which the cave allegory would
radically separate – thus striking directly at the fateful
intellectual-political alliance of elites.

SO-CALLED EUROPEAN
PHILOSOPHY IS A MIXED OR
CREOLIZED ENDEAVOUR FROM
THE START
It strikes me that Mills’ historicizing operation might be
valuably carried out on the original site, too. Caves and
quarries really were used as prisons in ancient Greece.
After the disastrous Sicilian Expedition, thousands of
Athenians were imprisoned in a quarry for over two

months, where they “had to do everything in the same
place for want of room, and the bodies of those who died
were left heaped together one upon another, intolerable
stenches arose; while hunger and thirst never ceased to
afflict them” (Thucydides 7.86-87). Long ago, Richard
Wright argued that the fire and shadows of Plato’s
cave may have been inspired by the religious rituals
at the nearby Cave of Vari, which physically matches
his description of the cave. More pertinently and
recently, Marcus Folch has argued that imprisonment
of elites was a powerful political tool in Athens, with
Anaxagoras, Protagoras, as well as Socrates among the
philosophers who fell prey to political machinations
(“Political Prisoners in Democratic Athens, 490–318
BCE”, p. 336-68). In other words, Plato may have
had good reason to fear incarceration (in a cave or
otherwise) for his aristocratic commitments. And,
almost despite himself, he gives us good reasons – and
a powerful image – for rejecting incarceration as a tool
for maintaining political hegemony.
Street organizing, poetry, etymology, intellectual
and political history – each of the thinkers in this
piece took what was to hand to practice a knowing of
Plato that transforms and re-activates the liberatory
potential of the allegory of the cave. I have collected
their work here to stage a dialogue between different
epistemic and political traditions, as Achille Mbembe
has forcefully advocated in “Decolonizing Knowledge
and the Question of the Archive”. Through this
process, the “strange picture” and “strange prisoners”
of whom Socrates and Glaucon speak become “no
more strange than us”, again. “Strange” translates
the Greek word atopos, which literally means “out of
place” or paradoxical. The strategies identified in this
piece – geometric translation, inversion, re-rooting,
and historical rematerialization – dis-place and re-place
Plato’s allegory into new political landscapes, making it
strangely familiar. We need to recognize and continue
to proliferate such techniques of estrangement and reactivation, because the cave allegory and the problem
of freedom are nothing if not resonant today.
I wonder what my students would think.
Chiara Ricciardone is a writer, co-founder of Activist
Graduate School, and U.S. Commissioning Editor of this
journal. She thanks Dan-el Padilla Peralta for his comments
on an earlier draft of this article.
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PHILOSOPHY
IN THE REAL
WORLD
REASONABLE PEOPLE

Mr Menlove should never have stacked his hay bales in
the summer sun. We know this now with the benefit
of hindsight, but even before the fire, his landlord
Mr Vaughan had warned him that the hayrick was
constructed “in a manner prone to spontaneous
ignition” (to which Menlove is supposed to have
replied, “I guess I’ll chance it”). The records show that
in 1837 chance was not in his favour: his Shropshire
barns, stable, and two of Vaughan’s cottages burned to
the ground.
In the appeal case that followed, Menlove’s lawyer began
his defence by saying his client had “the misfortune of
not possessing the highest order of intelligence”. He
went on to say that given Menlove had acted to the best
of his own (impoverished) judgment he could not be held
responsible for criminal negligence. The court dismissed
the argument; liability for negligence could not be
determined relative to different defendants, since that
“would be as variable as the length of the foot of each
individual”. Instead, in a landmark ruling, they appealed
to the judgment of “a man of ordinary prudence”, that is
“a reasonable man”. This was the first appearance of this
particular legal fiction in English Law.
What’s clear from the case of Vaughan v Menlove is that
the views of the “reasonable man” are necessarily vague.
They cannot be specific views attached to specific people
or the law could never keep track. So his judgments are,
peculiarly, both gestural and, insofar as they form the
basis for court rulings, correct. Consequently, as Nicola
Y. Wright and Jody Armour point out, the reasonable
man – the “average man”, the “man on the street”,
the “sensible man” – can come to represent, not good
judgment, but societal norms, which are then concreted
in law. “Reasonableness” is indexed to those views and
beliefs shared by the majority, or the ruling powers. As
Armour puts it, “The legal definition of reasonableness
is uniquely insidious in that it takes the merely typical
and contingent and presents it as truth and morality,
objectively construed”.

by Adam Ferner
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Reference is no longer made in law to the “reasonable
man”, but to the “reasonable person”. In addressing
the misogynistic bias of the legal system this is clearly
a good thing. At the same time, this shift renders the
legal construct even more vague – the “everyman” has
become the universal “everyone” – and its effects in
importing societal biases have in no way lessened.

We see these effects in a recent US court case. In 2019
Eric Terrell Spears was indicted in South Carolina for
trafficking crack cocaine (State v Spears). During the
trial, claims were made that Spears – a Black American
man – acted in a way to cause “reasonable suspicion”,
leading to him being frisked. In “The Enduring Problem
of the Race-Blind Reasonable Person”, legal theorists
Scott and Marvin Astrada highlight the way legal
reasonableness and the reasonable person “exacerbate
the administration of injustice” and argue that the police
officers’ suspicion ignored the fear and trepidation
with which members of marginalised communities,
especially Black Americans, view law enforcement.
Against the backdrop of state violence against Black
men, women and children, Spears’s actions (e.g. edging
away from the police officers, looking troubled) may
not have seemed at all “suspicious”, but completely
understandable. This led to his being frisked, an
infraction of the Fourth Amendment, which protects
people from “unreasonable” searches and seizures by
the government.

REASONABLENESS IS NOT
SIMPLY A COGNITIVE MODEL
OR SET OF NORMATIVE
ARGUMENTATIVE
PROCEDURES; IT
ENCOMPASSES FORMS OF
BEHAVIOUR TOO
Legal reasonableness works in similar ways in the
United Kingdom, where police are allowed to stop
and search members of the public if they have
“reasonable grounds to suspect” possession of illegal
drugs, a weapon, stolen property or – interestingly
– “something which could be used to commit a crime,
such as a crowbar”. (Since crimes can be committed
with all sorts of things it’s up to the officer’s
discretionary judgment whether what the subject has
on their person fits the bill.) According to the official
figures for 2019–20, Black people are nine times more
likely to be stopped and searched than white people,

and stops based on “reasonable suspicion” have risen
by 53% (while stops under “section 60”, where no
reasonable suspicion is required, have risen by 35%).
The civil liberties organisation, Liberty, has noted that
the figures show “increasing state harassment” of Black
people. Undergirding this claim is the thought that the
grounds for “reasonable suspicion” change according to
the way individuals are racialised.
Of course, these issues extend beyond the legal
sphere. They pervade everyday conversations – in ways
that Darren Chetty and I have discussed elsewhere
(How To Disagree, 2019). My understanding of
reasonableness is grounded in Darren’s, which appears
throughout his work, but especially in his essay
“Racism as Reasonableness” (2018). There, examining
its more insidious aspects as they appear in educational
settings, he focuses on the Philosophy for Children
program (“P4C”).
Created in the 1960s by Matthew Lipman, P4C aspires
to generate a “community of inquiry”, an egalitarian
space where ideas and assumptions can be communally
examined. Heavily influenced by John Dewey and

Darren Chetty
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C.S. Peirce, Lipman saw reasonableness as a primary
aim of education, and its development as essential to
democratic process: “I take it that in a democratic society
there is a maximum premium on the cultivation of
reasonableness. The goal of education should therefore
be the development of reasonable individuals”.

LIKE THE COMMONS OF
MEDIEVAL ENGLAND,
“COMMON SENSE” IS NOT
SIMPLY “OPEN SOURCE”
Not only is education intended to nurture reasonableness
(to serve democratic ends), the educational process is
regulated by it. Often, teachers or facilitators perform
this regulative work by encouraging reasonable lines
of inquiry and quickly squelching others. According
to Lipman, this isn’t just a matter of being rational
(“having reason” and “being reasonable” are linked
but different). It involves critical and creative thinking
and cultural literacy. Unlike the more austere and
supposedly ahistorical “rationality”, reasonableness
is an earthy thing and (to some degree) instinctual. It
relies on an understanding of norms that are hard to
codify; when it comes to reasonableness, “we know it
when we see it”.

form of engagement – one he would doubtlessly
describe as “reasonable”:
Protestor: (shouting) Shame on you, Jacob ReesMogg! Tories out! Tories out! You’re not welcome
here!
Rees-Mogg: (calmly) What would you like to ask me?
Protestor: Your disgusting views are not welcome here.
Rees-Mogg: What do you disagree with me about?
Protestor: Everything you have to say, regarding
abortion rights, women’s rights, austerity
– everything. You’re a despicable personRees-Mogg: We may disagree on things, but just
because you disagree with somebody doesn’t make
them a bad person. The two are separate.
Protestor: The things you say are harming people’s
lives. There are people dying because of the things
you are advocating. So it’s not about a “simple
disagreement”.
Rees-Mogg: I don’t agree with that…

This exchange takes place while Conservative Party
supporters shout and jeer at the protestor, who is
eventually thrown out (man-handled) to general
jubilation. Rees-Mogg is behaving “reasonably”; calmly,
in a measured tone, suggesting that reasonable people
are inevitably divided over matters of politics and, as
such, should endeavour to “separate” a person’s views
from the person themselves. This approach obscures
an important power imbalance. The nameless protestor

Reasonableness is not simply a cognitive model or set of
normative argumentative procedures; it encompasses
forms of behaviour too. As Darren explains, a reasonable
disagreement is often taken to be one without heat, in
which mutual respect is preserved despite differing
opinions. Often (if not always), this mode of discourse
performs an important, but unacknowledged role in
the argument.
Consider, for example, the comportment of a selfdescribed “reasonable man”, the Conservative politician
Jacob Rees-Mogg. In October 2017 the Conservative
Party conference was held in Manchester and during
the proceedings a protestor confronted Rees-Mogg
about his views on abortion rights (Rees-Mogg takes
an anti-abortion stance). The exchange, captured for
posterity on YouTube, shows Rees-Mogg, responding
in typically measured tones and calling for a particular
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Jacob Rees-Mogg:
“What do you disagree with me about?”

is the subject of group aggression and ridicule, while
Rees-Mogg (a wealthy, celebrity politician, on whom
the cameras are focussed) is buoyed by support from
the crowd. One is secure, the other vulnerable.
In this sense, “reasonable” behaviour is of a piece with
the forms of politeness critiqued by bell hooks; it is easier
for some to “be polite”, to perform “reasonableness”
than others. Those who are able to demonstrate what
hooks identifies as “bourgeois values” will be rewarded,
while those who diverge from these values – who shout,
who become vituperative, who laugh excessively – will
be discredited and tone-policed. “Calm down, dear”, “Be
reasonable”.
Because of the way it’s constructed – drawing on
majority opinion and protecting those in secure
positions – reasonableness is both biased and
subjective. In “Racism as ‘Reasonableness’”, Darren
explores this further with an interesting geographical
metaphor; Lipman’s community of inquire is in fact “a
gated community of inquiry”:
[C]oncerns about safety and security in gated
communities enable “social distance to be maintained”
(Atkinson and Flint 2004, 875). In such a social
climate the unfamiliar is viewed with suspicion and
as a potential intruder whose presence is illegitimate.
Thus the gated community can, [Atkinson and Flint]
argue, be viewed as a “cognitive shelter”.

It’s a metaphor that resonates throughout this
discussion. From Vaughan’s disagreement with
Menlove about the management of property to the
protestor’s claim that Rees-Mogg is unwelcome in
Manchester, access and use of private and public
property can be seen as both the subject and the
framing of conversations around reasonableness.
It’s lurking in the background of discussions around
“common sense” as well. Conceptually tied to
reasonableness, common sense is – like the commons
or “common land” – a space supposedly intended
for everyone. It’s a communal resource, accessible
regardless of property status or class. However, like
the commons of medieval England, “common sense”
is not simply “open source”; governance of the space is
needed to avoid the so-called Tragedy of the Commons.
This governance is underwritten by higher powers. In

medieval England it was the feudal system; “common
land” was ultimately owned by the monarchy. When it
comes to common sense, things are not very different.
As Alexis Shotwell explains in her 2011 book Knowing
Otherwise:
Common sense is formed at the fulcrum of what we
care to know, and what we cannot know under current
conditions, what we refuse to know, and what we
would have to transform ourselves in order to know.
When we have commonsense knowledge, we do seem
to know something, frequently even in a strong sense
of the term “know” – but this knowledge is frequently
a product of and productive of inequitable social
worlds. As a norm, an epistemology of ignorance
perpetuates the common sense it describes.

Shotwell’s argument evokes Charles Mills’ notion
of “white ignorance”. There are certain things we
are encouraged not to know, to be ignorant of, in
order to protect the prevailing social order, which is
white supremacy, manifesting in institutional and
interpersonal racisms. “Common sense” is organised
by this higher power, which uses it – and appeals to
reasonableness – to defend unjust claims to property.
When we think about what is reasonable, we think
about who is admitted into a gated community and
who is held at the border, who is stopped and searched.

THEIR UNREASONABLE
BEHAVIOUR INCREASED
PUBLIC KNOWLEDGE:
ABOUT RHODES, ABOUT
COLONIALISM, ABOUT
MEMORIALISATION,
CAPITALISM AND MORE
In a 2016 CNN interview, Hillary Clinton responded
to attacks by Donald Trump by saying “I have a lot of
experience dealing with men who sometimes get off
the reservation”. “Off the reservation” is used to refer
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to unreasonable behaviour; it’s an offensive phrase that
originates with the forced sequestration of Indigenous
Americans in “reservations” in the Nineteenth Century.
It came to mean figurative trespassing, moving beyond
acceptable boundaries. While the reservation subverts
the notion of the gated community as commonly used –
a place of privilege – it continues this idea of normative
geography. Reasonable people are here, unreasonable
people are there.
These hermeneutic links are interesting (to me, at least),
but how important are they, really? Is reasonableness
as a principle for organising conversations completely
redundant? On a generous reading, to which I think
Darren is occasionally sympathetic, reasonableness can
change to align with progressive norms. It’s undeniable
that views have shifted; things that were once seen to
be reasonable are now seen as injustices. But how do
these boundaries change? In exploring this question,
Darren examines the “Rhodes Must Fall” campaign.

Causal chains are hard to map, but it’s significant that
since 2018, there have been notable shifts in attitudes
to commemorative statues. After the Black Lives
Matter protests in 2020, public memorials (statues
placed in public, but largely funded by private interests)
began receiving greater attention. In June 2020, the
statue erected to commemorate the Bristolian slavetrader, Edward Colston, was torn down in act of civil
disobedience and thrown in the river. In America,
statues of Confederates who fought in support of
enslavement have been similarly dealt with. In many
of these cases there has been no attempt on the part
of authorities to restore the memorials. Now damaged
and defaced, the statue of Colston lies in state in Bristol
Museum. In a piece in The Guardian, the historian
David Olusoga describes Colston’s removal, not as an
unreasonable attack on a historical monument, but
as “one of those rare historic moments whose arrival
means things can never go back to how they were.”
“This is history.”

When he wrote his essay in 2018, the Rhodes Must Fall
campaign was in its third year. The campaign had started
on March 9th 2015 when students at the University of
Cape Town began pushing for the removal of a statue
of Cecil Rhodes from their campus. An arch imperialist
and white supremacist, Rhodes aimed explicitly to bring
“the whole world under British rule”, and founded the
Southern African colony of “Rhodesia”, now Zimbabwe.
After successes in Cape Town, students in Oxford
University took up the campaign, targeting another
statue of Rhodes at Oriel College. This activism was the
subject of wide-ranging and often volatile debate – and
calls for the statues removal were often described as
“unreasonable”.
Rather than arguing this point, Darren emphasises the
potential importance of “unreasonable public pedagogy”.
Reasonable behaviour, he thinks, would have had fewer
epistemic gains. By behaving “unreasonably” – that
is, by challenging procedural norms and behaviours
sustained by unequal social relations – the campaigners
reached a wider audience and encouraged “reflection on
the historical and social processes that contribute to
our conception of reasonableness”. Their unreasonable
behaviour increased public knowledge: about Rhodes,
about colonialism, about memorialisation, capitalism
and more.
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Of course, there are those who continue to decry these
moments of civil disobedience as unreasonable, but
perhaps the boundary markers are being moved? If
what is considered “reasonable” changes, perhaps
this is how. But the question remains: who drives
this change? What are the costs they bear? The Black
Lives Matter protests were started by members of
disenfranchised communities; it was their actions
and initiatives that challenged and overstepped the
boundaries that encircle what is and isn’t reasonable.
It was their actions that were considered unreasonable.
These activists were the ones who risked the legal and
social dangers associated with acting “unreasonably”.

THE BOUNDARIES OF
REASONABLENESS ARE BEING
CONSTANTLY CONTESTED.
THEY ARE FOUGHT OVER. THEY
EXPAND AND CONTRACT
Even on a generous understanding of reasonableness,
prevailing power dynamics reassert themselves. The

mechanism by which reasonableness adjusts seems to
rely on the epistemic and emotional labour of those
who are already in precarious positions.

OUR SOCIAL WORLDS ARE
SHAPED BY HISTORICAL AND
ON-GOING INJUSTICES.
REASONABLENESS CAN
FUNCTION AS A COVER FOR
THESE FORCES
Removing “reasonable” from our everyday lexicon
won’t solve any of these problems, but attending to our
use of the word will give us a sense of the powers that
flow through it. Often these powers are conservative
in nature, protecting established institutions and
inequalities of wealth. We see this in the to-ing and
fro-ing of Oriel College’s attitude to Cecil Rhodes;
in 2018 Oxford University resisted calls to remove
the statue because of threats by donors to withhold
funds; after the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020,
the College voted conclusively in favour of taking it
down; in May 2021 the College reversed this decision,
euphemistically citing costs and “complex” planning
processes; at the time of writing (June 2021) over one
hundred Oxford lecturers are protesting this decision
by boycotting the College.

use to moderate and control conversations. Darren’s
project, I think, is not aimed at rejecting these concepts
wholesale (which would be impossible), or at resisting
them by acting unreasonably (rudely, indelicately,
tactlessly, etc.). Rather, he’s encouraging us to expose
the ways we import ideological biases into our
conversations. His suggestion is that we can ameliorate
their ill-effects through historical analysis of dialogic
norms. Far from being the natural order of things, our
social worlds are shaped by historical and on-going
injustices. Reasonableness can function as a cover for
these forces.
Adam Ferner is a freelance writer, editor and educator,
whose books include: Organisms and Personal Identity
(2015), Think Differently (2016), Philosophy: Crash
Course (with Zara Bain and Nadia Mehdi, 2018),
How to Disagree (with Darren Chetty, 2018), and The
Philosophers’ Library (with Chris Meyns, forthcoming).
adamferner.com

The boundaries of reasonableness are being constantly
contested. They are fought over. They expand and
contract. As such, it’s easy to wonder whether
reasonableness provides sufficiently stable grounds
for rulings about care in the management of property,
about stop-and-search policies, about dialogue, about
processes of memorialisation. Despite the changes in
legal terminology, the “reasonable person” seems still
to be gendered, classed and racialised; he stands in
support of some while he suspects, doubts, and frisks
others.
Politeness, equanimity, calmness, generosity, cordiality,
decency, common sense, delicacy, tact. “Reasonableness”
is just one star in a constellation of concepts that we
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NEXT ISSUE

DIGITAL DIALOGUES

Our next issue on the topic of “Thinking Otherwise” will
address the process, value and significance of thinking
itself. What is thinking, and what modalities of thinking
have we overlooked? If, as Martin Buber suggests,
philosophical thinking begins with “the primary act
of abstraction”, can it overcome its in-built distancing
tendency? Is this “unfreezing” its primary task, as
Hannah Arendt suggests? And, if so, how intimate can
thinking be? Can forests think, as the anthropologist
Eduardo Kohn has suggested, or is this a case of
language “going on holiday” (to use Wittgenstein’s
famous phrase)? Does non-human animals’ lack of
language give us a good reason to think that they do not
have any form of thought? Or does this anthropocentric
attitude evidence one way that “thinking” can employ
oppressive, colonialist, or violent logics? How, indeed,
is thinking configured in relation to existing structures
and habits of power – can thinking ever be liberatory?
And are we still, as Heidegger suggested in the 1950s,
“in flight from thinking”? Contributors include: Jeff
Malpas, Hanneke Grootenboer, Michael Marder,
Grant Farred, and Andrea Gadberry.

Our new series of “digital dialogues” ended last month.
Once again, the series was a great success, with almost
3,000 attendees tuning in from 87 countries around the
world. You can catch up on any talks you missed via our
YouTube channel: youtube.com/thephilosopher1923

To be kept up to date you can sign up to our mailing
list at: thephilosopher1923.org. The issue will be
published in October.

Digital subscriptions are also available through
Exact Editions: shop.exacteditions.com/gb/thephilosopher

Our autumn series will be running on Mondays from
6th September until the 13th December. We are currently
finalising the line-up, so keep an eye out on our website
or social media.
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depend on subscriptions to publish & promote public
philosophy.
If you would like each print issue of The Philosopher
sent to you quarterly on the date of publication and at a
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thephilosopher1923.org/subscribe.
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together, they show how learning to
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