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SHAFTESBURY, THIRD
EARL OF (ANTHONY

ASHLEY COOPER)
(1671-1713)

Anthony Ashley Cooper (the Third Earl of Shaftesbury)
was born in London in the home of his grandfather, the
first earl, a prominent Whig politician, who put his secre-
tary and friend, John Locke, in charge of his grandson’s
education. Fluent at eleven in both Greek and Latin,
Shaftesbury was an avid student of ancient philosophy,
particularly Plato and the Stoics. In 1686, accompanied
by a tutor, he embarked on a three-year tour of the Con-
tinent, learning French and acquiring a sophisticated
taste for the arts. He was elected to Parliament in 1695
and served for three years, although asthma prevented
him from standing for reelection. In 1698 he moved to
Holland, where he met Pierre Bayle, an advocate for reli-
gious tolerance and one of the first to argue that it is pos-
sible for an atheist to be virtuous. After becoming the
Third Earl of Shaftesbury in 1699, he attended meetings
of the House of Lords until 1702, but once again ill health
prevented him from continuing to serve and being more
active in Whig causes. He married Jane Ewer in 1709; they

had one son. His bad health forced him to move in 1711
to Italy, where he died in 1713.

BACKGROUND

Shaftesbury’s first published work was an edited collec-
tion of the sermons of the Cambridge Platonist Benjamin
Whichcote (1609-1683). In his preface Shaftesbury
attacked Thomas Hobbes’s conception of morality as a
matter of law springing from the will of a sovereign,
backed up by sanctions imposed on us to restrain our
natural, selfish tendencies. His letters make clear, how-
ever, that he thought John Locke was an even greater
threat to morality since he made Hobbes’s views more
respectable. Rejecting Locke’s view that moral laws spring
from the will of God and that morality requires sanc-
tions, Shaftesbury complained that Locke not only “threw
all order and virtue out of the world” but also made
moral ideas “unnatural,” without any “foundation in the
mind” (1900, p. 403). In the Cambridge Platonists, how-
ever, he found doctrines that were both congenial to his
own outlook and an antidote to those of Hobbes and
Locke. Proposing a conception of morality that centered
on love, the Cambridge Platonists emphasized the natural
goodness and sociability of human beings and our ability
to act virtuously without sanctions.
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SHAFTESBURY, THIRD EARL OF (ANTHONY ASHLEY COOPER)

Shaftesbury’s chief work is Characteristicks of Men,
Manners, Opinions, Times, an anthology of his essays. It
was first published in 1711 in three volumes; ten more
editions were printed by 1790. Characteristicks includes
“An Inquiry concerning Virtue or Merit,” which John
Toland originally published in 1699, although there is dis-
pute about whether Shaftesbury authorized that version.
He revised the “Inquiry” for inclusion in Characteristicks.
The other four essays were written between 1705 and
1710 and cover a variety of topics in different genres. He
discusses issues in morality, politics, religion, aesthetics,
culture, and what he calls “politeness”—the conventions
of good manners and refined conversation. The essays
take different forms: the traditional treatise, as well as an
epistle, a dialogue, and a soliloquy. He includes his own
commentaries or “miscellaneous reflections” on each
essay, which were written especially for the collection.

CONCEPTION OF PHILOSOPHY

Shaftesbury’s unorthodox writing style goes hand in
hand with his conception of philosophy as practical. He
laments that philosophy “is no longer active in the world”
(1711/1999, p. 232). On his view, philosophy should help
people fashion themselves into moral and unified beings.
Conceiving of moral self-transformation in Socratic
terms as the pursuit of self-knowledge, he suggests that
the best way to know yourself is by means of an inner dia-
logue. Dialogues and soliloquies, rather than lectures and
sermons, are therefore the appropriate vehicles for inspi-
ration and edification. His intended audience was culti-
vated readers rather than philosophers and other
academics, so he thought his writing needed to be acces-
sible—easy, smooth, and polite.

Shaftesbury’s practical conception of the philosoph-
ical enterprise led him to reject metaphysical and episte-
mological studies on the grounds that they make people
“neither better, nor happier, nor wiser” (1900, p. 269). He
was largely indifferent to the successes in the natural sci-
ences that were made during this period and opposed
mechanistic conceptions of nature. In contrast to many
eighteenth-century philosophers, he was uninterested in
putting morality on a scientific footing. He preferred
ancient philosophy to that of his contemporaries.

Shaftesbury is best read as a transitional figure, a
bridge between the philosophical thinking of the ancients
and the moderns, as well as between the seventeenth and
the eighteenth centuries. Although he rejected the seven-
teenth-century natural law view of morality, he retained
its Stoic conception of the universe as teleologically struc-
tured. The natural world is an integrated and harmonious

whole composed of many subsystems, all of which are
ordered to good ends. Each subsystem or species, includ-
ing the human species, is designed to play specific func-
tional roles in still larger systems, which together form the
universal nature, the system of all things. The order and
harmony in universal nature is a product of God’s cre-
ative intelligence. As a reflection of God’s intelligence, the
universe itself embodies rational principles. Shaftesbury’s
teleological picture of the universe underwrites many of
his views on religion, morality, and aesthetics.

ETHICAL THEORY

As Henry Sidgwick remarks in his Outlines of the History
of Ethics [for English Readers] (1886), Shaftesbury’s Char-
acteristicks “marks a turning point” in the history of
ethics, since he is the first to take “psychological experi-
ence as the basis of ethics” (p. 190). He makes morality
dependent on the mind in two ways. First, first-order
sentiments—the passions and affections that motivate
people to act—and actions expressive of these senti-
ments—have moral value. Second, what gives these
motives their value are reflective, second-order senti-
ments—sentiments we have about our own or other peo-
ple’s sentiments. Shaftesbury’s inward turn was the
inspiration for sentimentalist moral theories, especially
Francis Hutcheson’s and David Hume’s, as well as Bishop
[Joseph] Butler’s electric theory.

Shaftesbury’s best-known work today is his most tra-
ditional piece of writing, “An Inquiry concerning Virtue
or Merit” The question that frames the “Inquiry” is
whether virtue is able to support itself without the aid of
religion. In the course of answering that question he
explains both the nature of virtue and our obligation to
it. Distinguishing between natural goodness and moral
goodness, he defines natural goodness in a functional or
teleological way. To say that something is naturally good
is to say that it contributes to the good of the system of
which it is a part. Where a subsystem is part of a larger
system, judgments of natural goodness are relative to that
larger system. He even says that something is “really”
good or bad only if it benefits or hinders universal nature.
However, when we judge the natural goodness or badness
of a sensible creature, our judgments concern the struc-
ture or economy of its affections. Sensible creatures are
good if their affections are adapted to contribute to the
good of their species. Their goodness is a matter of being
in a healthy state, one that enables them to realize their
natural ends. Not surprisingly, Shaftesbury often equates
the good with the natural and evil with the unnatural.
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While sensible creatures are capable of natural good-
ness, Shaftesbury claims that only rational creatures are
capable of moral goodness—yvirtue—because only they
have the capacity to make their affections objects of
reflection. When affections are “brought into the mind by
reflection ... there arises another kind of affection
towards those very affections themselves and ... now
become the subject of a new liking or disliking”
(1711/1999, p. 172). As rational creatures, human beings
have second-order, reflective sentiments, sentiments
about sentiments. Shaftesbury calls this reflexive capacity
a “moral sense.” He conceives of it in aesthetic terms—a
sense of what is beautiful or harmonious, foul or disso-
nant in our sentiments. The harmony and proportion of
the affections, like the natural beauty in the universe, is
evidence of a creative designing mind: God. In feeling
moral approval we are able to share in the divine intelli-
gence that created the beauty in the universe. On Shaftes-
bury’s view the moral sense is an active, intelligent, and
creative power, not the passive faculty that Hutcheson
took it to be.

Shaftesbury argues that what the reflective sense
approves of, and so makes morally good, is our natural
goodness. We are naturally good when our “natural” or
social affections and our self-directed affections are bal-
anced in such a way as to promote our own good and the
good of our species. While he thinks that our concern for
others may be too strong and our self-concern may be too
weak, more typically people are vicious when their social
affections are too weak or their self-directed affections
too strong. Moral evil arises not only from an imbalance
between the social and self-interested affections but also
from such “unnatural” affections as malice, sadism, and

“delight in disorder.”

After explaining the nature of virtue Shaftesbury
turns to the question of our obligation to virtue, which he
takes to mean “what reason there is to embrace” a virtu-
ous life (1711/1999, p. 192). He then proceeds to show
that virtue and self-interest coincide. He begins by argu-
ing that mental pleasures are superior to physical pleas-
ures. He thinks that there are two kinds of mental
pleasures: those that consist in the operation of first-
order affections and those that result from second-order
affections such as those of the moral sense. The first-
order affections that are social are a superior source of
pleasure since they are pleasant in themselves, never go
stale, and enable us to share sympathetically in the pleas-
ures of others. More important, virtuous people experi-
ence the pleasures of their own approval as well as the
approval of others, while vicious people suffer the tor-

SHAFTESBURY, THIRD EARL OF (ANTHONY ASHLEY COOPER)

ments and pangs of their own disapproval and those of
others. He concludes that what obligates us to the practice
of virtue is that being virtuous makes us happy. Being a
virtuous person is not only good but also good for you.

Returning to the topic of the relation between moral-
ity and religion, Shaftesbury argues that it is possible for
an atheist to be virtuous and that superstitious or false
religious beliefs do more harm than having none at all.
He characterizes theism as the belief that the universe is
designed by a benevolent God and ordered “for the best,”
whereas atheists deny that there is a natural order and
believe that the universe is a product of chance. Theism is
the “perfection and height of virtue,” since the theist is
attuned to the order and harmony of the universe
(171171999, p. 192). As moral agents, this is an order and
harmony to which we ought to aspire.

VIEWS ON POLITICS, AGENCY, AND
AESTHETICS

In other essays Shaftesbury, like his grandfather, champi-
ons religious tolerance and liberty of thought. Tolerance
and free discussion are the basis of moral and cultural
improvement. The way to disarm religious fanatics or
those who are superstitious is with “ridicule,” light-
hearted, good-mannered humor, and tolerance, rather
than with punishment and persecution. Although highly
critical of the enthusiasm that results from fanaticism or
superstition, Shaftesbury argues for true or reasonable
enthusiasm—a state of mind that raises people beyond
their ordinary capacities and enables them to feel the
divine presence. Shaftesbury’s conception of reasonable
enthusiasm informs his views on nature, religion, moral-
ity, and aesthetics.

Some commentators, notably Stephen Darwall, find
Shaftesbury’s thoughts on the self, its unity and self-gov-
ernment, to be suggestive even though his ideas on these
topics are not developed in a systematical way. Shaftes-
bury thinks that soliloquy is necessary both for self-
government and for an agent’s unity and integrity. He
describes soliloquy, a kind of self-analysis, as a process
whereby we are able to divide ourselves into “two parties,”
an idea that foreshadows Adam Smith’s conception of
conscience. One part is the better self, the sage, demon, or
genius—an ideal of character to which each person is
committed. In dividing ourselves into two, we erect the
better part as the “counsellor and governor” (1711/1999,
p. 77). Soliloquy enables us to step back and critically
assess our desires—scrutinizing their causes and their
place in the scheme of our aims and concerns. Likewise,
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SHAME

soliloquy aims to make us unified agents, true to our
ideals of character.

Shaftesbury has been described as the first great Eng-
lish aesthetician. Not only does he think of moral good-
ness as a species of the beautiful but he also thinks that
moral and aesthetic taste amount to the same thing. Thus,
he says that “the science of the virtuosi and that of virtue
itself become, in a manner, one and the same.” The real
virtuoso understands and appreciates the inner harmony
and order that constitute the goodness in works of art and
in people’s characters. The source of Beauty and what we
ultimately find beautiful is the creative, intelligent mind.
Thus, he says that “the beautifying, not the beautiful is the
really beautiful” (1711/1999, p. 322). When we admire
order and proportion in natural objects, we are really
admiring the creator, God. Shaftesbury developed a con-
cept of disinterested pleasure to explain the kind of pleas-
ure we experience in a true apprehension of beauty.

Shaftesbury’s Characteristicks was influential both in
England and on the Continent during the eighteenth cen-
tury. It is thought that virtually every educated man in the
eighteenth century was acquainted with it. While the sen-
timentalists, Hutcheson and Hume, kept Shaftesbury’s
idea that moral goodness springs from second-order
affections, they detached their accounts of natural good-
ness from his teleological picture of the universe. Thus,
Hutcheson identifies natural goodness with pleasure.
There has been renewed attention to Shaftesbury’s work
since the 1980s, not only by traditional philosophers
interested in his moral and aesthetic views but also by
those interested in literary theory and gender studies.

See also Aesthetics, History of; Bayle, Pierre; Cambridge
Platonists; Locke, John.
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SHAME

Shame is the painful emotion occasioned by the realiza-
tion that one has fallen far below one’s ideal self—the
person that one wants to be. Although shame no doubt
originally involves a concern with being observed by oth-
ers (its link with embarrassment), such observation need
no longer be a part of shame once ideals of the self have
been internalized.

SHAME AND GUILT

Shame is perhaps best understood initially by contrasting
it with guilt. Both are painful emotions, but the relation-
ship of shame to morality is more complicated than is the
case with guilt. Guilt is necessarily a moral emotion, since
it is essentially a painful negative self-assessment with a
moral basis—namely, the belief that one has done some-
thing morally wrong. One may, of course, be mistaken
about the actual moral status of what one has done—one
may, for example, have mistaken moral beliefs—but this
is a moral mistake. Even those feelings of guilt that we
classify as irrational or neurotic are typically labeled as
such because we believe that the person experiencing the
guilt has made a moral mistake—for example, our belief
that the conduct is in fact not wrong; or our belief that
the person is assuming responsibility when not really
responsible; or our belief that, even if the conduct is
wrong, the guilt that one feels is radically disproportion-
ate to the nature of the wrong. So we might classify great
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guilt over, say, masturbation as irrational or neurotic. We
surely would not, however, label as irrational or neurotic
the Nazi death camp commandant who comes to feel
great guilt over his evil acts.

Although shame may also have a moral dimension,
this is not necessarily the case. Shame is best understood
as the painful negative self-assessment that arises when it
is brought to consciousness that one’s actual self is radi-
cally at odds with the ideal that one has of oneself—what
Freud called one’s ego-ideal. Although shame typically
involves an ideal self that is at least in part constructed
from social norms, these norms are frequently not moral
in nature; and thus it is quite common that one may feel
great shame over aspects of oneself that are morally inno-
cent and over which one may have little control. Exam-
ples are shame over one’s appearance, weight, social
awkwardness, or poverty. Although such shames can
sometimes prompt people to do things that are good for
them (e.g., diet), they can also be so destructive of self as
to be properly labeled toxic. This does not make them
moral, however. Not everything that is important—even
very important—is moral in nature.

MORAL SHAME

Shame becomes a moral emotion when one’s ideal self,
one’s ego ideal, is moral in nature. If one seeks to preserve
an image of oneself as a decent person with largeness and
generosity of spirit, for example, then one will feel great
moral shame when it is brought to consciousness that
one has revealed a nature that is in fact petty, grasping,
and indifferent to the hurt that one may cause others in
pursuit of one’s own narrow interest.

The gnawing pain of bad conscience—the agenbite of
inwit, some medieval writers called it—may be seen as
guilt over the wrong that one has done, coupled with
shame over something about oneself that the wrong has
revealed: the kind of person that one is, and how far this
person differs from the moral person one thinks one
ought to be. “Shame creeps through guilt and feels like
retribution,” as the novelist William Trevor puts it.

Given these important differences between guilt and
moral shame—the former directed primarily toward
wronging others, the latter directed to flaws of the self—
one can see why the agent’s healing and restorative
responses to the two feelings tend to be quite different as
well. Guilt typically engages such responses as apology,
atonement, restitution, and even the acceptance of pun-
ishment. Moral shame imposes an even more difficult
burden, however: the construction of a different and bet-
ter self.

SHAME

Because of its potential for moral transformation,
moral shame deserves more respect than it often receives.
Critics of shame tend to focus on non-moral shame, and
they are quite right to stress the potentially toxic nature of
some instances of non-moral shame. Some instances can
even be toxic, and quite literally so, to the body. Witness
the large numbers of young women who get sick and even
die of eating disorders (anorexia and bulimia) because
they are ashamed of their body image.

SHAME AND PUNISHMENT

Respect even for moral shame should not lead to uncrit-
ical enthusiasm, however. We should be suspicious, for
example, of the trendy movement in late twentieth-
century American criminal law toward shaming punish-
ments—for example, making prisoners wear signs saying
“I molest children” or dressing them in black-and-white
striped uniforms and putting them on public chain gang
work details. However they may be described, such prac-
tices are often merely exercises in cruel and vindictive
public humiliation—something more likely to harden the
heart rather than transform it in morally admirable ways.
(Shaming punishments have been given their most pow-
erful defense by Dan Kahan [1996] and their most pow-
erful critique by Toni Massaro [1991].) As John
Braithwaite (1989) has pointed out, some impressive
results have been achieved with shaming punishments in
small homogeneous societies that provide for rituals of
reintegration. The homogeneity guarantees that one is
being shamed before a group in which one values mem-
bership and whose good opinion one values, and the rit-
uals of reintegration provide a hopeful light at the end of
the tunnel. It would be a fantasy to think that modern
American criminal law satisfies either condition, how-
ever.

See also Guilt; Moral Sentiments; Punishment.
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SHAO YONG

(1011-1077)

Shao Yong was a Chinese philosopher, historian, and poet
born in 1011 (January 21, 1012, by European dating). He
was the scion of a humble but educated family that had
resided in northern China, near the modern-day national
capital of Beijing, for several generations. However, the
border conflicts that pitted the Chinese Song dynasty
(960-1279) against various hostile and encroaching non-
Chinese peoples forced the Shaos into a series of moves
southward toward the safer center of the empire. Thus, in
1049, Shao relocated to nearby Luoyang, the secondary
imperial capital and nascent cultural hub, where he lived
until his death in 1077.

Shao was influenced early by teachers—among them
his father Shao Gu (986-1064) and the scholar and minor
official Li Zhicai (1001-1045). But his philosophical
development was surely determined much less by any one
person than it was by the singular divinatory text that
constitutes one of the five works included in the vaunted
corpus of ancient Chinese classics—the Book of Change
or Yijing. Shao was unquestionably invested in the Book of
Change. Nonetheless, he evinced an uncommon inde-
pendence of mind in how he responded to it. In contrast
to others who were similarly inspired by the classic, Shao
diverged from his prominent contemporaries by never
writing a separate commentary specifically on the Book of
Change. Instead, one can rightly regard the magnum opus
of Shao’s own scholarly output—the Book of Supreme
World-ordering Principles (Huangji jingshi shu)—as
entirely an expansion on the seminal premises contained
in the Book of Change and in related writings, including
the remaining four classics. Moreover, as was customary
among the Chinese educated elite, Shao composed
poetry. His poems were collected as Striking the Earth at
Yi River (Yichuan jirang ji); this work is also one in which
his cardinal philosophical ideas are exhibited. Thus, the

survival of Shao’s only two verifiable writings permits us
to divide his thought into its early- and late-emerging
components.

EARLY THOUGHT

Shao is usually accorded a position in the movement
called the “Learning of the Way” (daoxue, a term that
Europeans equate with neo-Confucianism). But he is far
more noteworthy for his unique departures from the
solutions arrived at by this movement. The early daoxue
movement was chiefly preoccupied with achieving con-
sensus on a metaphysical “first principle” that would sup-
port a cosmogony and yet also account for the assumed
ethical endowment of humankind. The concept settled
upon was li (pattern or principle), which thinkers con-
strued as the fundamental reality underlying both physi-
cal and human nature.

Shao, however, was alone in his advocacy of the con-
cept of number (shu). For him, number—and not princi-
ple—became elemental, the foundation on which the
universe rested and thus the key to uncovering its secrets.
Shao’s faith in the regulative power of number led him to
proffer that the natural processes operative in the world
were number-dependent—hence, his theme of “world
ordering” (jingshi). His conviction that number was the
basis of reality also led him to advance a kind of predic-
tive knowledge that he promoted as “before Heaven”
(xiantian) learning. This learning, he contended, is a pri-
ori in the sense that it has always existed, even prior to the
formation of the universe.

LATER THOUGHT

The final component to emerge in Shao’s philosophy was
a concept of methodologically reflexive observation, the
chief characteristics of which were its claims to ubiquity
of application and the attainment of pure objectivity and
gnosis. Shao called this concept the “observation of
things” (guanwu). Its prescribed procedure of “reverse
observation” (fanguan) purportedly empowered the
observer to know or understand any and all animate or
inanimate things objectively and yet also be able to appre-
hend them from their own distinctly individuated and
particularized standpoints. Thus, through its putative
capacity to observe each and every object fully in terms of
the observed object itself, the “observation of things”
promised its practitioners knowledge that was truly
objective, universalistic, and omniscient in its perspec-
tive.
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See also Cheng Hao; Cheng Yi; Confucius; Zhang Zai;
Zhou Dunyi.
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SHARIATI, ALI
(1933-1977)

Ali Shariati did not live to see the Islamic Revolution in
Iran of 1979, but he was definitely one of its intellectual
authors. Like many Iranians in the twentieth century he
combined an education in the traditional religious sci-
ences in Iran with more modern ideas from a European
context—in his case Paris. His connections with the anti-
colonialist movement in Paris led him to argue that Islam
is a basically revolutionary and liberating doctrine;
Shariati did not abandon religion as many of his fellow
radical Iranians did, nor did he accept the reverence for
the imam or spiritual leader so prevalent in Shi‘i Islam.
This set him firmly aside from Khomeini and the ideol-
ogy of the Islamic Revolution itself.

He was a great borrower of ideas that he then applied
in his own way. Thus while he rejected the dialectical
materialism of Marxism, he did use the notion of history
having a direction and a pattern—albeit one based on
divine will and class struggle by individuals progressively
perfecting their consciousness. Islam is a religion based
on liberation, and Shariati reads the Qur’an as a book
representing a community struggling permanently to
achieve social justice, a fraternal society, and freedom.
Shariati was not impressed with the power of imported
ideologies to generate political solidarity among the peo-
ple against oppressive regimes. Like his distinguished
Iranian predecessor, Jalal Al-e Ahmad, he recognized the
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importance of politicizing Islam as an ideology of eman-
cipation and liberation of the Iranian people. Unlike
another influence on him, Frantz Fanon, Shariati
approved of religion, provided it is reinterpreted appro-
priately.

His version of Shi‘ism placed emphasis on Imam ‘Ali
as a revolutionary leader as well as a religious thinker.
This view of Shi‘ism is different from that of the religious
orthodoxy, especially as it places authority in the opinion
of the individual, a vindication of ijtihad or independent
judgment rather distant from normal understandings of
the notion in Islam. Here he was undoubtedly influenced
by Jean-Paul Sartre and the existentialist emphasis on the
importance of authentic decisions being made by free
agents. Shariati argued that Islam could be vindicated as
a faith if it is seen as involving autonomous choices by
individuals and a genuine progressive direction in both
social and personal policies.
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SHELLEY, PERCY BYSSHE

(1792-1822)

Percy Bysshe Shelley is usually thought of as a romantic
and lyric poet rather than as a philosophical one. He was,
however, the author of a number of polemical prose pam-
phlets on politics and religion; and both his prose and his
poetry reflect a coherent background of social and meta-
physical theory.

In general, Shelley’s beliefs are those of the radical
English intelligentsia of the period immediately before
and after the French Revolution, and in particular of
William Godwin, who became his father-in-law. It has
often been said that Shelley was really antipathetic to
Godwin’s atheism and determinism and that he gradually
threw off Godwin’s influence in favor of a more congen-
ial Platonic transcendentalism. This view, however, seems
to rest on a misunderstanding of both Godwin and Shel-
ley.
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ATTACK ON CHRISTIANITY

In The Necessity of Atheism, for which he was expelled
from Oxford in 1811, Shelley argued, on Humean lines,
that no argument for the existence of God is convincing.
He developed this position in A Refutation of Deism
(1814), a dialogue that purports to defend Christianity
against deism, but which actually presents a strong case
against both and in favor of atheism. In both these works,
and in some of his essays (many of which were not pub-
lished in his lifetime), Shelley was concerned with what
he later called “that superstition which has disguised itself
under the name of the system of Jesus.” In the longer
Essay on Christianity, published posthumously, he
explained what he thought that system really was: an alle-
gorical expression of the virtues of sympathy and toler-
ance, and of an anarchistic belief in the equality of men
and in the wickedness of punishment and all other forms
of coercion. Christ, Shelley claimed, had “the imagination
of some sublimest and most holy poet”; he was also a
reformer who, like most reformers, practiced a little mild
deception by pandering to “the prejudices of his audi-
tors.” The doctrine of a personal God, in particular, is not
to be taken as “philosophically true,” but as “a metaphor
easily understood.”

THE NATURAL AND THE MORAL
ORDER

Shelley explained this coupling of poetry and religion,
and the view that both are essentially allegory, in A
Defence of Poetry (1821). It is the function of both poetry
and religion to provide men with a coherent view of the
world that will help them to understand both themselves
and their fellow men, and to provide it in a form that will
kindle the imagination as well as the intellect—that is,
through metaphor. There is a natural order in the uni-
verse, which science and philosophy reveal; there is also a
moral order, which men themselves must impose. The
metaphor of a personal God is meant to impress this
twofold order on men’s minds. Since this metaphor had,
unfortunately, been perverted by a superstitious interpre-
tation, Shelley himself preferred such symbols as the
World Soul or the Spirit of Intellectual Beauty.

ANARCHISM

The details of the moral order itself are made clear in
Shelley’s political pamphlets. Shelley began to write these
when, as a youth of nineteen, he set out to settle the Irish
question by instructing the Irish in the fundamental prin-
ciples of Godwinian anarchism. Godwin’s main thesis
was that social institutions, and particularly the coercive

ones imposed by governments, fasten blinkers on men’s
minds which prevent them from seeing their fellows as
they really are. The ultimate solution is a community
small enough for each member to know the other mem-
bers as individuals. Such intimate personal knowledge
will bring understanding and sympathy, so that men will
be prepared to cooperate for the common good, without
the coercion of law. As Shelley put it, “no government will
be wanted but that of your neighbor’s opinion.” Men will
indeed value their neighbors’ opinions, but they will not
take their neighbors’ opinions on trust. To do so would be
useless, because even a true opinion is of little value
unless one understands the grounds for holding it. It is
only when men see things as they are, in all their intricate
interconnections, that they will feel the right emotions
and thus lead happy and virtuous lives.

POLITICAL PAMPHLETEERING

In accordance with these general principles, Shelley urged
the Irish not to seek emancipation by means of violence,
but to agitate for freedom of assembly, freedom of the
press, and parliamentary representation as the first steps
toward the ideal society. It was also in accordance with
these principles that Shelley wrote his Letter to Lord Ellen-
borough (1812), in which he protested vehemently against
the sentence passed on the publisher of Thomas Paine’s
Age of Reason. Both this pamphlet and the Address on the
Death of Princess Charlotte (1817), in which he suggested
that Englishmen would do better to mourn for their lost
liberties than for even the most beautiful and blameless of
princesses, were eloquent attacks on judicial persecution
and on the suppression of free speech. In another pam-
phlet, On the Punishment of Death (left unpublished), he
opposed capital punishment. In the long essay A Philo-
sophical View of Reform, another of the unpublished
manuscripts found among Shelley’s journals, he recapit-
ulated the common radical objections to priests, kings,
and the aristocracy, and gave his support to such meas-
ures as a more democratic suffrage and a capital levy on
unearned wealth.

UNITY OF THE WORLD

Shelley’s writings on politics and religion provide mean-
ings for many of the symbols and metaphors to be found
in his poetry. His frequent references to life and the world
around us as “a painted veil,” an illusion through which
we must penetrate to the reality behind (this reality being
the “one” that remains when “the many change and
pass”), is probably to be interpreted as a Godwinian alle-
gory. Godwin had said that men see life as if through a
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veil—the veil of their own prejudices, which are imposed
by social institutions. The constant theme of Godwin’s
novels was that men must transcend these prejudices in
order to understand and love their fellow men. Shelley’s
idealization of love, which has been taken as a departure
from Godwin, is actually his attempt to present this God-
winian theme in a form that will kindle the imagination.
It is, moreover, quite in accord with Godwin’s views to say
that once the veil is removed, the world will be seen as a
unity—both in the sense in which science may be said to
be a unity (the truth about one field of study cohering
with and illuminating the truth about another), and in
the sense that a true understanding of our fellow men will
give rise to virtuous behavior. This seems to be what Shel-
ley had in mind when he spoke of “the indestructible
order” that it is the business of poetry to reveal. There is
no need to suppose that he thought of this order as being
imposed upon the world by a moral being.

THE UNIVERSAL MIND

It is true that Shelley was also influenced by Plato, Bene-
dict de Spinoza, George Berkeley, and (in spite of his
derogatory remarks about Immanuel Kant in Peter Bell
the Third) by the newer type of idealism that was begin-
ning to be made fashionable by Samuel Taylor Coleridge.
In On Life he suggested that there are no distinct individ-
ual minds, but one universal mind in which all minds
participate. As early as 1812 he had identified this “mass
of infinite intelligence” with Deity. In this, Shelley was
certainly departing from the doctrine of materialists like
Baron d’Holbach; but Godwin, although he was not an
idealist, was hardly a materialist either. Godwin would
certainly have said that when men see things as they are,
they hold the same opinions and, in a sense, think the
same thoughts. Each man, seeing things from his own
point of view, grasps only part of the truth. He will come
nearer to grasping the whole of the truth as he comes to
understand and sympathize with the minds of other men.
In a sense, the truth as a whole is the property not of any
one mind but of the sum of all minds. Probably Shelley
himself meant little more than this.

PROMETHEUS UNBOUND

Shelley’s beliefs find expression in his poetry in a way that
is seen fairly clearly in Prometheus Unbound (1820),
which can be interpreted as a Godwinian allegory.
Prometheus, chained to his rock, is suffering humankind,
and as the discoverer of fire, he is also knowledge and the
civilizing arts. These discoveries, in themselves, are not
enough to liberate man from the oppressive rule of
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Jupiter, which is built “on faith and fear” Prometheus is
freed when, instead of cursing his oppressor, he begins to
pity and so to understand him. This reflects the favorite
Godwinian theme that the oppressor, no less than the
oppressed, is the victim of social institutions. A better
order is possible only when men come to understand this
fact and substitute mutual sympathy for recrimination
and punishment. It is also necessary to understand the
secrets of Demogorgon, who personifies the natural
forces that control the universe, and to cooperate with the
Hours, who, with their chariots, personify Godwin’s con-
viction of the inevitability of gradualism.

See also Anarchism; Atheism; Berkeley, George;
Coleridge, Samuel Taylor; Deism; Godwin, William;
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SHEPHERD, MARY

(1777-1847)

Mary Shepherd was born in Scotland at her family’s estate
on December 31, 1777, the second daughter of Neil Prim-
rose, Earl of Rosebery; she died in London on January 7,
1847. Relatively few details of her life and education are
available. She married an English barrister, Henry Shep-
herd, in 1808. She published at least two works in philos-
ophy, An Essay upon the Relation of Cause and Effect
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(1824), and Essays on the Perception of an External Uni-
verse and other Subjects Connected with the Doctrine of
Causation (1827). A third work, originally published
anonymously in 1819, Enquiry respecting the Relation of
Cause and Effect, has been credited to her, but it differs so
significantly from her other work, both in style and con-
tent, as to make this attribution dubious. She was as well
a participant in an exchange of views with a contempo-
rary, John Fearn, which appeared in various venues.

Shepherd’s work reflects the continued interest in the
first quarter of the nineteenth century in developing
alternative arguments to those of Hume, conceived
largely skeptically. Her first work establishes the line of
argument that was to direct her work. In it, she seeks to
refute Hume’s position on causality by arguing that
Hume is mistaken in holding that we lack an intuitive
understanding that events have causes. Shepherd reads
Hume as holding that we cannot be intuitively certain
that everything that begins to exist has a cause, and sub-
jects to criticism the contained concept of a causeless
beginning-to-be of some existence. Her argument is that
this beginning is itself an action and hence must be a state
of something that, by hypothesis, does not as yet exist
until it has begun to be. Hence, she claims, the basic
assumption of Hume’s account is contradictory. Shep-
herd offers a realist account of cause as the productive
principle of effects, themselves not subsequent to causes,
but rather coexistent with the productive object. She uses
her realist understanding of causation to criticize not
only Hume, but also her own contemporaries, Thomas
Brown and William Lawrence.

Shepherd’s second work, Essays on the Perception of
an External World, was originally intended as an appendix
to her first work and consists primarily, although not
exclusively, of an application of her ideas about causation
to the question of the existence of an external world. By
far the largest part is directed to providing an alternative
answer to Hume’s question about the sources of our idea
of a continuous external existence. Appended are a series
of essays about Berkeley, Reid, Stewart, Hume, and what
Shepherd terms in the title of her work “various modern
atheists.” Shepherd argues, against Hume, that the possi-
bility of causal reasoning, as demonstrated in her first
book, makes such reasoning available to substantiate the
existence of a continuously existing independent world.
She feels it necessary, however, to give a different solution
from that of Reid. This is because she thinks Reid failed to
appreciate the importance of Berkeley’s claim that an idea
can only be like another idea. Shepherd takes this to mean
that Reid is wrong to suppose that we can give content to

our ideas of a mind-independent world. Thanks to the
possibility of causal reasoning, however, we are able to
assert the existence of causes responsible for our ideas. In
particular, because our ideas change, there must be causes
for these changes, independent of our ever-present mind.
The variety we experience must be due to causes other
than ourselves, whose nature, while unknown, must be,
she thinks proportional to their effects.

Shepherd develops and clarifies these ideas further in
her exchange of views with John Fearn, a retired naval
officer and philosophical aficionado. This exchange is
unusual as well as interesting, presenting one of the first
occasions where a woman’s ideas are attacked in print,
and illustrating some of the different venues available to
ordinary practitioners for publishing philosophy in the
early nineteenth century. The first two parts of the
exchange appear in 1828 in a volume loosely related to
the clergyman, Samuel Parr, called Parriana, apparently
supplied by Fearn to its compiler, Ernest Barker, and
included by him, despite the lack of relevance to Parr.
These consist of a four-page paper, critical of Fearn by
Shepherd, apparently sent to him privately, and a longer
defense of his views against Shepherd by Fearn. Shepherd
was sufficiently concerned by this unauthorized use of
her work that she published a rebuttal, “Lady Mary Shep-
herd’s Metaphysics” in a well-known literary journal,
Fraser’s Magazine, in July 1832.

The exchange focuses on a disagreement over the
idea of extension. It is Fearn’s view that the content of the
idea of extension is determined by our perception of it.
There can be no extended external material cause of such
an idea. The only possible cause consists of the energies of
an extended mind, analogous to our own. Shepherd
maintains that Fearn has not adequately distinguished
the idea of extension from its unknown cause. On the one
hand, Shepherd holds that extension can only apply to
objects considered as causes, for it is as causes that they
take up space and move. Ideas, on the other hand, neither
move nor take up space, or we would be left with the
ridiculous position that the idea of a fat man is itself fat.
Shepherd, in defense of this claim, gives a fresh defense of
her causal realism. While it is true that the mind perceives
internal changes to its own states, it nevertheless reasons
to the existence of external unperceived causes of these
changes.

See also Berkeley, George; Brown, Thomas; Causation:
Metaphysical Issues; Epistemology; Hume, David;
Metaphysics; Reid, Thomas; Stewart, Dugald; Women
in the History of Philosophy.
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SHESTOV, LEV

[SAAKOVICH
(1866-1938)

Lev Isaakovich Shestov, the Russian philosopher and reli-
gious thinker, was born in Kiev. His real name was Lev
Isaakovich Schwarzmann. Shestov studied law at Moscow
University but never practiced it. He lived in St. Peters-
burg from the late 1890s until he migrated to Berlin in
1922; he later settled in Paris. He gave occasional lectures
in Berlin, Paris, and Amsterdam and made two lecture
tours in Palestine, but he held no regular academic posi-
tion.

Shestov called William Shakespeare his “first teacher
of philosophy”; in his later years he interpreted Hamlet’s
enigmatic “the time is out of joint” as a profound exis-
tential truth. Shestov apparently turned to philosophy
relatively late, perhaps in 1895, when he reportedly
underwent a spiritual crisis. He himself never referred to
such a crisis; in general, his works are less confessional
and autobiographical than those of most existential
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thinkers. However, they are neither impersonal nor
unimpassioned; intensity and engagement (in a religious
and moral rather than a political sense) are hallmarks of
his thought.

Shestov was perhaps most strongly influenced by
Blaise Pascal, Fédor Dostoevsky, and Friedrich Nietzsche.
He discovered Seren Kierkegaard quite late and found his
position highly congenial, but he had worked out his own
existentialist position independently of Kierkegaard.
Shestov’s philosophical works are written in an aphoris-
tic, ironic, questioning style reminiscent of Pascal’s Pen-
sées and Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil. Shestov
believed, with Kierkegaard, that subjective truth borders
on paradox. “People seem shocked,” he once wrote, “when
I enunciate two contradictory propositions simultane-
ously.... But the difference between them and me is that
I speak frankly of my contradictions while they prefer to
dissimulate theirs, even to themselves.... They seem to
think of contradictions as the pudenda of the human
spirit” (quoted in de Schloezer, “Un penseur russe ...," pp.
89-90).

Shestov was not a systematic thinker. He attacked the
views of others, sometimes massively; but he was content
to suggest or sketch his own position. His writings focus
positively on the question of religion and morality or reli-
giously based morality; negatively on the critique of the-
oretical and practical rationalism. Among the rationalists
whom he attacked by name are Parmenides, Plato, Aris-
totle, Plotinus, Benedict de Spinoza, Immanuel Kant, G.
W. E Hegel, and Edmund Husserl.

The basic either/or of Shestov’s thought is suggested
by the title of his major work in philosophy of religion:
Afiny i lerusalim (Athens and Jerusalem). Athens is the
home of reason, of a philosophical rationalism that
insists on a neat and knowable cosmos ruled by eternal
and unalterable laws. Jerusalem is the home of faith, of an
existential irrationalism that stresses contingency, arbi-
trariness, mystery, and pure possibility. For God “all
things are possible,” even what René Descartes had called
a logical absurdity, that is, causing what has in fact hap-
pened not to have happened.

Sometimes Shestov’s attack on reason took the form
of questioning reason’s theoretical competence. Thus, he
complained that theorists of biological and cosmic evolu-
tion, with their loose talk about “millions and billions of
years” and about “eternal nature,” were perpetrating a
“monstrous absurdity.”

More frequently Shestov made the rather different
claim that rational knowledge neglects what is essential—
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the individual, contingent, incomprehensible, and myste-
rious. “However much we may have attained in science,”
he wrote, “we must remember that science cannot give us
truth.... For truth lies in the singular, uncontrollable,
incomprehensible, ... and ‘fortuitous™ (In Job’s Balances,
p- 193). “We live,” Shestov declared, “surrounded by an
infinite multitude of mysteries” (Afiny i lerusalim, p. 25).

Most frequently Shestov attacked the moral conse-
quences of theoretical reason, its erosion and subversion
of human values. Reason exhibits necessity and imposes
nonfreedom. Faith assumes contingency and makes free-
dom possible. Rationalists recognize an eternal structure
of being, a system of necessary laws that antedates any
possible cosmic lawgiver. The necessity of such laws
requires obedience. What is nonnecessary, whether con-
tingent or arbitrary, admits of free decision and creativity.
Shestov repudiated all obedience to necessity in the sense
of acceptance of necessary evil, injustice, and inhumanity.
There are scales, he declared, upon which human suffer-
ing weighs heavier than all the necessities of theoretical
reason; such are “Job’s balances.”

In particular, Shestov rejected the Greek view, which
he traced back to Anaximander, that coming to be (gene-
sis) is a kind of affront to the gods, a cosmic hubris, justly
rewarded by the punishment of passing away (phthora).
He called this the “dreadful law which inseparably links
death to birth.” “In man’s very existence,” Shestov added,
“thought has discovered something improper, a defect, a
sickness, or sin, and ... has demanded that this be over-
come at its root [by] a renunciation of existence” (Kirge-
gard ekzistentsial’naia filosofiia, p. 8).

In such passages Shestov may appear to have con-
fused natural (descriptive) laws with moral (prescriptive)
ones. However, his point could be made in terms of such
a distinction; descriptive laws, insofar as the regularities
which they describe are universal and necessary and not
merely local or statistical, demand unconditional accept-
ance and thus in a sense function prescriptively.

In any case, Shestov wished to assert that rationalists,
in absolutizing theoretical truth, inevitably relativize
human life. In yielding to “self-evidence,” they accept the
“horrors of human existence” as something necessary and
legitimate. Shestov, in contrast, was quite prepared to rel-
ativize theoretical truth if that was the price to be paid for
absolutizing moral and religious values and thus
“redeeming” the existing individual.

The Nietzschean strain in Shestov’s thought appears
most clearly in his denial of the validity of universal
norms. Such norms function to limit and repress creativ-

ity. “The fundamental property of life,” he wrote, “is dar-
ing; all life is creative daring and thus an eternal mystery,
irreducible to anything finished or intelligible” (In Job’s
Balances, p. 158). Under the tyranny of ethical rational-
ism (a part of the general tyranny of reason, which devel-
ops naturally out of the initial autonomy of reason), we
come to fear chaos because it is a loss of order. But “chaos
is not a limited possibility; it is an unlimited opportu-
nity” (ibid., p. 226).

For Shestov the decisive either/or—reason and
necessity or faith and freedom—is not a choice, as ratio-
nalists would claim, between sanity and insanity. It is a
choice between two kinds of madness (the distinction is
reminiscent of Kierkegaard’s distinction between “objec-
tive” and “subjective” madness). The first kind of mad-
ness is that of theoretical reason, which takes as ultimate,
eternal, and universally obligatory those objective truths
which rationalize and legitimize the “horrors of human
existence.” The second kind of madness is the Kierkegaar-
dian leap of faith which ventures to take up the struggle
against rationalized and legitimized horror at the point
where such struggle is “self-evidently” doomed to defeat.
Between these two kinds of madness, Shestov’s own
choice is clear and final.
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SHESTOV, LEV
[SAAKOVICH
[ADDENDUM]

Shestov has become the object of academic philosophical
attention only since 1968. After the 1917 Russian Revolu-
tion Shestov became a significant voice in European
philosophical existentialism, in his later life engaging
with Blaise Pascal and Seren Kierkegaard, actively influ-
encing the thought of Albert Camus, and corresponding
with Martin Buber. Some of these philosophical relation-
ships have received concentrated, though not exhaustive,
critical attention (Maia Neto 1995). In addition, Shestov
corresponded with and wrote an article on Edmund
Husserl, which is the focus of one critical article.

Because of the Soviet ban on research and publica-
tion relating to Shestov, scholars inevitably found it diffi-
cult to define and establish Shestov as a philosopher.
To begin with there was very little criticism outside the
Paris émigré community. The two-volume biography on
Shestov written by his daughter, Natalie Baranova-
Shestova (1983), drew attention to the man and his work.
Since the end of the Soviet Union Shestov has won
renewed consideration among Russian philosophers.

Existentialist aspects of Shestov’s thought have gen-
erally garnered the most critical attention and have gen-
erated other critical approaches. Some existentialist
commentaries focus on the experience of suffering, isola-
tion, and tragedy while others concentrate on the aspect
of the absurd. Shestov has received attention as a religious
thinker particularly in two contexts. First, scholars have
viewed him in the context of the “Russian religious ren-
aissance,” a group of Russian religious philosophers of the
early twentieth century who brought a personalist, anti-
dogmatic and antirational approach to the question of

SHINRAN

religious experience and faith. Second, scholars have seen
him as a major modern Jewish thinker. In the late twenti-
eth century, philosophical research focused on two con-
trasting aspects of Shestov’s thought, the paradoxical but
invigorating interaction between skepticism and religious
faith. His philosophy has been viewed together with that
of Pascal and Kierkegaard, as part of the tradition of
skeptical thought, Pyrrhonism, that goes beyond pure
skepticism to employ reasoned doubt in a positive role
within categories of faith.
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SHINRAN

(1173-1262)

Shinran, born Hino Arinori, is the foremost proponent of
Japanese Pure Land Buddhism and is widely regarded as
the founder of Jodo-Shinshd, more commonly known
outside of Japan as Shin Buddhism. Pure Land Buddhism
has the largest following in East Asia (China, Korea, and
Japan), and the Shin sect is the largest sect of Japanese
Buddhism. As a development of Mahayana Buddhism,

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

2nd edition

13



SHINRAN

the core of Shinran’s thought is based on the twofold
truth:

Conventional truth Highest truth
Form Emptiness
Distinctions No distinctions
Words Beyond words
suffering liberation
samsara nirvana

defiled world Pure Land

blind passion boundless compassion

self-power other-power
foolish being Amida Buddha
Namu Amida Butsu

TWOFOLD TRUTH

These truths are twofold because they are like the two
sides of the same coin. There is an aspect of truth defined
conceptually by the discursive intellect, and there is a
truth beyond words, beyond the grasp of the discursive
intellect. In this view, all conceptual reality is nothing
more than agreed on convention, hence the term conven-
tional truth. When the mind is emptied of all preconcep-
tions, the truth can be grasped for the first time with one’s
whole being. This is the highest truth, emptied of the
concepts that act like an intervening smoke screen
between subject and object. When the conceptual smoke
screen is removed, the separation between subject and
object also disappears. Paradoxically, this merging of sub-
ject and object does not mean the obliteration of percep-
tion. Rather, perception becomes more fluid, dynamic,
and vivid. For example, when one is viewing a flower and
is caught up in trying to determine its genus, species, and
variety, one fails to see the vivid dynamism of the beauti-
ful flower unfolding before one. However, when one lets
go of one’s obsession with grasping the flower taxonomi-
cally or conceptually, suddenly one feels that the flower is
closer, more intimate, vivid, and fluid in its evanescence.

WORDS AND BEYOND WORDS

In Buddhism the problem does not lie with the categories
or words themselves, such as flower, peony, and so on.
Rather, it is the mind that becomes obsessed or attached
to fixed conceptions of reality that causes one to become
lost or separated from the dynamic flow of reality. Suffer-
ing, defiled perception, and blinded passion all result
from this fixation. Conversely, words, properly used, can
convey reality beyond words. They are like the words of a
love poem. Although the individual words of a love poem

cannot capture love itself, a beautiful love poem can nev-
ertheless convey the sensibility of love. The words are no
mere signs; they are vessels of a higher truth.

THE NAME OF AMIDA BUDDHA

In Shinran’s Shin thought, the twofold truth is expressed
through the Name of Amida Buddha, the Buddha of Infi-
nite Light and Immeasurable Life. The practitioner of
Shin invokes or chants the name Namu Amida Butsu. It
originates in India and comes from the Sanskrit, Namas
Amitdbha Buddha, meaning, “I entrust myself to the
awakening of infinite light” When the practitioner,
caught in the net of fixed ideas, is illuminated by the
dynamic flow of reality, he or she is released from his or
her blind passions and awakens to the light of emptiness,
or the boundless oneness of reality.

The highest truth of reality is formless, without
shape, definition, color, or scent. However, the experience
of release from the ego-bonds of fixation and blind pas-
sion is one of illumination or light. This is neither merely
symbolic nor merely material or physical. Similar to the
experience of being relieved of a heavy mental burden,
one’s conscious awareness and field of vision become
clearer, lighter, and more responsive.

According to Shinran the consciousness of an ego
self-enclosed in its own solipsistic world works under the
delusion of self-power (Japanese: jiriki), as though it sus-
tains itself completely unrelated to the world around it.
When the bonds of this delusion are exposed and illumi-
nated by the dynamic unfolding of emptiness/oneness,
the self awakens to the working of other-power (Japanese:
tariki), so-called because it is other than (the delusory)
ego.

However, one does not and cannot abandon the fool-
ish delusions of the ego; as long as one lives in this limited
body and mind, one will continue to suffer the ego’s fool-
ishness. Furthermore, it is this very foolishness, when one
recognizes it, that connects the practitioner to his or her
deepest humanity and that of others. For it is in the suf-
fering of blind passion and foolishness that one finds the
deepest bonds of humanity, and ultimately, with all sen-
tient beings. In the illumination of Amida Buddha, the
blind passion of the foolish being becomes the gateway to
wisdom and compassion. Thus, Namu represents the
foolish being who, in his very foolishness, is illuminated
by Amida Butsu, infinite light and boundless compassion.
The saying of the name Namu Amida Butsu embodies the
realization of the oneness of foolish being and boundless
compassion. Without the Namu, Amida Buddha is
merely a cold abstraction; only when the practitioner
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engages the vivid flow of reality by allowing his or her
blindness to be illuminated does the reality of Amida
Buddha come to life. For this reason, the real name of
Amida Buddha is said to be Namu Amida Butsu.

SHINRAN'’S SOCIAL VISION

Shinran’s philosophical thought translated itself into an
egalitarian social vision. According to him, no human
being, even religious masters, were completely enlight-
ened. Indeed, those who had engaged in intensive reli-
gious practice were considered particularly susceptible to
the hubris of religious attainment. Shinran abandoned
the monastic life, married openly, had four children, and
lived among the farmers in outlying districts. Neverthe-
less, he and his wife, Esshinni, continued to wear religious
robes and ministered to peasants and farmers until Shin-
ran was about sixty. He describes himself as “neither
monk nor layman” (Hirota, 289 [translation adapted])
and states, “I do not have even a single disciple”(Hirota,
664 [translation adapted]) since the power of compassion
comes from Amida as the deepest reality of the self, and
not from the finite human being Shinran.

He spent his final thirty years living in his brother’s
house, writing voluminously on his understanding of the
wondrous working of Amida’s boundless compassion,
mythologically expressed as the working of Amida’s Pri-
mal Vow. This is a way of expressing the relentless flow of
reality that sooner or later breaks down and dissolves the
brittle facade of self-power ego.

See also Buddhism; Buddhist Epistemology; Japanese
Philosophy; Social and Political Philosophy; Truth.
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SHIRAZI, SADR AL-DIN
See Mulla Sadra

SHOEMAKER, SYDNEY

SHOAH

See Holocaust

SHOEMAKER, SYDNEY
(1931-)

Sydney Shoemaker is the Susan Linn Sage Professor of
Philosophy Emeritus at Cornell University. Before joining
the Philosophy Department at Cornell in 1961, he taught
at Ohio State University and he held the Santayana Fel-
lowship at Harvard University. He also delivered the John
Locke Lectures at Oxford University (1972) on “Mind
and Behavior” and the Royce Lectures at Brown Univer-
sity (1993) on “Self-Knowledge” and “Inner Sense.” He
has pioneered work in a variety of areas in metaphysics
and the philosophy of mind, particularly on the nature of
mind, the nature of the self and of self-knowledge, and
the nature of properties. Some of the most important of
his contributions in these areas are charted in this entry.

Shoemaker’s work on the topic of the self and self-
knowledge is informed by a rejection of the Cartesian
notion of an immaterial self and the accompanying view
that self-knowledge involves a kind of “inner observa-
tion” of the contents of one’s mind that is perception-like
in certain characteristic ways. The nature of the self and
self-knowledge forms the subject matter of his seminal
Self-Knowledge and Self-Identity (1963). In this work
Shoemaker conducts a sustained attack on the Cartesian
view that the unity of the self, or personal identity, is due
to or involves an immaterial unity. Shoemaker argues,
against this, that personal identity involves both physical
factors concerning persons’ bodies and psychological fac-
tors concerning their memories and that although the
primary criterion for such identity is bodily identity, a
memory criterion is also applicable. His arguments make
use of a distinctive methodological strategy that has come
to be known as “the method of cases” (Johnston 1987),
involving the use of thought experiments to determine
answers to questions about personal identity (a method
that John Locke [1985] used in his discussion of personal
identity).

Shoemaker’s examples and the style of argumenta-
tion in this work have been highly influential in discus-
sions of personal identity. His views in this area are
further developed in later work, such as his “Persons and
Their Pasts” (1970), Personal Identity (1984; with Richard
Swinburne), The First-Person Perspective and Other Essays
(1996), and the Royce Lectures, where he revisits another
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important theme found in Self-Knowledge and Self-
Identity: the Cartesian, “inner sense” view of self-
knowledge. In these lectures he argues that if self-
knowledge were perception-like, and the object of such
knowledge were the self, it would be possible to err in
one’s attempt to identify oneself, just as it is possible to
err in one’s attempt to identify the objects of ordinary
perception. However, he claims, it is not possible to
misidentify oneself in this way. He also argues that the
“inner sense” model of self-knowledge, being a percep-
tual one, requires commitment to two conditions that are
essential to a “broad” perceptual model, a causal condi-
tion and an independence condition, but that knowledge
of one’s own mental states does not meet these condi-
tions. His own view is that self-knowledge is not based on
evidence of any kind, whether this be from “outer” behav-
ioral facts or from “inner” ones, as the perceptual model
encourages one to suppose.

Shoemaker’s arguments involve an appeal to a par-
ticular view of the nature of mind known as functional-
ism, a view that he has developed and defended
extensively in several works, notably in “Functionalism
and Qualia” (1975), “Some Varieties of Functionalism”
(1981a), “Absent Qualia Are Impossible” (1981b), and
“The Inverted Spectrum” (1981c). Functionalism in the
philosophy of mind is, broadly construed, the doctrine
that mental-state types or kinds can be exhaustively char-
acterized and uniquely individuated by their functional
properties—by the relations that they are apt to bear to
certain characteristic kinds of physical stimuli, other
mental states, and behavioral responses. Shoemaker
(1981b, 1981c¢) defends this doctrine against two major
objections, known as the inverted qualia and absent
qualia objections. The inverted qualia objection supposes
that two states—say, perceptual experiences—might vary
in their visual qualia (one being reddish, perhaps, while
the other is greenish) yet remain invariant with respect to
their functional roles. Shoemaker agrees but argues that
this possibility is compatible with the truth of functional-
ism. The absent qualia objection goes further and sup-
poses that two states could be functionally identical yet
differ to the extent that one has qualitative content while
the other lacks it altogether. Shoemaker concedes that if
this were a genuine possibility, it would show that func-
tionalism is false, but it is not a genuine possibility.

A third area in which Shoemaker has done pioneer-
ing work, connected with his functionalist view of the
nature of mind, concerns the nature of properties. In the
case of mental states Shoemaker argues that their nature
is causal-functional. In the case of properties Shoemaker

is an advocate of what is known as the causal theory of
properties (Armstrong 2000), a view championed in his
influential “Causality and Properties” (1980). According
to it, properties have causal powers essentially, rather than
accidentally, in that it is in the nature of properties to
bestow causal capacities on their instances or exemplifi-
cations. So, for example, it is in the nature of the property,
pain, to confer on its instances, individual pains, the
capacity to cause their subjects to believe that they are in
pain, to wince, and so on. The view contrasts with a “cat-
egoricalist” one (Armstrong 2000), which takes proper-
ties to be contingently, rather than essentially, related to
the capacities they bestow on their instances.

Although some have construed Shoemaker as hold-
ing the view that properties just are dispositions (rather
than the weaker view that properties are essentially dis-
positional), which is a controversial and difficult view to
defend, this is a mistake. Shoemaker argues that, strictly
speaking, the dispositional/nondispositional distinction
only applies to linguistic items, specifically, to predicates
such as soluble, fragile, round, and so on. Some predicates
(e.g., soluble or fragile) are dispositional whereas others
(e.g., round or red are not. But all properties bestow causal
capacities on their instances, for it is in their nature to do
so. So, for example, the property round bestows on its
instances in, say, marbles, the capacity to roll into round
holes, but not triangular ones. Shoemaker argues that the
identity conditions of properties can be given in terms of
such capacities, that is, that properties are identical if and
only if they bestow on their instances the same causal
capacities or powers and that it follows that the relations
that hold between properties are necessary rather than
contingent, so that, if laws involve relations between
properties, such laws are necessary rather than contin-
gent.

See also Cartesianism; Philosophy of Mind; Qualia.
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SHPET, GUSTAV
GUSTAVOVICH

(1879-1937)

In his most important phenomenological work, Iavlenie i
smysl (Appearance and sense, 1914), Gustav Shpet took
up Edmund Husserl’s idea of pure phenomenology and
developed it in the direction of a “phenomenology of
hermeneutical reason.” In this theoretical framework he
formulated, between 1914 and 1918, hermeneutic and
semiotic problems, which in the 1920s he elaborated
more specifically within the fields of philosophy of lan-
guage and theory of art. In doing so, he was combining
Husserl’s conceptions with ideas from other philo-
sophical movements, particularly Wilhelm Dilthey’s
hermeneutics and Wilhelm von Humboldt’s philosophy
of language.

Shpet’s reception and transformation of phenome-
nology must be seen in the context of Russian intellectual
and cultural life during the first two decades of the twen-
tieth century. The Platonic “Moscow Metaphysical
School” (which included Vladimir Solov’év and Sergei
Trubetskoi) provided the intellectual atmosphere in
which Shpet’s turn to Husserl’s phenomonology took
place. His ideas on theories of language and signs are
close to those of contemporary Russian formalism. His
phenomenological and structural theories influcenced
Prague structuralism through the “Moscow Linguistic

SHPET, GUSTAV GUSTAVOVICH

Circle,” and his work is seen as a precursor to Soviet semi-
otics.

SHPET'S LIFE

Gustav Shpet was born in 1879 in Kiev. He studied there
at Vladimir University from 1901 to 1905, completing his
studies with a monograph entitled Problema prichinnosti
u Iuma i Kanta (The problem of causality in Hume and
Kant). In 1907 he moved to Moscow, and taught at
Moscow University from 1910. During a stay in Gottin-
gen (1912-1913), where he studied with Husserl, he
turned to Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology. His
first phenomenological publication, Iavlenie i smysl
(Appearance and meaning, 1914) marked the beginning
of a productive reception of Husserl’s phenomenology in
Russia. In 1916 he defended his master’s thesis Istoriia kak
problema logiki (History as a problem of logic, Part I). In
1918 he finished Germenevtika i eé problemy (Hermeneu-
tics and its problems), in which he discussed the prob-
lems of hermeneutics as they have been developed
throughout history from antiquity (especially in Origen
and Augustine) to modern times, thereby at the same
time elaborating the basic outline of his “hermeneutical
philosophy”—a philosophy that is caught in the field of
tension exerted, on the one side, by Husserl’s “Phenome-
nology of Reason” and, on the other, by Dilthey’s “Philos-
ophy of Life.”

After the Revolution of 1917, Shpet was active in var-
ious fields of cultural and intellectual life. He received a
professorship of philosophy at Moscow University. In
1920 he joined the “Moscow Linguistic Circle” (MLK), a
center of Russian formalism, and in 1921 he was
appointed director of the Institute for Scientific Philoso-
phy, a new research institute at Moscow University.
Expelled from the university in 1923 for political reasons,
he concentrated his activities on the State Academy of the
Arts (GAKhN), where he served as vice president until
1929, and where he temporarily chaired the Department
of Philosophy. His most important contributions to the
theory of art and language are his Esteticheskie fragmenty
(Aesthetic fragments), published in 1922 and 1923 in Pet-
rograd, and Vnutrenniaia forma slova (The internal form
of the word) (1927).

Esteticheskie fragmenty includes a phenomenology of
“living discourse” and an analysis of those rules that
determine the constitution of meaning in poetic dis-
course. These phenomenological and structural analyses
of language, which aim to construct a poetics, were fur-
ther developed through a critical assessment of Wilhelm
von Humboldt’s philosophy of language in Shpet’s last
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substantial work, The Internal Form of the Word (1927).
Following a “cleansing” of the GAKhN in 1929, Shpet was
forced to retire from his academic post, and he subse-
quently worked as a translator, editor, and critic. It was
during this period that he translated Dickens, Byron, and
Shakespeare into Russian. In March 1935 he was arrested
by the NKVD (People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs)
and was charged with having led an anti-Soviet group
during his time at the GAKhN in the 1920s. After a
lengthy detention, he was exiled for five years to Eniseisk,
and later to Tomsk. There, in 1937, he finished his Russ-
ian translation of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. In
October of that year he was arrested and shot by the
NKVD.

SHPET'S DEVELOPMENT TOWARD
PHENOMENOLOGY

Representative of Shpet’s notion of philosophy before his
turn to phenomenology, as well as expectations he held
for a reform of philosophy and psychology, is his article
Odin put* psikhologii i kuda on vedét (One way of psy-
chology and where it leads), published in 1912. The arti-
cle criticizes experimental and explanatory psychology
for having replaced “living and concrete facts” with
“empty schemata and abstractions.” Only a descriptive
psychology that focuses on the pure data of conscious-
ness would be able to fathom psychic life in its concrete-
ness and totality. He saw the basis for this new direction
in psychological theory in Wilhelm Dilthey’s Ideas of a
Descriptive and Analytical Psychology (1894). Shpet
argued for a philosophy that would take into account the
totality of psychic life: a “realistic metaphysics,” whose
task it would be to grasp “the real in its true essence and
its totality.” Shpet thought that such a philosophy, which
draws on the evident facts of “inner experience,” had been
realized in important movements of nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century Russian philosophy. Philoso-
phers of the “Moscow Metaphysical School” (especially
Vladimir Solov’év and Sergei Trubetskoi) are cited as
exponents of this trend in Russian thought.

Another, no less important, influence on Shpet’s
reception of Husserl was his interest in the logic of
the historical sciences. During his stay in Gottingen
(1912-1913) he discovered in Husserl’s phenomenology
the theory for which he had been searching, and his
hermeneutical interest motivated him to try to develop
Husserl’s “Phenomenology of Reason,” as outlined in
Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology, volume 1
(1913), into a theory of hermeneutic reason that focuses
on the problem of understanding signs. Although the

ideas Shpet encountered in Gottingen primarily con-
cerned transcendental phenomenology—the seminar on
“Nature and Spirit,” which Shpet attended with other
influential phenomenologists like Roman Ingarden and
Hans Lipps, certainly met his hermeneutical interests—
the ontological trend in the intellectual atmosphere
among Husser!’s fellow students in Gottingen also should
be taken into account.

SHPET'S VERSION OF
PHENOMENOLOGY

Shpet’s encounter with Husserl’s phenomenology, in light
of Shpet’s expectation of a reform of philosophy and psy-
chology, leads to a singular notion of phenomenology,
which is documented in Iavlenie i smysl (Appearence and
sense, 1914). On the one hand, Shpet tries to reconstruct
Husserl’s noetic-noematic studies within the framework
of an ontological inquiry, based on the Neoplatonism of
the Moscow Metaphysical School; on the other hand, he
demonstrates the incompleteness of Husserl’s analyses of
intentional objects, as presented in Ideas, volume 1, and
completes these analyses with his own. The “noematic
sense” intended in acts of consciousness, as presented by
Husserl, presupposes for Shpet a class of intentional
experiences hardly dealt with in Ideas: acts of conscious-
ness through understanding, which play a role in the con-
stitution of all classes of concrete objects. The structure of
these “hermeneutic acts” is illustrated by a range of phe-
nomena that are of only minor importance in Ideas: the
mode of appearance of items of practical use, the specific
character of historical sources, and the understanding of
linguistic utterances. Thus Husser’s “Phenomenology of
Reason” provides a basis for historical cognition in scien-
tific logic, leading eventually to a grounding of the
humanities throughan analysis of their conceptual frame-
work and methodology.

Shpet’s ensuing works on hermeneutics, philosophy
of language, and theory of art, published or written
between 1916 and 1927, can be seen as a further develop-
ment of his hermeneutical phenomenology, the primary
idea of which is the correlation of signs (as a combination
of expression and meaning) and sign-interpreting con-
sciousness. Shpet also characterizes his project as a semi-
otic “Philosophy of Culture” in which language, art,
myths, and manners are to be described as systems of
signs. He develops the basic model of a sign out of
Husserl’s concept of linguistic expression, which acts as a
prototype for all other forms of signs. The idea of a
“purely logical grammar,” which formulates laws for the
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grammatical meanings of natural languages, should be
applied analogously to all other cultural systems.

HERMENEUTICS, PHILOSOPHY OF
LANGUAGE, AND POETICS

The concrete form of Shpet’s phenomenology of
hermeneutical reason in his philosophy of language and
his poetics was also much influenced by Dilthey’s “Phi-
losophy of Life.” In Shpet’s hermeneutical philosophy, as
outlined in Germenevtika i ee problemy (Hermeneutics
and its problems) (1918), he worked with Schleierma-
cher’s, Boeckh’s and Dilthey’s theories of understanding.
Above all, he tried to deepen and refine Dilthey’s late
grounding of the humanities—then the culmination in
the development of hermeneutics—with insights in the
domain of semiotic theories, which he found not only in
Husserl’s first Logical Investigation on Expression and
Meaning, but also in other semantic works of the
Brentano School (particularly Anton Marty and Alexius
Meinong). A combination of Husserl’s semantics with
Dilthey’s hermeneutics would be an enrichment for both
sides, as Shpet wrote at the end of the manuscript. The
theory of understanding could find a new answer to the
question of the mutual relation of the different methods
of interpretation, whereas semantics would experience in
this combination a “philosophically lively and concrete
embodiment.”

This actualization of Husserl’s philosophical seman-
tics, with a hermeneutical intention, has left its traces in
Shpet’s Esteticheskie fragmenty (1922-1923), with which
he entered contemporary discussions on literary theory,
as initiated by Russian formalism. He was particularly
concerned with the definition of the specific character of
poetical discourse as opposed to others, be they scientific,
rhetorical, or everyday discourses. If one puts this ques-
tion phenomenologically, one has to ask under what con-
ditions a linguistic utterance appears as artistic or poetic
to a listener or reader. Since a poetic utterance is experi-
enced only as a contrast to everyday use of language, one
must first analyze the reception of everyday language.
Shpet follows this procedure in the second part of
Esteticheskie fragmenty. The difference between under-
standing the message and understanding its author plays
a pivotal role in Shpet’s description of the various forms
and aspects of linguistic consciousness.

In contrast to such a phenomenological analysis of
lingusitic consciousness, Shpet presents a structural
analysis of linguistic expression as “ontology of the word,”
which he, in turn, subsumed under a general theory of
semiotics. In this confrontation between a phenomeno-
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logical inquiry, which is confined to the side of experi-
ence, and an ontology, which focuses on the object, the
ever-increasing influence of Husserl’s early concept of
phenomenology on Shpet becomes visible. In Shpet’s
“ontology of the word” a particular concept of structure
is of central importance. “The structure is a concrete con-
struction whose individual parts can vary in their extent
and even in their quantity, but not a single part of the
whole in potentia can be removed without destroying this
whole.” (1922-1923, 11, 11). By “structure of the word”
Shpet did not mean the morphological, syntactic, or sty-
listic construction—in short, not the arrangement of lin-
guistic units “in the plane,” but “the organic, depth-wise,
as it were, arrangement of the word—from the sensually
conceivable wording to the eidetic object.” The structure
of the word, therefore, consists of the relations between
phonemes and meaning, as well as of those between the
word’s meaning and “object,” where the latter is ideal and
ontologically distinct from concrete individual things.

When Shpet spoke of the structure of the word, he
took it in the wide sense of the Russian expression for
“word” slovo, which can mean sentences or combinations
of sentences in discourse, as well as literary texts and even
natural language in its entirety. Shpet used it with all
these different meanings, yet was mainly concerned with
the “communicating word”: meaningful discourse able to
convey something to another person. Thus Shpet took up
Plato’s definition of predicative statements, as “the short-
est and most simple logos” (Sophistés 262c). Shpet
described its structure as follows: in a simple predication
the subject denotes a concrete, individual object; the
predicate indicates a property belonging to this object. In
denoting, speakers refer to a thing; in predication, they
say something about it. What can be said about this thing,
and conversely, which predications are possible, is deter-
mined by the species to which the thing belongs. There-
fore the act of intending a species, which Shpet called also
the “eidetic object,” is indispensable for the construction
of a meaningful sentence.

With these definitions Shpet outlined the “word’s
structure,” which is common to everyday and scientific
communication, as well as to rhetorical and poetic dis-
course. In order to explain how this general structure
manifests itself in the artistic usage of words, sentences,
and discourse, Shpet developed a theory of linguistic
functions that stems from a critical assessment of
Husser!’s and Marty’s philosophy of language. He started
from three different functions of language, each fulfilled
by a particular type of discourse. These three commu-
nicative functions are the factual—the expressive, and the
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poetic, the latter working through the creative formation
of language. Depending on which of these three functions
is dominant, discourse is either scientific (concerned with
factual communication), rhetorical (concerned with
influencing other people’s emotions), or poetic (prima-
rily concerned with the arrangement of linguistic expres-
sions as such).

The predominance of one of the three functions
implies in each case a different mutual relation between
the above-mentioned parts of the word structure.
Whereas, for example, in everyday language the arrange-
ment on the level of expression aims primarily at struc-
turing the expressed meaning, and thereby at the
communication of facts, in poetic discourse all levels gain
a relative importance of their own. The rhythmic forms
and syntactic peculiarities of this discourse should attract
attention as such. At the same time, the meaning
expressed in poetic discourse is more dependent on the
external forms of language: whereas the meaning of a fac-
tual—above all scientific—communication is not
affected by each change of wording and syntactic
arrangement.

FROM HUSSERL TO HUMBOLDT

By giving pure logic, which deals with the condition of
the possibility of science, a phenomenological founda-
tion, Husserl excluded important aspects of living dis-
course from his language analysis. Shpet’s project was
more extensive than Husserl’s in that he analyzed scien-
tific communication merely as one possible form along-
side the poetic, rhetorical, and everyday discourses. This
widening of the horizon entails a turning away from (not
only a modification of) Husserl’s concept of language.
Shpet questioned, for example, one of the central presup-
positions of Logical Investigations—that scientific dis-
course can be marked off from living discourse. These
two ways of speaking are only tendencies, as Shpet
emphasized; they are not fully realized in any empirical
speech sample. “Figurativeness is not only a trait of
‘poetry’... it is a general property of language, which
belongs to scientific discourse as well.” (1922-1923, III,
32).

The thesis of the irreducibility of figurative-
ambivalent discourse has to do with Shpet’s emphasis on
the fact that thought is inseparably bound to language.
With this concept of language as the “formative organ of
thought,” as outlined by Shpet in his interpretation of
Humboldt in 1927, he turned away most clearly from
Husserl’s Logical Investigations, according to which “the
fact of being expressed is arbitrary for the meaning.”

See also Existentialism; Phenomenology.
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SIBLEY, FRANK
(1923-1996)

Frank Sibley was trained as a philosopher in postwar
Oxford. His principal teacher was Gilbert Ryle, who,
understandably, had a profound influence on Sibley’s way
of doing philosophical analysis—an influence that is as
apparent in his last papers as in his first ones.
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Sibley must be credited with inaugurating the renais-
sance in aesthetics and philosophy of art in the English-
speaking world after World War 11, a renaissance that is
still in full cry. He did it in 1959, in an article that, in the
years since, has never ceased being discussed and cited in
the literature, and, at the time of its appearance, produced
a veritable deluge of essays, and even books in response or
defense, that completely reinvigorated the discipline.

“Aesthetic Concepts” (1959a), as Sibley titled his
inaugural article, dealt, in a surprisingly few pages, with
three of the most basic and difficult issues in the disci-
pline: taste, criticism, and the distinction between the aes-
thetic and nonaesthetic. He began, with a sensitive ear for
“ordinary language” that was to characterize to the end all
of his work in aesthetics, by distinguishing between the
kinds of things one says about works of art such as “that
a novel has a great number of characters and deals with
life in a manufacturing town” or “that a painting uses pale
colors, predominantly blues and greens,” and such
remarks, in contrast, as “that a poem is tightly knit” or
“that a picture lacks balance or has a certain serenity and
repose.” About these different kinds of remarks, Sibley
claims, “It would be natural enough to say that the mak-
ing of judgments such as these [latter ones] requires the
exercise of taste, perceptiveness, or sensitivity of aesthetic
discrimination or appreciation; one would not say this of
my first group” (pp. 63—64).

Sibley calls the terms that he thinks require a percep-
tiveness, sensitivity, or taste beyond that of “normal eyes,
ears, and intelligence,” aesthetic concepts or terms. And it
is the central, most controversial of his claims that aes-
thetic concepts or terms are, as he puts it, not condition-
governed, which is to say, “There are no sufficient
conditions, no non-aesthetic features such that the pres-
ence of some set or number of them will beyond question
logically justify or warrant the application of an aesthetic
term” (1959a, p. 67).

Sibley was, throughout his professional life, reticent
to publish because of a deeply ingrained perfectionism.
Even though his philosophical reputation stems mainly
from the groundbreaking “Aesthetic Concepts,” it is not
the only one of his publications to have influenced the
field. Particularly worthy of mention are “Aesthetics and
the Looks of Things” (1959b) and “Aesthetic and Nonaes-
thetic” (1965), in both of which Sibley further explores
the whole question of aesthetic reason-giving. As well,
Sibley’s work in aesthetics and philosophy of art is now
likely to have a renewed influence on the field through the
posthumous publication of essays he was in the process of
preparing for the press at the time of his death. The range
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of subjects broached in these essays demonstrates that, to
the last, Sibley was at the cutting edge of research and is
likely to remain a potent philosophical force for many
years to come.

See also Aesthetic Qualities.
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SIDGWICK, HENRY
(1838-1900)

Henry Sidgwick, the English philosopher and educator,
was born in Yorkshire and attended Rugby and Trinity
College, Cambridge. After a brilliant undergraduate
career, he was appointed a fellow at Trinity in 1859. He
had already begun to have religious doubts, and in the
years following 1860 he studied Hebrew and Arabic
intensively, hoping to resolve these doubts through his-
torical research. At the same time Sidgwick was teaching
philosophy, and he had for many years been a leading
member of the small group that met for philosophical
discussions with John Grote. Gradually he came to think
that if answers to his religious questions were to be found
at all, they would be found through philosophy—but he
never fully quieted his doubts. In 1869 he resigned his fel-
lowship because he felt he could no longer honestly sub-
scribe to the Thirty-nine Articles, as fellows were required
to do. His college promptly appointed him to a lecture-
ship, and when religious tests were dropped, he was reap-
pointed fellow. In 1876 he married Eleanor Balfour, sister
of Arthur Balfour. He succeeded T. R. Birks as Knight-
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bridge professor of moral philosophy in 1883, and con-
tinued actively teaching in the moral sciences course until
his death.

WORKAND ACTIVITIES

Philosophy was only one of Sidgwick’s many interests—
he also wrote on education, literature, political theory,
and history of political institutions. He was active in the
cause of women’s education at Cambridge and had a large
part in the founding of Newnham College for women, to
which he devoted considerable time and money. Another
main interest was psychical research—he performed
some experiments with E. W. H. Myers as early as 1873,
and in 1882 he helped found the Society for Psychical
Research. He served twice as the society’s president, and
investigated and reported on many alleged psychical phe-
nomena, very few of which, however, he believed to be
both genuine and significant.

Sidgwick’s most important work is The Methods of
Ethics (1874). His other philosophical writings, although
interesting for the light they throw on his moral philoso-
phy, are too slight, too occasional, or too little original to
be of independent significance; but the Methods has been
held by C. D. Broad and other writers to be the greatest
single work on ethics in English—and possibly in any
language. Sidgwick’s work in economics and political sci-
ence is generally thought not to be of comparable impor-
tance.

PHILOSOPHICAL METHOD

The Methods of Ethics exemplifies Sidgwick’s views on the
nature of philosophy. The philosopher’s aim is not to dis-
cover new truths; rather, it is to give systematic organiza-
tion to knowledge that we already possess. Theoretical
philosophy attempts to unify the knowledge obtained
through the sciences, so that all of it may be seen as a
whole and all the methods used in science may be seen as
parts of one method. Practical philosophy has a similar
task to perform with our common moral knowledge of
what ought to be and what ought to be done, and with
the methods we use in obtaining this knowledge.

In carrying out the task of practical philosophy, Sidg-
wick offered a resolution of a perennial controversy that
had been particularly sharp in the middle years of the
nineteenth century—that between utilitarians, such as J.
S. Mill, and intuitionists, such as William Whewell. How-
ever, he found himself unable to reach a solution to
another central controversy, that between those who held
that morality is independent of religious belief and those

who held that without religion no coherent morality is
possible.

A brief summary of the course of the argument of
The Methods of Ethics will make these points plain. Sidg-
wick took a method of ethics to be a reasoned procedure
for reaching specific decisions about what one ought to
do. The methods used by common sense, he argued, may
be reduced to three. One method takes excellence or per-
fection as an ultimate goal, and claims that we have intu-
itive knowledge of a variety of independently valid moral
principles and maxims. We reach specific conclusions by
subsuming particular cases under the relevant principles.
According to the other two methods, we are to infer the
rightness or wrongness of acts from the amount of hap-
piness they would cause. According to one method, we
calculate the consequences to the agent alone. According
to the other, we consider the consequences for everyone
affected by the act. Moral rules and principles, for these
two methods, are only useful indications of the effects
that certain kinds of actions may generally be expected to
have. After discussing some basic ethical concepts, Sidg-
wick examined each method separately and then consid-
ered their mutual relations. He concluded that the first
method, intuitionism, and the third, utilitarianism, sup-
plement one another, and that their conclusions form a
systematic whole. Thus, it is reasonable to act as those
conclusions dictate. The remaining method, egoism, can
also be systematically developed, and it is reasonable to
act according to its conclusions. Either of the two views
thus reached dictates obligations that are binding quite
independently of any religious sanctions.

However, empirical evidence alone does not show
that the conclusions of the egoistic method will always
agree with those of the intuitional-utilitarian method.
Using methods that are perfectly reasonable, we are
sometimes led to serious contradictions. Unless we can
find some evidence for the existence of a moral power
that will repay self-sacrifice and punish transgression, we
will be unable to bring all our practical beliefs and meth-
ods into any coherent system. The mere fact that the exis-
tence of a power that rewards and punishes behavior is
needed to make our practical beliefs coherent does not
justify the assertion that there is such a power. Sidgwick
personally held that the theistic view is natural for man,
but he despaired of finding any evidence to support it and
refused to use it in his philosophy. The consequence of
the existence of these practical contradictions is (as Sidg-
wick put it in the melancholy concluding words of the
first edition of the Methods) that “the prolonged effort of
the human intellect to frame a perfect ideal of rational
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conduct is seen to have been foredoomed to inevitable
failure”

BASIS OF CLASSIFICATION

SidgwicKk’s classification of the methods implicit in com-
monsense morality rests on two considerations. First, the
methods reflect two sides of human nature. Those taking
happiness as the final end reflect the sentient side of man,
the capacity for enjoying and suffering, while the method
taking excellence as the final end reflects the fact that man
is also an active being, with a need to do as well as a need
to feel. Second, the classification indicates an epistemo-
logical distinction that Sidgwick constantly took as basic,
the distinction between propositions that we are entitled
to assert only because we have correctly inferred them
from others that we know, and propositions that we are
entitled to assert because we know them without any
inference, directly or “intuitively.” The intuitional method
claims that we have noninferential knowledge of moral
principles, while the other methods emphasize the ways
in which moral rules and maxims are arrived at by infer-
ence.

NONINFERENTIAL TRUTH

If there is inferential knowledge, Sidgwick believed, there
must be noninferential knowledge; and since he also held
that there are no infallible sources of noninferential
knowledge, the problem arises of how to test claims to
possess noninferential truth or claims to have found self-
evident propositions. Sidgwick proposed four tests that
apparently self-evident propositions must pass before we
can be justified in accepting them: (1) the terms in which
they are stated must be clear and precise; (2) their self-
evidence must be very carefully ascertained; (3) they
must be mutually consistent; and (4) there must be gen-
eral agreement of experts on their truth. Sidgwick argued
at great length that commonsense moral principles,
which according to traditional intuitionism are self-
evident, fail to pass these tests. Hence, if they are true
principles, as we all take them to be, they must be infer-
ential and dependent, not self-evident and independent.

SELF-EVIDENT MORAL PRINCIPLES

What do commonsense moral principles depend on?
There are four principles that do pass SidgwicK’s tests and
that he accepted as self-evident. (1) Whatever action any-
one judges right for himself, he implicitly judges to be
right for anyone else in similar circumstances. (2) One
ought to have as much regard for future good or evil as
for present, allowing for differences in certainty. (3) The
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good enjoyed by any individual is as important as the
good enjoyed by any other. (4) A rational being is bound
to aim generally at good.

PRINCIPLE OF BENEVOLENCE

From the principles that the good of each person is
equally important and that a rational being must aim
generally at good, Sidgwick deduced an abstract principle
of benevolence. Commonsense morality, he argued,
appeals to this principle to settle cases in which its usual
rules give no answers, and allows its rules to be overrid-
den by the principle if they conflict with it. These facts
indicate that common sense considers its rules to depend
for their validity on this principle. However, the abstract
principle of benevolence is also at the center of utilitari-
anism, and commonsense morality—the stronghold of
traditional intuitionists—is thus seen to be fundamen-
tally utilitarian. The utilitarian, in turn, can have no
objection to any of the self-evident principles, and the
two methods can thus be completely synthesized. Even
the egoist can accept three of the self-evident truths; his
rejection of the fourth is an indication of the basic con-
tradiction in the realm of practical reason.

CRITICISMS OF UTILITARIANISM

Sidgwick is usually considered a utilitarian, and he fre-
quently referred to himself as one. However, his views dif-
fer considerably from those of the earlier utilitarians.

EMPIRICISM. Sidgwick rejected the empiricist episte-
mology that J. S. Mill developed and that seemed to
underlie Jeremy Bentham’s thought. Empiricism, as Sidg-
wick understood it, holds that the basic premises from
which all knowledge is built are cognitions of particular
facts and that these cognitions alone are infallible. Sidg-
wick argued that these cognitions are not infallible and
that empiricism cannot give a satisfactory account of the
principles of inference that guide the construction of
knowledge from the basic data. Metaphysically, he
rejected not only materialism but also the reductive sen-
sationalism to which he believed the empiricist episte-
mology led. Following Thomas Reid, he held to what he
called a commonsense dualism of mind and matter,
although he found the connections between the two most
obscure.

DEFINITION OF ETHICAL TERMS. Sidgwick also
rejected what he took to be the traditional utilitarian
attempt to define ethical concepts such as “good” and
“ought” in terms of nonethical concepts such as “pleas-
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ant” or “conducive to most pleasure” and in this way to
justify the construction of a purely factual, scientific
morality. No reduction of “ought” to “is,” of ideal to
actual, had yet been successful, he held, although he hes-
itated to say that no reduction could possibly succeed.
However, he did affirm that it is impossible to make an
ethical first principle true by definition. To define “good”
as “pleasure” is self-defeating if you wish to hold, as a first
principle that the good is pleasure, since what you hold as
a principle would then be a tautology, and a tautology
cannot be an ethical first principle. Recognition of these
points, Sidgwick believed, would force the utilitarian to
admit the need of a basic intuition in his philosophy.

MOTIVATION. Sidgwick rejected the motivational theo-
ries of Bentham and the Mills. He did not think that we
always necessarily act to obtain what we take to be our
own pleasure or our own good.

THE RELEVANCE OF PSYCHOLOGY. Sidgwick strongly
objected to the tendency, which he attributed to Mill, to
substitute psychological (or perhaps, with Auguste
Comte, sociological) investigation into the origins of
ideas and beliefs for properly philosophical investigation
of their applicability or truth. Quite aside from his doubts
as to the adequacy of the associationist psychology that
the earlier utilitarians accepted, Sidgwick held that psy-
chological discoveries about the antecedents and con-
comitants of ideas and beliefs are, in general, irrelevant to
questions of their truth and validity—and psychology
can tell us only about antecedents and concomitants. It
cannot supersede the deliverances of direct introspective
awareness on the question of what our ideas now are.

DETERMINISM. Sidgwick agreed with the earlier utili-
tarians that there seems to be overwhelming evidence in
support of a deterministic view of human action. How-
ever, he held that this evidence must be balanced against
the fact that in the moment of choosing between alterna-
tive actions we inevitably think ourselves free to choose
either alternative. He argued that the issue is, therefore,
not yet settled, but he held that it is not important for
ethical theory that it should be.

INDEPENDENCE OF POLITICS. Sidgwick held that util-
itarianism does not necessarily lead to reforming radical-
ism in politics. He pointed out the strong utilitarian
element to such conservative thinkers as David Hume
and Edmund Burke, and he argued at great length that a
utilitarian would be extremely cautious in recommend-
ing important changes.

AGREEMENTS WITH UTILITARIANISM

Sidgwick’s position was, of course, utilitarian in its major
ethical aspects. He held that the only ultimate or intrinsic
good is desirable or pleasant states of consciousness; that
acts are objectively right only if they produce more good
than any other alternative open to the agent; and that
moral rules, such as those of truth-telling or promise-
keeping, are subordinate to the principle of utility and are
dependent on it for whatever validity they possess. He
also held that the value of character and motive is derived
from, and to be judged in terms of, the consequences of
the actions to which they tend to lead. Sidgwick’s dis-
agreements with the traditional forms of utilitarianism
are part of his attempt to show that the utilitarian view of
morality is independent of metaphysical doctrines, psy-
chological theories, and political platforms and therefore
is capable of being what he argued it is—the position
toward which commonsense morality in every age and in
every society has tended.

See also Balfour, Arthur James; Bentham, Jeremy; Broad,
Charlie Dunbar; Burke, Edmund; Common Sense;
Consequentialism; Egoism and Altruism; Empiricism;
Ethics, History of; Grote, John; Hume, David; Mill,
James; Mill, John Stuart; Moral Principles: Their Justi-
fication; Pleasure; Reid, Thomas; Utilitarianism;
Whewell, William.
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Hayward, E H. The Ethical Philosophy of Sidgwick. London,
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Sidgwick, A., and E. M. Sidgwick. Henry Sidgwick; A Memoir.
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brother and his widow. It contains letters, unpublished
papers, and a complete bibliography of his writings.

J. B. Schneewind (1967)

SIDGWICK, HENRY
[ADDENDUM]

Henry Sidgwick is renowned for giving classical utilitari-
anism its most sophisticated dress and greatly advancing
substantive ethical theory. Celebrated for his clarity and
cool impartiality, he developed an approach to ethical
theory that profoundly shaped influential philosophers
from G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell down to R. M.
Hare, John Rawls, Marcus Singer, Derek Parfit, and Peter
Singer. It was Sidgwick, rather than Moore, who set the
course for twentieth-century debates over the ethics and
metaethics of the utilitarian view that maximizing happi-
ness is the ultimate normative demand—that is, over
such matters as the conflict between egoistic and utilitar-
ian reasons, the distinction between total and average
utility, the role of commonsense in utilitarian reasoning,
the meaning of good, and the moral standing of other
beings that are not human. Yet Sidgwick himself had
more comprehensive intellectual, religious, and cultural
concerns than most of his later analytical admirers. He
was haunted by the specter of skepticism in religion and
morality, and if he turned utilitarianism into a
respectable academic philosophy, he also reluctantly
brought it into the crisis of the Enlightment.

Educated in classics and mathematics at Trinity Col-
lege, Cambridge, Sidgwick spent his entire adult life at
Cambridge, becoming Knightbridge Professor in 1883.
Molded by the influential discussion society known as the
Cambridge Apostles, he developed serious interests in
theology, biblical criticism, poetry, education, ethics,
political economy, jurisprudence, political theory, sociol-
ogy, epistemology, metaphysics, and parapsychology (he
was a founder and president of the Society for Psychical
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Research). He vastly influenced the Cambridge moral sci-
ences curriculum and was a guiding force in the cause of
women’s higher education and the founding of Newn-
ham College. In 1876 he married Eleanor Mildred Bal-
four, a force in her own right in psychical research and
educational reform. Moreover, he was deeply involved
with the work of his close friend John Addington
Symonds, a pioneer of cultural history and gay studies.

Sidgwick’s masterpiece, The Methods of Ethics (1874),
was a sustained effort at independent, secular moral the-
ory resulting from his decade of “storm and stress” over
the defense and reform of Christianity. It also reveals that,
however indebted Sidgwick was to his chief mentor, J. S.
Mill, his hedonism was more consistently Benthamite,
whereas his overall position was more eclectic, reconcil-
ing utilitarianism with arguments from Plato, Aristotle,
Descartes, Immanuel Kant, Joseph Butler, Samuel Clarke,
William Whewell, John Grote, F. D. Maurice, and T. H.
Green. It rejects the empiricism and reductionism of ear-
lier utilitarianism, and adheres to a sophisticated falli-
bilist intuitionism involving various tests for reducing the
risk of error with respect to basic non-inferentially
known propositions:

1) clarity and precision.
2) ability to withstand careful reflection.
3) mutual consistency.

4) consensus of experts.

The Methods of Ethics is largely a systematic critical com-
parison of the methods of ethical egoism, common sense
or intuitional morality, and utilitarianism—for Sidgwick,
the ongoing procedures for determining, on principle,
what one ought to do (though he would later devote as
much attention to idealism and evolutionism). He takes
the notion of ought or right as fundamental and irre-
ducible and, for the most part, gives an internalist
account of moral approbation. But he also holds that it is
a plausible and significant (not tautological) proposition
that ultimate good is pleasure or desirable consciousness;
egoism and utilitarianism hence reduce to egoistic and
universalistic hedonism. He then shows that earlier utili-
tarians exaggerated the conflict with common sense, con-
fused the utilitarian and egoist positions, and failed to
give their view rational foundations. His exhaustive
examination of commonsense morality, after the manner
of Aristotle, reveals time and again that such principles as
veracity, fidelity, justice, and benevolence are either too
vague and indeterminate, or too conflicting and variably
interpreted to form a system of rational intuitions.
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Indeed, common sense is even unconsciously utilitarian
because it is apt to resort to that view to complete its own
system—for example, to settle conflicts between the duty
to speak the truth and the duty to keep one’s promises.

Thus, commonsense morality ends in utilitarianism,
though utilitarianism grounded on philosophical intu-
itionism, and utilitarianism can in turn rationalize much
of commonsense morality as the (indirect) means to the
greatest happiness. But no such reconciliation of utilitar-
ianism and egoism is forthcoming, each being, on reflec-
tion, equally defensible. Kantian universalizability, the
essence of justice, comports with either egoism or utili-
tarianism and cannot decide between them, though it is
another self-evident principle. Sidgwick dismally con-
cludes that there is a dualism of practical reason render-
ing it incoherent. Without help from epistemology or
theology, he has no rational way to settle conflicts
between individual self-interest and universal good.
Arguably, his demand that these be reconciled in a man-
ner doing justice to the force of both means that his view
is better described as dualist, rather than simply utilitar-
ian.

Still, Sidgwick’s other intellectual and reformist
interests often radiated from his fears about the implica-
tions of the dualism of practical reason. His research in
parapsychology was largely devoted to seeking evidence
of personal survival of death, since such evidence, he
believed, might bolster a theism affording the needed rec-
onciliation. And although The Principles of Political Econ-
omy (1883) and The Elements of Politics (1891) tend
rather to assume a utilitarian standpoint, they also
bespeak his concern that human emotions be shaped in a
more deeply altruistic direction, encouraging sympa-
thetic, benevolent sentiments and reigning in narrow or
materialistic egoistic ones.

Both his reformism and his philosophical and scien-
tific pursuits were brought to bear on the potential for
such societal evolution and the perhaps limited place of
reason and religion within it. Never as sanguine as
Comte, Mill, or Spencer, his concern for reform was tem-
pered by fear that skepticism and crude egoism would
lead to social deterioration. If Sidgwick was as good at
defending an agent-relative egoism as an agent-neutral
utilitarianism, this was scarcely the result he sought,
unless some high-minded reconciliation could be
effected as well.

But Sidgwick’s views on civilization and its direction
suggest both continuities and discontinuities with earlier
utilitarianism. It would be hard to deny that troubling
racist undercurrents can be found in his work, or that his

educational and political writings and activities, in par-
ticular, reflected the pervasive late Victorian culture of
imperialism. Sidgwick was a friend and colleague of such
imperialist luminaries as Sir John Seeley, and went so far
as to edit Seeley’s posthumous Introduction to Political
Science. Arthur Balfour, the future prime minister, was his
student, brother-in-law, and colleague in psychical
research, and also influenced his politics. Ironically, given
the priority of politics in Benthamism, the political and
economic dimensions of Sidgwick’s utilitarianism have
been comparatively neglected. This is doubly ironic
because Sidgwick was, in fact, an influential economic
and political theorist who shaped the views of Alfred
Marshall, F. Y. Edgeworth, and other seminal figures in
modern economics.

Only by reading The Methods of Ethics in the context
of Sidgwick’s other work and activities is there some hope
of determining whether he was a true “government
house” utilitarian, holding that the publicity of moral
principles be subject to felicific calculations congenial to
paternalistic governments, or a defender of the plain per-
son’s capacity for moral self-direction, as his focus on
common sense and method might suggest. Still, it is clear
that Sidgwick articulated a truly comprehensive practical
philosophy, and a sophisticated metaethics and episte-
mology, one deeply informed by Kantianism and ideal-
ism as well as utilitarianism. He was not a naive
encyclopedist lacking any grasp of social theory or the
historicity of his own philosophy. But whether he began,
in his last decades, to doubt the philosophical quest for
certainty enough to approximate the pragmatist via
media is a very difficult question that has put Sidgwick
back in the middle of debates over the imperialistic ori-
gins of contemporary political Liberalism.

See also Aristotle; Balfour, Arthur James; Bentham,
Jeremy; Butler, Joseph; Clarke, Samuel; Comte,
Auguste; Darwinism; Descartes, René; Enlightenment;
Ethical Egoism; Green, Thomas Hill; Grote, John; Hare,
Richard M.; Hedonism; Idealism; Justice; Kant,
Immanuel; Liberalism; Mill, John Stuart; Moore,
George Edward; Parfit, Derek; Plato; Rawls, John;
Singer, Peter; Skepticism, History of; Utilitarianism;
Whewell, William.
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SIGER OF BRABANT
(c. 1240—c. 1281/1284)

Of Siger’s life, we know very few facts for certain. His
exact place of birth remains unknown, as well as the
locale and circumstances of his death. (Did he die peace-
fully in Liege, Belgium, or was he assassinated in Italy at
the Roman curia?) Even the chronology of his works is
uncertain. Although they are thought to have been writ-
ten between 1265 and 1277, the precise dates remain con-
jectural.

Concerning his university career, facts are again
unclear. Although it is certain that he never left the faculty

SIGER OF BRABANT

of arts for one of the higher faculties (theology, medicine,
law), his role in the debates that shook the University of
Paris and led to the statutes of 1272 remains the subject
of discussion (Putallaz and Imbach 1997 versus Bianchi
1999). At the beginning of his career, he was one of
Thomas Aquinas’s most outspoken adversaries, but the
question as to what degree he would have abandoned
Averroism to adopt Thomist views remains open. Certain
passages seem to support the view that he would have
abandoned Averroism, while others are incompatible
with this hypothesis (Van Steenberghen and Maurer
defend the developmental interpretation, whereas Man-
donnet and Bukowski defend the idea that Siger never
changed his mind and was the strictest Averroist of his
time, a philosopher who could without any guilt sub-
scribe to heretical propositions).

All of these often radical oppositions about the inter-
pretation of Siger’s doctrines—whether metaphysical,
psychological, ethical, or logical—illustrate the difficulty
involved in understanding the complex thought of a Mas-
ter of Arts who taught in a time as intellectually rich as it
was eventful. Siger was influenced by the famous
Dominican theologian Albert the Great, was directly
attacked by another famous Dominican theologian,
Thomas Aquinas, in his De unitate intellectus, was singled
out by the condemnations of 1277 (although many of
their propositions cannot be related to any of his works),
was taken as a model for John of Jandun, later became
one of the most important Averroists in the fourteenth
century, and was placed by Dante in paradise beside
Thomas Aquinas. Faced with this abundance of informa-
tion, one must consider Siger’s texts in themselves by sit-
uating them in their context, of course, but also by
distinguishing what Siger said from what others say he
said. It is well known that the opponents of a thesis tend
to present it in a less than advantageous light to make it
seem absurd and, in the Middle Ages, heretical. It is also
important to take into account how Siger expresses his
ideas. For example, Imbach (1996) showed clearly that
Siger habitually took certain passages from Thomas
Aquinas and twisted them from their original meaning to
defend a thesis opposed to that of his illustrious oppo-
nent. Such a rhetorical procedure should not be surpris-
ing in the context of the condemnations. If we follow
these methodological principles, we can draw a clearer
and more nuanced portrait of Siger.

PRINCIPLE PHILOSOPHICAL THESES

Siger sought to be a career philosopher. At the end of the
thirteenth century, this involved being autonomous from
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theology and being independent from established philo-
sophical authorities. This stance influenced Siger’s philo-
sophical thought.

Siger’s claim that philosophy is independent of the-
ology does not in any way involve a rejection of faith.
Rather, it seeks to confine theology to the domain of rev-
elation, where it is the supreme guarantor of truth, and
only to where it applies there (Siger 1981/1983, VI,
comm. 1). For example, we know through revelation that
the world was created. However, revelation does not tell
us whether the world was created in time or out of eter-
nity. To decide this question, we would have to investigate
the divine will, which is impossible. So we have a choice:
either to believe the first thesis on the authority of Augus-
tine, although it rests on no rational argument, or to
believe, contrary to Aristotle, for whom the world was not
created, the second thesis, a conclusion arrived at by
means of natural reason (1972a, QTDA, q. 2; 1972a,
DEM; 1981/1983, III). Between Aristotle, who opposes
faith, and the theologians, who pretend to demonstrate
their thesis in a philosophical manner that is false, Siger
proposes an intermediary path that conforms to the
demands of both faith and philosophy: creation out of
eternity.

Siger sought to be independent of philosophical
authorities, including Aristotle, as we have just seen, as
well as Averroes. Indeed, he held that the philosopher
must demonstrate for himself the proofs of his predeces-
sors and oppose or correct them if they prove to be erro-
neous (1981/1983, 1V, q. 34). Thus, even in his first work
dedicated to noetic (philosophy-of-mind) questions
(1972a, QTDA, written before 1270), where he is deeply
influenced by Averroes, Siger never supported the
monopsychist position that Thomas Aquinas attributed
to Averroes, a position according to which all of human-
ity shares a single intellect. This position would imply
that there is no individual thinking, as well as no individ-
ual immortality, no corporeal fires of hell, and no resur-
rection of the body.

The best evidence that Siger rejected monopsychism
is Aquinas’s introduction to his criticism of Siger’s doc-
trine in the De unitate intellectus (On the unity of the
intellect; written in 1270): “Some, seeing that on Aver-
roes’s position it cannot be sustained that this man
understands, take another path and say that intellect is
united to body as its mover” (III, sec. 66). This view of
Siger’s position also explains how, in his last work (1972b,
presumably written in 1277), Siger could sincerely declare
Averroes’s noetic doctrine “absurd and heretical” without
abandoning his previous doctrine (1972b, q. 27). Here

too Siger takes a middle path. The intellect is not united
to the body like a sailor to his boat (the error of Plato),
nor is it united to the body like a mould to wax (the error
of Alexander of Aphrodisias). Rather, the intellect func-
tions intrinsically within the body. Siger held that the
intellect is not a unique form completely separate from
the body (the position of Averroes according to Aquinas,
a position similar to Plato’s, and a position against faith
and individual morality). He also held that the intellect is
not a multiple form completely immanent to the body
(the position of Aquinas and Albert according to Siger, a
position similar to Alexander’s, and a position against
philosophy). Rather, intellect, according to Siger, is a
mixed form, separate from the body in substance, but
joined with it in function (1972a, QTDA, q. 7; 1972a, DAI,
III and VII; 1972b, q. 26).

With regard to morality, about which he wrote very
little, as well as psychology, Siger resolutely defended the
thesis that the intellect holds sway over the will (1974,
Quaestiones morales; Ryan 1983), a position that many
theologians of the time considered to be equivalent to
determinism. In metaphysics, Siger held that there is no
real distinction between existence and essence
(1981/1983, 1, qq. 7-8). He also held that universals, as
such, are not substances; they exist only in the soul and
are acquired by abstraction from the particular natures of
things (1981/1983, 111, qq. 15 and 28; 1972a, DEM).

See also Agent Intellect; Averroes; Averroism; Eternity;
John of Jandun; Thomas Aquinas, St.
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SIGWART, CHRISTOPH
(1830-1904)

Christoph Sigwart, the German philosopher and logician,
was born and died in Tibingen. He studied philosophy,
theology, and mathematics there and taught in Halle
from 1852 to 1855, before joining the theological seminar
in Tibingen in 1855. He accepted a professorship at
Blaubeuren in 1859 and returned to Tiibingen as profes-
sor of philosophy, a position he held from 1865 to 1903.
His doctoral dissertation was on Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola. He also wrote on Friedrich Schleiermacher,
Benedict de Spinoza, Huldrych Zwingli, and Giordano
Bruno, as well as on ethics. His most important work was

SIGWART, CHRISTOPH

the two-volume Logik, a comprehensive treatise on the
theory of knowledge.

The aim of logic, Sigwart maintained, is normative
rather than descriptive. Logic is a regulative science
whose aim should be to present a useful methodology for
the extension of our knowledge. It is “the ethics rather
than the physics of thought” and concerns itself not with
an account of psychological processes but with finding
the rules in accordance with which thought may achieve
objective validity. Like ethics, logic is concerned with the
question “What ought I to do?” The adequacy of thought
lies not in its correspondence with an antecedently objec-
tive reality but in its satisfaction of human purposes. The
overriding purpose of reasoning is to reach ideas that are
necessary and universal for us, for human beings. Objec-
tive validity is essentially a matter of intersubjective
agreement. The possibility of discovering the rules for
necessary and universally valid thinking, however,
depends also on an immediate awareness of self-evidence,
a property that is possessed by necessary judgments. The
experience of self-evidence is a postulate beyond which
we cannot inquire. Logic strives to disclose the conditions
under which this feeling occurs.

In Sigwart’s philosophy there is a voluntarist element
combined with respect for natural science, both of which
evidently impressed William James. (James quoted from
Sigwart in his essay “The Dilemma of Determinism.”)
Sigwart held that an activity of free and conscious willing
is presupposed not only by ethics and metaphysics but by
logic as well. Free will is presupposed by any distinction
between correct and incorrect reasoning, since thinking
must be a voluntary activity and not necessitated. The
will is supreme in the realm of theory as well as in that of
practice. The ultimate presupposition of all experience,
and therefore of all thinking too, is not merely Immanuel
Kant’s “I think,” which can accompany all ideas, but also
“I will,” which governs all acts of thought.

Sigwart’s classification of the forms of judgments
and categories presents judging as the basic cognitive
function. Judgments are divided into simple narrative
judgments, expressive of an immediate recognition
(“This is Socrates”), and complex judgments, presuppos-
ing twofold and higher syntheses (“This cloud is red”).
The discussion of existential judgments agrees with Kant
in denying that existence, or “to be,” adds anything to the
content of an idea.

Sigwart was also interested in the work of men out-
side his own country; for example, the Logik contains a
lengthy discussion of J. S. Mill on induction. Sigwart’s
ethical and metaphysical views were somewhat conven-
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tional: He held that progress in the development of the
social order is an inevitable fact of history, and he argued
that the attempt to make all our knowledge coherent
inevitably leads to the idea of God.

See also Bruno, Giordano; Determinism and Freedom;
Epistemology; Epistemology, History of; James,
William; Kant, Immanuel; Mill, John Stuart; Pico della
Mirandola, Count Giovanni; Schleiermacher, Friedrich
Daniel Ernst; Spinoza, Benedict (Baruch) de.
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SIMMEL, GEORG

(1858-1918)

Georg Simmel, the German philosopher and sociologist,
was born in Berlin and resided there except for the last
four years of his life. He was educated there, and in 1881
he received his doctorate from the University of Berlin.
Three years later he began to teach at that university as a
Privatdozent and from 1900 he was associate professor
without faculty status. Although successful as a lecturer
and a writer, he was never promoted to a full professor-
ship at Berlin, nor was he able to secure such a position at
any other leading German university. Only in 1914, when
his career was almost ended, was he offered a chair in phi-
losophy at the provincial University of Strasbourg. How-
ever, World War I disrupted university life there, so that
Strasbourg benefited little from Simmel’s teaching. Just
before the end of the war, Simmel died of cancer.

Simmel’s failure as an academic was connected with
the nature of his interests, his style of lecturing and writ-
ing, and his philosophic position. He had many influen-
tial friends—he knew and corresponded with Max
Weber, Heinrich Rickert, Edmund Husserl, Adolf von
Harnack, and Rainer Maria Rilke—and his applications

for openings were always well supported by the testimony
of his crowded lecture halls and the success of his many
writings, both technical and popular. However, from the
straitlaced viewpoint of the German academic hierarchy
Simmel was suspect. He seemed to be interested in every-
thing: He wrote books or essays on Rembrandt and
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, on Michelangelo, Auguste
Rodin, and Stefan George; on Florence, Rome, Venice,
and the Alps; on the philosophy of money, adventure,
love, landscapes, and the actor; on ruins, handles,
coquetry, and shame; as well as on the more standard
philosophic subjects of ethics, philosophy of history,
Immanuel Kant, Arthur Schopenhauer, and Friedrich
Nietzsche, and, at the end of his life, metaphysics.

Throughout his career Simmel made contributions
of lasting importance to sociology, a subject that had not
yet achieved academic respectability. His style, too, was
not that expected of a professor of philosophy. It was
insightful rather than expository; digressive rather than
systematic; witty rather than solemn. Because Simmel’s
position on any particular point was frequently not easy
to see, he was often considered to be a critic whose pri-
mary impulse was analytic, if not destructive. By some he
was thought to have no philosophic position at all.

Other, more sympathetic, readers of his work called
him a Kulturphilosoph, primarily on the basis of his pre-
occupation with the objects of culture. Yet because
toward the end of his career Simmel began to sketch a
philosophic position having a conception of human life
at its center, he is also referred to as a Lebensphilosoph.
Both of these activities, however, are but two sides of the
same lifelong dual concern: to illuminate the objects of
culture by showing their relation to human experience
and to shed light upon the nature of human life by seeing
it in relation to its products.

Simmel conceived of human life as being a process
and as being, necessarily, productive. By calling life a
process (which he expressed by partially defining life as
“more-life”), Simmel sought to convey the view that life
has the characteristics of what the Greeks called “becom-
ing”: It is continuous and continuously changing; strictly
speaking, it can only be lived (experienced), not known.
However, this same life produces objects that are not in
constant flux, that have form and hence are intelligible.
(In virtue of this productiveness of human life, Simmel
completed his definition by saying that life is “more-than-
life.”) These products constitute the realm of culture and
include not only works of science, history, and art, but
social and political institutions and religious theories and
practices as well. These objects stand in a twofold rela-
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tionship to human life: Their genesis lies in human expe-
rience and, once in existence, they are independently sub-
ject to being experienced in various ways. Simmel’s
philosophy dealt in detail with both of these relation-
ships.

To account for the existence of the objects of culture,
Simmel made use, in his own particular way, of the cate-
gories of form and content. He posited a realm of con-
tents (rather like George Santayana’s realm of essences) as
the material that enters into all experience. Contents,
however, are not experienced as they are in themselves;
they are shaped by the experiencing psyche. Experience
(Simmel here followed Kant) is formative; to see how
form arises thus requires an understanding of the natural
history of experience.

Simmel conceived of a stage in human life in which
all needs are instantly satisfied, in which there is no gap
between desire and fulfillment. Such a stage of life would
be prior to experience and hence prior to any differentia-
tion of subject and object. In that stage there would be
neither self nor sugar but only sweetness. However, the
world is clearly not so organized that life could actually be
lived in this way, and in the gap between need and fulfill-
ment both experience and form are born. In becoming
conscious, we distinguish between ourselves as subject
and that which we experience as objects.

Experience, however, is not all of a piece: We experi-
ence in different modes. It is one thing to know an object,
another to appreciate it as beautiful, and still another to
revere it as an object of worship. In Simmel’s view, the
contents experienced in each of the three cases may be the
same, although they are not the same in experience. The
objects of the three experiences differ in that the contents
are given shape—are objectified—by means of three dif-
ferent ways of experiencing. The same contents differ in
form.

For the most part, people act to fulfill their needs.
Their experience gives shape to contents only to the
extent to which the immediate requirements of a situa-
tion demand it. In the scholastic language Simmel some-
times adopted, both the terminus a quo (the origin) and
the terminus ad quem (the goal) of the objects produced
by ordinary experience—of whatever mode—remain
within the biography of the individual producing them.
As a result of this subservience to the needs of individu-
als, form in ordinary experience is not pure, and the
objects that are formed in this way are not yet properly
the objects of culture. As long as life sets the goals of
action (characteristic of the phase of life Simmel called
teleological or pragmatic), knowledge is tentative and

SIMMEL, GEORG

limited—not yet science; art is homespun and primi-
tive—not yet fully aesthetic; religion is simple and spo-
radic—not yet embodied in a theology and in
institutions. The form is proto-form and the objects are
proto-culture.

However, the bonds of the teleology of life can be
broken. The terminus ad quem of people’s actions need
not reside within their lives: They can act for the sake of
a form, a type of action Simmel called free action. Instead
of knowing for the sake of acting, some people act in
order to know; instead of seeing for the sake of living,
some people—artists—live in order to see. In acting for
the sake of a form, experience in the relevant form is
refined; the structure inchoate in ordinary experience is
made explicit and worked out. Form proper is born and
the objects of culture are produced.

There are many kinds of form; there is and can be no
definitive list. Knowledge, art, religion, value, and philos-
ophy are among the important forms (or “world forms,”
as Simmel called them) by means of which men have
shaped the realm of contents. Reality, too, is only one
such form and enjoys no privileged status; the objects of
reality constitute the world of practice—those objects
which we perceive and manipulate in our daily lives.
There are other forms and other worlds, however; one of
the tasks of the philosopher is to distinguish and analyze
them.

Human life is not self-sufficient; it needs things out-
side itself to exist and to continue to exist. The objects life
forms first come into being to meet its needs; but, because
they are objects, they continue to exist independently of
life and to make their demands upon the race that has
produced them. Humans work out the forms implicit in
the various modes of ordinary experience; they become
artists, historians, philosophers, and scientists. But once
works of art, history, philosophy, or science exist, they
make a second demand upon humans: they are the
objects by whose assimilation individuals become culti-
vated. Here Simmel saw a source of inevitable conflict.
People differ from each other, and the way in which each
person can fulfill himself is peculiar to him. Thus, to ful-
fill himself each person must utilize a different selection
of already existing objects of culture. However, not every
road, not just any selection, leads to the assimilation of
these objects. To properly understand the objects an indi-
vidual requires in order to become cultivated, he may
need to learn to apprehend a vast number of other objects
not so required. In order to serve life, his life, an individ-
ual may have to make his own needs subservient to those
of forms. This is the tragedy of culture.
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In his philosophic position Simmel attempted to do
justice to the antitheses that have occupied philosophers
since the pre-Socratics. Life as a process is the pole of flux
and becoming; it can be lived, but not known. Form is
stable and has structure; it is the pole of being and is
intelligible. Life is one; experience in all modes is the
experience of the same subject. Forms and worlds are
many; they are severed from the life that produced them
and take on existence independent of it. Neither Being
nor Becoming, neither the One nor the Many, holds
exclusive sway. The tension between the poles of these
antitheses is a permanent feature of the world.

This position underlies the greatest part of Simmel’s
work. His writings in Kulturphilosophie are explorations
into the nature of different forms and of different works,
whether of philosophy or of art. They are investigations
into the relationships between the lives and works of men
like Rembrandt and Goethe. In sum, his essays in the phi-
losophy of culture are a series of applications of his phi-
losophy of life.

See also Experience; Philosophy of History.
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SIMON, RICHARD

(1638-1712)

The French biblical scholar Richard Simon was born in
Dieppe, France, and studied with the Oratorians and the

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

32 2nd edition



Jesuits and at the Sorbonne, specializing in Hebrew and
Near Eastern studies. Before being ordained a priest in
1670, he taught philosophy at an Oratorian college. He
soon became one of the foremost experts in Hebrew,
Judaism, and Eastern Church history. Influenced by
Benedict (Baruch) de Spinoza’s critique of the Bible and
by the theory of his friend and fellow Oratorian, Isaac La
Peyreére, that there were men before Adam, Simon began
developing his views about the Bible and church doc-
trine. His first published work, a defense of the Jews of
Metz (1670), attacked Christian anti-Semitism. It was fol-
lowed by a study of the Eastern Church, another of Jew-
ish ceremonies and customs, and an attack on the monks
of Fécamp. His most important and revolutionary work,
Histoire critique du vieux testament, was printed in 1678.
Jacques Bénigne Bossuet caused it to be banned immedi-
ately, and almost all copies were destroyed. A few reached
England, and the work was published in French with an
English translation by Henry Dickinson in 1682. The
scandal forced Simon to leave the Oratory and become a
simple priest. Thereafter, he argued with various Protes-
tant and Catholic thinkers and wrote many works on the
history of religion and on the Bible, which culminated in
his translation of the New Testament (1702). Bossuet
caused this work to be banned also.

Simon’s revolutionary contention was that no origi-
nal text of the Bible exists, that the texts one possesses
have developed and have been altered through the ages,
and that it is therefore necessary to apply the method of
critical evaluation to biblical materials to establish the
most accurate human form of the revelation. This
method involves philology, textual study, historical
researches, and comparative studies. Protestants saw that
Simon’s claim that there is no perfect copy of scripture
fundamentally challenged their position that truth is
found only by examining the Bible. Catholics feared that
he was undermining all bases of Judeo-Christianity by
raising problems about all its documents and traditions.
Simon contended that he was merely trying to clarify reli-
gious knowledge by showing its foundations and devel-
opment and the need for a tradition to interpret and
understand it. Whether intentional or not, Simon’s
method launched the whole enterprise of biblical higher
criticism, which was often directed toward undermining
confidence in the uniqueness and ultimate truth of the
Judeo-Christian revelation.

See also Bossuet, Jacques Bénigne; Philosophy of Reli-
gion, History of; Revelation.
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SIMON MAGUS

Simon Magus, the earliest Gnostic leader known to us,
was a native of the Samaritan village of Gitta. He is first
mentioned in Acts (8:4-25), where he appears as a
wonder-worker who had gained a considerable following
in Samaria and who sought to augment his stock in trade
by purchasing the power of conferring the Holy Spirit
from the apostles. The identity of the Simon of the book
of Acts and the founder of the Gnostic sect has been ques-
tioned, but Irenaeus, among others, has no doubt of it.
According to Hippolytus, Simon died in Rome when he
failed, in an abortive attempt at a miracle, to rise from the
pit in which he had been buried alive. In the pseudo-
Clementine literature Simon serves as the target for veiled
Jewish-Christian attacks on Paul and Marcion. According
to Origen, in his time the Simonians numbered only
thirty, but Eusebius, years later, still knew of their exis-
tence.

The Simonian theory is of special interest not only as
one of the earliest Gnostic systems but also as providing
an illustration of the ways in which such systems devel-
oped and were modified. Assessment of the evidence is
complicated by the meagerness of our sources and by var-
ious problems of evaluation and interpretation, but in
general we may distinguish three main stages. Simon
himself appears to have been a “magician” of the com-
mon Hellenistic type, who claimed to be a divine incar-
nation. His teaching would be not so much Gnostic in the
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second-century sense (that is, the Gnosticism of the
heretical Christian systems) but rather a form of syn-
cretistic gnosis into which he sought to incorporate
Christian elements. The accounts of Justin and Irenaeus
introduce his companion, the ex-prostitute Helen, whom
he declared to be the first conception (Ennoia) of his
mind, emanating from him like Athena from the head of
Zeus. A notable feature here is the blending of biblical ele-
ments with elements from Homer and Greek mythology.

Descending to the lower regions, Ennoia generated
the angels and powers by whom this world was made but
was then detained by them and compelled to suffer a
round of incarnations (thus she is, inter alia, Helen of
Troy) until Simon himself came to redeem her. The prob-
lem here is to know how much can be credited to Simon
himself and how much to reflection among his followers.

A third and more philosophical stage is represented
by the “Great Affirmation” preserved by Hippolytus,
which probably has nothing to do with the original
Simon but may be the work of later disciples attributed,
as was often the case, to the master himself. Here the pri-
mal ground of being is fire, from which emanate three
pairs of “roots,” or Powers, which are the origin of all exis-
tence: Mind and Thought, Voice and Name, Reason and
Desire (text in W. Volker, Quellen zur Geschichte des
christlichen Gnosis, Tubingen, 1932, pp. 3ff.). In this
scheme, elements from Greek philosophy (Heraclitus,
Plato, Aristotle) are blended with biblical and Homeric
elements into a thoroughly Gnostic system. It is of inter-
est to note that Simonianism provides one of the sources
of the later Faust legend.

See also Aristotle; Gnosticism; Heraclitus of Ephesus;
Homer; Marcion; Origen; Plato.
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SIMPLICIUS
(fl. c. 530)

Simplicius of Cilicia (in Asia Minor) tells us that he stud-
ied Platonic philosophy in Alexandria under Ammonius
the son of Hermias (fl. c. 550). Afterward, he attended the
lectures of Damascius, probably in Athens at the original
and still flourishing school founded by Plato himself, the
Academy. (An earlier scholarly opinion that there were
doctrinal differences between the teachings on Plato in
Alexandria and Athens is no longer held.)

All these figures were active neoplatonists, and Her-
mias and Damascius did in fact publish commentaries on
various dialogues of Plato. But Ammonius and Simplicius
(and to a lesser extent Damascius as well) devoted most
of their writings to the explication of Aristotle’s works.
Simplicius, in addition to a commentary on Epictetus’s
Handbook (Enchiridion), wrote extensive commentaries
on five of those works of Aristotle that most challenge
philosophers: Metaphysics (no longer extant, although
fragments are known), Physics, Categories, De Anima, and
De Caelo, with the four extant commentaries totaling
over 2,800 sizable pages in the series Commentaria in
Aristotelem Graeca. (References in some modern books to
a commentary by Simplicius on Sophistici Elenchi are
mistaken.) In addition to the time obviously needed to
complete these commentaries, a brief examination of
Simplicus’s learned exegeses shows that he also was in
need of an extensive philosophical library, one that
included not only Plato and Aristotle, their predecessors
(the pre-Socratics) but also everything (it seems) ever
written by an Academician or Peripatetic, as well as some
Stoic texts.

Where could this library have been? An obvious
answer is Athens, but one of the few hard facts concern-
ing these philosophers is that, owing to increasing Chris-
tian hostility to pagan philosophizing, the emperor
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Justinian in 529 forbade teaching by non-Christians,
which gave Simplicius time to write his commentary of
Epictetus, who as a philosopher struggling under tyranny
could serve as a model for Simplicius and his colleagues.
Agathias (c. 536—c. 582), the Christian historian (and epi-
grammatist), states that “Damascius of Syria, Simplicius
of Cilicia, Eulamius of Phrygia, Prisican of Lydia, Her-
mias and Diogenes of Phoenicia, and Isidore of Gaza ...
concluded that, since Christianity was not to their liking
[a euphemism], Persia was a better place for them.”
Unfortunately, the stories about King Chosroes I (reigned
531-579) that made him sound like a Platonic philoso-
pher-king were greatly exaggerated. In time, even Greece,
with all its dangers, seemed preferable; “and so all
returned home,” trusting in a treaty between Justinian I
(483-565) and Chosroes that, among other things, stipu-
lated that the philosophers could return to their homes
and live there as long as they wished “on their own,” this
last vague phrase probably meaning that the treaty guar-
anteed them the freedom to congregate as philosophers
and conduct themselves (mostly) as before (Agathias His-
toriae 2.30.3-31.4 Keydell).

Thus, although some scholars still believe that Sim-
plicius chose to stay somewhere safe in the Persian
Empire, probably in Haran, the explicit evidence of
Agathias, who refers to these Academics as his (younger)
contemporaries, strongly suggests that Simplicius
returned to Athens. There, still denied the right to teach,
he dedicated himself to scholarship.

For the most part, Simplicius’s writings are straight-
forward analyses, lemma by lemma, of Aristotelian pas-
sages, a form of commentary designed for readers rather
than for the students to whom he no longer could lecture.
Here Simplicius not only dispassionately and at great
length explains the meaning of selected passages he also
attempts to harmonize or minimize the differences
between Plato and Aristotle. Indeed, Simplicius often
turns Aristotle into a neoplatonist, as when, for example,
he argues that Aristotle’s causes were six in number. The
lemmas both explicate the meaning and summarize other
scholars’ views of the passage in question. In both aspects
Simplicius is of immeasurable importance for the history
of earlier Greek philosophy, for he, far more than any
other commentator on Plato or Aristotle, took the trou-
ble to go back both to the texts Aristotle quotes or alludes
to as well as to the texts that comment on Aristotle.

Simplicius is thus the most important source for ver-
batim quotations of the pre-Socratics, Academics, Peri-
patetics, Stoics, and others. Time after time, where others
comment on Aristotle’s allusion to (say) Parmenides

SIMPLICIUS

merely by elaborating on Aristotle’s words, inferring from
them what Parmenides meant, Simplicius, explicitly
referring to the rarity of Parmenides’ book, says that he
will quote from it in extenso. By far the vast majority of
the fragments of Parmenides, Empedocles, Zeno, Melis-
sus, Anaxagoras, and Diogenes of Apollonia is known
thanks to Simplicius alone. Earlier attempts to argue that
he found these passages in Theophrastus’s lost doxo-
graphical treatise on earlier thought falter when one
looks at the extant Metaphysics and De Sensibus of
Theophrastus, whose verbatim quotations of pre-Socrat-
ics are infrequent and not of great length, unlike many in
Simplicius. In short, present-day knowledge of the actual
words of the pre-Socratics would be halved or worse
without him. It would doubtless be increased were a copy
of his In Metaphysica found.

Similarly, Simplicius is now the only source for many
of the earlier but now lost Aristotelian commentaries.
Much of what is known of Theophrastus’s Physics comes
from Simplicius’s commentary, and his quotations from
John Philoponus’s lost Against Aristotle, on the Eternity of
the World are so extensive that they have been excerpted
and published separately.

Although Simplicius is strictly neutral toward the
pre-Socratics, he is capable of criticizing Aristotelian
commentators of several centuries earlier, such as Alexan-
der of Aphrodisias, whom he accuses, sometimes ironi-
cally, of not having considered all available sources, a
virtue he explicitly declares necessary for the serious
commentator in the beginning of In Cat, along with an
ability to make dispassionate judgments. He is naturally
more deferential to his teachers Ammonius and Damas-
cius. He reserves his most critical if not contemptuous
statements for Philoponus, who was also a student of
Ammonius, but whose Christian interpretations, such as
that the cosmos had a fixed beginning, he finds most
abhorrent.

Since all of Simplicius’s works are in the form of
commentaries on two philosophers not of his own
school, it is not easy to isolate beliefs and preoccupations
that would distinguish him from other neoplatonists.
Apart from his almost religious adoration of the Platonic
Demiurge (reminiscent of Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus),
Simplicius writes very much in the tradition of Alexan-
drian and Athenian commentators on Aristotle who in
place of sustained argument are more likely merely to
state their interpretation of his text. Simplicius, then, a
scholar like few before him, read every relevant text that
would illuminate Aristotle, who he argued should be seen
as a complement to Plato’s noble philosophy.
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See also Greek Academy; Neoplatonism; Peripatetics; Pla-
tonism and the Platonic Tradition; Stocism.
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SIMULATION THEORY

A prominent part of everyday thought is thought about
mental states. We ascribe states like desire, belief, inten-
tion, hope, thirst, fear, and disgust both to ourselves and
to others. We also use these ascribed mental states to pre-
dict how others will behave. Ability to use the language of
mental states is normally acquired early in childhood,
without special training. This naive use of mental state
concepts is variously called folk psychology, theory of
mind, mentalizing, or mindreading and is studied in both
philosophy and the cognitive sciences, including develop-
mental psychology, social psychology, and cognitive neu-
roscience. One approach to mindreading holds that
mental-state attributors use a naive psychological “the-
ory” to infer mental states in others from their behavior,
the environment, or their other mental states, and to pre-
dict their behavior from their mental states. This is called
the theory theory (TT). A different approach holds that
people commonly execute mindreading by trying to sim-
ulate, replicate or reproduce in their own minds the same
state, or sequence of states, as the target. This is the simu-
lation theory (ST).

Another possible label for simulation is empathy. In
one sense of the term, empathy refers to the basic maneu-
ver of feeling one’s way into the state of another, by “iden-
tifying” with the other, or imaginatively putting oneself in
the other’s shoes. One does not simply try to depict or
represent another’s state, but actually to experience or
share it. Of course, mental life may feature empathic acts
or events that are not deployed for mindreading. But the
term simulation theory primarily refers to an account of
mindreading that accords to empathy, or simulation, a
core role in how we understand, or mindread, the states
of others.

HISTORICAL ANTECEDENTS OF THE
DEBATE

A historical precursor of the ST/TT debate was the debate
between positivists and hermeneutic theorists about the
proper methodology for the human sciences. Whereas
positivists argued for a single, uniform methodology for
the human and natural sciences, early-twentieth-century
philosophers like Wilhelm Dilthey and R. G. Collingwood
advocated an autonomous method for the social sciences,
called Verstehen, in which the scientist or historian proj-
ects herself into the subjective perspective or viewpoint of
the actors being studied. Contemporary ST, however,
makes no pronouncements about the proper methodol-
ogy of social science; it only concerns the prescientific
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practice of understanding others. The kernel of this idea
has additional historical antecedents. Adam Smith,
Immanuel Kant, Arthur Schopenhauer, Friedrich Niet-
zsche, and W. V. Quine all wrote of the mind’s empathic
or projective propensities. Kant wrote:

[I]f T wish to represent to myself a thinking
being, I must put myself in his place, and thus
substitute, as it were, my own subject for the
object I am seeking to consider... (Kant 1787/
1961, p. 336)

Nietzsche anticipated modern psychology in the follow-

ing passage:
To understand another person, that is to imitate
his feelings in ourselves, we ... produce the feel-
ing in ourselves after the effects it exerts and dis-
plays on the other person by imitating with our
own body the expression of his eyes, his voice,
his bearing.... Then a similar feeling arises in us
in consequence of an ancient association
between movement and sensation. (Nietzsche
1881/1977, pp. 156-157....)

Quine (1960) briefly endorsed an empathy account of
indirect discourse and propositional attitude ascription.
He described attitude ascriptions as an “essentially dra-
matic idiom” rather than a scientific procedure, and this
encouraged him to see the attitudes as disreputable posits
that deserve to be eliminated from our ontology.

THE BEGINNING OF THE DEBATE

It was in the 1980s that three philosophers—Robert Gor-
don, Jane Heal, and Alvin Goldman—first offered sus-
tained defenses of ST as an account of the method of
mindreading. They were reacting partly to functionalist
ideas in philosophy of mind and partly to emerging
research in psychology. According to analytic functional-
ism, our understanding of mental states is based on com-
monsense causal principles that link states of the external
world with mental states and mental states with one
another. For example, if a person is looking attentively at
a round object in ordinary light, he is caused to have a
visual experience as of something round. If he is very
thirsty and believes there is something potable in a
nearby refrigerator, he will decide to walk toward that
refrigerator. By using causal platitudes of this sort, attrib-
utors can infer mental states from the conditions of an
agent’s environment or from his previous mental states.
One might start with beliefs about a target’s initial men-
tal states plus beliefs in certain causal psychological prin-
ciples, feed this information into one’s theoretical

SIMULATION THEORY

reasoning system, and let the system infer the “final”
states that the target went into or will go into. This TT
approach assumes that attribution relies on information
about causal principles, so TT is said to be a “knowledge
rich” approach.

Simulationists typically doubt that ordinary adults
and children have as much information, or the kinds of
information, that TT posits, even at a tacit or uncon-
scious level. ST offers a different possibility, in which
attributors are “knowledge-poor” but engage a special
mental skill: the construction of pretend states. To predict
an upcoming decision of yours, I can pretend to have
your goals and beliefs, feed these pretend goals and beliefs
into my own decision-making system, let the system
make a pretend decision, and finally predict that you will
make this decision. This procedure differs in three
respects from the theorizing procedure. First, it involves
no reliance on any belief by the attributor in a folk-
psychological causal principle. Second, it involves the cre-
ation and deployment of pretend, or make-believe, states.
Third, it utilizes a mental system, here a decision-making
system, for a non-standard purpose, for the purpose of
mindreading rather than action. It takes the decision-
making system “off-line.”

Daniel Dennett (1987) challenged ST by claiming
that simulation collapses into a form of theorizing. If I
make believe I am a suspension bridge and wonder what
I will do when the wind blows, what comes to mind
depends on the sophistication of my knowledge of the
physics of suspension bridges. Why shouldn’t make-
believe mindreading equally depend on theoretical
knowledge? Goldman (1989) parried this challenge by
distinguishing two kinds of simulation: theory-driven
and process-driven simulation. A successful simulation
need not be theory driven. If both the initial states of the
simulating system and the process driving the simulation
are the same as, or relevantly similar to, those of the tar-
get system, the simulating system’s output should resem-
ble the target’s output, enabling the prediction to be
accurate.

Heal (1994) also worried about a threat of ST col-
lapsing into TT. If ST holds that one mechanism is used
to simulate another mechanism of the same kind, she
claimed, then the first mechanism embodies tacit knowl-
edge of theoretical principles of how that type of mecha-
nism operates. Since defenders of TT usually say that
folk-psychological theory is known only tacitly, this cog-
nitive science brand of simulation would collapse into a
form of TT. This led Heal to reject such empirical claims
about sub-personal processes. Instead, she proposed
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(1998) that ST is in some sense an a priori truth. When
we think about another’s thoughts, we “co-cognize” with
our target; that is, we use contentful states whose contents
match those of the target. Heal has claimed that such co-
cognition is simulation, and is an a priori truth about
how we mindread.

Martin Davies and Tony Stone (2001) criticize Heal’s
proposed criterion of tacit knowledge possession. Yet
another way to rebut the threat of collapse is to question
the assumption that the integrity or robustness of simu-
lation can be sustained only if it is not underpinned by
theorizing. The assumption is that simulation is a sham if
it is implemented by theorizing; ST implies that no theo-
rizing is used. Against this, Goldman (2006) argues that
theorizing at an implementation level need not conflict
with higher-level simulation, and the latter is what ST
insists upon.

TRANSFERENCE

According to the standard account, simulational min-
dreading proceeds by running a simulation that produces
an output state (e.g., a decision) and “transferring” that
output state to the target. “Transference” consists of two
steps: classifying the output state as falling under a certain
concept and inferring that the target’s state also falls
under that concept. Gordon (1995) worries about these
putative steps. Classifying one’s output state under a
mental concept ostensibly requires introspection, a
process of which Gordon is leery. Inferring a similarity
between one’s own state and a target’s state sounds like an
analogical argument concerning other minds, which
Ludwig Wittgenstein and others have criticized. Also, if
the analogy rests on theorizing, this undercuts the auton-
omy of simulation. Given these worrisome features of the
standard account, Gordon proposes a construal of simu-
lation without introspection or inference “from me to

»

you.

Gordon replaces transference with “transformation.”
When [ simulate a target, [ “recenter” my egocentric map
on the target. In my imagination, the target becomes the
referent of the first-person pronoun “I” and his time of
action, or decision, becomes the referent of “now.” The
transformation Gordon discusses is modeled on the
transformation of an actor into a character he is playing.
Once a personal transformation is accomplished, there is
no need to “transfer” my state to him or to infer that his
state is similar to mine. But there are many puzzling fea-
tures of Gordon’s proposal. He describes the content of
what is imagined, but not what literally takes place. Min-
dreaders are not literally transformed into their targets

(in the way princes are transformed into frogs) and do
not literally lose their identity. We still need an account of
a mindreader’s psychological activities. Unless he identi-
fies the type of his output state and imputes it to the tar-
get, how does the activity qualify as mindreading, that is,
as believing of the target that she is in state M? Merely
being oneself in state M, in imagination, does not consti-
tute the mindreading of another person. One must
impute a state to the target, and the state selected for
imputation is the output state of the simulation, which
must be detected and classified. First-person mental-state
detection thereby becomes an important item on the ST
agenda, an item on which simulationists differ, some,
such as Harris (1992) and Goldman (2006), favoring
introspection and others, such as Gordon (1995), resist-
ing it.

Different theorists favor stronger or weaker versions
of ST, in which “information” plays no role versus a mod-
erate role. Gordon favors a very pure version of ST,
whereas Goldman favors more of a hybrid approach, in
which some acts of mindreading may proceed wholly by
theorizing, and some acts may have elements of both sim-
ulation and theorizing. For example, a decision predictor
might use a step of simulation to determine what he
himself would do, but then correct that preliminary pre-
diction by adding background information about differ-
ences between the target and himself. Some theory
theorists have also moved toward a hybrid approach by
acknowledging that certain types of mindreading tasks
are most naturally executed by a simulation-like proce-
dure (Nichols and Stich 2003).

What exactly does ST mean by the pivotal notion of
a “pretend state”? Mental pretense may not be essential
for simulational mindreading, for example, for the read-
ing of people’s emotional states as discussed at the end of
this article. But most formulations of ST appeal to men-
tal pretense. Mental pretense is often linked to imagining,
but imagining comes in different varieties. One can imag-
ine that something is the case, for example, that Mars is
twice as large as it actually is, without putting oneself in
another person’s shoes. Goldman (2006) proposes a dis-
tinction between two types of imagining: suppositional-
imagining and enactive-imagining.

Suppositional imagining is what one does when one
supposes, assumes, or hypothesizes something to be the
case. It is a purely intellectual posture, though its precise
connection to other intellectual attitudes, like belief, is a
delicate matter. Enactive imagining is not purely intellec-
tual or doxastic. It is an attempt to produce in oneself a
mental state normally produced by other means, where
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the mental states might be perceptual, emotional, or
purely attitudinal. You can enactively imagine seeing
something—you can visualize it—or you can enactively
imagine wanting or dreading something. For purposes of
ST, the relevant notion of imagination is enactive imagi-
nation. To pretend to be in mental state M is to enactively
imagine being in M. If the pretense is undertaken for
mindreading, one would imagine being in M and “mark”
the imaginative state as belonging to the target of the
mindreading exercise.

Can a state produced by enactive imagining really
resemble its counterpart state, the state it is meant to
enact? And what are the respects of resemblance? Gregory
Currie (1995) advanced the thesis that visual imagery is
the simulation of vision, and Currie and Ian Ravenscroft
extended this proposal to motor imagery. They present
evidence from cognitive science and cognitive neuro-
science to support these ideas, highlighting evidence of
behavioral and neural similarity (Currie and Ravenscroft
2002). Successful simulational mindreading would seem
to depend on significant similarity between imagination-
produced states and their counterparts. However, perfect
similarity, including phenomenological similarity, is not
required (Goldman 2006).

PSYCHOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

Gordon’s first paper on ST (1986) appealed to research in
developmental psychology to support it. Psychologists
Heinz Wimmer and Josef Perner (1983) studied children
who watched a puppet show in which a character is out-
side playing while his chocolate gets moved from the
place he put it to another place in the kitchen. Older chil-
dren, like adults, attribute to the character a false belief
about the chocolate’s location; three-year-olds, by con-
trast, do not ascribe a false belief. Another experiment
showed that older autistic children resemble three-year-
olds in making mistakes on this false-belief task (Baron-
Cohen, Leslie, and Frith 1985). This was interesting
because autistic children are known for a striking deficit
in their capacity for pretend play. Gordon suggested that
the capacity for pretense must be critical for adequate
mindreading, just as ST proposes. Most developmental
psychologists offered a different account of the phenom-
ena, postulating a theorizing deficit as the source of the
poor performances by both three-year-olds and autistic
children. It was argued that three-year-olds simply do not
possess the full adult concept of belief as a state that can
be false, and this conceptual “deficit” is responsible for
their poor false-belief task performance.

SIMULATION THEORY

ENDOWMENT EFFECT

The conceptual-deficit account, however, appears to have
been premature. First, when experimental tasks were sim-
plified, three-year-olds and even younger children some-
times passed false-belief tests. Second, researchers found
plausible alternative explanations of poor performance
by three-year-olds, explanations in terms of memory or
executive control deficiencies rather than conceptual
deficiencies. Thus, the idea of conceptual change—
assumed to be theoretical change—was undercut. This
had been a principal form of evidence for TT and, implic-
itly, against ST. It has proved difficult to design more
direct tests between TT and ST.

Shaun Nichols, Stephen Stich, and Alan Leslie (1995)
cite empirical tests that allegedly disconfirm ST. One of
these types of empirical tests involves the “endowment
effect” The endowment effect is the finding that when
people are given an item, for example, a coffee mug, they
come to value it more highly than people who do not
possess one. Owners hold out for significantly more
money to sell it back than do nonowners who are offered
a choice between receiving a mug and receiving a sum of
money. When asked to predict what they would do,
before being in such a situation, subjects underpredict the
price that they themselves subsequently set. Nichols,
Stich, and Leslie argue that TT readily explains this
underprediction; people simply have a false theory about
their own valuations. But ST, they argue, cannot explain
it. If simulation is used to predict a choice, there are only
two ways it could go wrong. The predictor’s decision-
making system might operate differently from that of the
target, or the wrong inputs might be fed into the deci-
sion-making system. The first explanation does not work
here, because it is the very same system. The second
explanation also seems implausible because the situation
is so transparent. This last point, however, runs contrary
to the evidence. Research by George Loewenstein and
other investigators reveals countless cases in which self-
and other-predictions go wrong because people are
unable to project themselves accurately into the shoes of
others, or into their own future shoes. The actual current
situation constrains their imaginative construction of
future or hypothetical states, which can obviously derail a
simulation routine (Van Boven, Dunning, and Loewen-
stein 2000). So ST has clear resources for explaining
underpredictions in endowment effect cases.

EMOTION RECOGNITION

One of the best empirical cases for simulation is found in
a domain little studied in the first two decades of empir-
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ical research on mindreading. This is the domain of
detecting emotions by facial expressions. Goldman and
Sripada (2005; also Goldman, 2006) survey findings per-
taining to three types of emotions: fear, disgust, and
anger. For each of these emotions, brain-damaged
patients who are deficient in experiencing a given emo-
tion are also selectively impaired in recognizing the same
emotion in others’ faces. Their mindreading deficit is spe-
cific to the emotion they are impaired in experiencing. ST
provides a natural explanation of these “paired deficits”:
normal recognition proceeds by using the same neural
substrate that subserves a tokening of that emotion, but if
the substrate is damaged, mindreading should be
impaired. TT, by contrast, has no explanation that is not
ad hoc. TT is particularly unpromising because the
impaired subjects retain conceptual (“theoretical”)
understanding of the relevant emotions.

By what simulational process could normal face-
based emotion recognition take place? One possibility
involves facial mimicry followed by feedback that leads to
(subthreshold) experience of the observed emotion. In
other words, normal people undergo traces of the same
emotion as the person they observe. This resembles Niet-
zsche’s idea, now supported by research showing that
even unconscious perception of faces produces covert,
automatic imitation of facial musculature in the observer,
and these mimicked expressions can produce the same
emotions in the self.

Another possible explanation of emotion recogni-
tion is unmediated mirroring, or resonance, in which the
observer undergoes the same emotion experience as the
observed person without activation of facial musculature.
Such “mirror matching” phenomena have been identified
for a variety of mental phenomena, in which the same
experience that occurs in one person is also produced in
someone who merely observes the first. Such mirror
matching occurs for events ranging from action with the
hands (Rizzolatti et al., 2001), to somatosensory experi-
ences (Keysers et al., 2004), to pain (Singer et al., 2004).
For example, if one observes somebody else acting, the
same area of the premotor cortex is activated that con-
trols that kind of action; if one observes somebody being
touched on the leg, the same area of somatosensory cor-
tex is activated that is activated in the normal experience
of being touched on the leg; the same sort of matching
applies to pain. This leads Vittorio Gallese (2003) to
speak of a “shared manifold” of intersubjectivity, a possi-
ble basis for empathy and social cognition more generally.
It is unclear whether mirror matching always yields
recognition, or attribution, of the experience in question,

so perhaps mindreading is not always implicated. But the
basic occurrence of mental simulation, or mental mim-
icry, is strikingly instantiated.

See also Cognitive Science; Folk Psychology; Psychology.
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SINGER, PETER
(1946-)

Peter Singer is one of the most influential philosophers of
the twentieth century. While other philosophers have
been more important in the development of the disci-
pline, none has changed more lives. Newsweek magazine
observed that the modern animal rights movement may
be dated from the publication of Animal Liberation. This
book has sold more than 500,000 copies in sixteen lan-
guages thus far. Altogether Singer is responsible in whole
or part for producing thirty-six books, and a vast number
of articles and reviews in journals ranging from The
Philosophical Review to the New York Times.

Peter Singer was born in Melbourne, Australia, on
July 6th, 1946. His parents were Viennese Jews who
escaped in 1938, shortly after the Anschluss incorporated

SINGER, PETER

Austria into the German Reich. He went on to Melbourne
University, where as an undergraduate he studied law,
history, and philosophy. In 1969 he received an MA in
philosophy, writing a thesis on Why Should I Be Moral? A
scholarship allowed Singer to complete his graduate stud-
ies in Oxford, where he received his bachelor’s in philos-
ophy in 1971 and served as Radcliffe lecturer from 1971
to 1973.

In 1972 Singer published Famine, Affluence, and
Morality in the first volume of a new journal, Philosophy
and Public Affairs. This article, which has been reprinted
more than two dozen times, is important for several rea-
sons. In terms of style it was an unconventional philo-
sophical essay in that it was written in simple, direct
prose, with few references to philosophical texts. Rather
than beginning from Immanuel Kant, Aristotle, or a
hypothetical moral question, it addressed events that
were occurring as Singer was writing. The article began
with these words: “As I write this, in November, 1971,
people are dying in East Bengal from lack of food, shelter,
and medical care.” Singer went on to present his readers
with a stark moral challenge. On the basis of some appar-
ently simple, plausible premises, he argued that affluent
people ought to transfer their resources to those who are
worse off until they reach the point at which further
transfers would hurt them more than they would benefit
others. Singer was asking his readers to give up their
opera tickets, their wine cellars, and private schools for
their children—the accoutrements of the sophisticated,
upper-middle-class life favored by many academics. Fur-
thermore, Singer was completely unapologetic about
making such demands: “The whole way we look at moral
issues ... needs to be altered, and with it, the way of life
that has come to be taken for granted in our society.”

In autumn 1973, Singer moved to the United States
in order to teach at New York University. He was in Amer-
ica only sixteen months, but his visit had a large impact.
He wrote most of Animal Liberation during his stay and,
while working on the book, Singer presented draft chap-
ters to philosophy departments around the country. Also
during his time in New York, Singer wrote “Philosophers
Are Back on the Job” for the New York Times Magazine
(1974). This essay brought the practical ethics movement
to the attention of a wide, non-professional audience.

In 1975 Singer returned to Melbourne where he
remained until 1999, except to take up various visit-
ing appointments in universities around the world. Since
1999 he has been the Ira W. DeCamp Professor of Bio-
ethics at Princeton University.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

2nd edition

41



SKEPTICISM

Virtually all of Singer’s work exemplifies the follow-
ing three important characteristics. First, it is revisionary.
The point of practical ethics is not simply to understand
the world, but to change it. A second characteristic of
Singer’s work is that facts matter. Philosophy may begin
where facts run out, as Singer wrote in “Philosophers Are
Back on the Job” (p. 20), but it is hard to see what philos-
ophy would be for Singer if it didn’t start with a vivid
appreciation of the way things are. Finally, Singer’s work
presupposes that individual action can make a difference.
As his work has unfolded, Singer has increasingly
addressed social policy dimensions of the problems that
he considers, but he usually writes as one person in con-
versation with another. His goal is to change our attitudes
and behavior because that is how one changes the world.

Although he has written widely, Singer is most
closely associated with his defense of animals and his
attack on the traditional ethic of the sanctity of human
life. According to Singer, other things being equal, it is
better to experiment on a profoundly brain-damaged
human infant than on a normal chimpanzee. The nor-
mative theory that underwrites these judgments is utili-
tarianism. The good to be maximized, in the case of
self-conscious creatures (persons), is satisfied prefer-
ences; in the case of non-persons, it is pleasure and the
absence of suffering. In metaethics, Singer follows the
universal prescriptivism of his teacher, R. M. Hare.

Singer’s recent writing has ranged from practical
ethics to work that is more personal. His most recent
book, The President of Good and Evil (2004), takes Presi-
dent George W. Bush’s moralism at face value, and sub-
jects it to rigorous philosophical examination. His 2002
book, One World, is an ethical assessment of the environ-
mental, economic, and legal dimensions of globalization.
Pushing Time Away (2003) is the most personal of his
books. It is a moving biography of Singer’s maternal
grandfather, David Oppenheim, a Viennese intellectual
and teacher, who was murdered in the Holocaust. In
recovering the life, thought, and sensibility of Oppen-
heim, Singer discovers strong affinities with his own
thought and intellectual formation, perhaps because of a
common source in the Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment).
Only in his late-50s as of 2005, Singer is likely to continue
to produce important work in all areas of moral philoso-

phy.

See also Animal Rights and Welfare; Moral Sentiments.
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SKEPTICISM,
CONTEMPORARY

Skepticism regarding a subject matter is the view that
knowledge about the subject matter is not possible. Many
subject matters have come under skeptical attack. It has
been argued, for example, that it is not possible to
obtain knowledge about the external world, about as-yet-
unobserved states of affairs, and about minds other than
one’s own. This entry will focus upon skepticism about
knowledge of the external world.

THE CARTESIAN SKEPTICAL
ARGUMENT

The following skeptical argument is suggested by
Descartes’s first Meditation. Consider the skeptical
hypothesis SK: There are no physical objects; all that
exists is my mind and that of an evil genius, who causes
me to have sense experience just like that which I actually
have (sense experience representing a world of physical
objects). This hypothesis, says the skeptic, is logically pos-
sible and incompatible with propositions implying the
existence of the external world, such as that I have hands.
The skeptic then claims that (1) if I know that I have
hands, then I know that not-SK. To justify premise (1),
the skeptic points out that the proposition that I have
hands entails not-SK, and he asserts this closure princi-
ple: If S knows that ¢ and S knows that ¢ entails y, then S
knows that y. The skeptical argument’s other premise is
that (2) I do not know that not-SK. To justify this prem-
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ise, the skeptic points out that, if SK were true, then I
would have sense experience exactly similar to that which
I actually have. Because my sensory evidence does not
discriminate between the hypothesis that SK and the
hypothesis that not-SK, this evidence does not justify me
in believing not-SK rather than SK. Lacking justification
for my belief that not-SK, I do not know that not-SK.
From (1) and (2) it follows that I do not know that I have
hands. A similar argument may be given for each exter-
nal-world proposition that I claim to know.

Those who think that minds are physical in nature
may well balk at the skeptic’s claim that the evil-genius
hypothesis is logically possible. Accordingly, the skeptic
will replace that hypothesis with this updated version of
SK: I am a brain in a vat connected to a computer that is
the ultimate cause of my (thoroughly unveridical) sense
experience.

To see how the foregoing pattern of skeptical reason-
ing may be extended to other subject matters, let the tar-
get knowledge claim be that there are minds other than
my own, and let the skeptical hypothesis be that the com-
plex patterns of bodily behavior that I observe are not
accompanied by any states of consciousness. The ana-
logue to premise (2) will in this case be supported by the
claim that, if the skeptical hypothesis were true, then I
would have behavioral evidence exactly similar to that
which I actually have.

DENYING THE LOGICAL POSSIBILITY
OF SK

Let us consider two radical responses to the Cartesian
skeptical argument. The evil-genius and vat hypotheses
both depend on the assumption that the external world is
mind-independent in such a way that it is logically possi-
ble for sense experience to represent there to be a physi-
cal world of a certain character even though there is no
physical world, or at least no physical world of that char-
acter. An idealist denies this assumption of independence.
The idealist maintains that facts about physical objects
hold simply in virtue of the holding of the right facts
about sense experience, then denies that skeptical
hypotheses such as SK are logically possible: any world in
which the facts of sense experience are as they actually are
is a world in which there is an external reality of roughly
the sort people take there to be. Thus premise (2) is false:
I know that not-SK in virtue of knowing the necessary
falsity of SK.

The second radical response to the skeptical argu-
ment rests on a verificationist constraint on the meaning-
fulness of sentences. Like the idealist, the verificationist
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holds that the sentence “I am a victim of thoroughgoing
sensory deception” fails to express a logically possible
hypothesis. Given that the sentence fails to express a
proposition for which sense experience could in principle
provide confirming or disconfirming evidence, the verifi-
cationist counts the sentence as meaningless. Because the
sentence expresses no proposition at all, it does not
express a proposition that is possibly true.

The antirealist puts forward a similar view, main-
taining that one’s understanding of a sentence’s meaning
consists in a recognitional capacity manifestable in one’s
use of the sentence. Suppose that the conditions under
which a sentence X is true transcend people’s powers of
recognition. Then one’s understanding of X’s meaning
could not be identified with one’s grasping of X’s recog-
nition-transcendent truth conditions (because such a
grasping could not, in turn, be identified with a mani-
festable recognitional capacity). This conception may be
applied to sentences that allegedly express skeptical
hypotheses. If people cannot detect the obtaining of their
truth conditions, then what is understood when skeptical
sentences’ meanings are understood must be something
other than their truth conditions. Grasping such sen-
tences’ meanings must instead consist in grasping the
detectable conditions under which they are warrantedly
assertible. Thus, it would turn out that an allegedly prob-
lematic skeptical hypothesis fails to make any coherent
claims about putative conditions in the world that out-
strip the human capacity for knowledge.

ATTACKING PREMISE (1)

Premise (1) has come under attack by those who think
that the skeptic has succeeded in stating a hypothesis that
is genuinely logically possible and not known to be false.
On this strategy the closure principle is denied. This
opens up the possibility that I know that I have hands
even though I do not know that not-SK. For example, one
may deny closure by maintaining that knowing that ¢
requires knowing only that the relevant alternative
hypotheses to ¢ do not obtain. Skeptical hypotheses, it is
then said, are not relevant alternatives to the propositions
involved in ordinary knowledge claims.

Another way of denying closure is to hold that S
knows that P if and only if (i) S correctly believes that P,
and (ii) S would not mistakenly believe that P if P were
false. To satisfy the tracking condition (ii), S must not
mistakenly believe that P in the possible worlds in which
P is false that are most similar to the actual world, accord-
ing to the standard semantics for counterfactuals. (Robert
Nozick adds the further tracking requirement that S
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believes that P in the possible worlds in which P is true
that are most similar to the actual world.) Now suppose
that some hypothetical normal believer S satisfies these
conditions with respect to the proposition that he has
hands (S correctly believes that he has hands and would
not mistakenly believe that he has hands in the no-hands
possible worlds most similar to his world, worlds in
which, say, he has lost his hands in a terrible accident).
Then S knows that he has hands. But in all the possible
worlds in which not-SK is false (SK worlds), S mistakenly
believes that not-SK (he mistakenly believes that he is not
in a vat). So S does not know that not-SK, even though
this proposition is entailed by the proposition that S has
hands. This is a counterexample to the closure principle.

ATTACKING PREMISE (2)

Let us turn to antiskeptical strategies that do not chal-
lenge premise (1) and that accept that SK is indeed logi-
cally possible. On these strategies, premise (2) is attacked.
For example, Kant tried to show via a transcendental
argument that, in allowing knowledge of certain key fea-
tures of one’s own mind, the Cartesian is already com-
mitted to the possibility of knowledge of the external
world. Kant argued (in “Refutation of Idealism” in Cri-
tique of Pure Reason) that, in order to have knowledge of
one’s own temporally-ordered inner states, one must also
have knowledge of spatial objects outside one’s mind,
whose temporal ordering is related to that of one’s inner
states. A prima facie difficulty for the Kantian strategy is
that arguing for a connection between knowledge of one’s
mind and knowledge of the external world seems to
require the assumption of verificationism or idealism,
which would render superfluous the rest of the transcen-
dental argument.

The inference to the best explanation strategy relies
on the idea that, even if two incompatible explanatory
hypotheses are equally supported by the available evi-
dence, I am still justified in rejecting one hypothesis if the
other offers a better explanation of the evidence. It might
be maintained that the ordinary hypothesis that the
world is roughly as I take it to be offers a better explana-
tion of my sensory evidence than does SK, in virtue of its
greater simplicity. Thus, I can justifiably reject SK. The
proponent of this strategy needs to specify the respect in
which SK is more complex than the ordinary hypothesis
and to make it plausible that hypotheses that are complex
in the specified way are less likely to be true than simpler
ones.

Another way to attack premise (2) is to adopt a reli-
abilist theory of knowledge, according to which knowing

that ¢ is a matter of having a reliably produced true belief
that ¢. If reliabilism is correct, then in arguing that I do
not know that not-SK, the skeptic would have the difficult
burden of showing that there is in fact some flaw in the
belief-producing mechanism that yields my belief that
not-SK (thereby precluding that belief’s amounting to
knowledge).

Let us return to the skeptic’s defense of his premise
(2). To validate the premise, the skeptic needs to appeal to
an epistemic principle that is (apparently) distinct from
the closure principle. This is the underdetermination
principle:

(UP) If S’s evidence for ® does not favor ® over

a competing incompatible hypothesis ¥, then S

is not justified in believing ®.

The skeptic maintains that one’s perceptual evidence
would be the same regardless of whether SK holds or not-
SK holds. By (UP), then, one’s perceptual evidence fails to
justify one in believing that not-SK. Hence, one does not
know that not-SK.

According to one response to this line of thought,
experiences justify perceptual beliefs (such as that a cat is
near) without providing evidence or reasons for these
beliefs because evidence and reasons always come in the
form of beliefs which inferentially justify other beliefs.
Thus the skeptic cannot appeal to (UP) in the foregoing
way. Some philosophers maintain that perceptual Percep-
tual experiences, some philosophers maintain, justify per-
ceptual beliefs in virtue of having propositional content,
although they are not themselves propositions. A visual
perception, say, has the representational content express-
ible by the sentence “A cat is near,” and accordingly justi-
fies an associated perceptual belief’s having that same
content.

One problem for this view is that it is plausible to
suppose that nonhuman animals have perceptual experi-
ences with representational contents that are similar to
those of humans (given the physiological similarities
between the relevant perceptual systems). But the ani-
mals’ perceptual representations do not possess prop-
ositional content. One may reply that experiences never-
theless justify perceptual beliefs by virtue of having non-
propositional representational content, such as that
possessed by maps and pictures. This view is, in one way,
less attractive than the propositional view, however,
because it is easier to see how a belief-like state with
propositional content can justify a perceptual belief than
to see how a state with a nonpropositional content can
perform the same justifying feat.
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Further, both views about perceptual justification
have the following difficulty. (UP) can be reformulated
as:

(UP*) If S’s putative justifier for ® does not
favor @ over a competing incompatible hypoth-
esis P, then S is not justified in believing ®.

Now the skeptic may hold that one’s nonevidential,
perceptual putative justifier would be present regardless
of whether SK holds or not-SK holds. Thus, one is not
justified in believing not-SK, as the skeptic originally
claimed.

Against this, it has been held that the perceptual
states that one has when not-SK holds differ in their
intrinsic nature from those that one has when SK holds.
On this view, the veridical perceptual states possessed by
a normal perceiver are object-involving, in that objects
such as cats are constituents of their perceptual contents.
This view might be put forward as a direct realist answer
to skepticism, according to which our awareness of exter-
nal objects is not mediated by awareness of our own
experiences. But such direct realism has little antiskepti-
cal force: the skeptic may maintain that even if veridical
experience, should it occur, involves direct awareness of
cats, it is nevertheless possible that all of one’s experiences
are unveridical, none possessing an object-involving per-
ceptual content. When the object-involving view is put
forward a little differently, however, there is a greater pay-
off. A disjunctive view challenges the skeptic’s use of
(UP*). Unlike a veridical perceptual experience of a cat, a
nonveridical perceptual state of a brain in a vat is obvi-
ously not object-involving. The two states, then, are not
tokens of a single perceptual state type; there is no com-
mon factor between the states. Because it is not true that
the same putative perceptual justifier would be present
regardless of whether SK holds or not-SK holds, (UP*)
cannot be used to show that one lacks justification for
believing not-SK. Thus, on the disjunctivist approach,
premise (2) of the skeptical argument is not adequately
supported.

One may use considerations from the philosophy of
language and the philosophy of mind to argue that SK is
in fact false. According to semantic externalism, the
Cartesian commits an error in attempting to construct
thought experiments involving massive deception. The
Cartesian naively assumes that, starting with a subject S
of thought and experience who is ensconced in a normal
external environment, we may hold fixed the contents of
S’s thoughts and the meanings of his sentences while
varying (in thought) S’s external environment in such a
way that S’s thoughts about his environment come out to

SKEPTICISM, CONTEMPORARY

be predominantly false. According to the semantic exter-
nalist, the Cartesian fails to realize that the contents of
one’s thoughts and the meanings of one’s sentences
depend in certain ways on one’s external environment.

For example, Donald Davidson argues that, when we
interpret a speaker’s sentences as expressing various
beliefs that he holds, we are constrained to attribute
beliefs to him that are by and large true of the environ-
ment with which he interacts (Davidson 1986). This is
because there is no rational basis for preferring one inter-
pretation that finds him to be massively mistaken in his
beliefs over another such interpretation. It is constitutive
of beliefs and of sentential meanings that they are what
are correctly attributed in correct interpretation, on
Davidson’s view. Thus, it follows from the nature of belief
and meaning that, contrary to what SK states, one can
never be so massively mistaken.

To see another manifestation of this anti-Cartesian
line of thought, consider Hilary Putnam’s Twin Earth, a
planet like Earth except for the circumstances that the
clear, thirst-quenching liquid that the Twin Earthians call
“water” is composed of XYZ molecules rather than H,0
molecules. The Twin Earthians’ term “water” does not
refer to water, but rather to the liquid on Twin Earth with
which they interact. Hence, my Twin Earth counterpart’s
word “water” does not have the same meaning as my
word, and when the Twin Earthian says “Water is wet,” it
is not to thereby express the thought that I think when I
think that water is wet. Similarly, the semantic externalist
maintains that, when my envatted twin in a treeless world
uses the word “tree” in thought, it is not to refer to trees.
Instead, the brain in a vat refers to those entities in the
external environment that play a causal role with respect
to his uses of “tree” analogous to that played by trees with
respect to normal uses of “tree” in a tree-filled world.
These entities may be states of the computer that system-
atically cause the brain in a vat to have “tree-like” sense
experience. When the brain in the vat thinks the sentence
“A tree has fallen,” he does not thereby mistakenly express
the thought that a tree has fallen. Instead, he expresses a
thought about computer states, which may well be true of
his environment. In general, then, the brain in a vat is not
massively mistaken about the world, contrary to what the
Cartesian maintains.

We may use these considerations, together with the
assumption that I have knowledge of the contents of my
own thoughts, against premise (2) in the following way: I
am now thinking that a tree has fallen; if SK is true, then
I am not now thinking that a tree has fallen; thus, SK is
false. This argument, however, is powerless against ver-
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sions of the skeptical hypothesis on which the brain in a
vat is indirectly causally linked to ordinary objects. If, for
example, there are programmers of the computer who
refer to trees, then it becomes plausible to suppose that
the brain does so as well. Further, there is a prima facie
problem as to whether I may claim knowledge of the con-
tents of my own thoughts, given semantic externalism.
Such knowledge seems to require independent knowl-
edge of the content-determining causal environment in
which I am located, knowledge the antiskeptical argu-
ment was meant to provide.

AMBIVALENCE ABOUT THE SKEPTICAL
ARGUMENT

Contextualism is a response to skepticism that is based
upon a novel view of the semantics of knowledge-
attributing sentences of the form “S knows that P
According to the contextualist, such sentences are like
sentences of the form “X is flat” The truth value of the
latter sort of sentence depends upon both (1) the shape of
the pertinent object, and (2) contextually determined
standards regarding contour. Relative to one conversa-
tional context (in which bicycle racing is under discus-
sion, for instance), “The road is flat” can come out true;
relative to another context (where inclined planes are
under discussion), the sentence (concerning the same
road) can come out false. Similarly, the truth value of an
utterance of, say, “John knows that the bank is open this
Saturday” depends upon both (1) John’s epistemic situa-
tion (e.g., his evidential beliefs, his perceptual experience,
whether the bank is indeed open), and (2) contextually
determined epistemic standards (set by the interests,
intentions, and expectations of the knowledge-attribut-
ing conversationalists).

Suppose that John’s basis for claiming that the bank
is open this Saturday is that he visited it on a Saturday a
month ago. Suppose that my business partner and I wish
to deposit a check this Saturday or some time the follow-
ing week. Then my partner’s utterance of “John knows
that the bank is open this Saturday” may well be true,
given John’s epistemic situation and given the low stakes
in our conversational context. Holding John’s epistemic
situation fixed, imagine a different case in which our
business will go bankrupt if the check is not deposited on
Saturday. In this case, my partner’s utterance of “John
knows that the bank is open this Saturday” may well be
false, given the higher stakes in this context, in which evi-
dence superior to John’s may well be required for knowl-
edge about the bank.

The contextualist claims that his view both (a)
explains why the skeptical argument may seem com-
pelling, and (b) implies that there is much ordinarily-
attributed knowledge in the world. When skepticism and
skeptical possibilities are under discussion, the conversa-
tional context is such that abnormally high epistemic
standards are in place. Accordingly, an utterance of the
argument’s premise (2)—*“I do not know that not-SK”—
comes out true. According to the contextualist, utterances
of the argument’s closure-based premise (1) are true in
all conversational contexts. Thus, relative to a skeptical
context, an utterance of the argument’s conclusion is
true. However, in an ordinary, nonskeptical conversa-
tional context, the epistemic standards are lowered, and
utterances of premise (2) are false. Thus, knowledge-
attributions in ordinary conversational contexts are not
threatened by the skeptical argument.

One problem for contextualism is that it is hard to
coherently state the view. For example, I cannot now cor-
rectly say that Michael Jordan knows that he has hands,
since I am currently involved in a skeptical (written) con-
versational context. What I must instead say is that nei-
ther I, nor anybody else, knows that he has hands. I
cannot even justifiably say that some ordinary-context
utterances of “Michael Jordan knows that he has hands”
are true, relative to the low epistemic standards in effect
in such contexts. This is because I, in my present context,
do not know whether anyone has hands.

Another problem for contextualism is that it seems
to imply that speakers are mistaken about the very mean-
ings of their knowledge-attributing sentences. That is,
suppose that I think that the skeptical argument is com-
pelling and yet at the same time find its conclusion to be
repugnant: it just can’t be true that I do not know that I
have hands. This means that I am failing to realize that
the sentence stating the argument’s conclusion is per-
fectly true as uttered in my current philosophical context.
This betrays a misunderstanding of what my sentence
means when used in the philosophical context.

See also Epistemology; Reliabilism; Verifiability Princi-
ple.
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SKEPTICISM, HISTORY OF

Skepticism (also spelled “Scepticism”) is the philosophi-
cal attitude of doubting knowledge claims set forth in
various areas. Skeptics have challenged the adequacy or
reliability of these claims by asking what they are based
upon or what they actually establish. They have raised the
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question whether such claims about the world are either
indubitable or necessarily true, and they have challenged
the alleged grounds of accepted assumptions. Practically
everyone is skeptical about some knowledge claims; but
the skeptics have raised doubts about any knowledge
beyond the contents of directly felt experience. The orig-
inal Greek meaning of skeptikos was “an inquirer,” some-
one who was unsatisfied and still looking for truth.

From ancient times onward skeptics have developed
arguments to undermine the contentions of dogmatic
philosophers, scientists, and theologians. The skeptical
arguments and their employment against various forms
of dogmatism have played an important role in shaping
both the problems and the solutions offered in the course
of western philosophy. As ancient philosophy and science
developed, doubts arose about basic accepted views of the
world. In ancient times skeptics challenged the claims of
Platonism, Aristotelianism, and Stoicism, and in the
Renaissance those of Scholasticism and Calvinism. After
René Descartes, skeptics attacked Cartesianism and other
theories justifying the “new science.” Later, a skeptical
offensive was leveled against Kantianism and then against
Hegelianism. Each skeptical challenge led to new
attempts to resolve the difficulties. Skepticism, especially
since the Enlightenment, has come to mean disbelief—
primarily religious disbelief—and the skeptic has often
been likened to the village atheist.

VARIOUS SENSES AND APPLICATIONS

Skepticism developed with regard to various disciplines
in which men claimed to have knowledge. It was ques-
tioned, for example, whether one could gain any certain
knowledge in metaphysics (the study of the nature and
significance of being as such) or in the sciences. In
ancient times a chief form was medical skepticism, which
questioned whether one could know with certainty either
the causes or cures of diseases. In the area of ethics,
doubts were raised about accepting various mores and
customs and about claiming any objective basis for mak-
ing value distinctions. Skepticisms about religion have
questioned the doctrines of different traditions. Certain
philosophies, like those of David Hume and Immanuel
Kant, have seemed to show that no knowledge can be
gained beyond the world of experience and that one can-
not discover the causes of phenomena. Any attempt to do
so, as Kant argued, leads to antinomies, contradictory
knowledge claims. A dominant form of skepticism, the
subject of this article, concerns knowledge in general,
questioning whether anything actually can be known
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with complete or adequate certainty. This type is called
epistemological skepticism.

Kinds of epistemological skepticism can be distin-
guished in terms of the areas in which doubts are raised;
that is, whether they be directed toward reason, toward
the senses, or toward knowledge of things-in-themselves.
They can also be distinguished in terms of the motivation
of the skeptic—whether he or she is challenging views for
ideological reasons or for pragmatic or practical ones to
attain certain psychological goals. Among the chief ideo-
logical motives have been religious or antireligious con-
cerns. Some skeptics have challenged knowledge claims
so that religious ones could be substituted—on faith.
Others have challenged religious knowledge claims in
order to overthrow some orthodoxy. Kinds of skepticism
also can be distinguished in terms of how restricted or
how thoroughgoing they are—whether they apply only to
certain areas and to certain kinds of knowledge claims or
whether they are more general and universal.

ANCIENT SKEPTICISM

Historically, skeptical philosophical attitudes began to
appear in pre-Socratic thought. In the fifth century BCE,
the Eleatic philosophers, known for reducing reality to a
static One, questioned the reality of the sensory world, of
change and plurality, and denied that reality could be
described in the categories of ordinary experience. On the
other hand, the Ephesian philosopher of change Hera-
clites and his pupil Cratylus thought that the world was in
such a state of flux that no permanent, unchangeable
truth about it could be found; and Xenophanes, a wan-
dering poet and philosopher, doubted whether man
could distinguish true from false knowledge.

A more developed skepticism appeared in some of
Socrates’ views and in several of the Sophists. Socrates, in
the early Platonic dialogues, was always questioning the
knowledge claims of others; and in the Apology, he said
that all that he really knew was that he knew nothing.
Socrates’ enemy, the Sophist Protagoras, contended that
man is the measure of all things. This thesis was taken as
a kind of skeptical relativism: no views are ultimately
true, but each is merely one man’s opinion. Another
Sophist, Gorgias, advanced the skeptical-nihilist thesis
that nothing exists; and if something did exist, it could
not be known; and if it could be known, it could not be
communicated.

ACADEMIC SKEPTICISM. Academic skepticism, so-
called because it was formulated in the Platonic Academy
in the third century BCE, developed from the Socratic

observation, “All I know is that I know nothing.” Its theo-
retical formulation is attributed to Arcesilas (c. 315-241
BCE) and Carneades (c. 213-129 BCE), who worked out
a series of arguments, directed primarily against the
knowledge claims of the Stoic philosophers, to show that
nothing could be known. As these arguments have come
down to us, especially in the writings of Cicero, Diogenes
Laertius, and Saint Augustine, the aim of the Academic
skeptical philosophers was to show, by a group of argu-
ments and dialectical puzzles, that the dogmatic philoso-
pher (that is, the philosopher who asserted that he knew
some truth about the real nature of things), could not
know with absolute certainty the propositions he said he
knew. The Academics formulated a series of difficulties to
show that the information we gain by means of our
senses may be unreliable, that we cannot be certain that
our reasoning is reliable, and that we possess no guaran-
teed criterion or standard for determining which of our
judgments is true or false.

The basic problem at issue is that any proposition
purporting to assert some knowledge about the world
contains some claims that go beyond the merely empiri-
cal reports about what appears to us to be the case. If we
possessed any knowledge, this would mean for the skep-
tics, that we knew a proposition, asserting some non-
empirical, or trans-empirical claim, which we were
certain could not possibly be false. If the proposition
might be false, then it would not deserve the name of
knowledge, but only that of opinion, i.e., that it might be
the case. Since the evidence for any such proposition
would be based, according to the skeptics, on either sense
information or reasoning, and both of these sources are
unreliable to some degree, and no guaranteed or ultimate
criterion of true knowledge exists, or is known, there is
always some doubt that any non-empirical or trans-
empirical proposition is absolutely true and hence consti-
tutes real knowledge. As a result, the Academic skeptics
said that nothing is certain. The best information we can
gain is only probable and is to be judged according to
probabilities. Hence, Carneades developed a type of veri-
fication theory and a type of probabilism that is some-
what similar to the theory of scientific “knowledge” of
present-day pragmatists and positivists.

The skepticism of Arcesilas and Carneades domi-
nated the philosophy of the Platonic Academy until the
first century before Christ. In the period of Cicero’s stud-
ies, the Academy changed from skepticism to the eclecti-
cism of Philo of Larissa and Antiochus of Ascalon. The
arguments of the Academics survived mainly through
Cicero’s presentation of them in his Academica and De
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Natura Deorum, and through their refutation in St.
Augustine’s Contra Academicos, as well as in the summary
given by Diogenes Laertius. The locus of skeptical activ-
ity, however, moved from the Academy to the school of
the Pyrrhonian skeptics, which was probably associated
with the Methodic school of medicine in Alexandria.

THE PYRRHONIAN SCHOOL. The putative father of
Greek skepticism is Pyrrho of Elis (c. 360—c. 272 BCE)
and his student Timon (c. 315-225 BCE). He avoided
committing himself to any views about what was actually
going on and acted only according to appearances. In this
way he sought happiness or at least mental peace. The
stories about Pyrrho that are reported indicate that he
was not a theoretician, but rather a living example of the
complete doubter, the man who would not commit him-
self to any judgment that went beyond what seemed to be
the case. His interests seem to have been primarily ethical
and moral, and in this area he tried to avoid unhappiness
that might be due to the acceptance of value theories and
to judging according to them. If such value theories were
to any degree doubtful, accepting them and using them
could only lead to mental anguish.

Pyrrhonism, as a theoretical formulation of skepti-
cism, is attributed to Aenesidemus (c. 100-40 BCE). The
Pyrrhonists considered that both the Dogmatists and the
Academics asserted too much, one group saying, “Some-
thing can be known,” the other that “Nothing can be
known.” Instead, the Pyrrhonians proposed to suspend
judgment on all questions on which there seemed to be
conflicting evidence, including the question whether or
not something could be known.

Building on the type of arguments developed by
Arcesilas and Carneades, Aenesidemus and his successors
put together a series of “Tropes” or ways of proceeding to
bring about suspense of judgment on various questions.
In the sole surviving texts from the Pyrrhonian move-
ment, those of Sextus Empiricus, these are presented in
groups of ten, eight, five, and two tropes, each set offering
reasons why one should suspend judgment about knowl-
edge claims that go beyond appearances. The Pyrrhonian
skeptics tried to avoid committing themselves on any and
all questions, even as to whether their arguments were
sound. Skepticism for them was an ability, or mental atti-
tude, for opposing evidence both pro and con on any
question about what was nonevident, so that one would
suspend judgment on the question. This state of mind
then led to a state of ataraxia, quietude, or unperturbed-
ness, in which the skeptic was no longer concerned or
worried about matters beyond appearances. Skepticism
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was a cure for the disease called Dogmatism or rashness.
But, unlike Academic skepticism, which came to a nega-
tive dogmatic conclusion from its doubts, Pyrrhonian
skepticism made no such assertion, merely saying that
skepticism is a purge that eliminates everything including
itself. The Pyrrhonist, then, lives undogmatically, follow-
ing his natural inclinations, the appearances of which he
is aware, and the laws and customs of his society, without
ever committing himself to any judgment about them.

The Pyrrhonian movement flourished up to about
200 CE, the approximate date of Sextus Empiricus, and
flourished mainly in the medical community around
Alexandria as an antidote to the dogmatic theories, posi-
tive and negative, of other medical groups. The position
has come down to us principally in the writings of Sextus
Empiricus in his Hypotyposes (Outlines of Pyrrhonism)
and the larger Adversus mathematicos, in which all sorts of
disciplines from logic and mathematics to astrology and
grammar are subjected to skeptical devastation. In his
Outlines of Pyrrhonism and Adversus mathematicos, Sex-
tus presented the tropes developed by previous Pyrrhon-
ists. The ten tropes attributed to Aenesidemus showed the
difficulties to be encountered in ascertaining the truth or
reliability of judgments based on sense information,
owing to the variability and differences of human and
animal perceptions.

Other arguments raised difficulties in determining
whether there are any reliable criteria or standards—log-
ical, rational, or otherwise—for judging whether any-
thing is true or false. To settle any disagreement, a
criterion seems to be required. Any purported criterion,
however, would appear to be based on another criterion,
thus requiring an infinite regress of criteria, or else it
would be based upon itself, which would be circular. Sex-
tus offered arguments to challenge any claims of dog-
matic philosophers to know more than what is evident;
and in so doing he presented in one form or another
practically all of the skeptical arguments that have ever
appeared in subsequent philosophy.

Sextus said that his arguments were aimed at leading
people to a state of ataraxia (unperturbability). People
who thought that they could know reality were constantly
disturbed and frustrated. If they could be led to suspend
judgment, however, they would find peace of mind. In
this state of suspension they would neither affirm nor
deny the possibility of knowledge but would remain
peaceful, still waiting to see what might develop. The
Pyrrhonist did not become inactive in this state of sus-
pense but lived undogmatically according to appearances,
customs, and natural inclinations.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

2nd edition

49



SKEPTICISM, HISTORY OF

MEDIEVAL SKEPTICISM

Pyrrhonism ended as a philosophical movement in the
late Roman Empire, as religious concerns became para-
mount. In the Christian Middle Ages the main surviving
form of skepticism was the Academic, described in St.
Augustine’s Contra academicos. Augustine, before his con-
version, had found Cicero’s views attractive and had over-
come them only through revelation. With faith, he could
seek understanding. Augustine’s account of skepticism
and his answer to it provided the basis for medieval dis-
cussions.

In Islamic Spain, where there was more contact with
ancient learning, a form of antirational skepticism devel-
oped among Muslim and Jewish theologians. Al-Ghazal,
an Arab theologian of the eleventh and early twelfth cen-
turies, and his Jewish contemporary Judah ha-Levi (c.
1075/c. 1085—c. 1141), who was a poet and physician as
well as a philosopher, offered skeptical challenges (much
like those later employed by the occasionalist Nicolas
Malebranche and by David Hume) against the contem-
porary Aristotelians in order to lead people to accept reli-
gious truths in mystical faith. This view that truth in
religion is ultimately based on faith rather than on rea-
soning or evidence—what is known as fideism—also
appears in the late Middle Ages in the German cardinal
and philosopher Nicolaus of Cusa’s advocacy of learned
ignorance as the way to religious knowledge.

Another line of thinking that includes skeptical ele-
ments was that of the followers of William of Ockham
(1285-1347) in the fourteenth century, who were explor-
ing the consequences of accepting divine omnipotence
and a divine source for all knowledge. They examined
puzzles about whether God could deceive mankind,
regardless of the evidence, and could make all human rea-
soning open to question.

MODERN SKEPTICISM

Modern Skepticism emerged in part from some of the
Ockhamite views but mainly from the rediscovery of the
skeptical classics. Very little of the Pyrrhonnian tradition
had been known in the Middle Ages, but in the fifteenth
century the texts of Sextus Empiricus in Greek were
brought from the Byzantine Empire into Italy. Sextus’
Outlines of Pyrrhonism was published in Latin in 1562, his
Adversus matematicos in 1569, and the Greek texts of both
in 1621. Interest in Cicero was revived and his Academica
and De natura deorum were also published in the six-
teenth century.

The voyages of exploration; the humanistic rediscov-
ery of the learning of ancient Greece, Rome, and Pales-
tine; and the new science—all combined to undermine
confidence in man’s accepted picture of the world. The
religious controversy between the Protestants and
Catholics raised fundamental epistemological issues
about the bases and criteria of religious knowledge.

RENAISSANCE AND REFORMATION. Toward the end
of the fifteenth century, there was a revival of interest in
ancient skepticism among Florentine humanists. Politian
was lecturing on philosophy using notes from Sextus with
which he had recently become acquainted from manu-
scripts brought from Byzantium. Humanists, including
Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola, were acquiring and
studying Sextus’ texts. Some of these manuscripts were
deposited in the convent of San Marco where the
Dominican friar and prophet Girolamo Savonarola was
heading up an exciting intellectual forum in which
ancient philosophies were being analyzed. Savonarola,
who did not read Greek, asked two of his monks to pre-
pare a Latin translation of Sextus from one of these man-
uscripts. This apparently was to be used as a weapon
against philosophy independent of religion. Before
Savonarola’s project could be completed the convent was
destroyed and he was executed.

Gianfrancesco Pico, one of Savonarola’s disciples and
the nephew of the great Pico della Mirandola, published
the first work using skepticism as a way of challenging all
of philosophy. Gianfrancesco Pico’s Examen Vanitatis
(1520) is the first work to present Sextus in Latin for the
European audience. In 1562 Henri Estienne (Stephanus)
published a Latin translation of the Pyrrhoniarum Hypo-
typoses in Paris, and in 1569 Gentian Hervet published a
Latin translation of Adversus Mathematicos in Antwerp.
The Greek texts were first printed at Cologne, Paris, and
Geneva in 1621. Some texts of Sextus appeared in English
in 1592 in a work attributed to Sir Walter Raleigh titled
“The Skepticke.” A full translation of Book One of Sextus
appeared in 1659 in Thomas Stanley’s History of Philoso-
phy; instead of explaining skepticism he just presented
the whole book to the readers. A French translation was
started by Pierre Gassendi’s disciple Samuel Sorbiere but
was never finished or published. The first complete
French translation, by Claude Huart, did not appear until
1725.

RELIGIOUS CONTROVERSY: ERASMUS AND LUTHER.
The skeptical issue became more central when raised in
the debate between Erasmus and Martin Luther. Using
Academic skeptical materials, Erasmus insisted that the
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issues in dispute could not be resolved and that one
should therefore suspend judgment and remain with the
church. In 1524, Erasmus finally published a work, De
Libero Arbitrio, attacking Martin Luther’s views on free
will. Erasmus’ general anti-intellectualism and dislike of
rational theological discussions led him to suggest a kind
of skeptical basis for remaining within the Catholic
Church. This contempt for intellectual endeavor was cou-
pled with his advocacy of a simple, non-theological
Christian piety. Theological controversies were not Eras-
mus’ meat, and he states that he would prefer to follow
the attitude of the skeptics and suspend judgment, espe-
cially where the inviolable authority of Scripture and the
decrees of the Church permit. He says he is perfectly will-
ing to submit to the decrees, whether or not he under-
stands them or the reasons for them.

Scripture is not as clear as Luther would have us
believe, and there are some places that are just too shad-
owy for human beings to penetrate. Theologians have
argued and argued the question without end. Luther
claims he has found the right answer and has understood
Scripture correctly. But how can we tell that he really has?
Other interpretations can be given that seem much better
than Luther’s. In view of the difficulty in establishing the
true meaning of Scripture concerning the problem of free
will, why not accept the traditional solution offered by the
Church? Why start such a fuss over something one can-
not know with any certainty? For Erasmus, what is
important is a simple, basic, Christian piety, a Christian
spirit. The rest, the superstructure of the essential belief,
is too complex for a man to judge. Hence it is easier to rest
in a skeptical attitude, and accept the age-old wisdom of
the Church on these matters, than to try to understand
and judge for oneself.

This attempt, early in the Reformation, at a skeptical
“justification” of the Catholic rule of faith brought forth
a furious answer from Luther, the De Servo Arbitrio of
1525. Erasmus’ book, Luther declared, was shameful and
shocking, the more so since it was written so well and
with so much eloquence. De Libero Arbitrio begins with
the announcement that the problem of the freedom of
the will is one of the most involved of labyrinths. The
central error of Erasmus’ book, according to Luther, was
that Erasmus did not realize that a Christian cannot be a
skeptic. Christianity involves the affirmation of certain
truths because one’s conscience is completely convinced
of their veracity. The content of religious knowledge,
according to Luther, is far too important to be taken on
trust. One must be absolutely certain of its truth. Hence,
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Christianity is the complete denial of skepticism. To find
the truths, one only has to consult Scripture.

Of course there are parts that are hard to understand,
and there are things about God that we do not, and per-
haps shall not, know. But this does not mean that we can-
not find the truth in Scripture. The central religious truth
can be found in clear and evident terms, and these clarify
the more obscure ones. However, if many things remain
obscure to some people, it is not the fault of Scripture,
but of the blindness of those who have no desire to know
the revealed truths. Luther’s view, and later that of Calvin,
proposed a new criterion—that of inner experience—
while the Catholics of the Counter-Reformation
employed Pyrrhonian and Academic arguments to
undermine the criterion. Following after Erasmus, H. C.
Agrippa von Nettesheim, a stormy occult philosopher
and physician, employed the skeptical arguments against
Scholasticism, Renaissance Naturalism, and many other
views to win people to the “true religion.”

HERVET. Gentian Hervet, secretary to the Cardinal of
Lorraine, and participant at part of the Council of Trent,
linked his work on Sextus with what Gianfrancesco Pico
had earlier done. During the 1560s, Hervet, a humanist,
fought intellectually against the encroachments of
Calvinism, challenging various Protestants to debate with
him, and publishing many pamphlets against their views.
He saw Sextus’ work as ideal for demolishing this new
form of heretical dogmatism, that of the Reformer. If
nothing can be known, then, he insisted, Calvinism can-
not be known. The only certainty we can have is God’s
Revelation. Skepticism, by controverting all human theo-
ries, will cure people from dogmatism, give them humil-
ity, and prepare them to accept the doctrine of Christ.
Hervet’s employment of Pyrrhonism against Calvinism
was soon to be shaped into a skeptical machine of war for
use by the Counter-Reformation. This view of Pyrrhon-
ism, by one of the leaders of French Catholicism, was to
set the direction of one of its major influences on the next
three-quarters of a century.

MONTAIGNE AND SANCHES. The new concern with
skepticism was given a general philosophical formulation
by Michel de Montaigne and his cousin Francisco
Sanches. Michel de Montaigne was the most significant
figure in the sixteenth century revival of ancient skepti-
cism. Not only was he the best writer and thinker of those
who were interested in the ideas of the Academics and
Pyrrhonians, but he was also the one who felt most fully
the impact of the Pyrrhonian arguments of complete
doubt—and its relevance to the religious debates of the
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time. Montaigne was simultaneously a creature of the
Renaissance and the Reformation. He was a thorough-
going humanist, with a vast interest in, and concern with,
the ideas and values of Greece and Rome, and their appli-
cation to the lives of men in the rapidly changing world
of sixteenth-century France. Montaigne was sent to the
College de Guyenne in 1539 when he was six years old
and was there for the next seven years. The college
reflected the religious tensions of the time. Two of its
leaders were André de Gouvea, a Portuguese New Christ-
ian, and George Buchanan, the Scottish Latin poet.

Montaigne’s 1576 essay “Apologie of Raimond
Sebond” unfolds in his inimitable rambling style as a
series of waves of skepticism, with occasional pauses to
consider and digest various levels of doubt, but with the
overriding theme an advocacy of a new form of fideism—
Catholic Pyrrhonism. The essay begins with a probably
inaccurate account of how Montaigne came to read and
translate the audacious work of the fifteenth century
Spanish theologian, Raimond Sebond. Starting from a
quibble about the validity of the arguments of Sebond,
Montaigne moved to a general skeptical critique of the
possibility of human beings understanding anything. In a
rather back-handed manner, Montaigne excuses Sebond’s
theological rationalism by saying that although he, Mon-
taigne, is not versed in theology, it is his view that religion
is based solely on faith given to us by the Grace of God;
true religion can only be based on faith, and any human
foundation for religion is too weak to support divine
knowledge. If human beings had the real light of faith,
then human means, like the arguments of Sebond, might
be of use. Montaigne explored the human epistemologi-
cal situation and showed that man’s knowledge claims in
all areas were extremely dubious and so made pure faith
the cornerstone of religion. Montaigne recommended
living according to nature and custom and accepting
whatever God reveals.

Sanches, in Quod nihil scitur, also written in 1576,
advocated recognizing that nothing can be known and
then trying to gain what limited information one can
through empirical scientific means. In his book, Sanches
develops his skepticism by means of an intellectual cri-
tique of Aristotelianism, rather than by an appeal to the
history of human stupidity and the variety and contrari-
ety of previous theories. Sanches begins by asserting that
he does not even know if he knows nothing. Then he pro-
ceeds, step by step, to analyze the Aristotelian conception
of knowledge to show why this is the case.

Every science begins with definition and definitions
are nothing but names arbitrarily imposed upon things in

a capricious manner, having no relation to the things
named. The names keep changing, so that when we think
we are saying something about the nature of things by
means of combining words and definitions, we are just
fooling ourselves. And if the names assigned to an object
such as man, like “rational animal,” all mean the same
thing, then they are superfluous and do not help to
explain what the object is. On the other hand, if the
names mean something different from the object, then
they are not the names of the object. By means of such an
analysis, Sanches worked out a thorough-going nominal-
ism.

Sanches’ first conclusion was the usual fideistic one
of the time—that truth can be gained only by faith. His
second conclusion was to play an important role in later
though: just because nothing can be known in an ulti-
mate sense, we should not abandon all attempts at knowl-
edge but should try to gain what knowledge we can,
namely, limited, imperfect knowledge of some of those
things with which we become acquainted through obser-
vation, experience and judgment. The realization that
nihil scitur (“nothing is known”) thus can yield some
constructive results. This early formulation of “construc-
tive” or “mitigated” skepticism was to be developed into
an important explication of the new science by Marin
Mersenne, Pierre Gassendi, and the leaders of the Royal
Society.

THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

Montaigne’s skepticism was extremely influential in the
early seventeenth century. His followers, Pierre Charron
in De la Sagesse (1601) and Jean-Pierre Camus in Essay
sceptique (1603), became most popular in the early sev-
enteenth century, especially among the avant-garde intel-
lectuals in Paris. The so-called libertines, including
Gabriel Naudé, Mazarin’s secretary; Guy Patin, rector of
the Sorbonne medical school; and Frang¢ois La Mothe Le
Vayer, teacher of the dauphin, espoused Montaigne’s atti-
tude and were often accused of being skeptical even of
fundamental religious tenets. Others, like Francois Veron,
used the arguments of Sextus and Montaigne to challenge
the Calvinist claim of gaining true knowledge from read-
ing Scripture. French Counter-Reformers, by raising
skeptical epistemological problems about whether one
could determine what book is the Bible, what it actually
says, what it means, and so on, forced Calvinists to seek
an indisputable basis for knowledge as a prelude to
defending their theological views.
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GASSENDI AND MERSENNE. In the 1620s efforts to
refute or mitigate this new skepticism appeared. Some
authors simply stated that Aristotle would have resolved
the difficulties by applying his theory of sense perception
and knowledge to the problems raised. Others, like
Frangois Garasse, decried the irreligious tendencies they
discerned in all this doubting. Still others, like Francis
Bacon, tried to overcome the skeptical difficulties by
appealing to new methods and new instruments that
might correct errors and yield firm and unquestionable
results. Herbert of Cherbury, in De Veritate (1624),
offered an elaborate scheme for overcoming skepticism
which combined Aristotelian and Stoic elements, and
ultimately appealed to common notions, or truths known
by all men, as the criteria by which reliable and indu-
bitable judgment would be possible.

Perhaps the most forceful presentation of skepticism
in the early seventeenth century is Pierre Gassendi’s ear-
liest work, Exercitationes Paradoxicae Adversus Aristoteleos
(1624). A Christian Epicurean, Gassendi, himself origi-
nally a skeptic, challenged almost every aspect of Aristo-
tle’s view, as well as many other theories. He applied a
battery of ancient and Renaissance skeptical arguments,
concluding, “No science is possible, least of all in Aristo-
tle’s sense.” In this work, Gassendi indicated in embryo
what became his and Marin Mersenne’s constructive
solution to the skeptical crisis, the development of an
empirical study of the world of appearances rather than
an attempt to discover the real nature of things.

Mersenne, one of the most influential figures in the
intellectual revolution of the times, while retaining epis-
temological doubts about knowledge of reality, yet recog-
nized that science provided useful and important
information about the world. Mersenne granted that the
problems raised by Sextus could not be answered and
that, in a fundamental sense, knowledge of the real nature
of things cannot be attained. However, he insisted, infor-
mation about appearances and deductions from
hypotheses can provide an adequate guide for living in
this world and can be checked by verifying predictions
about futures experiences. Gassendi, in his later works,
developed this constructive skepticism as a via media
between complete doubt and dogmatism, and offered his
atomic theory as the best hypothetical model for inter-
preting experience. Mersenne and Gassendi combined
skepticism about metaphysical knowledge of reality with
a way of gaining useful information about experience
through a pragmatic scientific method. The constructive
skepticisms of Gassendi and Mersenne, and later of mem-
bers of the Royal Society of England like Bishop John
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Wilkins and Joseph Glanvill, thus developed the attitude
of Sanches into a hypothetical, empirical interpretation
of the new science.

DESCARTES. René Descartes offered a fundamental refu-
tation of the new skepticism, contending that, by apply-
ing the skeptical method of doubting all beliefs that could
possibly be false (due to suffering illusions or being mis-
led by some power), one would discover a truth that is
genuinely indubitable, namely, “I think, therefore I am”
(cogito ergo sum), and that from this truth one could dis-
cover the criterion of true knowledge, namely, that what-
ever is clearly and distinctly conceived is true. Using this
criterion, one could then establish: God’s existence, that
he is not a deceiver, that he guarantees our clear and dis-
tinct ideas, and that an external world exists that can be
known through mathematical physics. Descartes, starting
from skepticism, claimed to have found a new basis for
certitude and for knowledge of reality.

REPLIES TO DESCARTES. Throughout the seventeenth
century skeptical critics—Mersenne, Gassendi, the
reviver of Academic philosophy Simon Foucher, and
Pierre-Daniel Huet, one of the most learned men of the
age—sought to show that Descartes had not succeeded
and that, if he sincerely followed his skeptical method, his
new system could only lead to complete skepticism. They
challenged whether the cogito proved anything, or
whether it was indubitable; whether Descartes’ method
could be successfully applied, or whether it was certain;
and whether any of the knowledge claims of Cartesianism
were really true. Nicolas Malebranche, the developer of
occasionalism, revised the Cartesian system to meet the
skeptical attacks only to find his efforts challenged by the
new skeptical criticisms of Foucher and by the contention
of the Jansenist philosopher Antoine Arnauld that Male-
branchism led to a most dangerous Pyrrhonism.

Huet’s Censura Philosophae Cartesiana (1689) and
his unpublished defense of it raised doubts about each
element of the proposition, “I think, therefore perhaps I
may be.” Gassendi, Huet, and others questioned whether
Descartes’ criterion could determine what was true or
false. Could we really tell what was clear and distinct, or
could we only tell that something appeared clear and dis-
tinct to us? Mersenne pointed out that even with the cri-
terion we could not be sure that what was clear and
distinct to us, and hence true, was really true for God.
Hence, in an ultimate sense, even the most certain Carte-
sian knowledge might be false. Gassendi, in what
Descartes called the “objections of objections,” pointed
out that for all anyone could ascertain, the whole Carte-
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sian system of truths might be only a subjective vision in
somebody’s mind and not a true picture of reality. Huet
argued that since all the fundamental Cartesian data con-
sisted of ideas, and ideas are not real physical things, the
Cartesian world of ideas, even if clear and distinct, cannot
represent something quite different from itself.

FOLLOWERS OF DESCARTES. As Cartesianism was
attacked from many sides, adherents modified it in vari-
ous ways. The radical revision of Nicolas Malebranche,
designed partially to avoid skeptical difficulties involved
in connecting the world of ideas with reality, was im-
mediately attacked by the skeptic Simon Foucher. The
orthodox Cartesian Antoine Arnaud claimed that Male-
branchism could only lead to a most dangerous Pyrrhon-
ism. Foucher, who wished to revive Academic skepticism,
applied various skeptical gambits to Malebranche’s the-
ory, one of which was to be important in subsequent phi-
losophy. He argued that the skeptical difficulties which
Descartes and Malebranche used to deny that sense qual-
ities (the so-called secondary qualities—color, sound
heat, taste, smell) were features of real objects, applied as
well to the mathematically describable primary qualities
like extension and motion, which the Cartesians consid-
ered the fundamental properties of things. These mathe-
matical qualities, as perceived, are as variable and as
subjective as the others. If the skeptical arguments are
sufficient to cause doubt about the ontological status of
secondary qualities, Foucher contended, they are also suf-
ficient to lead us to doubt that primary ones are genuine
features of reality.

ENGLISH SKEPTICISM. Various English philosophers,
culminating in John Locke, tried to blunt the force of
skepticism by appealing to common sense and to the
“reasonable” man’s inability to doubt everything. They
admitted that there might not be sufficient evidence to
support the knowledge claims extending beyond imme-
diate experience. But this did not actually require that
everything be doubted; by using standards of common
sense, an adequate basis for many beliefs could be found.

This theory of limited certitude was articulated espe-
cially by two figures, John Wilkins and Joseph Glanvill.
The theory is a development from the earlier solution to
the skeptical problems advanced by Sebastian Castillio
and William Chillingworth. Wilkins set forth the theory
of limited certainty as both an answer to dogmatism and
to excessive skepticism. Wilkins completely rejected the
dogmatists’ outlook, and then offered a way of defusing
the potentially disastrous results of complete skepticism.
In order to find a moderate skeptical stance from which

religion and science could flourish, Wilkins felt it was
necessary to analyze what kind of certainty human beings
could actually attain. The highest level of certainty,
absolute infallible certainty, which could not possibly be
false, is beyond human attainment. Only God has such
certainty. The highest human level Wilkins called condi-
tional infallible certainty. This requires that “our faculties
be true, and that we do not neglect the exerting of them.”

Glanvill saw the reliability of our faculties as central
for avoiding any ultimate and overwhelming skepticism.
Glanvill, like Wilkins, saw that the kind of certainty we
would need to be absolutely sure of our faculties is unat-
tainable—“for it may not be absolutely impossible, but
that our Faculties may be so construed, as always to
deceive us in the things we judg most certain and
assured.” We may not be able to attain infallible certitude,
but we can attain indubitable certitude—that our facul-
ties are true. This is indubitable in two senses—one, that
we find we have to believe them, and, two, that we have no
reason or cause for doubting them. In terms of this dis-
tinction, Wilkins, Glanvill, and their colleagues built up a
theory of empirical science and jurisprudence for study-
ing nature and deciding human problems within the lim-
its of “reasonable doubt.” Their limited skepticism
appears in the Anglo-American theory of legal evidence
and in the theory of science of the early Royal Society.
They believed that by applying their probabilistic empir-
ical method to religious questions they could justify a tol-
erant, latitudinarian form of Christianity.

OTHER RESOLUTIONS OF SKEPTICISM. Other
answers were offered to the skeptics and to their challenge
of some of the basic tenets of the new philosophy.
Thomas Hobbes had admitted the force of the problem of
finding the criterion for judging what was genuinely true,
and he insisted that the solution was ultimately politi-
cal—the sovereign would have to decide. Blaise Pascal in
his scientific works gave one of the finest expositions of
the hypothetical probabilistic nature of science and
mathematics. Pascal, who presented the case for skepti-
cism most forcefully in his Pensées, still denied that there
can be a complete skepticism; for nature prevents it.
Lacking rational answers to complete skepticism, man’s
only recourse lies in turning to God for help in overcom-
ing doubts. Spinoza, on the other hand, with his com-
pletely rational vision of the world, could not regard
skepticism as a serious problem. If one had clear and ade-
quate ideas, there would be no need or excuse for doubt-
ing. Doubt was only an indication of lack of clarity, not of
basic philosophical difficulties.
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The philosopher who took the skeptics most seri-
ously was Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, and he was
regarded as a closer friend intellectually by the skeptics of
his age than any of the other metaphysicians of the
period. Leibniz, although certainly not a philosophical
skeptic, agrees with some of the major contentions of the
skeptics, and is willing to admit, unlike other metaphysi-
cians of the seventeenth century, that there are general,
and perhaps unanswerable, objections that can be raised
against any philosophical theory. The skeptics and Leib-
niz could agree on the major failings of Cartesianism,
although they were hardly in agreement as to what to do
about them. Leibniz and the skeptics were all humanists
and found great value in the tradition of man’s effort to
understand his universe; hence they rejected the Carte-
sian attitude towards the past. In his discussions, espe-
cially with Simon Foucher and Pierre Bayle, Leibniz
agreed that there are first principles of philosophical rea-
soning that have not been satisfactorily demonstrated.

Leibniz was willing to regard metaphysics as a hypo-
thetical enterprise, that is, as an attempt to present theo-
ries which agree with the known facts, which avoid
certain difficulties in previous theories, and which give a
satisfactory or adequate explanation of the world that is
experienced. In the debate with Pierre Bayle over the arti-
cle “Rorarius,” in Bayle’s Dictionnaire historique et cri-
tique, Leibniz does not argue for his theory as the true
picture of reality, but rather as the most consistent
hypothesis to explain the known scientific facts and the
general conclusions of the “new philosophers” about the
relation of the mind and the body, and to avoid the
“unfortunate” complications or conclusions of the views
of Descartes, Malebranche, or Spinoza. Leibniz was
unwilling to see these limitations on our knowledge as a
reason for skeptical despair or to see these points as con-
stituting a radical skepticism that cast whatever knowl-
edge we had in any serious doubt. For Leibniz, whatever
merits the skeptical arguments had, they did not have to
lead to negative or destructive conclusions. At best, skep-
ticism should be a spur to constructive theorizing, and
not a reason for doubting or despairing of the possibility
of knowledge.

BAYLE AND THE ENLIGHTENMENT. The culmination
of seventeenth-century skepticism appears in the writings
of Pierre Bayle, especially in his monumental Diction-
naire historique et critique (1697-1702). Bayle, a superb
dialectician, challenged philosophical, scientific, and the-
ological theories, both ancient and modern, showing that
they all led to perplexities, paradoxes, and contradictions.
He argued that the theories of Descartes, Spinoza, Leib-
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niz, and Malebranche, when skeptically analyzed, cast in
doubt all information about the world, even whether a
world exists. Bayle skillfully employed skeptical argu-
ments about such things as sense information, human
judgments, logical explanations, and the criteria of
knowledge in order to undermine confidence in human
intellectual activity in all areas. Bayle suggested that man
should abandon rational activity and turn blindly to faith
and revelation; he can therefore only follow his con-
science without any criterion for determining true faith.
Bayle showed that the interpretations of religious knowl-
edge were so implausible that even the most heretical
views, like Manichaeism—known for its cosmic dualism
of good and evil—and Atheism made more sense. As a
result Bayle’s work became “the arsenal of the Enlighten-
ment,” and he was regarded as a major enemy of religion.

Bayle, in his later works, indicated that he held some
positive views even though he presented no answers to his
skepticism. There is still much scholarly debate as to what
his actual position was, but he influenced many people in
the eighteenth century. His skeptical arguments were
soon applied to traditional religion by Voltaire and oth-
ers. But in place of Bayle’s doubts or his appeal to faith,
they offered a new way of understanding man’s world—
that of Newtonian science—and professed an inordinate
optimism about what man could comprehend and
accomplish through scientific examination and induc-
tion. Though Bayle remained the heroic figure who had
launched the Age of Reason by criticizing all the supersti-
tions of past philosophy and theology, the leaders of the
Enlightenment, both in France and Britain, felt that his
skepticism was passé and only represented the summit of
human understanding before “God said, Let Newton be,
and all was light”

THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

Most eighteenth-century thinkers gave up the quest for
metaphysical knowledge after imbibing Bayle’s argu-
ments. George Berkeley, an Empiricist and Idealist,
fought skeptical doubts by identifying appearance and
reality and offering a spiritualistic metaphysics. He was
immediately seen as just another skeptic, since he was
denying the world beyond experience.

HUME. Bayle’s chief eighteenth-century successor was
David Hume. Combining empirical and skeptical argu-
ments, Hume, in the Treatise of Human Nature and the
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, charged that
neither inductive nor deductive evidence could establish
the truth of any matter of fact. Knowledge could only
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consist of intuitively obvious matters or demonstrable
relations of ideas but not of anything beyond experience;
the mind can discover no necessary connections within
experience nor any root causes of experience. Beliefs
about the world are based not upon reason or evidence,
nor even upon appeal to the uniformity of nature, but
only on habit and custom. Basic beliefs cannot be justi-
fied by reasoning. Belief that there is an external world, a
self, a God is common; but there is no adequate evidence
for it. Although it is natural to hold these convictions,
they are inconsistent and epistemologically dubious.
“Philosophy would render us entirely Pyrrhonian, were
not Nature too strong for it.” The beliefs that a man is
forced to hold enable him to describe the world scientifi-
cally, but when he tries to justify them he is led to com-
plete skepticism. Before he goes mad with doubts,
however, Nature brings him back to common sense, to
unjustifiable beliefs. Hume’s fideism was a natural rather
than a religious one; it is only animal faith that provides
relief from complete doubt. The religious context of skep-
ticism from Montaigne to Bayle had been removed, and
man was left with only his natural beliefs, which might be
meaningless or valueless.

THE PHILOSOPHES. The French Enlightenment phi-
losophers, the philosophes, built on the skeptical reading
of Locke and Bayle, and on their interpretation of Berke-
ley as a radical skeptic. While they produced vast accu-
mulations of new forms of knowledge, they also placed
this alongside a skepticism about whether one could ever
establish that this knowledge was about an external real-
ity. Perhaps the most skeptical of them was the great
French mathematician Marquis de Condorcet who held
that mathematics, physics, and moral philosophies were
all just probable. He also raised the possibility that our
present mental faculties by which we judged our knowl-
edge might change over time and, hence, that what we
found true today might not be so tomorrow.

REID AND THE COMMON-SENSE SCHOOL. The cen-
tral themes in Hume’s skeptical analysis—the basis of
induction and causality, knowledge of the external world
and the self, proofs of the existence of God—became the
key issues of later philosophy. Hume’s contemporary
Thomas Reid hoped to rebut Hume’s skepticism by
exposing it as the logical conclusion of the basic assump-
tions of modern philosophy from Descartes onward.
Such disastrous assumptions should be abandoned for
commonsensical principles that have to be believed.
When the conclusions of philosophy run counter to com-
mon sense, there must be something wrong with philos-

ophy. Since nobody could believe and act by complete
skepticism, the fact that this skepticism was the consistent
issue of the Cartesian and Lockean way of ideas only
showed the need to start anew. Reid offered his common-
sense realism as a way of avoiding Hume’s skepticism by
employing as basic principles the beliefs we are psycho-
logically unable to doubt.

Hume was unimpressed by Reid’s argument. As
Hume and Kant saw, Reid had not answered Hume’s
skepticism but had only sidestepped the issue by appeal-
ing to commonsensical living. This provided, however,
neither a theoretical basis for beliefs nor a refutation
of the arguments that questioned them. The Scottish
common-sense school of Oswald, Beattie, Stewart,
Brown, and others kept reiterating its claim to have
refuted Hume’s skepticism by appealing to natural belief,
while at the same time conceding that Hume’s funda-
mental arguments could not be answered. Thomas
Brown, an early-nineteenth-century disciple of Reid,
admitted that Reid and Hume differed more in words
than in opinions, saying, ““Yes, Reid bawled out, ‘we must
believe in an outward world’: but added in a whisper, ‘we
can give no reason for our belief’ Hume cries out, ‘we can
give no reason for such a notion’ and whispers, ‘I own
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that we cannot get rid of it.

THE GERMAN ENLIGHTENMENT AND KANT. The
Scottish school was perhaps the first to make Hume’s ver-
sion of modern skepticism the central view to be com-
bated if philosophy was to make coherent sense of man’s
universe. The more fundamental attempt, for subsequent
philosophy, to deal with Hume’s skepticism was devel-
oped in Germany in the second half of the eighteenth
century and culminated in Kant’s critical philosophy.
Such leaders of the Prussian Academy as Jean Henry
Samuel Formey, Johann Bernhard Mérian, and Johann
Georg Sulzer had long been arguing against Pyrrhonism.
They were among the first to read, translate (into French
and German), and criticize Hume’s writings. They saw in
the skeptical tradition up to Bayle and Huet, and in
Hume’s version of it, a major challenge to all man’s intel-
lectual achievements. Although their answers to skepti-
cism were hardly equal to the threat they saw in it, these
writers helped revive interest in and concern with skepti-
cism in an age that thought it had solved, or was about to
solve, all problems. Others in Germany contributed to an
awareness of the force of skepticism: Johann Christoff
Eschenbach by his edition of the arguments of Sextus,
Berkeley, and Arthur Collier (Berkeley’s contemporary)
against knowledge of an external corporeal world; Ernst
Platner by his skeptical aphorisms and his German edi-
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tion of Hume’s Dialogues on Natural Religion (1781);
hosts of German professors by dissertations against skep-
ticism; and the translators of the Scottish critics of Hume.

Kant saw that Hume had posed a most fundamental
challenge to all human knowledge claims. To answer him,
it had to be shown not that knowledge is possible but how
it is possible. Kant combined a skepticism toward meta-
physical knowledge with the contention that certain uni-
versal and necessary conditions are involved in having
experience and describing it. In terms of these it is possi-
ble to have genuine knowledge about the forms of all pos-
sible experience, space and time, and about the categories
in which all experience is described. Any effort to apply
this beyond all possible experience, however, leads into
contradictions and skepticism. It is not possible to know
about things-in-themselves nor about the causes of expe-
rience.

SKEPTICAL REJOINDERS TO KANT. Though Kant
thought that he had resolved the skeptical problems,
some of his contemporaries saw his philosophy as com-
mencing a new skeptical era. G. E. Schulze (or Schulze-
Aenesidemus) a notable critic of Kantianism, insisted
that, on Kant’s theory, no one could know any objective
truths about anything; he could only know the subjective
necessity of his views. So Schulze, by insisting on the
inability of the Kantian analysis to move from subjective
data about what people have to believe to any objective
claims about reality, contended that Kant had not
advanced beyond Hume’s skepticism, and that this failure
of the Kantian revolution actually constituted a vindica-
tion of Hume’s views.

Salomon Maimon contended that, though there are
such things as a priori concepts, their application to expe-
rience is always problematical, and whether they apply
can only be found through experience. Hence, the possi-
bility of knowledge can never be established with cer-
tainty. Assured truth on the basis of concepts is possible
only of human creations, like mathematical ideas, and it
is questionable whether these have any objective truth.
Thus Maimon developed a mitigated Kantianism (to
some extent like that of the Neo-Kantian movement a
century later) in which the reality of a priori forms of
thought is granted but in which the relation of these
forms to matters of fact is always in question. Knowledge
(that is, propositions that are universal and necessary,
rather than ones that are just psychologically indubitable)
is possible in mathematics but not in sciences dealing
with the world. Unlike the logical positivists, who were to
claim that mathematics was true because it consisted only
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of vacuous logical tautologies, Maimon contended that
mathematics was true because it was about creations of
our mind. Its objective relevance was always problemati-
cal.

Maimon’s partial skepticism exposed some of the
fundamental limitations of Kant’s critical philosophy as a
solution to the skeptical crisis. Developing the thesis that
human creativity is the basis of truth, Johann Georg
Hamann posited a new way of transcending skepticism.
Hamann accepted Hume’s and Kant’s arguments as evi-
dence that knowledge of reality cannot be gained by
rational means but only by faith. Hamann exploited the
skeptical thought of these philosophies to press for a
complete antirational fideism. He used Hume’s analyses
of miracles and of the evidence for religious knowledge to
try to convince Kant of the futility of the search for truth
by rational means. During the height of nineteenth-
century positivism, materialism, and idealism, Hamann’s
type of fideism was revitalized by Kierkegaard and in
France by Catholic opponents of the French Revolution
and liberalism—Iike Joseph de Maistre and H.-E-R.
Lamennais, who used it as a critique of French liberal,
empirical, and Enlightenment views and as a new defense
of orthodoxy and political conservatism. Kierkegaard
brilliantly combined themes from Sextus, Hume, and
Hamann to attack the rationalism of the Hegelians, to
develop a thoroughgoing skepticism about rational
achievements, and to show the need for faith in opposi-
tion to reason. Fideism has become a major element in
twentieth-century neo-orthodox and existentialist theol-
ogy, which tries to show that the traditional skeptical
problems still prevent us from finding an ultimate basis
for our beliefs except by faith.

IDEALISM. In the mainstream of philosophy after Kant,
although skepticism continues to play a vital role, few
philosophers have been willing to call themselves skep-
tics. The German metaphysicians, from Fichte and Hegel
onward, sought to escape from the skeptical impasse pro-
duced by Hume and Kant and to reach knowledge of real-
ity through the creative process and the recognition of
historical development. They attempted to portray skep-
ticism as a stage in the awareness and understanding of
the process of events. For Fichte, skepticism made one
recognize the need for commitment to a fundamental
outlook about the world. The commitment to see the
world in terms of creative thought processes led to a rev-
elation of the structure of the universe as an aspect of the
Absolute Ego.
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For Hegel skepticism was the nadir of philosophy,
actually its antithesis. According to Hegel, human knowl-
edge is a historically developing process. At each stage of
the process both our knowledge and the world itself are
limited and contain contradictions, which are overcome
at the next stage. Only the final, Absolute stage, when no
further contradictions can be developed, permits genuine
knowledge that is not partly true and partly false. Then,
presumably, skepticism is no longer possible. The English
Hegelian E. H. Bradley, in his Appearance and Reality
(1893), used the traditional skeptical arguments to show
that the world was unintelligible in terms of empirical or
materialistic categories, and hence that one had to go
beyond the world appearance to find true knowledge.

RECENT AND CONTEMPORARY
PHILOSOPHY

Irrational skepticism was developed into Existentialism
by Seren Kierkegaard in the nineteenth century. Using
traditional skeptical themes to attack Hegelianism and
liberal Christianity, Kierkegaard stressed the need for
faith. Only by an unjustified and unjustifiable “leap into
faith” could certainty be found—which would then be
entirely subjective rather than objective. Modern neo-
orthodox and Existentialist theologians have argued that
skepticism highlights man’s inability to find any ultimate
truth except through faith and commitment. Nonreli-
gious forms of this view have been developed by Existen-
tialist writers like Albert Camus, combining the
epistemological skepticism of Kierkegaard and Leon
Shestov with the skepticism regarding religion and objec-
tive values of Friedrich Nietzsche.

In his Myth of Sisyphus, Camus portrays man as try-
ing to measure the nature and meaning of an essentially
absurd universe by means of questionable rational and
scientific criteria. Camus regards the skeptical arguments
used by Kierkegaard and Shestov as showing decisively
the contradictory nature of human rational attempts to
understand the world, but he rejects their fideistic solu-
tion: overcoming the skeptical crisis by “a leap into faith.”
Instead, he accepts Nietzsche’s picture of the ultimate
meaninglessness of the world because “God is dead.” The
rational and scientific examination of the world shows it
to be unintelligible and absurd but it is necessary to
struggle with it. It is thus through action and commit-
ment that one finds whatever personal meaning one can,
though it has no objective significance. The mythological
Sisyphus, eternally pushing a huge rock uphill, only to
have to fall to the bottom again, typifies the human situ-
ation. He does not expect to find truth, nor does he

expect to end his struggle. He finds no ultimate point or
value in his situation, but he perseveres with a “silent joy,”
realizing that his struggle has meaning only for him, in
terms of his human condition. The struggle is neither
sterile nor futile for him, though it is meaningless in
terms of understanding or possible achievement.

George Santayana, an American critical Realist, in
Scepticism and Animal Faith, presented a naturalistic
skepticism. Any interpretation of immediate or intuited
experience is open to question. To make life meaningful,
however, men make interpretations by “animal faith,”
according to biological and social factors. The resulting
beliefs, though unjustified and perhaps illusory, enable
them to persevere and find the richness of life. When the
full force of complete skepticism is realized, Santayana
claimed, one can appreciate what is in fact absolutely
indubitable, the immediately experienced or intuited
qualities that Santayana called “essences.” The interpreta-
tion of these essences leads to various questionable meta-
physical systems. A thoroughgoing skepticism makes one
realize the unjustifiable assumptions involved in inter-
preting the realm of essences, and also that we do inter-
pret them and thereby construct meaningful pictures of
the world. Santayana called the process of interpretation
“animal faith,” which is consistent with complete skepti-
cism and involves following natural and social tendencies
and inclinations.

Types of skepticism also appear in logical positivism
and various forms of linguistic philosophy. The attack on
speculative metaphysics developed by the physicist and
early Positivist Ernst Mach, Bertrand Russell, and Rudolf
Carnap, a leader in the Vienna Circle, where logical posi-
tivism was nourished, incorporated a skepticism about
the possibility of gaining knowledge beyond experience
or logical tautologies. Russell and the important philoso-
pher of science Karl Popper have further stressed the
unjustifiability of the principle of induction, and Popper
has criticized theories of knowledge based upon empiri-
cal verification. A founder of linguistic analysis, Fritz
Mauthner, has set forth a skepticism in which any lan-
guage is merely relative to its users and thus subjective.
Every attempt to tell what is true just leads one back to
linguistic formulations, not to objective states of affairs.
The result is a complete skepticism about reality—a real-
ity that cannot even be expressed except in terms of
what he called godless mystical contemplation. Mauth-
ner’s linguistic skepticism bears some affinities to the
views expressed in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus
Logico-Philosophicus.
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A different way of dealing with skepticism was set
forth by the English philosopher, G. E. Moore at Cam-
bridge. He contended that no matter what skeptical argu-
ments may be they do not eliminate people’s certitude
about what they immediately perceive. There is a kind of
“certain knowledge” that each of us has and can build on
even though we know that it can be questioned in some
theoretical way. Wittgenstein explored this kind of reso-
lution in his essay On Certainty and sought to get beyond
what Moore had done. Many contemporary philosophers
are still writing and arguing about what constitutes
knowledge and whether, in some way, we can find any
basis for certainty.

POSTMODERNISM

A new, radical form of skepticism has developed in the
last half century: postmodernism. This view challenges
whether there can be any rational framework for dis-
cussing intellectual problems or whether the frameworks
that people use are related to their life situations. Devel-
oping out of literary criticism and psychological investi-
gations, the postmodernists have been undermining
confidence in the investigation of the world in which we
live by showing that the investigations are part of what
needs to be scrutinized. Using ideas from Martin Heideg-
ger, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jean-Francois
Lyotard, and Richard Rorty, they see philosophy and sci-
ence as human activities to be judged in terms of their
role in human life, rather than by some standard that can
be said to be true or false. Rather than attempting to find
a holistic truth or set of truths that are knowable and
eternal, Postmodernists stress reflexivity, fragmentation,
discontinuity, and ambiguity. Critics see this as a most
dangerous development in that there will be no objective
standpoint for evaluating theories. But that, of course, is
part of the postmodernist outlook. Psychologists and
sociologists have been adding to this view by stressing
how intellectual outlooks vary according to sexual orien-
tation, racial background, gender, and other fundamental
features of human outlooks. Skepticism results from see-
ing that there is no objective standpoint from which to
sort out the better or worse of these points of view.

CRITICISM AND EVALUATION. In Western thought,
skepticism has raised basic epistemological issues. In view
of the varieties of human experience, it has questioned
whether it is possible to tell which are veridical. The vari-
ations that occur in different perceptions of what is pre-
sumed to be one object raise the question of which is the
correct view. The occurrence of illusory experiences
raises the question of whether it is really possible to dis-
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tinguish illusions and dreams from reality. The criteria
employed can be questioned and require justification. On
what basis does one tell whether one has the right crite-
ria? By other criteria? Then, are these correct? On what
standards? The attempt to justify criteria seems either to
lead to an infinite regress or to just stop arbitrarily. If an
attempt is made to justify knowledge claims by starting
with first principles, what are these based upon? Can it be
established that these principles cannot possibly be false?
If so, is the proof itself such that it cannot be questioned?
If it is claimed that the principles are self-evident, can one
be sure of this, sure that one is not deceived? And can one
be sure that one can recognize and apply the principles
correctly? Through such questioning, skeptics have indi-
cated the basic problems that an investigator would have
to resolve before he could be certain of possessing knowl-
edge; that is, information that could not possibly be false.

Critics have contended that skepticism is both a log-
ically and a humanly untenable view. Any attempt to for-
mulate the position will be self-refuting since it will assert
at least some knowledge claims about what is supposed to
be dubious. Montaigne suggested that the skeptics
needed a nonassertive language, reflecting the claim of
Sextus that the skeptic does not make assertions but only
chronicles his feelings. The strength of skepticism lies not
in whether it can be stated consistently but upon the
effects of its arguments on dogmatic philosophers. As
Hume said, skepticism may be self-refuting, but in the
process of refuting itself it undermines dogmatism. Skep-
ticism, Sextus said, is like a purge that eliminates itself as
well as everything else.

Critics have claimed that anyone who tried to be a
complete skeptic, denying or suspending all judgments
about ordinary beliefs, would soon be driven insane. Even
Hume thought that the complete skeptic would have to
starve to death and would walk into walls or out of win-
dows. Hume, therefore, separated the doubting activity
from natural practical activities in the world. Skeptical
philosophizing went on in theory, while believing
occurred in practice. Sextus and the contemporary Nor-
wegian skeptic Arne Naess have said, on the other hand,
that skepticism is a form of mental health. Instead of
going mad, the skeptic—without commitment to fixed
positions—can function better than the dogmatist.

Some thinkers like A. J. Ayer and J. L Austin have con-
tended that skepticism is unnecessary. If knowledge is
defined in terms of satisfying meaningful criteria, then
knowledge is open to all. The skeptics have raised false
problems, because it is, as a matter of fact, possible to tell
that some experiences are illusory since we have criteria
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for distinguishing them from actual events. We do resolve
doubts and reach a state of knowledge through various
verification procedures, after which doubt is meaningless.
Naess, in his book Scepticism, has sought to show, how-
ever, that, on the standards offered by Ayer and Austin,
one can still ask if knowledge claims may not turn out to
be false and hence that skepticism has still to be over-
come.

Skepticism throughout history has played a dynamic
role in forcing dogmatic philosophers to find better or
stronger bases for their views and to find answers to the
skeptical attacks. It has forced a continued reexamination
of previous knowledge claims and has stimulated creative
thinkers to work out new theories to meet the skeptical
problems. The history of philosophy can be seen, in part,
as a struggle with skepticism. The attacks of the skeptics
also have served as a check on rash speculation; the vari-
ous forms of modern skepticism have gradually eroded
the metaphysical and theological bases of European
thought. Most contemporary thinkers have been suffi-
ciently affected by skepticism to abandon the search for
certain and indubitable foundations of human knowl-
edge. Instead, they have sought ways of living with the
unresolved skeptical problems through various forms of
naturalistic, scientific, or religious faiths.
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SKINNER, B. F.
(1904-1990)

The name of B. F. (Burrhus Frederic) Skinner has become
virtually synonymous with behaviorism. By introducing
the concept of “operant conditioning” (in the late 1930s),
Skinner fundamentally transformed behaviorist
approaches to experimental psychology. Operant condi-
tioning is based on the fact that the behavior of organ-
isms (including people) typically has environmental
consequences and is explained in important part by ref-
erence to them. Its fundamental principle is that the
probability of occurrence of a specified kind of behavior
is a function of the environmental consequences of pre-
vious occurrences of behavior of the same type, most
notably, that the probability increases if the previous
occurrences have been followed by “reinforcement.” Skin-
ner, surpassing older behaviorist “stimulus-response”
approaches, inaugurated an experimental research pro-
gram aiming to discover the laws of operant conditioning

SKINNER, B. F.

and, thus, generalizations concerning the three-term rela-
tion: discriminative stimulus-behavior-reinforcement.

The earliest laws of operant conditioning include
generalizations about the relationship of the probability
of a behavior’s occurrence to its “schedule of reinforce-
ment”—for example, to the conditions (discriminative
stimulus) of its occurrence, the temporal duration
between behavior and reinforcement, the proportion of
behaviors that are followed by reinforcement, and
whether these durations and proportions are fixed or
variable. Later developments include generalizations
about behavior that occurs under multiple schedules of
reinforcement. The research program of operant condi-
tioning constitutes Skinner’s definitive and most lasting
contribution. It also informs an applied program (of
“behavioral technology”), based on the notion that
behavior can be controlled by appropriate arrangement
of the contingencies of reinforcement. The journals, Jour-
nal of the Experimental Analysis of Behavior (1958—) and
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis (1968—) are princi-
pally devoted, respectively, to publishing results of these
and related programs.

Skinner considered his research program to underlie
“radical behaviorism,” a viewpoint that is distinct from
the better-known (among philosophers) “logical behav-
iorism” and “methodological behaviorism.” Unlike logical
behaviorism, radical behaviorism does not hold that
“mentalistic” terms—terms that may be taken to desig-
nate mental states or events (e.g., sensations, thoughts,
memories, beliefs)—can be analyzed in terms of relations
between behavior and the environment, or as referring to
dispositions to behave in certain ways under specified
environmental conditions. Unlike methodological behav-
iorism, it does not hold that any knowledge we may have
about mental states and events is gained by means of
inference (e.g., hypothetico-deductive) from knowledge
of observed behavior, or that mental phenomena may be
investigated by way of the behavioral phenomena causally
linked with them. Radical behaviorism is not a philo-
sophical thesis about meaning or about the epistemolog-
ical primacy of behavior. It is a program aiming to
“interpret” voluntary behavior (intentional action) in the
light of the principle (in the most general terms) that vol-
untary behavior is under the control of environmental
variables and the history of their relations with a person’s
behavior; or (more specifically) that it is explicable in
terms of the history of contingencies of reinforcement to
which a person has been exposed and the general laws
(identified in the experimental program) of operant con-
ditioning governing these contingencies. The philosophi-
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cal journal Behaviorism (1972-1989) provided a forum
for extensive discussion of radical behaviorism.

For Skinner, the philosophical impact of the pro-
gram of radical behaviorism becomes apparent in the
light of two proposals: (a) that adopting the program has
the backing of scientific authority, and (b) that it is from
science—rather than, say, from deploying ordinary inten-
tional idiom—that we gain the best understanding of
human phenomena. Regarding (a), he wrote a series of
methodological articles (reprinted in Skinner 1969, 1972)
arguing that the methodological and theoretical
resources of the experimental program of operant (com-
bined with respondent) conditioning at least match, and
usually surpass, those of programs guided by method-
ological behaviorism. Thus, he concluded that theories
that deploy mentalistic terms are unnecessary, and that a
more complete account of behavior can be obtained
within the framework of radical behaviorism. Regarding
(b), in order to deal with the fact that language is integral
to human behavior and that, in ordinary speech and
communication acts, mentalistic terms are indispensable,
he offered in Verbal Behavior (1957) a series of “interpre-
tations” (speculative hypotheses) attempting to make it
plausible that utterances containing these terms may be
treated simply as instances of “verbal behavior,” whose
occurrences and other causal roles, can be explained (pre-
dicted and controlled) in terms of the principles of oper-
ant conditioning.

Radical behaviorism, applied to linguistic phenom-
ena, had some influence on philosophical develop-
ments—for example, on the form of behaviorism
adopted in W. V. Quine’s Word and Object (1960), and on
Quine’s endorsement of “naturalistic epistemology.” For
the most part, however, philosophers are aware of Verbal
Behavior mainly by way of Noam Chomsky’s (1959)
scathing review. Chomsky’s most important criticism was
that radical behaviorist “interpretations” are unable to
encompass a number of fundamental aspects of linguistic
phenomena: (e.g., the “creative” use of language, the
rapidity and ease of the acquisition of language by chil-
dren, and certain specific features of grammar, such as
embedding of clauses). Furthermore, the linguistic phe-
nomena cited by Chomsky became focal points of rival
programs of experimental and theoretical psychology
(psycholinguistics, cognitive psychology), which were
designed to possess the theoretical resources needed to
encompass them and to bypass Skinner’s methodological
objections. Chomsky, thus, rejected claim (a), that Skin-
ner’s program has the backing of scientific authority. Not
so well known are behaviorist responses to Chomsky’s

arguments and further elaborations (and modifications)
of Skinner’s program (in, e.g., Place 1981), so much so
that many philosophers consider Chomsky’s review to
have sounded the death knell of behaviorism.

Other critics questioned claim (b), that it is from
experimentally based science that we get the best under-
standing of human phenomena. Barry Schwartz and
Hugh Lacey (1982, 1987) argued against Skinner: (1) that
his methodological criticism of the use of mentalistic
terms in psychological theories does not apply at all to the
use of intentional idiom in ordinary language; (2) that in
fact human action cannot be reduced to behavior that is
explicable in terms of laws (behaviorist or otherwise);
and (3) that, using arguments that are formulated irre-
ducibly in intentional idiom, the limits of applicability of
radical behaviorist principles can be identified (Schwartz
and Lacey 1982; Lacey and Schwartz 1987). These limits
are ignored in Verbal Behavior, and also in Skinner’s most
controversial book Beyond Freedom and Dignity (1971).
In the latter Skinner argued that fundamental notions of
liberal democracy (freedom, dignity, autonomy) that are
integral to standard defenses of civil rights are ill-founded
and in conflict with the best scientifically grounded view
of human nature. Such arguments suggested to his critics
that the primary motivation for engaging in the program
of radical behaviorism comes from commitment to the
social value of the control of human behavior.

Although radical behaviorism ceased to have many
high-profile adherents after the 1980s, and programs of
cognitive psychology have become much more promi-
nent than Skinner’s experimental program in major uni-
versities, the residue of Skinner’s contribution is deeply
entrenched. The experimental program of operant condi-
tioning continues at a high level of (increasingly mathe-
matical) sophistication, exploring, for example, choices
made under the influence of multiple contingencies of
reinforcement in accord with the “matching law”; and
Skinner’s central theoretical term “reinforcement” has
become a staple in practices that range from education to
clinical psychology. In addition, newer behaviorist pro-
grams that are in continuity with Skinner’s have
emerged—for example, Howard Rachlin’s (1994) “teleo-
logical behaviorism” and John Staddon’s (1993) “theoret-
ical behaviorism.”

See also Behaviorism; Chomsky, Noam; Philosophy of
Education, Epistemological Issues in; Psychology;
Quine, Willard Van Orman.
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SKOLEM-LOWENHEIM

THEOREM

See Logic, History of: Modern Logic: From Frege to
Godel

SKOVORODA, HRYHORII
SAVYCH (GRIGORII
SAVVICH)

(1722-1794)

Grigorii (Hryhorii) Savvich Skovoroda, the Ukrainian
poet, fabulist, philosopher, and religious thinker, was
educated at the Kiev Theological Academy. As a young
man he traveled in eastern and western Europe and paid
brief visits to St. Petersburg and Moscow, but eighteenth-
century European culture left few traces on his thought.
He taught, mainly literature, at Pereiaslavl’ (Pereiaslavl’-
Khmel’nitskii) about 1755 and at the Khar’kov (Khar’kiv)
Collegium from about 1759 to 1765, but he fell out with
his ecclesiastical superiors and was dismissed. He spent
his last thirty years as a mendicant scholar and “teacher of
the people.”

SKOVORODA, HRYHORII SAVYCH (GRIGORII SAVVICH)

Skovoroda’s disciple, M. I. Kovalinski, has left an
engaging account of Skovoroda’s manner of life:

He dressed decently but simply; ... he did not
eat meat or fish, not from superstitious belief
but because of his own inner constitution; ...
he allowed himself no more than four [hours
a day] for sleep; he was always gay,
good-natured, easy-going, quick, restrained,
abstemious, and content with all things, benign,
humble before all men, willing to speak so long
as he was not required to ...; he visited the sick,
consoled the grieving, shared his last crust with
the needy, chose and loved his friends for the
qualities of their hearts, was pious without
superstition, learned without ostentation, com-
plaisant without flattery. (“The Life of Gregory
Skovoroda,” translated by G. L. Kline, in Russian
Philosophy, Vol. 1, p. 20)

Skovoroda aspired to be a “Socrates in Russia” both
as a moralist, a gadfly provoking thoughtless and selfish
men to scrutinize their lives, and as an intellectual fore-
runner, clearing the path for the more profound and sys-
tematic philosophizing of a future “Russian Plato.” In
many ways he was not only the last, but also the first, of
the medievals in Russia. His metaphysics and philosoph-
ical anthropology are explicitly Christian and Neopla-
tonic, and his philosophical idiom is studded with Greek
and Church Slavonic terms and constructions. He knew
both German and Latin (he left over a hundred Latin let-
ters and poems) and had some knowledge of Greek and
Hebrew, but he wrote all of his philosophical works in
Russian. As it happened, few of his own philosophic
coinages were accepted by later Russian thinkers.

All of Skovoroda’s philosophical and theological
writings are in dialogue form. They are Socratic in
method and in theme, genuinely dramatic and dialogic,
written with wit, imagination, and moral intensity. They
offer an acute critique of both ontological materialism
and sense-datum empiricism, and they outline a dualistic
cosmology with a pantheistic (or “panentheistic”) and
mystical coloring. One of Skovoroda’s favorite metaphors
for the relation of appearance to reality is that of a tree’s
many passive, shifting shadows to the firm, single, living
tree itself.

In deliberate opposition to the Baconian summons
to “know nature in order to master it,” Skovoroda urged
individuals to “know themselves in order to master them-
selves” and to put aside desires for comfort, security,
fame, and knowledge. His position is thus Stoic as well as
Socratic. Seneca, no less than Socrates, would have
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savored the epitaph which Skovoroda wrote for himself:
“The world set a trap for me, but it did not catch me.”

See also Appearance and Reality; Neoplatonism; Panthe-
ism; Plato; Russian Philosophy; Socrates; Stoicism.
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SKOVORODA, HRYHORII
SAVYCH (GRIGORII
SAVVICH) [ADDENDUM]

Hryhorii Savych Skovoroda’s outdated language and liter-
ary style make it difficult to grasp his philosophical
thought. He expresses his ideas mostly through images,
symbols, proverbs, and stories instead of philosophical
concepts and propositions, and he does not organize
them logically into a system. Because of this he has been
subject to many conflicting interpretations: He has been
called both an eclectic and a strict rationalist, a mystic
and a materialist, a theologian and a moral teacher. While
some of his doctrines are obscure (the heart in man, per-
sonal immortality, the nature of matter), his ideas do fall
into a logically coherent system that is intended to serve a
practical purpose.

The aim of philosophy, according to Skovoroda, is to
show people the way to happiness. This is why his moral
teachings are articulated more fully than the other parts

of his philosophy. His metaphysical, epistemological, and
anthropological teachings are developed only to the
extent that is necessary for grounding his moral princi-
ples. For Skovoroda happiness is not merely the absence
of pain or a state of inner peace, but joy and gaiety, which
are not free of tension. To attain happiness two things are
necessary: to be content with everything and to fulfill
one’s true self. The first rests on a belief in a providential
order that supplies each creature with whatever is neces-
sary for its happiness. The Epicurean doctrine that what
is necessary is easy and what is difficult is unnecessary lib-
erates us from fear and anxiety. The other condition for
happiness is the pursuit of one’s God-given, innate, con-
genial task (srodnyi trud) in life. To work at one’s natural
task brings joy, while to work at an unnatural task brings
misery regardless of the accompanying external rewards
such as wealth and fame. Every congenial task corre-
sponds to a necessary social role (e.g., ruler, teacher, sol-
dier, farmer, and so on); hence, by fulfilling their natural
potential people also ensure the harmonious and efficient
functioning of society.

This moral teaching rests on a dualistic metaphysics.
Skovoroda divides reality into three isomorphic worlds:
the macrocosm or the all-encompassing universe, the
human microcosm or man, and the symbolical micro-
cosm or Bible. All three worlds have an inner and outer,
spiritual and material, intelligible and sensible nature: in
the macrocosm the two natures are called God and the
physical universe; in man soul and body; and in the Bible
the true and the apparent meaning. The inner principle
in each world is the more important one: It sustains and
rules the outer one and is eternal and immutable. Self-
knowledge is the foundation of all knowledge: By delving
into oneself one discovers the essential truths not only
about one’s own nature and one’s congenial task, but also
about the other two worlds. Skovoroda considered the
Bible, his favorite book, to be a treasury of universal wis-
dom and a source of false beliefs for those who take its
statements at their face value. His dialogues are largely
discussions of its symbolic meaning.

Skovoroda’s poetry, composed in a language close to
the Ukrainian vernacular, became popular among the
common people, while his dialogues circulated in manu-
script within the narrow circle of his friends. The first col-
lection of his works to appear in print (1861) contained
only half of his dialogues. Fuller collections came out in
1894, 1912, and 1961 and the first complete collection did
not appear until 1973. Skovoroda’s ideas began to attract
the attention of philosophers only at the end of the nine-
teenth century. Although Skovoroda’s influence in Russ-
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ian and Ukrainian philosophy has been negligible, his
colorful and independent personality has served as an
inspiration to Ukrainian writers during the cultural
revival of the 1920s and 1960s.

See also Happiness; Macrocosm and Microcosm; Russian
Philosophy; Self-Knowledge.
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SMART, JOHN JAMIESON

CARSWELL
(1920-)

John Jamieson Carswell Smart was born into an academic
Scottish family on September 16, 1920. His father, W. M.
Smart, was an astronomer in Cambridge until 1937 when
the family moved to Glasgow. J. J. C. Smart entered the
University of Glasgow in 1938.

War service interrupted Smart’s education from 1940
to 1945, after which he rapidly completed his degrees at
Glasgow, then proceeded to the University of Oxford,
where he read for the newly established BPhil degree and
came under the influence of Gilbert Ryle. After a short
period at Corpus Christi College, he accepted, at the age
of twenty-nine, the Hughes Professorship of Philosophy
at the University of Adelaide.

Smart spent twenty-two years at the University of
Adelaide, moving to La Trobe University in Melbourne in
1972.In 1976 he was appointed to a Chair in the Research

SMART, JOHN JAMIESON CARSWELL

School of Social Sciences of the Australian National Uni-
versity, which he held until his retirement in 1985. Since
then he has continued to be active in philosophy at the
Australian National University and in Melbourne.

Soon after his arrival in Australia Smart’s thought
moved away from its linguistic, Oxford orientation and
began to take on its characteristic science-based form.
Showing the influence of both eighteenth-century Scot
David Hume and twentieth-century American W. V.
Quine, Smart’s mature philosophy has been consistently
empiricist, taking human experience as the wellspring
and touchstone of knowledge, giving primacy to state-
ments of actual fact and treating modal claims regarding
necessity or mere possibility as human artifacts, and
embracing nominalism concerning universals. In the phi-
losophy of science, he has upheld regularity views of cau-
sation and natural law. Unlike many empiricists,
however—who regard imperceptible entities as human
constructs—Smart has always been staunchly realist in
his account of some theoretical entities, claiming that
electrons, for example, are straightforwardly real compo-
nents of the world.

Smart’s ethics has been similarly consistent: He has
defended a rather pure act-utilitarian consequentialism
throughout. His major contributions to philosophy have
involved three themes: in cosmology, four-
dimensional physical realism; in the philosophy of mind,
materialism; and in ethics, utilitarianism.

For forty years, culminating with Our Place in
the Universe (1989), Smart has argued that the four-
dimensional conception of space-time introduced by
Minkowski for the interpretation of the theory of special
relativity is superior to all others. This conception implies
the equal reality of past, present, and future and rejects as
unreal the flow of time that seems to underpin the
human experience of time passing.

Smart’s second major theme is materialism, the
claim that there are no spiritual realities, and that in par-
ticular human minds are not spiritual. The mind—the
organ with which one thinks—proves to be the brain. All
the various states of mind are states, processes, or func-
tions of the brain and its associated nervous system. This
central state materialism emerged in its contemporary
form from two landmark papers: Smart’s colleague U. T.
Place published his “Is Consciousness a Brain Process?” in
the British Journal of Psychology in 1956; Smart’s “Sensa-
tions and Brain Processes,” which appeared in The Philo-
sophical Review in 1959 (reprinted in Essays, Metaphysical
and Moral [1987]), gave the view wide notoriety. The
importance of Smart’s paper consisted in his exposing the
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inadequacy of the reasons then prevalent for holding that
the mental and the physical belong to essentially incom-
patible categories. Smart expanded and defended materi-
alism in subsequent discussions both of the general issue
and of its implications for the secondary qualities, partic-
ularly color.

From An Outline of a System of Utilitarian Ethics
(1961) onward, Smart has presented a utilitarian theory
of moral judgment and action: What matters is not peo-
ple’s intentions, or character, nor any fixed set of moral
rules, but the actual consequences of behavior. The con-
sequences to be considered concern the happiness of all
sentient beings, as judged from a natural, secular point of
view. To adhere to a social or traditional rule of conduct,
even in those cases where doing so would result in
increased misery, Smart deprecates as “rule worship.” He
recognizes the notorious difficulties that questions of jus-
tice generate for any rigorously utilitarian theory; in
Ethics, Persuasion and Truth (1984) discussing the enor-
mity of accepting the idyllic happiness of many at the cost
of the continuing torture of one lost soul. There is no
definitive resolution in his ethical thought of this conflict
between the claims of happiness and of justice.

Philosophy and Scientific Realism (1963) marked the
first appearance of a line of thinking that continues
through Our Place in the Universe (1989) and subsequent
pieces: what is now known as the Argument to the Best
Explanation. The issue is realism over theoretical entities
such as electrons and quarks, which must forever be
beyond any direct observational validation. Smart’s posi-
tion is that the complex, interlocking set of experimental
results that have been obtained and validated about elec-
trons, for instance, would constitute an incredible set of
interlocking coincidences for which there could be no
intelligible accounting, unless electron theory were (close
to being) literally referentially correct.

In Ethics, Persuasion, and Truth (1984) Smart argues
for a sophisticated subjectivist theory in metaethics. As an
empiricist, Smart rejects the idea that moral judgments
state some special kind of “moral fact,” and develops a
preference semantics and pragmatics for them. Our Place
in the Universe (1989) presents a coherent naturalistic
vision of the physical world and life on earth, suffused
with a kind of natural piety or philosophic awe.

Since 1990, Smart has continued to write on all the
major themes of his philosophy. In 1996 he joined with J.
J. Haldane in a debate on the issue of atheism. In all his
work, Smart argues for firmly held views with the calm,
well-informed courtesy and candor that have made him

one of the best loved, as well as most respected, of con-
temporary philosophers.

See also Colors; Consequentialism; Empiricism; Infer-
ence to the Best Explanation; Philosophy of Mind; Util-
itarianism.
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SMITH, ADAM
(1723-1790)

Adam Smith, one of the most influential political econo-
mists of Western society, first became known as a moral
philosopher. Smith was born in Kirkcaldy, Scotland. His
father died shortly before he was born, and his mother’s
loss doubtless explains the lifelong attachment that flour-
ished between her and her son. Smith entered the Uni-
versity of Glasgow in 1737, where he attended Francis
Hutcheson’s lectures. In 1740 he entered Balliol College,
Oxford, as a Snell exhibitioner. He remained at Oxford
for seven years and then returned to Kirkcaldy. In 1748 he
moved to Edinburgh, where he became the friend of
David Hume and Lord Kames (Henry Home). In 1751 he
was elected professor of logic at the University of Glas-
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gow, and in the next year he exchanged logic for the pro-
fessorship in moral philosophy, an appointment that he
held for the next ten years.

The Theory of Moral Sentiments, drawn from his
course of lectures, was published in 1759. The work
received wide acclaim and so impressed the stepfather of
the young duke of Buccleuch that he invited Smith to
become the duke’s tutor, with the promise of a pension
for life. Smith resigned his professorship at Glasgow and
accompanied the duke on a visit to the Continent that
lasted from 1764 to 1766. His tutoring duties ended, he
returned again to Kirkcaldy, where he spent the next ten
years in retirement at work on The Wealth of Nations,
which was published in 1776 and for which he became
famous. In 1778 he was appointed a commissioner of
customs for Scotland. He died in 1790 and was buried in
the Canongate churchyard, Edinburgh.

The greater part of the Theory of Moral Sentiments is
an account of moral psychology. Only after he has settled
the psychological questions does Smith turn, in the last
seventh of the work, to moral philosophy. The mainstay
of Smith’s moral psychology is sympathy. Sympathy is
our fellow feeling with the passions or affections of
another person. Smith characterizes the mechanism of
sympathy in this way: “Whatever is the passion which
arises from any object in the person principally con-
cerned, an analogous emotion springs up at the thought of
his situation, in the breast of every attentive spectator.”
The important phrase here is “at the thought of his situa-
tion.” Sympathetic feelings may seem to arise from our
seeing the expression of a certain emotion in another per-
son, but Smith argues that if the appearance of grief or
joy, for example, arouses similar feelings in us, it is
because these feelings suggest to us the general idea of
some good or evil that has befallen the person in whom
we observe them. What is more, there are some passions
whose expression excites disgust rather than sympathy
until we are acquainted with their cause. The furious
behavior of an angry man, for example, is more likely to
exasperate us against him than against his enemies. Thus,
Smith concludes that sympathy does not arise so much
from the view of the passion as from the view of the situ-
ation that excites it, and he reinforces this claim by noting
that we sometimes feel for another a passion that he him-
self seems to be altogether incapable of, as when we feel
embarrassed at someone’s behaving rudely although he
has no sense of the impropriety of his behavior.

Sympathy is the basis for our judgments of both the
propriety and the merit of other people’s feelings and the
actions that follow from them. When the original pas-

SMITH, ADAM

sions of the principal person are in perfect accord with
the sympathetic emotions of the spectator, the passions of
the principal appear to the spectator as just and proper.
Smith even goes as far as to say that to approve of the pas-
sions of another as suitable to their objects is the same as
to observe that we entirely sympathize with them. Indeed,
even though our own emotions may make it impossible
for us to have on occasion a certain sympathetic emotion,
we may “by general rules” recognize the appropriateness
of some person’s having a given emotion because, for
example, we could sympathize with the other person’s joy
but for our own grief.

Although our sense of the propriety of some piece of
conduct arises from our sympathy with the affections and
motives of the agent, our sense of merit (that is, our sense
of a certain action’s making the agent worthy of a reward)
stems from our sympathy with the gratitude of the per-
son affected by the action. When we see someone aided
by another, our sympathy with his joy at the receipt of the
aid animates our fellow feeling with his gratitude toward
his benefactor.

Having shown how sympathy gives rise to the senses
of propriety and of merit in our judgment of the passions
and conduct of others, Smith turns to showing how these
sentimental mechanisms may be employed in our judg-
ment of ourselves. We must take care to avoid a self-
interested partiality in our judgments. According to
Smith, impartiality can be achieved only if we look at our
own behavior as though it were someone else’s. Thus, we
may judge ourselves from the same point of view that we
judge others, and our approval or disapproval of our own
conduct will depend on whether we can sympathize with
the sentiments from which our actions flow. Conscience,
“the judge within us,” enables us to make a proper com-
parison between our own interests and the interests of
others. With its aid we may approach the ideal of the man
of perfect virtue, who is possessed of both a command of
his own feelings and a sensibility for the feelings of others.

We may guard against self-deceit by keeping before
us the general rules for what is appropriate in human
conduct. These rules have their basis in the sentiments
that certain kinds of behavior evoke, and our own respect
for the rules should follow from the correspondence
between them and our own feelings as we observe the
conduct of others. Smith stresses that the rules are gener-
alizations from particular instances in which conduct has
excited the sense of propriety and merit in humankind. A
just regard for these general rules is a sense of duty. By
acting from a sense of duty, one can make up for any lack
of the appropriate sentiment on a given occasion. Of all
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the general rules, those that define justice have the great-
est exactness.

Throughout his discussion of our moral psychology,
Smith assumes the general acceptance of beneficence and
justice as social virtues. He glides quickly over the prob-
lem of their description, and he introduces sympathy into
his moral psychology as a kind of absolute without con-
sidering whether someone might sympathize with
“wrong” affections.

In his moral philosophy Smith treats of two ques-
tions: Wherein does virtue consist? What power or faculty
of the mind recommends virtue to us?

The different accounts of virtue may be reduced to
three principles. First, virtue is the proper government
and direction of all our affections (propriety). Second,
virtue is the judicious pursuit of our own private interest
(prudence). Third, virtue lies in the exercise of only those
affections that aim at the happiness of others (benevo-
lence). These principles make it evident either that virtue
may be ascribed to all our affections when properly gov-
erned (as the principle of propriety implies) or that virtue
is limited to one of two classes of our affections, either the
prudent ones or the benevolent ones.

After surveying the various systems of morals, Smith
offers the following conclusions. The systems based on
propriety give no precise measure of it. Smith remedies
this defect by pointing out that the standard of what is
appropriate in sentiments and motives can be found
nowhere but in the sympathetic feelings of the impartial
spectator. The most that can be claimed for the definition
of virtue as propriety is that there is no virtue without
propriety, and where there is propriety, some approbation
is due. But those who make propriety the sole criterion of
virtue can be refuted by the single consideration that they
cannot account for the superior esteem granted to benev-
olent actions. However, neither prudence nor benevo-
lence can be allowed to be the sole criterion of virtue, for
whichever we choose, we make it impossible to explain
our approbation of the other. Smith’s implied conclusion
is that there can be no single criterion of virtue and that
each of the three principles that he notes must be allowed
its just scope.

When Smith turns to the question of what power or
faculty of the mind recommends virtue to us, he remarks
that this question is of purely speculative interest and has
no practical importance whatsoever. Several candidates
had been proposed by Smith’s predecessors as the source
of virtue, notably self-love, reason, or some sentiment.
Smith rejects self-love as the ultimate basis of behavior,

and hence as the basis of virtue, on the ground that its
proponents have neglected sympathy as a cause of action.
For Smith, sympathy is not a selfish principle. Smith also
rejects reason as a source of the distinction between
virtue and vice because reason cannot render any action
either agreeable or disagreeable to the mind for its own
sake. The first perceptions of right and wrong must be
derived from an immediate sense of the agreeableness or
disagreeableness of actions. Thus, Smith is left with the
conclusion that there must be some sentiment that rec-
ommends virtue to us.

Smith considers the proposal that there is a special
sense of virtue, the moral sense, as proposed by his for-
mer teacher Hutcheson. But Smith regards the moral
sense as objectionable on two counts. First, no one
seemed to be aware that he had a moral sense before the
moral philosophers began to talk about it; and if the
moral sense is a genuine sense, this state of affairs seems
very odd indeed. Second, Smith finds that sympathy, a
recognized human phenomenon, is the source of a range
of feelings that provide a foundation for virtue. There-
fore, since a sentimental basis for virtue is already pro-
vided by nature, there is no need to invent one in the
form of a moral sense.

An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of
Nations is partly a description of the actual conditions of
manufacture and trade in Smith’s own time, partly a his-
tory of European economics, and partly recommenda-
tions to governments. Smith opposes the mercantilist
beliefs that money is wealth and that the best economic
policy for a country is the retention within its borders of
as much gold and silver as possible. He argues, rather, that
wealth is consumable goods and that the wealthiest coun-
try is one that either produces itself or can command
from others the greatest quantity of consumable goods.

The development of a full-blown economic system
requires some people in a society to possess a supply of
either raw materials or manufactured goods greater than
is required to fulfill their own immediate needs. The sur-
plus stocks provide the opportunity for trade among peo-
ple with various needs. Where the demand for a certain
kind of thing is great enough to assure a producer that his
other wants may be supplied in exchange for producing
this certain good, he will specialize in its production. This
kind of division of labor will continue, according to
Smith, until some laborers are producing a very small
part of a manufactured product because the master finds
that a division of labor enables his workers to produce a
greater quantity of goods in a shorter time.
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Smith believes that the general welfare will be best
served by permitting each person to pursue his own
interest. Sympathy, which figured largely in Smith’s
account of moral psychology, is not mentioned in his
economics. Self-interest is the motive required to explain
economic action. Smith argues, “Every individual is con-
tinually exerting himself to find out the most advanta-
geous employment for whatever capital he can
command.” Since the most advantageous employment of
capital is to be found in producing and selling the goods
that satisfy the greatest needs of a people, the capitalist is
bound to work to satisty those needs. Intending only his
own gain, he contributes nonetheless to the general wel-
fare. Thus, the capitalist is “led by an invisible hand to
promote an end which was no part of his intention.”

Smith was instrumental in bringing his contempo-
raries to see the modern European economic system for
the first time, and we are the heirs of their vision. Of
course, Smith is guilty of oversimplifications and omis-
sions, but his work is nonetheless a model of both obser-
vation and systematization in the social sciences.

See also Ethics, History of; Ethics and Economics; Home,
Henry; Hume, David; Hutcheson, Francis; Moral
Sense; Philosophy of Economics; Virtue Ethics.
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SMITH, ADAM
[ADDENDUM]

Adam Smith’s claim on the history of aesthetics lies in his
essay, “Of the Nature of that Imitation which takes place
in what are called the Imitative Arts,” arguably the most
logically acute and penetrating discussion of what one
would call pictorial representation that eighteenth-
century Britain produced. It was first published, posthu-
mously, in 1795, in Smith’s Essays on Philosophical Sub-
jects.

SMITH, JOHN

The main thesis of Smith’s account is that “the dis-
parity between the imitating and the imitated object is
the foundation of the beauty of imitation. It is because
the one object does not naturally resemble the other, that
we are so much pleased by it, when by art it is made to do
s0” (1795, p. 144).

Smith’s most elaborately worked-out example con-
cerns the contrast between painting and sculpture, much
discussed in the eighteenth century. The idea is that stat-
ues represent three-dimensional objects in a three-
dimensional medium, whereas paintings represent
three-dimensional objects in two dimensions. Hence a
higher level of resemblance would be required of a statue
to its represented object than would be required of a
painting to its, to achieve the same level of representa-
tional beauty. “The disparity between the object imitat-
ing, and the object imitated,” Smith wrote, “is much
greater in the one art than in the other; and the pleasure
arising from the imitation seems to be greater in propor-
tion as this disparity is greater” (1795, p. 137). Smith pays
considerable attention in his essay, as well, to music and
dance, concluding that “the imitative powers of Dancing
are much superior to those of instrumental Music, and
are at least equal, perhaps superior, to those of any other
art” (Smith, p. 175).

See also Aesthetics, History of; Art, Expression in; Art,
Representation in.
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SMITH, JOHN

(c. 1616-1652)

John Smith, the moral and religious philosopher of the
Cambridge Platonist school, was born at Achurch, near
Oundle, in Northamptonshire. Very little is known with
certainty about his origins. It would seem that his father
was a locally respected small farmer, that both of his par-
ents were elderly when he was born, that he lost his
mother in his early childhood and his father soon after.
His short life was a continual struggle against poverty and
ill health. In 1636 he was somehow enabled to enter
Emmanuel College, where he came under the influence of
Benjamin Whichcote. Although he was about the same
age as his fellow Platonist Ralph Cudworth, Cudworth
was already a fellow of Emmanuel before Smith took his
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BA in 1640; Smith was very likely his pupil and certainly
came under his influence. The influence may have been in
some measure reciprocal.

Smith took his MA degree in 1644; the same year he
was elected a fellow of Queen’s College, Cambridge, hav-
ing been declared by the London Assembly of Divines a
suitable person to replace one of the fellows who had
been ejected by the Puritan Parliament. He taught Greek,
Hebrew, and mathematics. Like his master Whichcote he
had gifts of character and personal warmth, which won
for him not only the respect but also the affection of
pupils and friends. The funeral sermon preached by
Simon Patrick on his death on August 7, 1652, is, even
allowing for the extravagance of phrase common to such
occasions, an impressive tribute to his intellectual and
personal gifts. He published nothing, but after his death a
series of Discourses that he had delivered as dean of his
college in the chapel of Queen’s was collected, edited, and
published by John Worthington. Another volume was
promised but never appeared.

Matthew Arnold described Smith’s Discourses as “the
most admirable work left to us by the Cambridge School.”
This is the judgment of a man whose interests lay in reli-
gion and culture rather than in philosophy. As a philoso-
pher Smith will not stand comparison with Cudworth or
Henry More. Basically, he was an eloquent apologist for
the liberal theology of the Cambridge school. The flow of
that eloquence, however, is interrupted, in the Cambridge
Platonist manner, by quotations in a variety of tongues
from Plato, especially the Phaedo and the Republic, and
the Neoplatonists, the Hebrew Scriptures, the Talmud,
and, the sole contemporary, René Descartes. Smith’s rea-
soning is by no means close. “It is but a thin, airy knowl-
edge,” he writes in the first Discourse, “that is got by mere
speculation, which is ushered in by syllogisms and
demonstrations.” God’s nature, he thinks, is to be under-
stood by “spiritual sensation” rather than by verbal
description; Smith’s object is to arouse such a “spiritual
sensation” in human souls, and philosophy is only ancil-
lary to that task.

THOUGHT

The first six of the Discourses Smith composed as a con-
tinuous essay. They were to be the first segment of a book
that he did not live to complete. As editor, Worthington
broke up the essay into chapters and added, from Smith’s
papers, four sermons to act as a substitute for the unwrit-
ten segments of the essay. Smith’s general thesis is the Pla-
tonic one that goodness and knowledge are intimately
united; only the purified soul can achieve true knowl-

edge. Every soul, he thought, has within it innate concepts
of religion and morality. Ordinarily obscured by sensual-
ity, they nevertheless act as a guide to the direction in
which purification is to be sought. Such principles Smith
thinks of as innate ideas. Knowledge, in his view, is
derived by reflection of the character of our souls; it does
not arise out of sensory experience. One can see why he
admired the Neoplatonists and welcomed the teachings
of Descartes. He did not live long enough to share in the
revulsion against Descartes’s teachings as mechanistic,
which More and Cudworth were to exhibit; indeed, in his
Discourses he draws on Descartes’s physiology.

According to Smith, the three great enemies of reli-
gion are superstition, legalism, and atheism. Superstition
consists of treating God as a capricious power who has to
be cajoled by flattery, bribery, or magical spells. Legalism
conceives of religion as laying down doctrines that have
simply to be accepted as rules for governing our conduct.
It can take a variety of forms, “Scripture-Christianity” is
quite as legalistic as Jewish formalism if it consists of
picking out of the Scriptures a set of doctrines on the
acceptance of which salvation is supposed to depend.
Smith attacks this sort of Christianity with particular
vigor, especially in his Sermon “Pharisaical Righteous-
ness” (Discourses VIII).

As for atheism, Smith, unlike Cudworth and More,
did not have Thomas Hobbes to contend with. He knew
of atheism only as it appears in the writings of the Epi-
cureans; much of his (very brief) argument against athe-
ism is directed against the Epicurean version of atomism.
He regards the belief in God as a “natural belief” that
scarcely needs to be defended. He is much more preoccu-
pied with the belief in immortality, perhaps because
Richard Overton in a notorious pamphlet, Man’s Mortal-
ity (1643), published in London although as if from Ams-
terdam, had denied that humans are by nature immortal,
arguing that the soul and the body are so compounded
that they die and are resurrected together. Smith defends
what Overton had rejected—the traditional distinction
between soul and body—calling upon Descartes for sup-
port.

If people are led to doubt the immortality of their
souls, Smith argues, this is only because they are con-
scious that their souls do not deserve to be immortalized.
Once they improve the quality of their lives, they will
come to be conscious of their souls as exhibiting a kind of
goodness that is obviously destined to be eternal. Simi-
larly, if questions arise about God’s nature, these can be
settled, as Plotinus had suggested, only by reflection on
the workings of our own souls in their most godlike
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moments. God is the perfect soul, the perfectly loving
soul, the perfectly rational soul; that this is God’s nature
we see by reflection upon our own perfections and
imperfections.

It is easy to see why men as different as John Wesley
and Matthew Arnold expressed admiration for Smith and
sought to introduce his writings to a wider audience.
Smith’s appeal to inwardness, to the capture of the soul by
God, recommends him to the evangelical; his rejection of
merely creedal religions, the moral emphasis of his teach-
ing, recommends him to the liberal theologian.

See also Cambridge Platonists.
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SMUTS, JAN CHRISTIAAN

(1870-1950)

Jan Christiaan Smuts, the South African statesman, sol-
dier, and scholar, introduced the concept of “holism” into
philosophy. Smuts was born on a farm near Riebeek West,
Cape Colony (now Western Cape Province). He was grad-
uated from Victoria College, Stellenbosch, in 1891 and
from Cambridge in 1894, where he studied law. At both
places his record was brilliant, but he had the reputation
of being a bookish recluse who made few friends. Return-
ing home in 1895, he was admitted to the bar, entered

SMUTS, JAN CHRISTIAAN

political life, and during the Boer War commanded a
force against the British with the rank of general. How-
ever, when World War I broke out in 1914 he became a
staunch defender of the Allied cause. In 1918 he pub-
lished a pamphlet titled The League of Nations: A Practi-
cal Suggestion, which helped to form President Woodrow
Wilson’s ideas. From 1919 to 1924, and again from 1939
to 1948, he was prime minister of South Africa. In the
intervening period he completed his only philosophical
work, Holism and Evolution (New York, 1926). Smuts was
a dominant figure in the politics of his country for over
half a century and an influential figure on the world
scene. His enemies considered him arrogant and ruthless,
more interested in ideas than in people. Yet the theme of
his politics, as of his philosophy, was the integration of
parts into wholes.

This theme is central to Holism and Evolution, where
it is used to integrate the results of the sciences, especially
the biological sciences, and where it becomes the basis of
“a new Weltanschauung within the general framework of
Science.” The background was supplied by the theory of
evolution, so interpreted as to preclude mechanistic or
materialistic formulations of it. Such formulations,
Smuts held, are incompatible with the fact that evolution
is creative, having successively brought into existence
items that are genuinely novel and that were not even
potentially existent before they appeared on the scene.
These items he called “wholes.” Their appearance was
explained by postulating a primordial whole-making, or
“holistic,” factor in the universe. This factor he also called
a “creative tendency or principle” operative throughout
the history of nature.

Smuts apparently wished to distinguish wholes in the
strict sense from mere aggregates, mechanical systems,
and chemical compounds. In a true whole the parts lose
forever their prior identity. In aggregates, mechanical sys-
tems, and chemical compounds, however, the identity of
the parts or elements is not lost but is always recoverable.
There are certain entities, such as biochemical systems,
which appear to have an intermediate status. For they dis-
play “a mixture of mechanism and holism.” These systems
form “the vast ladder of life” At the bottom of the ladder,
mechanistic features predominate; at the top, holistic fea-
tures predominate. True wholes, free of any admixture of
mechanism, are exemplified in minds or psychic struc-
tures, which first appear among higher organisms, and in
human personality, “the supreme embodiment of
Holism.”

Smuts sometimes spoke of atoms and molecules as
wholes, presumably using the term in other than the
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strict sense he had defined. The broader use allowed him
to affirm that the factor of holism is “responsible for the
total course of evolution, inorganic as well as organic. All
the great main types of existence are due to it” Long
before organisms or minds arose, the holistic factor was
producing elementary wholes of a purely physical kind.
Later, through a series of “creative leaps,” it became more
fully embodied in biological structures, minds, and per-
sons. Indeed, “it is in the sphere of spiritual values that
Holism finds its clearest embodiment,” for in this sphere
love, beauty, goodness, and truth have their source.

Smuts nowhere attributed to the holistic factor any
teleological orientation. Nor did he apply to it any per-
sonal or spiritual categories. It was represented as an ulti-
mate principle, metaphysical rather than religious, at
work and still working in the cosmos.

There is a considerable resemblance between Smuts’s
philosophical views and those of Henri Bergson and C.
Lloyd Morgan. All three philosophers stressed the creativ-
ity of evolution, its engendering of novelties whose pres-
ence invalidates mechanistic materialism. All were critical
of Darwinism and opposed it with arguments and asser-
tions couched in highly general terms. Smuts differed
from the other two philosophers in refusing to state
explicitly that the holistic factor is spiritual or akin to
mind. But at bottom it remains as inscrutable as Berg-
son’s élan vital or Morgan’s directing Activity.

See also African Philosophy; Bergson, Henri; Darwinism;
Holism and Individualism in History and Social Sci-
ence; Morgan, C. Lloyd.
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SOCIAL AND POLITICAL
PHILOSOPHY

It is generally agreed that the central task of social and
political philosophy is to provide a justification for coer-
cive institutions. Coercive institutions range in size from
the family to the nation-state and world organizations,
like the United Nations, with their narrower and broader
agendas for action. Yet essentially, they are institutions
that at least sometimes employ force or the threat of force

to control the behavior of their members to achieve either
minimal or wide-ranging goals. To justify such coercive
institutions, we need to show that the authorities within
these institutions have a right to be obeyed and that their
members have a corresponding duty to obey them. In
other words, we need to show that these institutions have
legitimate authority over their members.

In philosophical debate at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, a number of competing justifica-
tions for coercive institutions have been defended: (1) a
libertarian justification, which appeals to an ideal of lib-
erty; (2) a socialist justification, which appeals to an ideal
of equality; (3) a welfare liberal justification, which
appeals to an ideal of contractual fairness; (4) a commu-
nitarian justification, which appeals to an ideal of the
common good; and (5) a feminist justification, which
appeals to an ideal of a gender-free society. Each of these
justifications needs to be examined in order to determine
which, if any, are morally defensible.

LIBERTARIANISM

Libertarians frequently cite the work of F. A. Hayek, par-
ticularly his Constitution of Liberty (1960), as an intellec-
tual source of their view. Hayek argues that the libertarian
ideal of liberty requires “equality before the law” and
“reward according to market value” but not “ substantial
equality” or “reward according to merit” Hayek further
argues that the inequalities due to upbringing, inheri-
tance, and education that are permitted by an ideal of lib-
erty actually tend to benefit society as a whole.

In basic accord with Hayek, contemporary libertari-
ans, like John Hospers (1971), Robert Nozick (1974),
Tibor Machan (2004), and Jan Narveson (1998), define
liberty negatively as “the state of being unconstrained by
other persons from doing what one wants” rather than
positively as “the state of being assisted by other persons
in doing what one wants.” Libertarians go on to charac-
terize their social and political ideal as requiring that each
person should have the greatest amount of liberty com-
mensurate with the same liberty for all. From this ideal,
libertarians claim that a number of more specific require-
ments, in particular a right to life, a right to freedom of
speech, press, and assembly, and a right to property, can
be derived.

The libertarian’s right to life is not a right to receive
from others the goods and resources necessary for pre-
serving one’s life; it is simply a right not to be killed. So
understood, the right to life is not a right to receive wel-
fare. In fact, there are no welfare rights according to the
libertarian view. Correspondingly, the libertarian’s

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

72 2nd edition



understanding of the right to property is not a right to
receive from others the goods and resources necessary for
one’s welfare, but rather a right to acquire goods and
resources either by initial acquisition or by voluntary
agreement. By defending rights such as these, libertarians
support only a limited role for coercive institutions. That
role is simply to prevent and punish initial acts of coer-
cion—the only wrongful actions for libertarians. Thus,
libertarians are opposed to all forms of censorship and
paternalism, unless they can be supported by their ideal
of liberty.

Libertarians do not deny that it is a good thing for
people to have sufficient goods and resources to meet
their basic nutritional needs, but libertarians do deny that
coercive institutions should be used to provide for such
needs. Some good things, such as the provision of welfare
to the needy, are requirements of charity rather than jus-
tice, libertarians claim. Accordingly, failure to make such
provisions is neither blameworthy nor punishable.

SOCIALISM

In contrast with libertarians, socialists take equality to be
the ultimate social and political ideal. In the Communist
Manifesto (1848), Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels main-
tain that the abolition of bourgeois property and bour-
geois family structure is a necessary first requirement for
building a society that accords with the political ideal of
equality. In Critique of the Gotha Program, Marx provides
a much more positive account of what is required to build
a society based upon the political ideal of equality. In
such a society, Marx claims that the distribution of social
goods must conform, at least initially, to the principle
“from each according to his ability, to each according to
his contribution.” But when the highest stage of commu-
nist society has been reached, Marx adds, distribution
will conform to the principle “from each according to his
ability, to each according to his need.” Contemporary
socialists like Kai Nielson and Carol Gould continue to
endorse these tenets of Marxism.

At first hearing, these tenets of Marxism might
sound ridiculous to someone brought up in a capitalist
society. The obvious objection is, how can you get per-
sons to contribute according to their ability if income is
distributed on the basis of their needs and not on the
basis of their contributions? The answer, according to
socialists, is to make the work that must be done in a soci-
ety as much as possible enjoyable in itself. As a result,
people will want to do the work they are capable of doing
because they find it intrinsically rewarding. For a start,
socialists might try to get people to accept presently exist-
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ing, intrinsically rewarding jobs at lower salaries—top
executives, for example, to work for $300,000, rather than
$900,000 or more, a year. Yet ultimately, socialists hope to
make all jobs as intrinsically rewarding as possible, so that
after people are no longer working primarily for external
rewards, while making their best contributions to society,
distribution can proceed on the basis of need.

Socialists propose to implement their egalitarian
ideal by giving workers democratic control over the
workplace. They believe that if workers have more to say
about how they do their work, they will find their work
intrinsically more rewarding. As a consequence, they will
be more motivated to work, because their work itself will
be meeting their needs. Socialists believe that extending
democracy to the workplace will necessarily lead to
socialization of the means of production and the end of
private property. By making jobs intrinsically as reward-
ing as possible, in part through democratic control of the
workplace and an equitable assignment of unrewarding
tasks, socialists believe people will contribute according
to their ability even when distribution proceeds accord-
ing to need. Liberation theology has also provided an
interpretation of Christianity that is sympathetic to this
socialist ideal.

Nor are contemporary socialists disillusioned by the
collapse of the Soviet Union and the transformation of
the countries in Eastern Europe. Judging the acceptability
of the socialist ideal of equality by what took place in
these countries would be as unfair as judging the accept-
ability of the libertarian ideal of liberty by what takes
place in countries like Guatemala or Singapore, where
there is a free market but very little political liberty. By
analogy, it would be like judging the merits of college
football by the way Vanderbilt’s or Columbia s team play
rather than by the way Florida’s or USC’s team play. Actu-
ally, a fairer comparison would be to judge the socialist
ideal of equality by what takes place in countries like Swe-
den and to judge the libertarian ideal of liberty by what
takes place in the United States. Even these comparisons,
however, are not wholly appropriate because none of
these countries fully conforms to those ideals.

WELFARE LIBERALISM

Finding merit in both the libertarian’s ideal of liberty and
the socialist’s ideal of equality, welfare liberals attempt to
combine both liberty and equality into one political ideal
that can be characterized by contractual fairness. A classi-
cal example of this contractual approach is found in the
political works of Immanuel Kant. Kant claims that a civil
state ought to be founded on an original contract satisfy-
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ing the requirements of freedom, equality, and independ-
ence. According to Kant, it suffices that the laws of a civil
state are such that people would agree to them under con-
ditions in which the requirements of freedom, equality,
and independence obtain.

The Kantian ideal of a hypothetical contract as the
moral foundation for coercive institutions has been fur-
ther developed by John Rawls in A Theory of Justice
(1971). Rawls, like Kant, argues that principles of justice
are those principles that free and rational persons who
are concerned to advance their own interests would
accept in an initial position of equality. Yet Rawls goes
beyond Kant by interpreting the conditions of his “origi-
nal position” to explicitly require a “veil of ignorance.”
This veil of ignorance, Rawls claims, has the effect of
depriving persons in the original position of the knowl-
edge they would need to advance their own interests in
ways that are morally arbitrary.

According to Rawls, the principles of justice that
would be derived in the original position are the follow-
ing: (1) a principle of equal political liberty; (2) a princi-
ple of equal opportunity; (3) a principle requiring that
the distribution of economic goods work to the greatest
advantage of the least advantaged. Rawls holds that these
principles would be chosen in the original position
because persons so situated would find it reasonable to
follow the conservative dictates of the “maximin” strategy
and maximize the minimum), thereby securing for them-
selves the highest minimum payoff. In his Political Liber-
alism (1993), Rawls explains how these principles could
be supported by an overlapping consensus, and thus
would be compatible with a pluralistic society whose
members endorse diverse comprehensive conceptions of
the good, and in his The Law of Peoples (1999), Rawls
attempts to extend his theory of justice to the interna-
tional realm.

COMMUNITARIANISM

Another prominent social and political ideal defended by
contemporary philosophers is the communitarian ideal
of the common good. As one might expect, many con-
temporary defenders of a communitarian social and
political ideal regard their conception as rooted in Aris-
totelian moral theory. Alasdair MacIntyre in After Virtue
(1981) sees his social and political theory as rooted in
Aristotelian moral theory, but it is an Aristotelian moral
theory that has been refurbished in certain respects.
Specifically, MacIntyre claims that Aristotelian moral the-
ory must, first of all, reject any reliance on a metaphysical
biology. Instead of appealing to a metaphysical biology,

Maclntyre proposes to ground Aristotelian moral theory
on a conception of a practice. A practice, for Maclntyre,
is “any coherent and complex form of socially established
cooperative human activity through which goods internal
to that form of activity are realized in the course of trying
to achieve those standards of excellence which are appro-
priate to and partially definitive of that form of activity,
with the result that human powers to achieve excellence,
and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved
are systematically extended” (1981, p.175). As examples
of practices, Maclntyre cites arts, sciences, games, and the
making and sustaining of family life.

Maclntyre then partially defines the virtues in terms
of practices. A virtue, such as courage, justice or honesty,
is “an acquired human quality the possession and exercise
of which tends to enable us to achieve those goods which
are internal to practices and the lack of which prevents us
from achieving any such goods” (1981, p.178). However,
MaclIntyre admits that the virtues which sustain practices
can conflict (e.g., courage can conflict with justice) and
that practices so defined are not themselves above moral
criticism.

Accordingly, to further ground his account, MacIn-
tyre introduces the conception of a telos, or good of a
whole human life conceived as a unity. It is by means of
this conception that MacIntyre proposes to morally eval-
uate practices and resolve conflicts between virtues. For
Maclntyre, the telos of a whole human life is a life spent
in seeking that telos; it is a quest for the good human life
and it proceeds with only partial knowledge of what is
sought. Nevertheless, this quest is never undertaken in
isolation but always within some shared tradition. More-
over, such a tradition provides additional resources for
evaluating practices and for resolving conflicts while
remaining open to moral criticism itself.

Maclntyre’s characterization of the human telos in
terms of a quest undertaken within a tradition marks a
second respect in which he wants to depart from Aristo-
tle’s view. This historical dimension to the human telos
that Maclntyre contends is essential for a rationally
acceptable communitarian account is absent from Aristo-
tle’ s view. A third respect in which MacIntyre’s account
departs from that of Aristotle concerns the possibility of
tragic moral conflicts. As Maclntyre points out, Aristotle
only recognized moral conflicts that are the outcome of
wrongful or mistaken action. Yet MacIntyre, following
Sophocles, wants to recognize the possibility of additional
conflicts between rival moral goods that are rooted in the
very nature of things.
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Initially, rather than draw out the particular require-
ments of his own social and political theory, MacIntyre
defended his theory by attacking rival theories, and, by
and large, he focused his attacks on liberal social and
political theories; in this respect he shares common
ground with contemporary deconstructionists. Thus,
Maclntyre argues in his “Privatization of the Good” that
virtually all forms of liberalism attempt to separate rules
defining right action from conceptions of the human
good. MacIntyre contends that these forms of liberalism
not only fail but have to fail because the rules defining
right action cannot be adequately grounded apart from a
conception of the good. For this reason, Maclntyre
claims, only some refurbished Aristotelian theory that
grounds rules supporting right action in a complete con-
ception of the good can ever hope to be adequate.

In his most recent book, Rational Dependent Animals
(1999), however, MacIntyre’s defense of the communitar-
ian ideal of the common good has now moved in a social-
ist or Marxist direction. In this book, Macintyre argues
that for independent practical reasoners, Marx’s principle
for a socialist society—to each according to his or her
contribution—is appropriate, but between those capable
of giving and those most dependent, it is Marx’s principle
for a communist society—from each according to his or
her ability, to each according to his or her need—that is
appropriate.

FEMINISM

Defenders of a feminist social and political ideal present a
distinctive challenging critique to defenders of other
social and political ideals. In The Subjection of Women
(1869), John Stuart Mill, one of the earliest male defend-
ers of women’s liberation, argues that the subjection of
women was never justified but was imposed upon women
because they were physically weaker than men; later this
subjection was confirmed by law. Mill argues that society
must remove the legal restrictions that deny women the
same opportunities enjoyed by men. However, Mill does
not consider whether, because of past discrimination
against women, it may be necessary to do more than sim-
ply remove legal restrictions: he does not consider
whether positive assistance may also be required.

Usually it is not enough simply to remove unequal
restrictions to make a competition fair among those who
have been participating. Positive assistance to those who
have been disadvantaged in the past may also be required,
as would be the case in a race in which some were unfairly
impeded by having to carry ten-pound weights for part of
the race. To render the outcome of such a race fair, we
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might want to transfer the ten-pound weights to the
other runners in the race, and thereby advantage the pre-
viously disadvantaged runners for an equal period of
time. Similarly, positive assistance, such as affirmative
action or preferential treatment programs, may be neces-
sary if women who have been disadvantaged in the past
by sexism are now going to be able to compete fairly with
men. According to feminists, the argument for using
affirmative action or preferential treatment to overcome
sexism in society is perfectly analogous to the argument
for using affirmative action or preferential treatment to
overcome racism in society.

In Justice, Gender and the Family (1989), Susan Okin
argues for the feminist ideal of a gender-free society. A
gender-free society is a society in which basic rights and
duties are not assigned on the basis of a person’s biologi-
cal sex. Being male or female is not the grounds for deter-
mining what basic rights and duties a person has in a
gender-free society. Since a conception of justice is usu-
ally thought to provide the ultimate grounds for the
assignment of rights and duties, we can refer to this ideal
of a gender-free society as “feminist justice.”

Okin goes on to consider whether John Rawls’s wel-
fare liberal conception of justice can support the ideal of
a gender-free society Noting Rawls’s initial failure to
apply his “original position” concept to family structures,
Okin is skeptical about the possibility of using a welfare
liberal ideal to support feminist justice. She contends that
in a gender-structured society like our own, male
philosophers cannot achieve the sympathetic imagina-
tion required to see things from the standpoint of
women. In a gender-structured society, Okin claims, male
philosophers cannot do the “original position-type think-
ing required by the welfare liberal ideal because they lack
the ability to put themselves in the position of women.
According to Okin, the “original position” can only really
be achieved in a gender-free society.

Yet at the same time that Okin despairs of doing
“original position-type thinking in a gender-structured
society, like our own, she herself purportedly does a con-
siderable amount of just that type of thinking. For exam-
ple, she claims that Rawls’s principles of justice “would
seem to require a radical rethinking not only of the divi-
sion of labor within families but also of all the nonfamily
institutions that assume it.” She also claims that “the abo-
lition of gender seems essential for the fulfillment of
Rawls’s criterion of political justice” (1989, p. 104).
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PRACTICAL REQUIREMENTS

Unfortunately, unless we can show that either libertarian-
ism, socialism, welfare liberalism, communitarianism, or
feminism, or some combination of these ideals is most
morally defensible, it will be difficult to know which prac-
tical requirements one should endorse. However, assum-
ing we have obligations to distant peoples and future
generations, it may be possible to show that the libertar-
ian’s own ideal of liberty leads to a right to welfare that is
acceptable to welfare liberals, and that when this right is
extended to distant peoples and future generations, it
requires something like the equality that socialists
endorse. This would effect a practical reconciliation of
sorts among seemingly opposing social and political
ideals.

There is also the question of whether we have obliga-
tions to animals and other nonhuman living beings. Until
recently, there was very little discussion of whether
humans have such obligations. It was widely assumed,
without much argument, that we have obligations only to
humans. However, this lack of argument has recently
been challenged by defenders of animal rights on
grounds of speciesism. Speciesism, they claim, is the prej-
udicial favoring of the interests of members of one’ s own
species over the interests of other species. Obviously,
determining whether this charge of speciesism can be
sustained is vital to providing a justification of coercive
institutions, particularly the coercive institutions of ani-
mal experimentation and factory farming, and thus it is
vital to fulfilling the central task of social and political
philosophy as well.

See also Aristotle; Civil Disobedience; Communitarian-
ism; Cosmopolitanism; Democracy; Engels, Friedrich;
Feminist Social and Political Philosophy; Kant,
Immanuel; Liberation Theology; Libertarianism; Lib-
erty; MacIntyre, Alasdair; Marx, Karl; Mill, John Stuart;
Multiculturalism; Nationalism; Nozick, Robert; Plural-
ism; Postcolonialism; Rawls, John; Republicanism;
Socialism; Speciesism.
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SOCIAL
CONSTRUCTIONISM

Social constructionism (sometimes “constructivism”) is a
version of constructivism. The idea that human beings in
some measure construct the reality they perceive can be
found in many philosophical traditions. The pre-Socratic
philosopher Xenophones, for instance, argued that
humans construct gods in their own image (Fragment
16), a possibility that is also criticized in the Jewish,
Christian, and Islamic religious traditions (among oth-
ers). But the idea that human beings epistemologically
construct the reality they perceive is first given extended
philosophical articulation in the work of Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804). In the nineteenth century a constructivism
of sorts emerged as political theory in the work of Karl
Marx (1818-1883) and others. Then, in the twentieth
century, constructivism took new forms in psychology, in
sociology, and in science, technology, and society (STS)
studies.
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CONSTRUCTIVISM IN PSYCHOLOGY

A root form of social constructionism is found in psy-
chological constructivism. Illuminating research by the
British psychologist Frederick Bartlett (1886-1969)
revealed how humans use prior knowledge to make sense
of new phenomena. In his landmark study Remembering
(1932), Bartlett presented an unfamiliar indigenous
American folk tale to students at Cambridge University.
Later each subject was asked to recall the story in as much
detail as possible. Bartlett was able to show how each
retelling was a unique reconstruction of the story rather
than a reproduction of the original. Subjects tended to
replace unfamiliar elements of the story with objects
drawn from their own experience. Bartlett concluded that
in coming to understand the story, his students tended to
make use of pre-existing mental structures or schemata,
which proved essential both for originally comprehend-
ing the story and for subsequent recall.

The notion of schemata is central as well to Jean
Piaget’s (1896-1980) theory of intelligence. The Swiss
psychologist undertook pioneering work on childhood
intellectual development. From years of careful observa-
tions of and conversations with children and watching
them function in problem-solving activities, Piaget
argued that cognitive development is an adaptive process
of schema correction by means of assimilation and
accommodation. We assimilate new information by fit-
ting it within existing cognitive structures. Where preex-
isting schema cannot incorporate a new experience, we
adjust our mental structures to accommodate them. For
Piaget, learning is not a passive activity of replication and
data storage but an active process of invention and cre-
ation. Piaget’s resultant genetic epistemology describes
how increasingly complex intellectual processes are built
on top of more primitive structures in regularly occur-
ring stages.

Lev Semyonovitch Vygotsky (1896-1934), a Piaget
contemporary, also studied the cognitive development of
children in Soviet Russia during the Stalin years and
noted how children engaged in a problem-solving activ-
ity invariably speak about what they are doing. This led to
his theory of speech as a means for making sense of the
activity. Although children’s use of tools during their pre-
verbal period is comparable to that of apes, as soon as
speech and signs are incorporated into any action, the
action becomes transformed and organized along entirely
new lines.

Language is thus central to complex reasoning and
higher order thinking. Intelligence is the readiness to use
culturally transmitted knowledge and practice as pros-
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theses of the mind, and learning is inherently social;
learned social speech becomes inner speech through
development. Vygotsky came to believe that speech pre-
cedes thought and that human thought is a social phe-
nomenon that develops from society to the individual.
The idea that cognition emerges out of social activity is
central to Vygotsky’s work. This is also a view that has
become at once widely adopted—being applied especially
in educational theory—and controversial, especially var-
ious forms of cognitive psychology.

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM IN
SOCIAL THEORY

The American social philosopher George Herbert Mead
(1863—-1931) took constructivism into sociology with a
theory of self consciousness as originating from social
interaction. In his posthumously published Mind, Self,
and Society (1934), Mead argued that personal identity is
constructed through social relationships. In the context
of play, for instance, children take on the roles of others,
eventually learning to view themselves from the stand-
point of a “generalized other” Children’s games thus
function as instruments for personal and social develop-
ment, especially when children adopt attitudes of those
who in some sense control them or on whom they
depend. For Mead the self is a dialectical conversation
between the “me” and the “I”—“me” being the social self
and “T” the creative self that responds to the “me” in mul-
tiple contexts to form, over time, the ontogenic, historical
image of one’s self.

The theorists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann
cite Mead as a major source for their seminal sociological
text The Social Construction of Reality (1966). In this trea-
tise, Berger and Luckmann extend Mead’s ontogenetic
observations on the self to include all phenomena that we
encounter in a social world. They describe the dialectic
relationship between the subjective reality of the individ-
ual and the objective reality of society that emerges in a
universe of discourse that is continuously under con-
struction. Through interaction and conversation with
others, knowledge is internalized, then externalized,
becoming at once a subjective perception and an objec-
tive reality. From such a process of socialization we con-
struct our daily lives.

Much social constructionism implies some degree of
subjectivism. From an analysis of intentionality and how
it plays out in a social context, however, the philosopher
John Searle (1995) has argued that socially constructed
reality exhibits its own distinctive type of objectivity.
Searle’s realism distinguishes between “brute facts” that
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exist independently of what any humans think and
“social facts” that depend on human thinking while being
independent of what any one human thinks. Human
beings construct a social reality through common inten-
tions that assign functions to physical objects, as when a
certain type of paper comes to be treated as money.

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM IN
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

Epistemological constructivism has taken special forms
in the development of cybernetics, evolutionary episte-
mology, and the philosophy of mathematics. But insofar
as cybernetics moved from analyses of interactions
between organisms and their physical environments to
consideration of communication in a social environ-
ment, social cybernetics offered as well a science and a
technology of social interactive constructions. Yet the
cybernetic approach has been only marginally influential
on social constructionism in general.

One of the most contested areas of social construc-
tionism is not in science and technology but in studies
about science and technology. Ludwik Fleck (1979) first
proposed, in a controversial interpretation of the medical
conceptualization of disease, that even some supposedly
brute facts of science were socially constructed. This idea
was picked up and developed by Thomas Kuhn (1962),
which subsequently led to the development of a research
program in the sociology of scientific knowledge (SSK).
The sociology of scientific institutions, as initiated by
Robert K. Merton (1910-2003) in the 1930s, came under
increasing criticism in the 1970s for its idealization of sci-
ence and its failures to treat the production of scientific
truth and falsity in a symmetrical manner. Drawing on
the ideas from the later Ludwig Wittgenstein about the
influence of language games and forms of life on human
understanding, David Bloor (1983) and others proposed
that social factors influenced not only the production of
falsehood (a weak SSK program) but also any consensus
about truth (the strong SSK program).

The SSK program in conceptual and analytic criti-
cism was quickly complemented by empirical studies of
laboratory practices and how such practices themselves
contribute to the production of scientific knowledge.
Employing ethnographic approaches, Bruno Latour and
Steve Woolgar (1979) and Karin Knorr Cetina (1981)
argued that knowledge production is seldom the rational,
linear process of hypothesis testing leading to article pub-
lication found in the standard image of science. Behind
the scenes science is a mangle of practical skills, instru-
mental jiggering, personal relationships, interpretative

debates, and consensus building that deploys a variety of
rhetorical strategies to frame both problems and experi-
mental results.

The full extent to which scientific knowledge is a
social construction or laboratory production—and what
this might imply for science, scientists, as science as a
social institution—has been subject to extensive debate in
the so-called “science wars” between scientists and their
social scientific critics. Among the most philosophically
astute assessments of this research program and ensuing
debate has been Ian Hacking’s Social Construction of
What? (1995).

The program for a parallel analysis of the social con-
struction of technology (SCOT) has been almost as con-
troversial as social constructivism applied to science, but
for different reasons. As Louis Bucciarelli (1994) has
shown with his ethnographic examination of the engi-
neering design process, social and personal factors of all
sorts readily influence engineering products, processes,
and systems. The question is whether this means that
those such as Jacques Ellul (1954) or Hans Jonas (1984)
who have raised ethical and political questions about the
dominance of modern technology in human affairs are
simply mistaken in their worries. For proponents of
SCOT or one of its related programs such as actor-net-
work theory, critics have too often criticized technology
as a kind of “black box” that they failed to examine in suf-
ficient detail. But critics such as Langdon Winner (1994)
have responded that “opening the black box” can also be
an exercise in avoidance of more fundamental questions.

Relations between social constructivism in psychol-
ogy, sociology, and STS deserve further examination.
Moreover, arguments concerning the social construction
of science and technology exhibit unexplored affinities
with the pragmatic epistemologies of the “fixation of
belief” (C. S. Peirce), the merger of science and technol-
ogy in the general category of tools (John Dewey), and
criticisms of strict empiricism (Willard van Orman
Quine). Indeed, social constructivism presents a broad
philosophical interpretation of personal and public life,
from the epistemological to the ethical, in ways that will
likely continue to exercise considerable influence in
twenty-first century thought.

See also Constructivism and Conventionalism; Critical
Theory; Dewey, John; Feuerbach, Ludwig Andreas;
Kant, Immanuel; Kuhn, Thomas; Marx, Karl; Mead,
George Herbert; Peirce, Charles Sanders; Personal
Identity; Piaget, Jean; Psychology; Quine, Willard Van
Orman; Searle, John; Social and Political Philosophy;
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Wittgenstein, Ludwig Josef Johann; Xenophanes of
Colophon.
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SOCIAL CONTRACT

“Social contract” is the name given to a group of related
and overlapping concepts and traditions in political the-

SOCIAL CONTRACT

ory. Like other such aggregations in philosophy and intel-
lectual history, it has at its center an extremely simple
conceptual model, in this case that the collectivity is an
agreement between the individuals who make it up. This
model suggests that it is proper to ask whether the agree-
ment was or is voluntary in character and whether, there-
fore, the individual can decide to withdraw either because
he no longer agrees or because the conditions that are or
were understood in the agreement are not being main-
tained. It suggests furthermore that the individual should
be thought of as logically prior to the state or to society,
and that it is meaningful to speculate on situations in
which individuals existed but no collectivity was in being.
From a historical point of view, it is therefore relevant to
discuss periods during which no collectivity existed,
when what is traditionally called a “state of nature” pre-
vailed, and to contrast these periods with times when by
agreement the collectivity had come into existence, that
is, with what is traditionally called a “state of society.”

The concept of a prepolitical state of nature that can
be brought to an end by agreement can thus be applied to
geographical areas of human society as well as to periods
of time. Individuals in such areas must be considered, as
Thomas Hobbes himself said, “to have no government at
all and to live at this day in that brutish manner.”
Although this may seem to be the least persuasive of the
elements belonging to the social contract, its parallel in
relationships between politically constituted societies or
states, that is to say, in the international state of nature, is
perhaps the most useful and persistent. It seems still to
command allegiance in the study of international rela-
tions. The actual process of agreeing (“contracting,”
“compacting,” “covenanting”) to end the state of nature
and establish a state of society has been the subject of
extensive analysis and elaboration by political and social
theorists. Distinctions have been drawn, more precisely
perhaps by academic commentators in modern times
than by contractarian writers themselves, between a
social contract and a governmental contract.

The social contract proper (pactum societatis, pacte
d’association, Gesellschaftsvertrag) is thought of as bring-
ing individuals together in society, and the governmental
contract (pactum subjectionis, pacte du gouvernement,
Herrschaftsvertrag) as establishing a formal government.
As might be expected, the nature and form of the con-
tract or contracts has been thought of in a variety of ways.
In some systems the contract is a once-and-for-all, irrev-
ocable act understood to have been performed in the
remote past (Richard Hooker), but in others it appears as
a continuing understanding that is perpetually being
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renewed and is regarded rather as a trust than as a con-
tract (John Locke). The parties to the various contracts
differ also: Sometimes agreements are made between
individuals only, sometimes between individuals and
governments or sovereigns, sometimes between a body of
individuals acting as a fictitious person (persona ficta)
and either the sovereign or a member of the body. In such
ways as these a whole set and succession of interrelated
contractual agreements have occasionally been pre-
sumed, as in the case of the seventeenth-century German
political theorist Samuel Pufendorf and his followers in
the eighteenth century.

The theory of a social contract belongs with the indi-
vidualist attitude to state and society; indeed the simple
conceptual model of agreement for the collectivity in all
its possible shapes seems to inform the entire individual-
istic outlook. Contractual political theory is, therefore,
universally associated with the rights of the individual
person, with consent as the basis of government, and with
democratic, republican, or constitutional institutions. It
has also been regarded as a part of early capitalist indi-
vidualism, and in Victorian England a great watershed
was held to exist between a condition in which status
ruled relationships and one in which contract ruled
them. Notwithstanding this assumption, the social con-
tract is perfectly reconcilable with the most absolute of
despotic rule and with the complete negation of constitu-
tionalism or the rule of law. Hobbes is the classic case
here, for his two alternative accounts of how society and
government came simultaneously into being are designed
to tie every citizen to unquestioning obedience to a
supreme, irresistible, indivisible sovereign whose dictates
are the law. Benedict de Spinoza makes a rather similar
use of contractual principles, but the political theory of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, although expounded in contrac-
tual form, has collectivist tendencies, since it endows
political society with the capacity to make people moral.
Rousseau’s major political work, Du Contrat social, must
be looked upon as the point of departure of the quite sep-
arate and traditionally quite irreconcilable outlook whose
model is the theory of the general will.

EXPLANATORY VALUE

If the collectivity is understood as embodying agreement,
it does not necessarily follow that any such agreement
between parties ever actually took place in historical time.
Nor does it follow that there may be people in the world
still living in a prepolitical, precontractual situation or
that those now within constituted society could ever
revert to the nonpolitical condition. A contractarian

political theory, therefore, can be entirely hypothetical,
analyzing state and society as if agreement must always be
presumed. Such an argument can provide a penetrating
critique of existing arrangements and of their rationale: It
can be used in a reformist direction, to suggest what
ought to be the aims and ends of statesmen. No reversion
to a literal state of nature need be implied by criticism of
this kind, only that this or that action or abuse requires a
remedy in accordance with the suggested criterion of an
assumed agreement.

In this hypothetical form the contract theory is still
of importance to political philosophy. It has recently been
used by John Rawls in his articles “Justice as Fairness” and
“Distributive Justice” to develop an account of justice
alternative to the utilitarian (previously assumed to have
outmoded contractarianism). Contemporary apprecia-
tions of the great contractarian writers (for example, by
Howard Warrender, C. B. Macpherson, and A. G. Wern-
ham), especially of Hobbes but also of Locke, Spinoza,
and David Hume, and even of Rousseau, have tended to
insist that the classic theories are hypothetical, which
makes it possible to free the theories to a surprising extent
from the lumber that had attached to them—the unac-
ceptable histories of the human race, the fanciful anthro-
pology and sociology. Moreover, the assumptions of
natural law can thus be put aside.

NATURAL LAW

The reinterpretation of social contract theory is an
important example of the way in which past political the-
ory can enter into present theoretical analysis independ-
ently of chains of influence and continuous traditions.
Still, the reinterpretation may lead to a serious distortion
of the truth about the actual contents of contractarian
treatises on politics. All the many members of the school
of natural law, including those named above, did in fact
assume that their contractual claims were literal as well as
hypothetical. They all made dogmatic statements about
the history of humanity and the condition of savages.
Moreover all of them, though here writers like Hobbes
and Hume are in special categories, subscribed to the
general system of natural law in one form or another.

The concept of natural law provided the fixed and
enduring framework within which the contract ending
the state of nature could be concluded, and subsequent
breaches or revisions of the contract could be related to
the original act. Therefore, natural law had to be assumed
if the contract was to be taken at all literally. The duty to
keep promises, on which any contract rests, could hardly
come into being with the contract itself, and this duty
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must persist should the contract be broken, if only to
make a new one possible. When the Commons of Eng-
land in January 1689 accused their former king, James II,
of “breaking the original contract betwixt King and peo-
ple,” they did so in the secure belief that this was an
offense that was and always would be punishable under
natural law. It is understandable, then, that the history of
the idea of a social contract has been largely the same as
that of natural law itself.

HISTORY

The origins of social contract theory and of natural law
can be sought in the Roman Stoicism of Cicero and in the
system of Roman law. The development of social contract
into a standard feature of the Western Christian attitude
can be seen in the Middle Ages, and its apotheosis can be
observed in the period between the Reformation and the
eighteenth century. It is usual in fact to insist that the rise
of the contractarian attitude to predominance in Euro-
pean political thought came about because of the Refor-
mation. Certainly the justification of the right of a
Protestant minority in a Catholic country, and of that of
a Catholic minority in a Protestant country, to its own
form of religious worship came about because of the
gradual acceptance of contractarian notions by Reforma-
tion and post-Reformation political and legal thinkers
and even by some politicians and sovereigns. The slow
and hesitant growth of religious toleration would
undoubtedly have been even more retarded if natural law
and the social contract had not been at hand to provide a
definition of the individual citizen, his individual rights,
and the nature of his relationship to political authority.
Accordingly, we find that the French religious wars of the
1560s, 1570s, and 1580s, together with the revolt of the
Dutch against the throne of Spain, which began in 1568,
brought about the elaboration of contractarian ideas. In
both these cases embattled Calvinists were asserting their
political as well as their religious rights against Catholic
authorities, but in England at the same time it was the
Catholics who needed contractarian justification for their
rights, even finally their rights to resist government.

The Monarchomachi (“bearers of the sword against
monarchs”), as the French writers were called, developed
the contract between people and sovereign in various
directions, and in the famous Vindiciae Contra Tyrannos
(1579) it justified a recognizably revolutionary doctrine.
In Holland the contract was codified further and became
in the works of Johannes Althusius and Hugo Grotius an
informing principle of political life as well as of the rela-
tions between sovereign and people. (Grotius’s great
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work, however, the De Jure Belli ac Pacis of 1625, acquired
and retains its fame because of its application of natural
law and contractarian principles to international law.)

All these ideas and all these experiences—particu-
larly the experience of religious separatism developing
into civil war—can be seen at work in Hobbes, the most
impressive of all contractarian theorists. In Hobbes’s
Leviathan (1651), the state of nature was a state of war, a
propertyless anarchy brought to an end only by the con-
tract of absolute submission. Hobbes made such devas-
tating use of the destructive potentialities of the social
contract in criticism of the conventional thinking about
natural law that all succeeding systems can be looked
upon to some extent as commentaries upon him. This is
truest of Spinoza (Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, 1670;
Tractatus Politicus, 1677) and until recently was thought
to be true of Hobbes’s eminent and enormously influen-
tial successor in England, Locke.

Locke’s Two Treatises of Government (written
1679-1683, published 1689) are now known to have been
written as an attack on Robert Filmer, not on Hobbes,
and Locke’s relatively peaceful and sociable state of
nature, brought to an end by a very limited contract, has
only a somewhat distant relationship with Hobbes’s “war
of all against all.” It is interesting that Filmer should have
been the most effective critic of the concept of a state of
nature and of the possibility and relevance of contract
and that his traditional, patriarchal authoritarianism was
to a large extent immune from contractarian notions.

It was not traditionalism, however, which broke
down contractarian assumptions within a generation of
the death of Locke in 1704, but rather the rapid defeat of
the natural law outlook by utilitarian criticism in England
and by general will notions in France and elsewhere. Con-
tract lost its persuasiveness as the rationalist outlook on
the nature of law gave way to the historical outlook early
in the nineteenth century. The development of observa-
tional anthropology and empirical sociology in more
recent times makes it entirely unlikely that contract in
anything but a strictly hypothetical form will ever be
adopted again by political theorists.

This conventional account of the history of contract
could be corrected and extended by reference to the sim-
ple model of the collectivity as agreement with which this
entry began. This is so obvious an image that it can be
found in some form in any political system, even in the
refusal of Socrates to escape from his prison and avoid
the poison on the ground that he owed obedience to his
native city because of the benefits he had received as a cit-
izen. It seems likely that every political theory must be
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contractual, at least to some degree, in this very wide
sense.

Nevertheless, since contract proceeds by abstracting
the individual from society, and then by reassembling
individuals again as society although they are by defini-
tion asocial abstractions, the general contractual social
and political scheme seems incurably faulty, quite apart
from the empirical objections to it on the part of con-
temporary social scientists.

See also Althusius, Johannes; Cicero, Marcus Tullius;
Filmer, Robert; General Will, The; Grotius, Hugo;
Hobbes, Thomas; Hooker, Richard; Hume, David;
Locke, John; Natural Law; Philosophy of Law, History
of; Pufendorf, Samuel von; Rawls, John; Reformation;
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques; Socrates; Spinoza, Benedict
(Baruch) de; State; Stoicism.
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SOCIAL CONTRACT
[ADDENDUM]

Contemporary social contract theory is practically iden-

tified with the work of John Rawls (1921-2002). In his
best known book, A Theory of Justice, Rawls attempts to

generalize and carry to a higher level of abstraction the
social contract theory of Locke, Rousseau, and Kant. In
Rawls’s version of social contract theory, people are to
select the principles of justice they are to live by in imag-
ined ignorance of whether natural or social contingencies
have worked in their favor. His theory requires that we
should choose as though we were standing behind an
imaginary “veil of ignorance” with respect to most par-
ticular facts about ourselves, anything that would bias our
choice or stand in the way of unanimous agreement.
Rawls calls this choice situation “the original position”
because it is the position we should start from when
determining what principles of justice we should live by.
Rawls explicitly argues that the principles of justice that
would be selected are significantly different from the clas-
sical or average principle of utility.

Almost immediately, there was a utilitarian challenge
to Rawls’s theory led by R.M. Hare (2003) and Richard
Brandt (1972), which maintained that the theory had the
same practical consequences as utilitarianism. Soon after,
there was a libertarian challenge led by Robert Nozick
(1974), which claimed that Rawls’s theory conflicted with
an ideal of liberty, and later a communitarian challenge
led by Michael Sandel (1982) and Michael Walzer (1983)
contended that the theory ignored the situatedness of
human beings, along with an Aristotelian challenge led by
Alistair MacIntyre (1981) which objected to Rawls’s the-
ory for denying the priority of the good.

There was also a feminist challenged led by Susan
Okin (1989), who, among others, maintained that Rawls’s
theory was biased against women, and a multicultural
challenge led by a diverse array of Western and non-
Western philosophers who maintained that the theory
was biased against non-Western cultures. Since Rawls was
reluctant to respond directly to his critics, these chal-
lenges created opportunities for others to step in and
respond to them or to suggest ways in which Rawls’s work
needed to be modified to address these criticisms.

There was also the important question of the practi-
cal implications of Rawls’s work for how we should live
our lives individually and collectively. Rawls had always
claimed to be developing primarily an ideal moral theory.
A Theory of Justice only touched briefly on nonideal the-
ory to provide an account of civil disobedience. But the
farther removed one’s society is from ideally just institu-
tions, the greater is the need to spell out the practical
requirements of justice for one’s time, lest one stand
accused of legitimating existing unjust institutions and
practices. By deciding to focus his work on ideal moral
theory, Rawls created opportunities for others either to
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work out the practical implications of views developed in
opposition or as a corrective to Rawls’s view for the non-
ideal world in which we live.

Rawls’s second book, Political Liberalism, was written
to correct a fundamental problem that Rawls perceived in
A Theory of Justice. Rawls believed that his earlier book
assumed a relatively complete Kantian conception of the
good. In Political Liberalism, Rawls tries to ground his
same theory of justice on a more minimal foundation—
an overlapping consensus of reasonable comprehensive
conceptions of the good. According to Rawls, citizens are
to conduct their fundamental discussions within a frame-
work of a conception of justice that everyone, irrespective
of one’s particular comprehensive conceptions of the
good, could be reasonably expected to endorse. An
important implication of Rawls’s view is that religious
considerations are generally excluded from public debate
over fundamental issues in society. This feature of Rawls’s
view has engendered considerable debate, not only
among philosophers, but also among theologians, politi-
cal scientists, and lawyers, but it has not had any dis-
cernible effect on public policy, at least in the United
States, where religious considerations continue to have an
impact on public policy beyond anything that could be
justified by a reasonable overlapping consensus.

Rawls’s third major book, The Law of Peoples,
attempts to extend his theory of justice to the interna-
tional realm. Rejecting any straightforward application of
his principles of justice to the international realm, Rawls
favors more minimal obligations to other peoples.
According to Rawls, there is virtually “no society any-
where in the world ... with resources so scarce that it
could not, were it reasonably organized and governed,
become well-ordered.” Rawls also allows for exceptions to
international principles of justice, specifically a require-
ment of noncombatant immunity, in order to attain
“some substantial good.” At the same time he disallows
any comparable exceptions to intersocietal principles of
justice. Here again, Rawls’s views have given rise to a
wide-ranging discussion over possible exceptions to prin-
ciples of justice, which has become even more important
given the connection that exists between terrorisim and
international justice.
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SOCIAL EPISTEMOLOGY

Since the early 1980s, social epistemology has become an
important field in Anglo-American philosophy. It
encompasses a wide variety of approaches, all of which
regard the investigation of social aspects of inquiry to be
relevant to discussions of justification and knowledge.
The approaches range from the conservative acknowledg-
ment that individual thinkers are aided by others in their
pursuits of truth to the radical view that both the goals of
inquiry and the manner in which those goals are attained
are profoundly social.

Individualistic rather than social epistemologies have
dominated philosophical discourse since at least the time
of Descartes. The writings of Mill, Peirce, Marx, Dewey,
and Wittgenstein, which began to develop social episte-
mologies, are among a few exceptions to individualistic
approaches. They had little effect on epistemological
work at the time they were published. Even the move to
naturalism, taken by many epistemologists after W. V.
Quine’s polemics in its favor, persisted—quite unneces-
sarily—in individualistic assumptions about the nature
of knowledge and justification. Quine argued in “Episte-
mology Naturalized” that epistemologists should attend
to actual, rather than ideal, conditions of production of
knowledge but he concluded that “epistemology ... falls
into place as a chapter of psychology,” ignoring the soci-
ology of knowledge altogether.

Movements outside of epistemology motivated and
cleared the way for social epistemology. First and most
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important, the proliferation of interdisciplinary research
on social aspects of scientific change following the publi-
cation of Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions
pressured naturalistic epistemologists to take sociology of
knowledge seriously. In particular, the skeptical and rela-
tivistic conclusions of sociologists and anthropologists of
science—among them Barry Barnes, David Bloor, Steven
Shapin, Simon Schaffer, Bruno Latour, Steve Woolgar,
Harry Collins, Karin Knorr-Cetina, and Andrew Picker-
ing—moved naturalistic epistemologists of science—
including Ronald Giere, Larry Laudan, Philip Kitcher,
and Paul Thagard—to take social accounts of scientific
change seriously yet to draw their own epistemic conclu-
sions. Second, influential work during the late 1970s in
the philosophy of language and philosophy of mind—
core fields of philosophy—by Hilary Putnam, Tyler
Burge, and others eschewed individualism and began
producing social accounts. A more general openness to
social approaches in philosophy followed.

RANGE OF SOCIAL EPISTEMOLOGIES

Social epistemologies vary along several dimensions.
First, they may emphasize either the procedures or the
goals of inquiry. Whether the emphasis is on procedures
or goals, the range here is as large as the range in episte-
mology as a whole: from consensus practices to critical
engagement to truth to pragmatic success to socially con-
stituted goals. Second, attempts to follow the procedures
or attain the goals are evaluated for different units of
inquiry. Some social epistemologists evaluate the
attempts of individual human beings, assessing the influ-
ence of social processes on individual reasoning and deci-
sion making. Others evaluate the aggregate efforts of
groups of people who may work together or separately.

Social epistemologies also tend to investigate partic-
ular domains and/or to work at particular levels of gener-
ality. Many (for example, Giere, David Hull, Kitcher,
Helen Longino, Miriam Solomon, and Thagard) are
social epistemologists of science rather than of ordinary
knowledge or some other area of specialized knowledge.
Feminist epistemologists (for example, Donna Haraway,
Lynn Hankinson Nelson, and Naomi Scheman) look at
the gender-relatedness of methodologies or assumptions
in several fields, not only those explicitly dealing with sex
or sex roles. Alvin Goldman (1992, 1999, 2002) works in
the widest range of domains—from science to law to edu-
cation to politics—and moves from the most general
considerations of epistemics (in which he argues that
truth is the ultimate epistemic goal) to the most concrete
practical considerations (in which, for example, he argues

that the common-law system is veritistically inferior to
the Continental civil law system). Many social epistemol-
ogists work primarily at the general (abstract) level in
their studies of areas such as testimony (Coady 1992),
trust (Hardwig 1991), and knowledge (Kusch 2002).

Two journals are devoted to publishing material in
social epistemology, Social Epistemology (1986—) and
Episteme (2004—); many other journals publish special
issues and individual articles in the area.

PROCEDURES OR GOALS OF INQUIRY

Longino’s normative approach is to evaluate the proce-
dures of a knowledge community. Her “critical contextual
empiricism” (2002) evaluates four features of the knowl-
edge community: the “tempered” equality of intellectual
authority (equality moderated by deference for expert-
ise), presence of forums for criticism, some shared norms
(including empirical success in a scientific community),
and responsiveness to criticism. Normative judgments
will be of epistemic communities rather than of individ-
uals and will be positive for communities following the
appropriate procedures, irrespective of outcome.

Goldman, Kitcher, and Hilary Kornblith all take
truth (or significant truth) to be the central goal of all
kinds of inquiry. They assess various social processes and
practices for their conduciveness to truth attainment. For
example, Goldman (1992) shows that in some situations,
such as some legal contexts, groups reach the truth more
reliably when some true information is deliberately with-
held from them—for example, misleading prejudicial
information. So Goldman concludes that social episte-
mologists need to think about communication control,
for paternalistic epistemic reasons. Goldman (1992,
1999) and Kitcher (1993) explore the consequences of
intellectual rivalry and credit seeking in science. They
both conclude that rivalry and credit seeking can lead sci-
entists to distribute their cognitive effort well over the
available research approaches, coming to a veritistic con-
clusion more quickly than they otherwise would. Korn-
blith (in Schmitt 1994) argues that the widespread
practice of deference to experts may be reliable in one
social setting and unreliable in another, depending on the
institutions through which a society confers the title of
“expert.”

Some hold that, although truth is the ultimate epis-
temic goal, it is mediated by coherence of belief. They
examine social processes for their conduciveness to
coherence. For example, Keith Lehrer (1990) argues that
individual reasoning yields more coherent belief if it
makes use of all the information residing in a commu-

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

84 2nd edition



nity; Thagard (1993) argues that delays in the transmis-
sion of information across a community can be con-
ducive to a good distribution of cognitive labor and
thereby eventually to maximal explanatory coherence
and truth.

Although most social epistemologists who employ
normative goals regard truth as the most important epis-
temic goal, there is a range of other, less traditional, posi-
tions. Giere (1988), for example, claims that the goal of
scientific inquiry is theories that model the world rather
than directly correspond to it and that social practices
such as credit seeking should be assessed for their con-
duciveness to producing good models. Solomon (2001)
argues that scientific theories aim for empirical success.
Steve Fuller (2002) writes of a range of epistemic goals
espoused by scientific communities and argues that those
goals should themselves be debated by scientists.

The most radical position on epistemic goals is one
that claims that our social epistemic practices construct
truths rather than discover them and, furthermore, nego-
tiate the goals of inquiry rather than set them in some
nonarbitrary manner. Work in the “strong program” in
sociology of science during the 1970s and 1980s—
notably by Barnes and Bloor, Latour and Woolgar, Shapin
and Schaffer, Latour and Woolgar, and Collins and Trevor
Pinch—was frequently guided by such social construc-
tivism. (Recent work in the sociology of science is usually
more philosophically sophisticated: See, for example,
Shapin [1994].) Most contemporary social epistemolo-
gists in the Anglo-American philosophical tradition are
motivated by their disagreement with the social construc-
tivist tradition, and they argue for the less radical posi-
tions just described.

THE DISTRIBUTION OF COGNITIVE
LABOR

The distribution of cognitive labor is a common theme in
social epistemology and is a link between social episte-
mology and evolutionary epistemology. It is wasteful to
duplicate the efforts of others, beyond the minimum
required to check robustness of results. It is most efficient
to have different individuals or research groups pursue
different avenues of inquiry, especially when, as is usually
the case, there is more than one promising direction to
follow. Hull (1988), following the founder of evolution-
ary epistemology, Donald Campbell, was one of the first
to apply this idea in the social epistemology of science,
where he argued that new theories are like new organ-
isms—produced by random variation on past theories—
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where only the fittest survive. And there is no way of
knowing in advance which theory will be the fittest.

Others have also given accounts of how cognitive
labor is distributed, although they have not emphasized
the evolutionary analogy. Kitcher (1993) and Goldman
(1992,1999) have argued that the desire for credit leads to
an effective division of cognitive labor; Thagard (1993)
has argued that the same result is achieved by delays in
dissemination of information; Giere (1988) thinks that
interests and variation in cognitive resources distribute
research effort; Solomon (2001) has argued that cognitive
biases such as salience, availability, and representativeness
can result in effective distribution of belief and thereby of
research effort. (Not all these stories are, of course, true;
some combination of them may be.) For all of the afore-
mentioned thinkers, it is the distribution of cognitive
labor across a community that is epistemically valuable
rather than the decisions of any particular individual.

Cognitive labor can be divided not only for discovery
and development of new ideas but also for storage of
facts, theories, and techniques that are widely accepted.
Just as books contain information that no individual
could retain, information is also stored in communities in
ways that are accessible to most or all members of that
community but could not be duplicated within each
head. One important way in which this is brought about
is when people with expertise on different subjects—or
with different experiences or techniques—increase the
knowledge within a community. Knowledge and expert-
ise is thus socially distributed. Edwin Hutchins’s account
of navigation (1995), in which skills and knowledge are
distributed across the officers and enlisted men on board
a naval vessel, is an example of this process.

A final way in which cognitive labor can be distrib-
uted is for the process of coming to consensus. In tradi-
tional philosophies of science, consensus is presented as
the outcome of the identical decision of each member of
a scientific community: A good consensus is the result of
each scientist choosing the best theory through the same
process, and a bad consensus is the result of each scientist
choosing the wrong theory through the same inappropri-
ate process. Of course, this is just the simplest model of
group consensus formation, and it presumes the same
starting point, the same endpoint, and the same processes
of change. The only time that the members of the group
may differ is during the period of dissent, when, as Hull
(1998, p. 521) would say, a thousand theories may bloom.
Giere, Hull, Kitcher, and others would also say that, when
coming to consensus, each scientist picks the same theory
for the same overriding good reasons. Other accounts of
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consensus formation in which cognitive labor is distrib-
uted include that of Hussein Sarkar (1983), who finds
that different scientists may select the same theory for dif-
ferent good reasons, and Solomon (2001), who finds that,
although individual scientists may make biased and idio-
syncratic decisions, there is a social perspective from
which to evaluate the overall normativity of the decisions.

THE UNITS OF INQUIRY

Who knows? And who is justified in his or her knowl-
edge? Nelson (1990) argues provocatively that only soci-
eties can really know. Some social epistemologists
consider the outcomes of social epistemic processes for
individuals and some for communities. The most conser-
vative social epistemologies look only at the effects of
social processes on individual reasoning and knowledge.
For example, Kornblith (in Schmitt 1994) looks at those
circumstances under which one scientist can judge that it
is reasonable to rely on the expertise of another scientist.
Coady’s work on the role of testimony (1992) argues that
individuals are typically justified in relying on the word of
others. The claim is that individual human beings reason
better when placed in favorable epistemic social situa-
tions. Epistemic terms such as “knows” and “is justified”
are applied to individual human beings.

More radically, social groups can be understood as
having emergent epistemic qualities that are due to some-
thing other than the epistemic properties of their mem-
bers. Gilbert (1989) argues that group knowledge need
have no coincidences with the knowledge ascribed to
individual members of the group. Longino (1990, 2002)
presents four conditions for objective knowledge that are
satisfied by (some) knowledge societies rather than by
individuals: tempered equality of intellectual authority,
forums for criticism, responsiveness to criticism, and
some shared values of inquiry. Nelson (1990) argues that
communities set the standards of evidence and are the
primary knowers. Kusch’s “communitarian epistemol-
ogy” (2002) argues for a similar conclusion through a
performative analysis of testimony. Goldman (1999)
shows that some kinds of social organization (for exam-
ple, that of the American justice system) lead to poorer
results than other kinds (for example, the Continental
justice system). Schmitt (1994) argues that group justifi-
catory processes can achieve, through interactions, more
than the sum of individual justifications. Solomon (2001)
shows that differently organized scientific communities
make better and worse scientific decisions.

CONCLUSION

It is not surprising to find that the wide variety of social
epistemologiesis connected to work in other disciplines.
Economics, artificial intelligence (especially distributed
computation), race and gender studies, sociology of sci-
ence, anthropology, and European philosophical tradi-
tions (for example, Foucault and Habermas) are
frequently cited, either for the data or for the methodolo-
gies that they supply.

When epistemologies are deeply social, recommen-
dations for inquiry will often be applicable to communi-
ties or institutions rather than to individuals. Social
epistemologists, especially those who are both naturalis-
tic and applied, have begun to spell out these recommen-
dations. The traditional focus on individual epistemic
responsibility is being transformed by the addition of
new, socially informed directions of inquiry.

See also Descartes, René; Dewey, John; Epistemology,
History of; Foucault, Michel; Goldman, Alvin; Haber-
mas, Jirgen; Kuhn, Thomas; Marx, Karl; Mill, John
Stuart; Peirce, Charles Sanders; Putnam, Hilary; Quine,
Willard Van Orman; Subjectivist Epistemology;
Wittgenstein, Ludwig Josef Johann.
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SOCIALISM

This entry is concerned with “socialism” from the time at
which, so far as anyone knows, the word was first used in
print to describe a view of what human society should be
like. This was in 1827, in the English Co-operative Maga-
zine, a periodical aimed at expounding and furthering the
views of Robert Owen of New Lanark, generally regarded
as the father and founder of the cooperative movement.
(Owenite cooperation, incidentally, was an institution
different from, and far more idealistic than, the distribu-
tive stores which in the Victorian age took over the
name.) Some historians have traced the ancestry of
socialism much further back: For example, to primitive
communist societies, to the Jesuits of Paraguay, to the
ideal communities described by Thomas More and oth-
ers, to the Diggers of Cromwell’s army, and even to Plato’s
Republic. Although there are elements of socialism to be
found in all these, particularly in More’s Utopia, the scope
of this article is limited to socialism in modern times and
to the sense in which the word is normally used, omitting
both distant possible origins and, of course, bastard
movements such as the National Socialism (Nazism) of
twentieth-century Germany and Austria which, save for

SOCIALISM

the bare fact that they enforced central control of social
policy, had nothing of socialism in them.

ORIGIN OF SOCIALISM

The seedbed of socialism, as of so much else in modern
thought, was the French Revolution and the revolution-
ary French thinkers who preceded it—Voltaire, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, and the Encyclopedists. Rousseau was
no socialist, but from his cornucopia of seminal though
sometimes unclear and inconsistent thought socialists
drew the ideas of people born free but everywhere in
chains, of a “general will” making for perfection in soci-
ety, of the importance of education, and a host of others.
From the Encyclopedists they learned to question all
institutions in the light of reason and justice, and even
from “Gracchus” Babeuf to demand equality for the
downtrodden and to seek it by means of dedicated con-
spirators. Owen himself was no revolutionary; insofar as
his ideas can be traced to anyone but himself, they prob-
ably came from early reading of the William Godwin who
wrote Political Justice; Owen envisaged a society consist-
ing of small, self-governing, cooperating communities,
established by the free and rational consent of all, of
whatever class or station. Originally, the word socialism
appears to have laid particular emphasis on communal
cooperation in contrast to the more-or-less liberalism
that was coming to be the creed of the industrial revolu-
tion—hence Owen’s rather contemptuous dismissal of
Jeremy Bentham and the utilitarians. The idea of social-
ism came rapidly to fit the aspirations of the working
classes and their radical champions not only in its coun-
try of origin but far beyond it.

SOCIALIST TENETS

Since its beginnings in the early 1800s, a period that has
seen vast changes not merely in the industrial and politi-
cal organization of society but also in people’s minds,
their modes of thought, and their interpretation both of
themselves and of what they have seen around them,
“socialism” has naturally borne many meanings, and
dozens of views have been held and expressed about the
form of society that socialists hope to see and about the
means by which it should be attained and secured. Long
before Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels introduced the
great schism between what they called utopian and scien-
tific socialism, there were wide differences of opinion;
and the differences are no less wide today. George
Bernard Shaw, for example, in The Intelligent Woman’s
Guide to Socialism and Capitalism, laid down absolute
equality of money incomes as a sine qua non—a dictum
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accepted by few of his fellow socialists, and not by Shaw
himself in any practical sense. There are many other def-
initions that could be quoted. Nevertheless, the word is
certainly not meaningless. It describes a living thing that
grows and changes as it lives; and it is possible to discern
certain beliefs that are fundamental to all who can be
called socialists, as well as to note the divergences in what
may be called secondary beliefs and to relate these, in part
at least, to the conditions of the time.

CRITIQUE OF EXISTING SOCIETY. The first of the fun-
damental beliefs of socialists is that the existing system of
society and its institutions should be condemned as
unjust, as morally unsound. The institutions that are thus
condemned vary from time to time and from place to
place according to circumstances, the greatest stress being
laid sometimes on landlordism, sometimes on factory
industry, on the churches, the law, or the political govern-
ment, or a combination of these (as William Cobbett, in
an earlier century, denounced “The Thing”), depending
on what seems to be the most potent engine or engines of
oppression. This condemnation may be associated with
the values of revealed religion, as in the case of the vari-
ous forms of Christian socialism, or may positively repu-
diate those values, as Marx did; in either case the
emphasis is on injustice. Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s dic-
tum, “Property is theft,” expresses this condemnation
most concisely.

Many socialist movements, such as the Saint-Simo-
nians in the 1830s and the Fabians half a century later,
attacked the existing system for its economic and social
inefficiency as well; but this criticism was less fundamen-
tal. Socialists such as Frangois Marie Charles Fourier in
France and William Morris in England laid much more
stress on freedom, happiness, and beauty than on mate-
rial wealth. Even the economists among them, however,
long asserted that granted decent (that is, socialist) distri-
bution of the product of industry and agriculture, there
would easily be “enough to go round” and to provide
everyone with a standard of living recognized to be rea-
sonable. By the mid-twentieth century the enormous
multiplication of potential demand, coupled with realiza-
tion of the existence of hundreds of millions living far
below European standards of life, had referred that type
of prophecy to the far-distant future.

A NEW AND BETTER SOCIETY. The second fundamen-
tal of socialism is the belief that there can be created a dif-
ferent form of society with different institutions, based
on moral values, which will tend to improve humankind
instead of, as now, to corrupt it. Since it is living men who

are to create the new institutions—men who must, there-
fore, recognize and follow the appeal of moral value—
this belief is in effect an assertion of the perfectibility, or
at least near-perfectibility, of man. It was most dogmati-
cally stated by Owen, in books such as A New View of
Society; and the history of socialism shows that it can sur-
vive innumerable disappointments. It is not the same as a
belief in “progress,” which has been held by many who
were not socialists; it is more like Magna est veritas et
praevalebit (“The truth is great and will prevail”)—truth
being here equated with justice.

Does justice, in social institutions, imply equality?
Does it also imply democracy? For socialists, the answer
to both these questions has generally been positive but
the answer has not been absolute. Equality of rights—yes;
equality before the law—yes, again. We have already
observed, however, that complete equality of income was
not a universal socialist tenet; and from the very earliest
days there were sharp differences among socialists on the
relationship between work and income. On the dictum
“From each according to his ability” they more or less
agreed. But some added “to each according to his needs”;
others countered with “to each according to his effort—
or his product.” This debate, in which sides were taken, on
the whole, in accordance with the temperament and/or
environment of the individual and in which many inter-
mediate positions were adopted, remained unresolved
throughout the history of socialism—not surprisingly,
since the problem of controlling the level of incomes has
defeated all except completely static societies. On the
question of democracy, again, the great majority of
socialists have been democrats in the ordinarily accepted
sense of the word. But some rejected any formal demo-
cratic process in favor of a communal consensus resem-
bling the Quaker “sense of the meeting” (or Rousseau’s
general will). Owen, in practice, was an autocratic egali-
tarian; and post-Marxist socialism has evolved a proce-
dure known as democratic centralism, which bears little
relation to what any pre-Marxist would recognize as
democracy.

Deep differences arose early on the kind of institu-
tion which would be best suited for a world devoted to
justice. There was one main difference at first: Some put
their faith in small communities of neighbors, as far as
possible self-sufficient, cooperating freely with other sim-
ilar communities in such functions as exchange of goods,
and relying to the minimum on any regional or central
authority for such necessities as defense and the supply of
credit; others looked rather to a development of science,
technology, and large-scale industrial production and
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banking to increase rapidly the supply of material goods
and thereby the prosperity of a socialist economy through
centralized planning techniques. Of these two schools—
whose views have necessarily been greatly simplified for
the compass of this article—the first, or “utopian,” is best
known from the writings of Owen, Fourier, and Proud-
hon, and the second, or “scientific,” from those of the
Comte de Saint-Simon and his followers. The first clearly
derived from rural society: Owen’s villages of cooperation
and Fourier’s phalansteries were based upon small-scale
agriculture, with such industrial and craft production as
could conveniently be carried on in villages or small com-
munities. This was the kind of society envisaged, much
later, in William Morris’s News from Nowhere; and much
later still, there were curious echoes of it in V. I. Lenin’s
dreams of cheap electricity transforming the life of the
Russian peasantry and even in the Chinese “great leap
forward,” with a piece of factory in every backyard.

The weakness of this school is that its fear of size, of
external authority, and of the apparatus of the state and
of central government, whatever concessions it may in
theory make to “natural necessities,” such as the conduct
of a national railway system, are liable to lead in practice
as well as in theory to anarchism and the repudiation of
any government at all—which in the modern world
means chaos. The second school, that of large-scale pro-
duction and planning, was, from the beginning, in har-
mony with the way the world was tending. Its dangers are
today only too obvious, and the recurrent malaise of
large-scale industry in times of prosperity, the demands
for “shares in control,” and the like, show the vacuum cre-
ated by the nonfulfillment of the utopian ideals of a just
society.

REVOLUTION. Whatever form of institution the several
schools of socialism envisaged for the future, all agreed
that what was required was a fundamental transforma-
tion of society amounting to revolution, a program of
action to effect such a transformation, and a revolution-
ary will so to transform it existing in the members of
present-day society. This is the third fundamental social-
ist assumption; how it is to be put into effect has been the
subject of much division of opinion. As socialism was
generally believed to have a strong rational basis, it was
natural that all schools of socialists should set great store
by education, persuasion, and propaganda; Owen,
indeed, carried the trust in rationality so far that he could
not believe that anyone, whatever his condition or his
preconceived opinions, could fail to be converted by “Mr.
Owen’s powers of persuasion,” if only Mr. Owen could
employ them sufficiently often and at sufficient length.

SOCIALISM

Others, less confident, sought to achieve their end by
preaching to and working upon groups already condi-
tioned by the circumstances of their working lives to
accept the whole or a part of the socialist gospel—the
most obvious of these being, of course, the trade unions
and other organizations of the working class. In this spirit
Marx looked upon the British trade unions that sup-
ported the International Working Men’s Association (the
“First International”) as “a lever for the proletarian revo-
lution.” Strikes, threats of strikes, and other forms of what
much later came to be known as “direct action,” supple-
mented persuasion by inducing the ruling classes to make
concessions which could not otherwise have been wrung
from them.

The practicability, either of persuasion or of group
action, depended very largely on the political conditions
of time and place. And although there was a running
argument between gradualists, who believed that revolu-
tionary change could be brought about peacefully and
piecemeal, and revolutionaries, who thought head-on
collision between the holders of power and their victims
was inevitable in the long run if not immediately, the dif-
ference was not as absolute as was often supposed. In
Britain, after the defeat of Chartism had registered the
end of insurrectionism in any form, after the press had
been freed and the franchise widened, the organizations
of the working class leaned to peaceful evolution far more
than to violence—the “inevitability of gradualism” was
an accepted belief long before Sidney Webb put it into
words in the 1920s. In tsarist Russia, at the other extreme,
a generally authoritarian government, operating a police
state, appeared to bar the door to anything but physical
revolution. There were many possible in-between posi-
tions; and the role of the convinced individual socialist
varied similarly, from that of open persuader, adviser, and
organizer, like Keir Hardie at the end of the nineteenth
century, to that of secret conspirator, like Auguste Blanqui
in France after 1848 and organizers of communist cells in
the twentieth century.

INTERNATIONALISM. One other characteristic should
briefly be mentioned. Socialism was initially a world phi-
losophy, not concerning itself with race or nation, not
advocating the brotherhood of man so much as assuming
it. The opening of the Communist Manifesto, “Workers of
the world, unite,” crystallized this into words; the nation-
alism of Poles, Irish, Italians, Hungarians, was only an
aspect of the struggle against corrupt institutions. Later,
of course, nationalism grew so strong that it clashed,
sometimes violently, with other fundamentals of social-
ism; nevertheless, the idea remained potent for genera-
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tions, and it may still be suggested that socialist move-
ments that have become exclusively nationalist have
ceased to be socialist at all.

MARXIAN SOCIALISM

The Communist Manifesto marks a great divide between
pre-Marxian and post-Marxian socialism. Marx and
Engels dismissed all their predecessors as utopians and
formulated a system of socialism that they claimed was
“scientific.” There is no room here to expound Marxist
philosophy or Marxist economics; but it must be pointed
out that neither “utopian” nor “scientific” is an accurate
description. Marxist socialism accepted the fundamentals
as set out above; it differed from most of its forerunners
in that it did not, save in a few very vague allusions, seek
to describe the new, uncorrupt institutions that would
appear after the revolution; it assumed—and what could
be more utopian?—that after the proletariat had con-
quered, it would make all anew and “the government of
man be replaced by the administration of things.”

“Scientific,” in Marxist language, meant not so much
acceptance of technology and large-scale production—
although this was included—as the proving, by logical
argument and study of history, of two quite simple
propositions: First, that under the existing capitalist sys-
tem, the proletariat, the laboring class, is systematically
and continuously robbed of its just share of the fruits of
production; second, that “changes in the modes of pro-
duction and exchange,” and not any other factor, such as
“man’s insight into eternal truth and justice,” are leading
inevitably to a reversal of the system that will remove the
bourgeois capitalist class from the seats of power and
replace it by the organs of the proletariat. This is the base
on which the whole enormous superstructure of Marx-
ism is founded; it is not science, but messianic prophecy.
It is easy to understand, however, the compelling effect
that this fundamentally simple appeal had to the down-
trodden at various times and in various places. At the
same time, Marx’s powerful and penetrating analysis,
which discredited a great deal of current economic and
historical theory, profoundly attracted many of the best
brains among those who were dissatisfied with the
human results of the existing system, and the teaching of
the Marxists that morality in action was relative to the
needs of the time, even if slightly inconsistent with their
denunciation, on grounds of injustice, of slavery and
wage slavery, gave their followers both the inspiration of
those who were fighting a continuing battle and the sanc-
tion to use any and every method that could advance

their cause. Marx did not invent the conception of classes,
but Marxists fought the class war.

The work of Marx and Engels has had as great and
lasting an effect on the thinking of non-Marxists, partic-
ularly after the Russian Revolution, as has that of Sig-
mund Freud on non-Freudians. This entry cannot deal
with the developments in socialist thought, Marxist or
non-Marxist, in the post-Marxian era. These are of enor-
mous importance for the study of history and present-
day politics; but they are concerned principally with
method and strategy. The fundamental tenets of social-
ism as a view of society have remained substantially unal-
tered, although the process of translating them has been
far more lengthy and complicated than the nineteenth
century ever foresaw.

See also Anarchism; Bentham, Jeremy; Communism;
Encyclopédie; Engels, Friedrich; Fourier, Francois
Marie Charles; Freud, Sigmund; Godwin, William; Jus-
tice; Lenin, Vladimir II’ich; Marx, Karl; Marxist Philos-
ophy; More, Thomas; Plato; Proudhon, Pierre-Joseph;
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques; Saint-Simon, Claude-Henri de
Rouvroy, Comte de; Utilitarianism; Voltaire, Frangois-
Marie Arouet de.
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Socialism has seen enormous changes since the above
entry was written. Its cachet has gone up and down and,
after an all-time low during the early 1990s, is now per-
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haps going to go up again. The socialist ideal fell on hard
times when “actually existing socialism” collapsed in the
Soviet Union and its satellite states in 1989 and somewhat
later in Yugoslavia. The headlong rush of China towards
free-market development has further deepened the crisis
of contemporary socialism. Only Cuba, North Korea, and
perhaps Vietnam and Laos remain as “actually existing
socialisms.”

There have been similar upheavals in socialist theory.
Most Western socialists, including most Marxists, while
not being cold warriors, did not regard these “actually
existing socialisms” as genuinely socialist but as statist
noncapitalist societies that were authoritarian, nondemo-
cratic and excessively bureaucratic regimes parading as
paradigms of socialist societies. Instead of the dictator-
ship of the proletariat (what was supposed to be the mass
but democratic governing of the working class by the
working class in the interim before “the withering away of
the state” and the attaining of a classless society), there
were what anarchist socialists (most notably Mikhail
Bakunin) called the dictatorship over the proletariat,
namely the rule over the proletariat by a small elite call-
ing themselves communists.

Among most Western socialist theoreticians some-
thing like the following view became prevalent: The
Soviet Union was not even a flawed socialism but an
authoritarian statist postcapitalist society that had
betrayed many of the most fundamental beliefs of social-
ism. Others, including Noam Chomsky, denied that it
even had a somewhat progressive “postcapitalist” charac-
ter at all, but actually the Soviet Union became a form of
state capitalism; this latter claim is disputable as it is not
for contemporary China. But state capitalist or postcapi-
talist, it became an authoritarian cumbersomely bureau-
cratic regime that betrayed many of the ideals of
socialism. Both sorts of socialist intellectuals sought to
reinvigorate socialist though and to help create a way to
reinvigorate socialist practice. For them, in a standard
sense of the word democratic, the term “democratic
socialism” was a pleonasm.

In light of these historical realities, what it is to be a
socialist has become more ambiguous than it was at the
high tide of Marxism. Andrew Levine has well used
“socialism” to designate those political tendencies and
movements that, since the beginning of the nineteenth
century, sought to deepen what the most radical of the
French revolutionists began. Like the liberals, their tamer
confreres on the Left, socialists always have been steadfast
in their dedication to “liberty, equality, and fraternity.”
But, like their revolutionary forebears—and unlike
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liberals—they have usually favored radical, structural
transformations, at least in principle. This broad charac-
terization allows us to regard the more radical social
democrats (for example, Jiirgen Habermas), some anar-
chists (for example, Noam Chomsky), and Orthodox
Marxists (for example, Bertell Ollman) as all socialists.
Whether there is a spectrum here or some fundamental
cleavage is a much debated matter.

The more Orthodox Marxists would take it to be
axiomatic that a socialist of any sort is someone who
favors public or social ownership, and at least indirect
control, of at least the principal means of production. In
such a society there would be no one because of this pub-
lic and shared ownership who simply has to sell his or her
labor. Public ownership in different forms of socialism
can mean different things. For some it has meant state
ownership and for others various schemes of worker
ownership and control. For some social democrats social-
ism has meant a mixed-economy containing small-scale
private ownership of the means of production but with
larger-scale ownership being firmly public. Others would
move so far from traditional conceptions of socialism as
to not identify socialism necessarily with a distinctive
form of ownership at all but with radical democracy and
a thoroughly egalitarian-solidaristic conception of jus-
tice.

Some orthodox socialists would not regard a mixed
economy at all; nor would they regard as socialist norma-
tive conceptions of socialism that identify it with radical
democracy and egalitarian-solidaristic justice. They
would classify the latter as social democratic and not gen-
uinely socialist at all. A socialist society, on this view, must
be a society without capitalism (or at least on the way to
abolishing it). It would be a society in which everyone is
either a worker, a potential worker (children), a former
worker or person incapable of work (such as the retired
or disabled), or someone soon destined to become a
worker in a social order in transition to a classless society.
Many Marxists believe that such a development would
have to be global to be sustained.

Others would respond that contemporary society
has too many strata doing various kinds of work to make
“worker” a very useful category or class analysis the
trenchant critical took that Marxists took it to be. Others
insist on the centrality of a class analysis while arguing
that in contemporary society classes have become more
ramified than in Marx’s time (Wright 1989).

Although the foregoing characterizations of social-
ism are matters of definition, they are not simply that.
Each vision of a socialist future bears different implica-
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tions for social policy and for the society and the world as
a whole. At the far end of the social democratic spectrum
capitalism would remain in place, but with much of its
power curbed (or so the plan goes); on the more robustly
socialist end of the spectrum, capitalism would have to be
replaced with socialism either by the ballot box or by
some form of revolution. And where socialism is identi-
fied with the ownership and control of the means of
production, it matters considerably whether public own-
ership takes the form of state ownership or direct work-
ers’ ownership and control or some combination of both.

Socialism, taken in the more robust sense, is com-
monly thought to be tyrannical or authoritarian. But that
claim has little merit. Contemporary socialists in the West
have, like liberals, a commitment to liberty and demo-
cratic procedures, as did Marx and Engels, although the
latter two seemed to have an unrealistically simplistic
view of the implementation of radical democracy and
paid little attention to procedures or to constitutional
matters of protecting human rights. They thought that, as
the dust of the socialist revolution settled, society would
evolve in an ever more democratic direction. But con-
temporary socialists do not think that. Moreover, Marx
and Engels thought that the socialist revolution would
start in advanced capitalist societies, but when it arose in
Russia instead, Rosa Luxemburg argued perceptively that
if it did not quickly spread to the wealthy capitalist West,
it would be doomed. But socialism did not spread west-
ward from the Soviet Union; it originated in a backward
authoritarian state with little in the way of a democratic
tradition and without much in the way of developed pro-
ductive forces.

Marxist socialists of whatever stripe are historical
materialists and anticipated that socialism would piggy-
back on developed capitalism. No socialist society can
succeed, they claim, without highly developed forces of
production and a democratic tradition. Where those are
absent, a socialist revolution will sour or collapse. But
where these conditions obtain, Marxists claim, there is no
fear of a socialist society succumbing to authoritarianism.

Another issue for contemporary socialist thought is
whether socialism can work efficiently in the absence of
markets. Only market societies have had a successful
track record of providing consumer goods and services
swiftly to a large portion of the population. The response
by many contemporary socialists has been to propose
market socialism. Alec Nove, John Roemer, and David
Schweikart have proposed carefully worked out diverse
models about how this hybrid could work. Market social-
ists (as in reality contemporary capitalists do) work with

both market and plan. They disdain the Soviet command
model, which regards markets (except in very limited
domains) as dysfunctional, and are cautious about cen-
tral planning.

Market socialism has been resisted by some Ortho-
dox Marxists (for example, Mandel and Ollman). They
believe that any market socialism will reproduce the
inequalities and instabilities of large-scale capitalism. But
Roemer responds that if markets are used solely to guide
allocation, there is no reason why market socialism will
lead to a society addicted to consumerism. Indeed some
socialists believe that it might even surpass concentrated
capitalist enterprises in meeting people’s needs. The
problem for others is rather a worry about what appears
at least to be its political impossibility. A major worry is
whether such an alternative could ever gain a serious
hearing in societies dominated by capitalist states and by
large capitalist media conglomerates.

See also Bakunin, Mikhail Aleksandrovich; Chomsky,
Noam; Civil Disobedience; Cosmopolitanism; Engels,
Friedrich; Marx, Karl; Marxist Philosophy; Postcolo-
nialism; Republicanism.

Bibliography

Bernstein, Eduard. Evolutionary Socialism. New York: Schocken
Books, 1961.

Cohen, G. A. Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defense. Oxford,
U.K.: Clarendon Press. 1978.

Cunningham, Frank. Theories of Democracy. London, U.K.:
Routledge, 2002.

Dolgoff, Sam, ed. and trans. Bakunin on Anarchy. London:
George Allen and Unwin, 1971.

Gay, Peter. The Dilemma of Democratic Socialism. New York:
Octagon Books, 1983

Habermas, Jiirgen. “What Does Socialism Mean Today? The
Revolutions of Recuperation and the Need for New
Thinking.” In After the Fall: the Failure of Communism and
Future of Socialism, edited by Robin Blackburn, 23—46.
London: Verso. 1991.

Howard, Dick, ed. Selected Political Writings: Rosa Luxemburg.
New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971.

Kolakowski, Leszek. Main Currents of Marxism. 3 Vols.
Translated by P. S. Falla. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1978.

Levine, Andrew. Arguing for Socialism: Theoretical
Considerations. Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984.

Mandel, Ernest. “The Myth of Market Socialism” New Left
Review 169 (1988): 108—120.

Nove, Alec. The Economics of Feasible Socialism. London:
George Allen & Unwin, 1983.

Ollman, Bertell, ed. Market Socialism: The Debate Among
Socialists. London: Routledge, 1998.

Pierson, Christopher. Socialism after Communism. University
Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

92 2nd edition



Roemer, John. A Future for Socialism. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press. 1984.

Schweikart, David. Against Capitalism. Cambridge, U.K.:
Cambridge University Press, 1993.

Trotsky, Leon. The History of the Russian Revolution. New York:
Anchor Foundation, 1980.

Tucker, Robert C., ed. The Lenin Anthology. New York: W. W.
Norton, 1975.

Wright, Erik Olin. The Debate on Classes. London: Verso, 1989.
Kai Nielsen (2005)

SOCIAL SCIENCE
EXPLANATIONS OF
RELIGION

See Religion, Psychological Explanations of

SOCIAL SCIENCES,

PHILOSOPHY OF
See Philosophy of Social Sciences

SOCIETY

A group of perennial problems in social philosophy arises
from the concept “society” itself and from its relation to
the “individual.” What is the ontological status of a soci-
ety? When one speaks of it as having members, is that to
recognize it as a whole with parts, or is the relation of
some different kind? Or is this a case of what Alfred
North Whitehead called the fallacy of misplaced con-
creteness?

SOCIAL ACTION AND SOCIAL
RELATIONS

“Society” is used both abstractly and to refer to entities
that can be particularized, identified, and distinguished
from each other as social systems or organizations. The
phrase “man in society” is an instance of the more
abstract use, for it refers neither to some particular form
of association nor to a particular collectivity in which
individuals find themselves. It refers, rather, to the social
dimension of human action—to a certain generalized
type of human relationship. Purely spatial or physical
relations between human beings, like contiguity, are not
social; for social relations give to human actions a dimen-

SOCIETY

sion possessed neither by the mere behavior of things nor,
indeed, of animals.

Max Weber defined a social action as one which, “by
virtue of the subjective meaning attached to it by the act-
ing individual (or individuals), ... takes account of the
behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course”
(Theory of Social and Economic Organization, p. 88). That
is to say, the agent understands his own action as having
a particular point, which in turn depends on an under-
standing of what another individual or other individuals
have done in the past (as, for instance, in an act of
vengeance), are doing now, or are expected to do in the
future (as, for instance, in a proposal of marriage). So,
said Weber, the efforts of two cyclists to avoid hitting one
another would have a social character, whereas the colli-
sion between them would not.

An action would not be social merely because it was
the effect on an individual of the existence of a crowd as
such. For instance, laughing less inhibitedly in a crowd
than one would when alone would not be an action ori-
ented to the fact of the existence of the crowd “on the
level of meaning”; while the crowd may be one of the
causes of the action, the point or meaning of the action
does not presuppose some conception of, say, the crowd’s
purposes or the reasons for its presence. Nor would
merely imitative behavior be social; one could learn to
whistle by imitating a man, a bird, or a whistling kettle.
Learning and performance need neither an understand-
ing of what is imitated as an action nor an orientation
toward expected future action of the model. Nevertheless,
says Weber, if the action is imitated because it is “fashion-
able, or traditional, or exemplary, or lends social distinc-
tion ... it is meaningfully oriented either to the behavior
of the source of imitation or of third persons or of both”
(pp- 112-114). Weber then goes on to define “social rela-
tionship.” This would exist wherever, among a number of
actors, there existed a probability that their actions would
be social actions.

Weber’s concept of the “meaning” of an action is
rather obscure. It may be a meaning “imputed to the par-
ties in a given concrete case,” or it may be what the action
means “on the average, or in a theoretically formulated
pure type—it is never a normatively ‘correct’ or meta-
physically ‘true’ meaning” (p. 118). This concept is con-
nected with Weber’s much criticized conception of
empathic understanding (Verstehen). But this connection
is not strictly necessary, for the meaning we give to the
actions of others depends not so much on an attempted
reconstruction of what is in their minds as on a knowl-
edge of the norms and standards regulating their behav-
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ior in a given context. Thus I know what a man is about
when he presents a bank teller with a signed paper of a
certain size, shape, and color, not because I can recon-
struct his state of mind in imagination but because I can
recognize the procedures for cashing checks.

Weber insists that it is the probability itself of a
course of social action that constitutes the social relation,
not any particular basis for the probability. Yet we can rely
on situational responses (like the bank teller’s, for
instance) very largely because we expect them to conform
to norms and procedures, by which such responses are
deemed appropriate or otherwise. Assuming, as many
sociologists would, that even war is a social relation, the
acts of opposing commanders are mutually oriented by
an understanding of the aims and practices of warfare
and by the supposition that the other’s actions will be
appropriate, not only in terms of means and ends but also
in consideration of whatever rules of war may be current.
Thus we can move from the concept of social relations as
frameworks for interaction to Talcott Parsons’s concep-
tion of a social system constituted by differentiated sta-
tuses and roles.

SOCIETIES AS ORGANIZATIONS

The concept of “a society” implies a system of more or
less settled statuses, to each of which correspond particu-
lar patterns of actions appropriate to a range of situa-
tions. By virtue of qualifying conditions a man enjoys a
status; in virtue of that status he has a role to play. These
concepts, however, are meaningful only in the context of
rules or norms of conduct—a man’s role is not simply
what he habitually does (for this may be no more socially
significant than a tic), nor even what he is expected to do,
if an expectation is only what one might predict about his
future conduct from a knowledge of his past. His role is
what is expected of him, in the sense of what is required
of him by some standard. The role of secretary to an asso-
ciation, for instance, requires that he read the minutes of
the last meeting, because the rules of procedure assign
this action to whosoever enjoys this status. Less formally,
a father’s role may be to provide the family with an
income, and failure to do so will be regarded not merely
as falsifying predictions but also as disappointing reason-
able or legitimate expectations—reasonable, because
grounded on an understanding of the norms constituting
the structure of the family. Indeed, though what we knew
of some particular father might give us good grounds for
predicting that he would neglect his role, that would not
mean that its requirements did not apply to him. Of
course, when we speak of “the family” or “the modern

state,” we commonly have in mind ideal types or para-
digms. There may be significant deviations from these in
practice. Any particular family may have its own stan-
dards, deviant from the social norm, according to which
the role of father does not include providing the family
income.

Looked at in these terms, a society is an aggregate of
interacting individuals whose relations are governed by
role-conferring rules and practices which give their
actions their characteristic significance. Thus, to demand
money with menaces is one thing if done by a common
blackmailer or footpad, another if done by a tax collector.

Nevertheless, the act of John Smith, tax collector, is
still the act of John Smith, who acts also in different roles
in other situations—as father, member of Rotary, and so
forth. So one may take two views of a society. On the one
hand, one may see it, as a biographer might, as an aggre-
gate of life histories of its individual members, each, in
the course of his life, acting in a variety of roles that
explain (but only partially) what he does. Or one may
adopt the sociological standpoint. A society is then a pat-
tern of roles, and what President Brown does is less
important than that it instantiates the role of president.

INDIVIDUALIST AND HOLISTIC
ACCOUNTS

Are there any statements about societies, or what Emile
Durkheim termed “social facts,” that are not ultimately
reducible to statements about individuals? According to
an extreme individualist or nominalist, such as Thomas
Hobbes, social wholes have no substantial reality; propo-
sitions attributing properties or actions to a collectivity
can be reduced, without residue, to a series of proposi-
tions about the relations and actions of individuals: “A
multitude of men are made one person, when they are by
one man, or one person, represented.... and unity, can
not otherwise be understood in multitude” (Leviathan,
edited by Michael Oakeshott, Ch. 16, p. 107). Karl Pop-
per’s methodological individualism is as uncompromis-
ing. So-called social wholes, he declares, are theoretical
constructs; “social phenomena, including collectives,
should be analysed in terms of individuals and their
actions and relations” (Comnjectures and Refutations, p.
341).

There is no agreement, however, on whether such
analysis is possible. Some philosophers, while admitting
that every action is the action of an individual, neverthe-
less deny that “statements which contain societal terms”
can be reduced “to a conjunction of statements which
only include terms referring to the thoughts and actions
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of specific individuals” (Maurice Mandelbaum, “Societal
Facts,” p. 482). While the “societal fact” of cashing a check
can be expressed in terms of what individuals do, never-
theless the description will always contain such societal
terms as bank and money, which cannot themselves be
translated without remainder into wholly individual
terms. Furthermore, such societal facts, it is said, interact
with individual behavior; a banking system can have an
effect on a concrete individual. For it is clearly true that
for every individual, the institutions and mores of his
society present themselves as independent and external
facts, just as much as his physical environment does. And
if that is true for every individual, it is true for the total-
ity of individuals composing the society. That is not to say
that a totality is a thing independent of individuals or that
it has a group mind; it is only to say that for any partici-
pant or for any observer of an individual’s actions, it
makes sense to talk of him confronting and confronted by
independent social facts (Ernest Gellner elaborates this
point). Moreover, the principle that social action can ulti-
mately be explained by referring to the dispositions of
individuals to behave in certain ways in given circum-
stances overlooks the possibility that these dispositions
may themselves depend on social facts.

The view that social facts are not reducible to indi-
vidual facts is commonly called holism. In its more
extreme forms it relies heavily on biological organic
analogies. An organism, it is said, is prior to its con-
stituent parts in the sense that any understanding of their
nature and function presupposes an understanding of the
whole organism. The whole organism is more than the
mere sum of its parts, since no account in terms of the
parts considered separately could add up to some of the
things that could be said about the whole. (The same
might be said, however, of some of the properties of a tri-
angle that arise from the three sides considered in relation
to one another.) Just as the liver is a more significant
object considered as an organ of a working body than as
a detached piece of tissue, so the acts of individuals are
significant or intelligible only when considered as the acts
of role-bearers or as manifesting characteristics of their
social or cultural environment. So drinking wine has a
different range of social meaning in England from the
one it has in France. The thought-experiment of the
social contract theorists, who put man into an asocial
state of nature the better to understand his real purposes
in society, was radically misconceived, precisely because it
abstracted man from the very context in which alone he
would be a man but still attributed human properties to
him.

SOCIETY

According to the Hegelians (Bernard Bosanquet, for
example), so far are we from being able to reduce social
facts to individual facts that it is the individual himself
who must be explained as an expression of the concrete
social universal—an idea manifesting itself organically in
its differentiated parts, as the idea of an oak tree is differ-
entially but organically manifest in its leaves, bark, trunk,
and so forth, all in a sense different from one another yet
all linked by the idea of the oak and collectively differen-
tiated thereby from the corresponding parts of an elm.
“Man” is an abstraction—we are men as we are Germans,
Englishmen, Frenchmen; that is, we instantiate the spirit
of our own society.

Holistic organicism of this kind has laid great stress
on history. Social wholes, it is said (by Friedrich Karl von
Savigny, for instance), are not like mechanical wholes.
Mechanical wholes can be understood by reducing them
to their smallest constituent parts that conform in their
behavior to general laws from which the varying behavior
of the aggregates can be deduced. A social whole, on the
contrary, is sui generis, to be understood not by analysis
but by studying it as a developing whole. Consequently,
there can be no general theory of social action, and his-
tory is the only legitimate mode of sociological inquiry.

According to Popper, these arguments are totally
misconceived. There is simply no way of studying wholes
as wholes; any attempt at understanding implies abstract-
ing from a particular configuration of properties and cir-
cumstances those that seem significant for the particular
study and relating them to general laws and hypotheses
that are valid for all cases, irrespective of time, in which
the stated initial conditions are satisfied. A law of devel-
opment could be a statement about the general tenden-
cies of certain types of society, given certain initial
conditions; but it is a misunderstanding of the nature of
both scientific and historical inquiry to propose a study
of a society as a whole, partly because a social whole is a
theoretical construct and partly because to attribute to it
its own peculiar law of growth, in some sense true regard-
less of, or despite, any initial conditions whatsoever, is to
make any explanatory statement about its behavior
impossible.

COMMUNITY AND ASSOCIATION

The individualist account of social action is most persua-
sive when the form of social organization under consid-
eration is a joint-stock corporation or a trade association.
There is little temptation to attribute group personalities
to such bodies, except in a strictly legal sense, and there-
fore little resistance to treating them as nothing but pro-
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cedural forms. Their members and officials are clearly
identified individuals with limited common interests.
These interests explain their interaction, without suggest-
ing that the association is anything more than a means for
promoting them. Moreover, such interests remain intelli-
gible even abstracted from the context of the society.

Ferdinand Tonnies distinguished this type of organ-
ization, which he called a Gesellschaft (association), from
its polar opposite, the Gemeinschaft (community). Para-
digms of the latter type are the family, the village, the
tribe, and the nation. These are much less formally organ-
ized than a joint-stock company. They have no clearly
defined, limited aim; qualifications for membership may
be poorly defined, depending very largely on subjective
criteria. Yet individuals do not deliberately join such bod-
ies—more usually they are born into them or acquire
membership by residence. At the same time, membership
in such a community may mean much more to the indi-
vidual. So far from his using the organization as a means
for the pursuit of personal interest, privately conceived,
what he conceives to be his interest may depend very
much on the influence of the collectivity upon him. He
may feel bound to it by ties and responsibilities not of his
own choosing which nevertheless demand his respect.
Moreover, such communities appear to have a lifespan
greater than that of any generation of individual mem-
bers, which cannot be explained, as might that of a
corporation, by the continuities of constitutional proce-
dures. It is, rather, that from generation to generation
there passes an attachment to a common set of symbols
and a common history, a participation in what Durkheim
termed “collective representations” in a collective con-
sciousness—a common culture, in short—which enables
members to identify one another where other criteria are
uncertain, which gives the society its cohesion, and which
provides the standards by which its members’ actions are
regulated and assessed.

A FUNCTIONALLY INCLUSIVE
COLLECTIVITY

“Boundary maintenance,” to use Talcott Parsons’s term, is
a necessity for every society. To possess an identity, a soci-
ety must furnish criteria whereby its members can iden-
tify one another, since their actions and attitudes toward
one another will be different from those toward out-
siders. But Parsons also conceives of boundary mainte-
nance by social subsystems within a broader system. Thus
he defines “a society” as a collectivity “which is the pri-
mary bearer of a distinctive institutionalized culture and
which cannot be said to be a differentiated subsystem of

a higher-order collectivity oriented to most of the func-
tional exigencies of a social system” (Theories of Society,
Vol. I, p. 44). Such a collectivity is organized by political,
economic, familial, and similar subsystems. Parsons dis-
tinguishes polity and society, but he asserts that “the
boundaries of a society tend to coincide with the territo-
rial jurisdiction of the highest-order units of political
organization” (p. 46). For, in Parsons’s view, a society’s
existence depends so crucially on commitment to com-
mon values and on the maintenance of order between its
individual and collective components that the political
boundary tends to settle automatically the limits of the
society.

The relation between state and society presented no
problems for the Greeks. Political, religious, cultural, and
athletic activities were largely undifferentiated and
occurred within the single organizational structure of the
polis. The first serious problems in this respect emerged
with the Christian dichotomies between God and Caesar,
church and state, the Civitas Dei and the Civitas Terrena.
The medieval view was that, ideally, there was one uni-
versal community of humankind with two modes of
organization, or “subsystems,” church and empire. Reality
never corresponded very closely to this ideal. It became
irretrievably divorced from it with the rise of the nation-
state and the Reformation. Since then, when people have
talked of the society to which they belong, they have
thought primarily (like Parsons) of the social order con-
tained within the boundaries of a state and sustained by
its organized power.

Nevertheless, liberal thinkers have striven hard to
maintain the conceptual distinction between state, or
polity, and society. One reason has been to resist the claim
that the state could be the only focus of loyalty, compe-
tent by virtue of an overriding authority to lay down the
terms on which other associations might function. On
the other hand, there has emerged a new totalitarianism
which identifies state and society. Every form of eco-
nomic, religious, artistic, or scientific activity thereby
acquires a political dimension, promoting or impeding
the public good as embodied in state policy. G. W. E
Hegel provided a metaphysical justification for this kind
of doctrine when he distinguished between, on one hand,
civil society—a level of social organization including the
market economy and the forces of civil order—and, on
the other, the transcendent state—“the realized ethical
idea or ethical spirit,” “the true meaning and ground” of
lower forms of social organization like the family and
civil society (Philosophy of Right, Secs. 257, 256). By con-
trast, not only do liberals insist on the subordination of
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the state to society; they have also tended, according to
Sheldon S. Wolin, to depreciate the political and to attach
increasingly to other social subsystems, like the business
corporation or the voluntary association, concepts like
statesmanship, authority, and legitimacy, which have
been considered hitherto characteristic of the state.
Meanwhile, Wolin argues, the concept of an organization
directed to the most general interests of the community
tends to get lost, to be replaced by a model of conflicting
pressure groups operating within a very nebulously
defined arena. If Parsons is right, our notion of a society
as the most inclusive framework of social interaction
depends on the political not only for its boundary main-
tenance but also for its very identity. There may be a dan-
ger that in pressing the antitotalitarian, pluralistic
account so far that it dissolves the state, it will lose thereby
its capacity to define the society.

See also Bosanquet, Bernard; Durkheim, Emile; Hegel,
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich; Hobbes, Thomas; Holism
and Individualism in History and Social Science; Pop-
per, Karl Raimund; Savigny, Friedrich Karl von; Social
Contract; Sovereignty; Weber, Max; Whitehead, Alfred
North.
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Toward the end of the twentieth century, while earlier dis-
cussions of holism versus individualism did not die out,
the interplay among three different but related notions of
society—civil society, the corporation, and cosmopolitan
society or the society of nations—an interplay adum-
brated in the last two paragraphs above, began in-
creasingly to dominate philosophical inquiry. The devel-
opment that, more than any other, propelled the notion
of civil society back into greater prominence late in that
century was an ever more publicly articulated dissatisfac-
tion with the totalitarian nature of the political regimes
and their corresponding societies in Eastern Europe. It
was widely contended that the suppressed elements of
“civil society” in those countries needed to be regenerated
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and kept independent of the state. Hence the eventual,
generally peaceful dissolution of the governments in
question was seen as a triumph of the ideals of civil soci-
ety.

As in the past, so in the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries, understandings of the meaning of “civil
society” (as well as of “society”) have varied widely. Some
philosophers, such as Jirgen Habermas, have wished to
exclude from the scope of civil society important aspects
of the economic institutions that were so central to
Hegel’s use of the term and to focus on its informal, less
easily quantifiable “life-world” elements. For others, the
increasing power, in a world characterized by ever-
accelerating “globalization,” of transnational corpora-
tions—“sociétés anonymes a responsabilité limitée” in
French or “Gesellschaften mit beschrinkter Haftung” in
German—with their essentially capitalist economic pur-
poses and typically nondemocratic structures poses a
threat to the viability of political, cultural, and other
components of individual (national) civil societies; there-
fore, according to this line of thinking, corporations need
to be treated as focal points in the philosophical analysis
of the concepts of both “society” and “civil society” In
addition, some have identified, and found great signifi-
cance in, an emerging global civil society, exemplified
especially by large transnational nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) that are not essentially profit-ori-
ented, as well as by more informal institutions and prac-
tices with similar global concerns.

GLOBAL SOCIETY?

The idea of a global civil society implies that of a global,
or cosmopolitan, society as such, contrary to the previ-
ously mentioned Parsonian insistence on “boundary
maintenance.” Resistance to the idea of a global society
stems from both methodological and ethicopolitical con-
siderations. John Rawls, for instance, explicitly took the
self-contained “closed society”—that is, the nation-state
or something similar—as the appropriate abstract entity
within which to develop his original theory of justice,
which advocates unequal distribution of goods only to
the extent to which such distribution will benefit the least
advantaged member of that society. This intentional lim-
itation of scope was a methodological preference of his, as
it had been of so many of his predecessors in social the-
ory; but it also helped enable him, when he later under-
took to analyze international issues in his The Law of
Peoples (1999), to reject the application of his principles
of justice to the world as a whole and to refrain from
endorsing cosmopolitanism as a desirable or viable

ethicopolitical ideal. (Rawls did, however, introduce the
somewhat novel term “Society of Peoples” to refer to
those existing “peoples,” by no means all, who observe the
principles and ideals specified in his book.) Others have
used Rawls’s theoretical framework in order to develop a
more cosmopolitan viewpoint than his own, one that
regards “global society” as the name of an emerging con-
temporary reality, its parts linked by the Internet and
other technological innovations, its fate bound up with
newly identified shared risks, such as global warming,
that some of these innovations have exacerbated, and its
extreme imbalances of wealth and poverty perpetuating
injustice and instability.

In sharpest reaction to globalizing tendencies and
their corresponding theories have been ideologies of
resurgent nationalism and religious fundamentalism. The
former have, by definition, insisted on the preeminence of
individual societies characterized, most frequently, by a
perceived common ethnic identity. But considerations of
history and genetics alike indicate to how great a measure
such perceptions are the products of a particular, time-
limited collective imagination, rather than reflections of
some underlying truths of social ontology. As for the reli-
gious fundamentalist notion that “societies” can be dif-
ferentiated according to common religious beliefs, a
notion shared by some Western writers who subscribe to
the vague notion (with constantly shifting boundary def-
initions), of a global “clash of civilizations,” the existence
of numerous “warring sects” within the major world reli-
gions, combined with basic questions of hermeneutics
(that is, how are the sacred scriptures to be interpreted?),
casts strong doubt on this way of viewing and intellectu-
ally segmenting the world.

It was a British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher,
rather than a professional philosopher, who is famously
reported to have asserted, “There is no such thing as soci-
ety.” This seems a rather extreme claim concerning a sup-
posed reality with references to which so many
conversations in ordinary language are replete. It is rather
the case, it would seem, that “society” is an exceptionally
complex and multivocal term, the complexity and multi-
vocity of which analyses by sociologists, such as Haber-
mas’s formalist, structuralist opponent in the broad
Parsonian tradition, Niklas Luhmann, and by life-world-
and praxis-oriented philosophers such as Habermas him-
self, the phenomenologist Alfred Schutz, and Jean-Paul
Sartre in his late-life contribution to social theory, Cri-
tique of Dialectical Reason (1976), have served to under-
score and articulate.
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See also Civil Disobedience; Cosmopolitanism; Multicul-
turalism; Postcolonialism; Republicanism.
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SOCINIANISM

“Socinianism,” an evangelical rationalist movement, was
one of the forerunners of modern Unitarianism. Three
phases can be distinguished: (1) the thought of Laelius
Socinus (1525-1562) and his nephew Faustus Socinus
(1539-1604); (2) the thought and institutions of the
Minor (Reformed) Church of Poland, especially as
embodied in the Racovian Catechism (1605), which rep-
resented a fusion of Faustus’s theology with that of the
local anti-Trinitarian and partly Anabaptist Minor
Church; and (3) the rationalist theology of the Socinian-
ized Minor Church. This last phase was especially impor-
tant after the Socinianized Minor Church was crushed in
Poland in 1658 and the spirit of Socinianism became
influential in the Netherlands among the Remonstrants;
in the British Isles, in the seventeenth century, among cer-
tain Anglican divines and nonconformist intellectuals;
and, in the eighteenth century, among the Arminian
divines of New England, who were forerunners of the
Unitarian congregationalists.

Socinian evangelical rationalism originated from an
amalgam of the rationalist humanism of Juan de Valdés,

SOCINIANISM

Florentine Platonism, and Paduan Aristotelianism; in
Poland it was augmented by certain Calvinist and
Anabaptist ingredients. In all three phases Socinianism
was characterized by (1) a rationalist interpretation of
Scripture (which was nevertheless accepted as true and
authoritative), with a predilection for the pre-Mosaic and
the New Covenantal parts of the Bible; (2) an acceptance
of Jesus as the definitive word or revelation of God but
nevertheless solely a man, not divine but chosen by God
to rule as king, priest, and prophet over the world and the
church; (3) belief in the principle of pacific separation of
church and state; (4) acceptance of the doctrine of the
death of the soul with the body with, however, selective
resurrection and immortality for all those who perse-
vered “through the power of the Spirit” in observing all of
Jesus’ earthly commandments.

LAELIUS AND FAUSTUS SOCINUS

Laelius Socinus, born in Siena, was a well-to-do student
with a wide and critical interest in theology. He estab-
lished contact and became friendly with several reform-
ers, notably Philipp Melanchthon, John Calvin, and
Johann Bullinger, and also with the Rhaetian heretic
Camillo Renato. Himself suspected of heresy, Laelius was
obliged to prepare a Confession of Faith (in which, how-
ever, he reserved the right to further inquiry), one of the
few extant documents from his hand. At his death he left
his library, and perhaps some unpublished papers, to his
nephew.

Faustus Socinus, born in Siena, was a student of logic
and law, a member of the local academy, and an indiffer-
ent poet. He first clearly manifested his rejection of tradi-
tional Christian doctrines in a letter of 1563, in which he
argued against the postulate of natural immortality. In
1570 he wrote his first major work, De Auctoritate Sacrae
Scripturae, and in 1578 he issued his basic treatise on
Christology and soteriology, De Jesu Christu Servatore.
Because of the latter work he was invited to Transylvania
to defend the legitimacy of prayer addressed to the
ascended Christ against the faction in the Unitarian
Reformed Church led by Francis David. On the journey
he was persuaded to make Poland his permanent home.
There he became a major defender of the Minor Church,
although he declined on principle to become a commu-
nicant member of it, refusing to submit to believers’ bap-
tism by immersion. Socinus was cocommissioned with
local pastors to revise the Latin Catechesis (1574) of
Racov, the communitarian settlement and spiritual center
of the Minor Church, northeast of Krakéw. The radical
revision was published in Polish in 1605, a year after Soci-
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nus’s death, as the Racovian Catechism, the first Latin edi-
tion of which (1609) was dedicated to James I of England.

THE SOCINIANIZED MINOR CHURCH

The Socinianized Minor Church, centered in Racov, had
an academy that at one time attracted a thousand stu-
dents and a publishing house that turned out tracts and
books in a score of languages; it became in fact more a
school than a church. Among the faculty of the academy
and the pastorate of the synod, which met annually in
Racov, the most prominent were Socinus’s own grandson,
Andreas Wiszowaty (d. 1678), who wrote Religio Ratio-
nalis; Stanislas Lubieniecki (d. 1675), who wrote Historia
Reformationis Polonicae; Samuel Przypkowski (d. 1670),
who wrote Vita Fausti Socini; and quite a few converts
from German Protestantism who resettled in Poland and
were rebaptized: Christoph Ostorodt (d. 1611); Johann
Volkel, who wrote De Vera Religione (1630); Johann Crell
(d. 1631), who wrote De Uno Deo Patre and a defense of
Socinus against Hugo Grotius, De Satisfactione; and
Christoph Sand (d. 1680), who compiled the Bibliotheca
Antitrinitariorum.

SPREAD OF SOCINIANISM

Well before the crushing of the Minor Church in 1658,
Socinians were established in the Netherlands. At Ams-
terdam the basic works of the movement, the eight-
volume Bibliotheca Fratrum Polonorum, edited by Wis-
zowaty, were printed in 1688. In England, Socinian
rationality, latitudinarianism, Unitarianism, and mortal-
ism (psychopannychism) variously appealed to Arminian
prelates, Oxford rationalists (such as William Chilling-
worth), Cambridge Platonists (such as Benjamin Which-
cote), philosophers and scientists (such as Isaac Newton
and John Locke), and to the first avowed native Socinians,
Paul Best, John Biddle (“the father of English Unitarian-
ism”), and Stephen Nye, whose History of Unitarianism
commonly called Socinianism set off the Trinitarian con-
troversy in the Established church in 1687.

See also Arminius and Arminianism; Calvin, John; Cam-
bridge Platonists; Grotius, Hugo; Locke, John;
Melanchthon, Philipp; Newton, Isaac; Rationalism;
Whichcote, Benjamin.
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See Socinianism

SOCIOLOQGY,
FUNCTIONALISM IN

See Functionalism in Sociology

SOCIOLOGY OF
KNOWLEDGE

The “sociology of knowledge” is concerned with deter-
mining whether human participation in social life has
any influence on human knowledge, thought, and culture
and, if it does, what sort of influence it is.

DEVELOPMENT

Although the term sociology of knowledge was coined in
the twentieth century, the origins of the discipline date
back to classical antiquity. Plato, for instance, asserted
that the lower classes are unfit to pursue the higher kinds
of knowledge, because their mechanical crafts not only
deform their bodies but also confuse their souls. Plato
also held the more refined doctrine of the correspon-
dence of the knower (or more precisely, the faculties and
activities of the knower’s mind, which are in part deter-
mined by society) and the known. This latter theory
became part of the Platonic tradition and ultimately
stimulated some modern pioneers in the sociology of
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knowledge, notably Max Scheler. Both theories antici-
pated an essential claim of the sociology of knowledge—
that social circumstances, by shaping the subject of
knowing, also determine the objects that come to be
known.

In the Middle Ages, patterns of life were fixed and
defined, and patterns of thought tended to be equally so;
ideas appeared as absolute, and the factors that condi-
tioned them remained hidden. As soon, however, as rifts
developed in the social fabric, awareness of these factors
reemerged. Niccold Machiavelli’s remark in the Dis-
courses that the thought of the palace was one thing, the
thought of the market place quite another, revealed this
new awareness.

In the following centuries, the stream of ideas that
was to lead to the modern sociology of knowledge was
divided between rationalism and empiricism. The ratio-
nalists regarded mathematical propositions as the arche-
type of truth. As mathematical propositions do not
change in content from age to age and from country to
country, the rationalists could not concede that different
societies might have different systems of knowledge, all
equally valid. But if truth was one, error could be multi-
form, and its roots could be sought in social life—for
instance, in the machinations of privileged classes in
whose interest it was to keep the people in ignorance.
Francis Bacon’s doctrine of “idols,” or sources of delusion,
set forth in his Novum Organum, illustrates this tendency.
The rationalists thus became the first “unmaskers” of
“ideologies.”

According to the empiricists, the contents of the
mind depend on the basic life experiences, and as these
are manifestly dissimilar in dissimilarly circumstanced
societies, they almost had to assume that reality would
offer a different face in each society. Thus, Giambattista
Vico asserted that every phase of history has its own style
of thought which provides it with a specific and appro-
priate cultural mentality. The treatment of the biblical
account of creation by the two schools shows their con-
trast. Voltaire called it a piece of stultifying priestcraft that
no rational person anywhere would accept: How could
the light exist before the sun? Johann Gottfried Herder
answered that for a desert nation like the ancient
Hebrews the dawn breaks before the solar disk appears
above the horizon. For them, therefore, the light was
before the sun.

Though the problems of the genesis of error and the
genesis of truth should be kept apart, the overly sharp
distinction between them and the partisan handling of
them before the end of the eighteenth century prevented

SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE

any tangible progress. And even though Immanuel Kant
achieved a synthesis of rationalism and empiricism, the
sociology of knowledge failed to gain from his advances.
Kant’s whole approach prevented such a gain: The prob-
lem of knowledge arose for Kant from the meeting of the
individual mind with the physical world. The social ele-
ment was missing at either pole. The sociology of knowl-
edge explains Kant’s narrowness itself as socially
determined. The decay of feudal society and the emer-
gence of a class of independent producers (peasants and
artisans) had created the desire to “liberate” man from the
“artificial restrictions” of social life. A presocial, asocial,
or antisocial type of man was thought possible and even
superior to social man. The primacy of being was
ascribed to the individual, and society was considered to
be no more than a collection of individuals linked by con-
tract. In these circumstances, no one could see the influ-
ence of social forces on the human mind.

The nineteenth century brought a strong reaction
against this radical individualism. As the forces of social
control reasserted themselves, man was once again con-
ceived of as essentially a social creature. The result of this
new trend was Karl Marx’s mislabeled “materialistic
interpretation of history” Marx wrote in his Introduction
to the Critique of Political Economy: “It is not men’s con-
sciousness which determines their existence, but on the
contrary their social existence which determines their
consciousness.” For Marx, the real “substructure” upon
which the intellectual “superstructure” rests is a special
set of human relationships. Though his definition of
these relationships is too narrow, and though he has been
variously interpreted, Marx’s formulation provided the
starting point in the development of the modern sociol-
ogy of knowledge.

SOCIAL ORIGIN OF IDEAS

While there is general agreement among scholars in the
field that social relationships provide the key to the
understanding of the genesis of ideas, there are also far-
reaching disagreements among several distinct schools,
within which there are again individual differences. An
attempt will be made here only to characterize the three
most important basic attitudes.

MATERIALIST SCHOOL. A materialist group of writers
emphasizes that human beings are creatures of nature
before they are creatures of society and tends to see
human beings as dominated by certain genetic drives,
with decisive consequences for their emergent mentali-
ties. Friedrich Nietzsche, for instance, ascribed to man an
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elementary will to power; if this will is frustrated by a bar-
rier, self-consolatory ideas are apt to appear. Christianity
is one such idea; it is essentially a philosophy of “sour
grapes,” a “slave morality.” It assures the defeated that they
are really superior to those who have defeated them.

Vilfredo Pareto’s Trattato di sociologia generale is the
most elaborate statement of this position. According to
Pareto, people act first and think of reasons for their
action only afterward. These reasons he calls “deriva-
tions” because they are derived from, or secondary to, the
“residues,” or quasi instincts, which in fact determine
human modes of conduct and, through them, human
modes of thought as well. This school continued the line
initiated by the rationalists. Theirs is a doctrine of ideolo-
gies that devalues thought while it accounts for its forma-
tion.

IDEALIST SCHOOL. A second group of writers asserts
that every society has to come to some decision about the
Absolute and that this decision will act as a basic premise
that determines the content of the culture. Juan Donoso
Cortés tried to explain the classical Greek worldview as
the product of heathen preconceptions about the
Absolute, and the medieval worldview as the product of
Christian-Catholic preconceptions. An ambitious presen-
tation of this theory is Pitirim Sorokin’s Social and Cul-
tural Dynamics. He distinguishes three basic metaphysics
that, prevailing in given societies, color all their thinking.
If a realm beyond space and time is posited as the
Absolute, as in ancient India, an “ideational” mentality
will spring up; if the realm inside space and time is
posited as the Absolute, as in the modern West, a “sen-
sate” mentality will come into being; and if, finally, reality
is ascribed both to the here and now and to the beyond,
as in the high Middle Ages, an “idealistic” mentality will
be the result. Sorokin’s doctrine is itself idealistic in char-
acter and finds its ultimate inspiration in a religious atti-
tude.

SOCIOLOGISTS OF KNOWLEDGE. The third group of
writers occupies the middle ground. These writers do not
go beyond the human sphere but divide it into a primary
and conditioning half and a secondary and conditioned
one. There is, however, great diversity of opinion over
exactly which social facts should be regarded as condi-
tioning thought. Marx, for instance, held that relations of
production, which themselves reflect still more basic
property relations, were primary, but many other factors,
such as power relations, have been singled out by other
thinkers. Still others regard the social constitution as a
whole as the substructure of knowledge, thought, and

culture. A typical representative of this numerous group
is W. G. Sumner. In his classic Folkways, he suggested that
wherever individuals try to live together, they develop
mutual adjustments that harden into a set of customs,
supported and secured by social sanctions, which perma-
nently coordinate and control their conduct. These habits
of action have as their concomitants habits of the mind, a
generalized ethos that permeates the mental life of the
society concerned. This theory can be sharpened by for-
mulating it in axiological terms. A society is a society
because, and insofar as, it is attuned to certain selected
and hierarchically ordered values. These values determine
what lines of endeavor will be pursued both in practice
and in theory.

This third group represents the sociology of knowl-
edge in the narrower and proper sense of the word. The
theory just summed up has received some empirical con-
firmation through the discovery that societies do gain
mental consistency to the degree that they achieve better
human coordination and integration.

RELATION OF A SOCIETY TO IDEAS
EXPRESSED IN IT

The problem next in importance to the identification of
the substructure of knowledge is the explanation of its
relation to the superstructure. Here again there are three
schools that may, but do not always, correspond to those
already discussed. One tendency is toward causalism. The
positivists Gustav Ratzenhofer and Hippolyte Taine, for
example, expected of the future a science of culture no
less deterministic than the sciences of matter. But though
the term determination is frequently and generally used in
all the literature of this school, it hardly ever means strict
determination. While this first school concedes, in princi-
ple, no independence to the mind and its contents, a sec-
ond, Platonic tendency ascribes complete independence
to the mind. To Scheler, Florian Znaniecki, and others,
thinking means participating in eternal preexistent ideas.
If these ideas are to become active in the world, they must
ally themselves to a social movement seeking appropriate
ideas. Max Weber has called this doctrine the doctrine of
elective affinity. The third theory argues in terms of inter-
dependence and appears regularly in connection with
functionalism. If society is to function as a unity, its
modes of acting and thinking must be in, or on the way
to, agreement. Neither substructure nor superstructure is
given ontological priority, but there is a tendency to see
thought in action as prior to thought as theory.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

102

2nd edition



EXTENT OF INFLUENCE. Another problem concerns
the extent of the influence of social factors on ideas. Here
opinions range from the view that these factors influence
only a few political slogans to the view that their influence
is all-pervading. An important systematic dividing line
separates the authors who assert that the categories of
thought themselves are socially determined from those
who deny that they are.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE

The main philosophical importance of the sociology of
knowledge consists in its claim to supplement, if not to
replace, traditional epistemology. If society partially or
totally determines knowing and thinking, how does this
affect their validity? All sociologists of knowledge are
inclined to stress that initially the human mind is never
aware of more than a sector of reality and that the selec-
tion of a sector to be investigated is dependent on the axi-
ological system that a given society has made its own.
From this point they diverge once again into three
schools, and once more there is no simple correlation
with the tendencies previously identified.

EFFECT OF SOCIAL FACTORS ON THOUGHT. Some
writers, such as Pareto, hold that, in the last analysis, only
the senses are reliable sources of knowledge. They tend to
split the mental universe into a scientific and a nonscien-
tific department and accord the ideas belonging to the
latter at best conventional status, but no truth-value in
the narrower sense of the term. The axiological system of
society, insofar as it is not taken up with scientific and
technological pursuits, appears as an opaque and distort-
ing medium that interposes itself between the intellect
and reality. The effect of society on the mind is thus
something negative, to be regretted and, if possible, over-
come.

Whereas this group denigrates the social element in
human beings, and hence in human knowledge, another,
including Emile Durkheim and Karl Mannheim, sees it as
supreme. The latter group conceives the individual as the
most likely source of error and society as the most reliable
source of truth, if for no other reason than because per-
sonal blunders are neutralized in a common attitude.
They regard society as the test of the validity of a belief: It
is valid if those who hold it manage to operate smoothly
within their social system. But if the true is what works
and if different societies work differently (as manifestly
they do), then truth is once again merely convention. At
any rate, there can be no general truths.

SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE

The third group, including Weber and Scheler, con-
siders that the social influence on mental activity consists
essentially in giving directions. What knowledge will be
sought in a society depends on the axiological system that
reigns in that society. In its most radical form, this doc-
trine sees our very awareness of facts as socially deter-
mined: Only those aspects of reality that are marked by
their possession of some value, social in origin, will be
noticed and enter into the canon of knowledge. There
appears, however, no cogent reason why a person should
not see a thing thus selected for study on an axiological
basis as what it really is. It can therefore be said that every
society has its own truth, without giving the word a rela-
tivistic tinge. Any human being who integrates himself,
factually or intellectually, with a certain society and
accepts its constitutive values will have to agree that, from
the chosen angle, the world does, and must, look as it is
described by the searchers and thinkers of that society.
Hence sociality is neither a truth-destroying nor a truth-
guaranteeing, but merely a truth-limiting factor. The
resulting limitations can, in principle, be overcome by
combining the valid “aspectual” insights of all societies
into a comprehensive whole.

KNOWLEDGE OF NATURE AND
KNOWLEDGE OF CULTURE

An important distinction sometimes made is that
between knowledge of nature and knowledge of culture.
The facts of nature do not change from age to age and
from country to country; the facts of culture do. Knowl-
edge of the former, therefore, need not be marked by rel-
ativity. The Paretian theory, by making physical
knowledge the model of all knowledge, does less than jus-
tice to the study of cultures; the theory of Mannheim and
Durkheim, by making cultural knowledge the model of
all knowledge, is apt to fall into the opposite mistake
(though its best protagonists have managed to avoid
this). The theory of Weber and Scheler escapes both
weaknesses. In every society’s axiological system, some
interest in nature, especially in methods of dominating
nature, will be present, and insights gained in the pursuit
of this domination will be comparable, transferable, and
absolute in the sense of binding on all human beings.
Other values will vary from society to society; insights
gained in pursuit of them will be correspondingly incom-
parable, nontransferable, and relative (even though they
can all be fitted together as alternative actualized possibil-
ities inherent in one creature, man).

Because people must take the facts of nature as they
find them, while the facts of culture are their own work,
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the social determination of knowledge will be different in
the two instances. In scientific research, only the origin of
an insight will be determined by the social factor (say, a
pressing social need); in cultural studies, however, both
the origin and the content will be socially determined. In
the case of science, tendencies arising from the social
sphere induce a person to open his eyes and see; in the
case of cultural studies, they induce him to open his eyes
and decide what he shall see. These considerations go far
toward overcoming the conflict between the unduly neg-
ative and the unduly positive epistemological versions of
the sociology of knowledge and show the superiority of
the third approach.

SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE AS A
SCIENCE

In conclusion, it should be emphasized that the sociology
of knowledge is not only a substantive philosophical dis-
cipline but also an analytical tool that can be used by the
descriptive sciences concerned with the observable prod-
ucts of the mind. Because it can throw light on the gene-
sis, and often on the content, of concrete thought
structures, the sociology of knowledge may enable the
historian or the anthropologist to achieve a deeper
understanding of the facts before him. Considered from
this angle, the sociology of knowledge appears, above all,
as a hermeneutic method and need not become involved
in the difficult ontological problems that the social
“determination” of knowledge, thought, and culture is
otherwise bound to raise.

See also Functionalism in Sociology.
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SOCRATES

(c. 470-399 BCE)

Socrates is the first Western philosopher to have left to
posterity any sense of his individual personality, and he is
a central figure in the subsequent development of philos-
ophy. Both of these aspects are due primarily to Plato. It
is via his portrayal by Plato’s literary genius that Socrates
is a living figure for subsequent generations, and thereby
an exemplar of the ideals of philosophy, above all dedica-
tion to truth and intellectual integrity. It was under the
influence of Socrates that Plato applied systematic tech-
niques of argument pioneered by Socrates and his con-
temporaries, the Sophists, to the fundamental questions
of human nature and conduct that primarily interested
Socrates, thereby placing ethics and psychology at the
center of the philosophical agenda. But while Plato brings
Socrates to center stage he also hides him; because

SOCRATES

Socrates wrote nothing himself we depend on others for
our knowledge of him, and it is above all Plato’s repre-
sentation of Socrates that constitutes the figure of peren-
nial philosophical significance. But that representation
was itself the expression of Plato’s understanding of an
actual historical individual and the events of his life. It is
necessary, therefore, to begin with a brief account of the
little that is known of that individual and those events.

LIFE

Socrates was born in Athens around 470 BCE and lived in
the city all his life, apart from military service abroad. Lit-
tle is known of the circumstances of his life. His father,
Sophroniscus, is said by some ancient sources to have
been a stonemason, and in Plato’s Theaetetus (149a)
Socrates says that his mother, Phainarete, was a midwife.
That may indeed be true, though the fact that the name
literally means “revealing excellence” suggests the possi-
bility that Plato has invented the story in allusion to
Socrates’ role as midwife to the ideas of others (Theaete-
tus 149-151). Because Socrates served in the infantry,
who had to provide their own arms and equipment, his
circumstances, at least initially, must have been reason-
ably prosperous, but Plato and other writers emphasize
his poverty in later life, which they attribute to his spend-
ing all his time in philosophical discussion. The same
sources stress that, unlike the Sophists, he never took pay-
ment for his philosophical activity, and he may have
depended largely on support from wealthier friends. Dur-
ing his lifetime Athens became the principal center of
intellectual and cultural life in Greece, attracting from all
over the Greek world intellectuals who developed and
popularized the tradition of natural philosophy begun by
the Tonian philosophers of the previous century, together
with exciting new argumentative techniques and radical
questioning of traditional beliefs about theology, morals,
and society.

Socrates was actively interested in most of these
areas. Plato and others attest to his interest at one stage in
questions of cosmology and physiology, though the
sources agree that his interests subsequently shifted to
fundamental questions of conduct. Socrates never
engaged in formal philosophical instruction, or set up
any school; his philosophical activity consisted in infor-
mal conversation, partly with a circle of mainly younger
associates whom he attracted by the force of his intellect
and personality, but also with others, including Sophists
and prominent citizens. Some of his associates, including
Plato and some of his relations, were opposed to the
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Athenian democratic system, and it may be that Socrates
shared that attitude to some extent.

Socrates married relatively late in life; at the time of
his death at about the age of seventy his eldest son was an
adolescent, and he had two more small sons, the younger
probably a baby. His wife (who must have been at least
thirty years younger than he) was Xanthippe. Her bad
temper (attested by Xenophon and others, but not by
Plato) became legendarys; stories of her abuse of Socrates,
and his equanimity in putting up with it, were a stock
comic theme from antiquity to modern times. Thus
Chaucer’s Wife of Bath describes in the Prologue to her
tale (727-732) how Socrates sat quietly while Xanthippe
“caste pisse upon his heed,” merely remarking mildly,
“Before the thunder stops it comes on to rain.” (The story
goes back to Diogenes Laertius’s life of Socrates, Lives of
the Philosophers 2.36.) One element in this comic tradi-
tion is the story that Socrates had another wife, or possi-
bly a concubine, while married to Xanthippe; stories of
how the two women switched from quarrelling with one
another to concerted assaults on Socrates afforded rich
material. Ancient sources attribute the origin of this tale
to Aristotle, but the supposed original source is lost, and
the historical basis extremely dubious.

Nothing is known of specific events in Socrates’ life
till after the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War with
Sparta in 432. He served with distinction in various cam-
paigns, most notably the Battle of Delium in 424, where
it was said (Plato, Laches 181b) that if everyone had
behaved like Socrates the battle would not have been lost.
By the 420s he had become sufficiently well known to be
caricatured in several comic dramas. In the single exam-
ple to survive complete, the Clouds of Aristophanes, first
produced in 423, he appears as a representative of sub-
versive contemporary tendencies, the head of a disrep-
utable academy whose curriculum combines training in
argumentative trickery with atheistic natural philosophy.
Later, in his Apology (Defense of Socrates), Plato repre-
sents this portrayal as the origin of prejudice against
Socrates that culminated in his condemnation on charges
of impiety and corruption of the young (19a—19d); there
is no reason to discount that evidence.

The only occasion on which Socrates is known to
have intervened in public life took place in 406. After a
naval engagement the Athenian commanders had failed
to pick up survivors, and the popular assembly voted to
try them collectively, instead of individually as required
by law. At that period most civic offices were assigned by
lot, and Socrates happened to be a member of the execu-
tive committee whose function was to prepare business

for the assembly. In that capacity he was the only one to
oppose the illegal proposal. A few years later when, after
final defeat in the war, the democracy was temporarily
overthrown by a junta known as the Thirty Tyrants, he
showed the same adherence to legality and morality by
refusing, at the risk of his own life, to obey an order from
the tyrants to take part in the arrest of an innocent man.
It is likely that he remained neutral during the civil war in
which the tyranny was overthrown, because he had
friends in both camps; in particular, two of the most
prominent among the tyrants, Critias and Charmides,
both relatives of Plato, were among his close associates.

It is probable that this was at least a contributory fac-
tor in the accusation brought against him under the
restored democracy. The explicit charges were failure to
recognize (or perhaps “to believe in”) the gods of the state
religion and the introduction of new divinities, coupled
with corruption of the young. The case was tried early in
399, and the prosecution demanded the death penalty.
There is no evidence of the detail of the prosecution’s
case. On the religious aspect the prosecutors may have
sought to represent Socrates as the leader of an illegal pri-
vate cult, and may have used his claim, amply attested by
Plato, to be guided by a private divine sign or voice in
support of that charge. It is highly likely that the charge of
corruption centered on his associations with notorious
enemies of the state, particularly the tyrants mentioned
above, as well as Alcibiades, an intimate of Socrates who
had instigated a disastrous invasion of Sicily in 415 and
had later defected to Sparta. Knowledge of the trial is
based on two versions of Socrates’ defense, by Plato and
Xenophon, each of whom, while preserving a core of fact,
presents the defense in the light of his own agenda;
Xenophon relies wholly on Socrates’ adherence to con-
ventional piety and morality, whereas Plato gives a radi-
cally unconventional picture of Socrates’ philosophical
activity as the fulfillment of a divine mission to perfect
the souls of his fellow citizens by subjecting their basic
beliefs and values to philosophical criticism.

Socrates was condemned to death. Plato’s Phaedo
gives a moving picture of his last hours, spent among his
followers in discussion of the immortality of the soul and
the task of philosophy to free it from the trammels of the
body, followed by his tranquil death from self-adminis-
tration of hemlock. While there is dispute about the rela-
tive degrees of realism and idealization in the description
of the effects of the poison, there is little doubt that the
primary aim of the whole work is less historical accuracy
than depiction of the ideal philosophical death.
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SOCRATIC LITERATURE

Besides Plato and Xenophon no fewer than nine associ-
ates of Socrates are reported by various ancient sources as
having written imaginative accounts of Socrates’ conver-
sations, creating a body of literature collectively known as
“Socratic conversations” (or “discourses”) (Sokratikoi
logoi). For the most part only the titles of these works sur-
vive, indicating that Socrates’ relations with certain indi-
viduals, especially Alcibiades, who figures prominently in
some Platonic dialogues—notably Alcibiades and Sympo-
siumm—were a theme common to Plato and the other
Socratic writers. Apart from Plato and Xenophon, the
only Socratic writer of whose works any significant frag-
ments survive is Aeschines of Sphettus; the fragments of
his Alcibiades show Socrates using his characteristic criti-
cal method (see below) to convince Alcibiades of the van-
ity of his political ambitions. They thus provide evidence
that the program of defending Socrates against the slan-
ders occasioned by his associations with political undesir-
ables was not confined to Plato and Xenophon, but they
provide no evidence for Socrates’ thought to complement
those sources.

For information specifically about the thought of
Socrates scholars are in fact almost wholly dependent on
Plato, because the other principal source, Xenophon,
focuses on the practical and moral import of Socrates’
conversations, with comparatively little theoretical con-
tent, in keeping with his overall purpose (see above) of
portraying Socrates as a good man and sound citizen.
There is a systematic difficulty in determining which of
the views attributed to Socrates in Plato’s dialogues were
actually held by the historical person, and scholarly opin-
ion has embraced all possible positions. In the nineteenth
century the dominant consensus (primarily on the part of
German scholars) divided the Platonic writings into three
broad groups, distinguished both chronologically and
doctrinally. The first “early” group, including Laches,
Charmides, Protagoras, and those dialogues dealing
directly with the trial of Socrates (Euthyphro, Apology,
and Crito), was generally held to give a veridical account
of the personality, views, and philosophical activity of the
historical Socrates.

Thereafter Plato’s philosophy developed in directions
independent of Socrates, and the importance of the dra-
matic figure of Socrates in the dialogues correspondingly
declined, until its virtual disappearance in works such as
the Sophist and the Statesman (which were taken to be
late), and its total disappearance from the Laws (unfin-
ished on Plato’s death and generally regarded as his last
work). This “developmental” model was supported by the
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stylometric studies of the later nineteenth century, in
which a number of scholars, working largely independ-
ently of one another, converged on the identification of
six dialogues—Sophist, Statesman, Timaeus, Critias, Phile-
bus, and Laws—as a group distinct in various features of
style and vocabulary from the rest of the Platonic corpus;
these dialogues were fixed as late by the presence of the
Laws. Parmenides, Phaedrus, Republic, and Theaetetus,
which are by the same criteria closer in style to the late
group than the rest of the dialogues, were identified as
“middle” dialogues, and the remainder as “early.”

While this developmental model, with its assump-
tion that the early dialogues accurately represent the his-
torical Socrates, is still highly significant in the
twenty-first century, notably in the influential work of
Gregory Vlastos and others, it has undergone challenge
from two opposite extremes, on the one side the thesis
maintained by John Burnet and A. E. Taylor in the early
twentieth century that all the doctrines attributed by
Plato to Socrates in the dialogues were actually main-
tained by the historical Socrates, and on the other side the
views of those who, stressing that all information about
Socrates derives from sources with their own literary and
philosophical agenda, urge that the historical Socrates is
inaccessible and should therefore disappear from the his-
tory of philosophy.

The Burnet/Taylor thesis has few if any adherents in
the twenty-first century; not only does it present an
implausible picture of a Plato who devoted the great part
of his literary career to recounting the views of someone
else, but it rests on an assumption about the nature of
Plato’s attitude to Socrates, namely that it would have
been disrespectful to Socrates for Plato to do other than
represent his views with historical accuracy, which seems
totally foreign to the character of the dialogues them-
selves. It is clear from the dialogues that Plato’s attitude to
Socrates was that the latter’s life and activity represented
the paradigm of philosophy, and it is totally in keeping
with that attitude that Plato should ascribe to Socrates
what he (Plato) regards as the philosophical truth,
whether or not Socrates himself had maintained it. What
we may call the skeptical view of Socrates, however, is
widely accepted today, and while its extreme versions are
exaggerated and oversimplified, it is based on an impor-
tant insight into the nature of our sources.

The insight is simply that all knowledge of Socrates is
based on sources in which historical veridicality is at best
one among the author’s concerns, and generally not the
principal concern. Oversimplification consists in the
characterization of these sources as fiction, as opposed to
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factual biography, and exaggeration in the conclusion
that the historical Socrates is inaccessible. The dichotomy
between biography and fiction seems inapplicable to the
Socratic literature, including Plato’s Socratic dialogues
(and indeed this author doubts its appropriateness to
most ancient biographical writing); Socratic conversation
is a form of biography, but biography whose factual con-
straints are looser than is standardly the case in the mod-
ern world.

That is not to say that there are no factual con-
straints; Plato’s dialogues do present an actual historical
individual, some of the events in whose life are known,
and they are no doubt faithful to the spirit and nature of
the philosophical conversation that was that individual’s
principal activity. But when it comes to specific doctrines,
while there are some doctrines found maintained by
Plato’s Socrates that it is virtually certain the historical
Socrates did not maintain, there are none that is certain
that he did. In the first class the paradigm case is the the-
ory of separate Forms, (i.e., intelligible universal natures
existing separately from their sensible instances) which
we find maintained by Socrates in several dialogues, but
which Aristotle (whose evidence this author regards as
independent of the dialogues on this point) explicitly says
Socrates did not hold (Metaphysics 1078b27-1078b32).

However, theses characteristically regarded as
“Socratic’—for example, that Virtue is Knowledge (see
below)—are not ascribed to Socrates by sources that are
clearly independent of their appearance in the Platonic
dialogues. They may in fact have been maintained by
Socrates, or they may have been suggested to Plato, in the
form in which they appear in the dialogues, by things that
Socrates said. We cannot be sure, and in any case it is not
of the first importance, because the philosophical signifi-
cance of these doctrines consists in the role that they play,
and the arguments by which they are supported, in the
dialogues in which they appear. The brief account of
Socrates’ thought that follows is to be understood as
based on that assumption. It identifies some central
themes in the portrayal of Socrates in those dialogues,
generally considered comparatively early compositions,
in which the personality and argumentative style of
Socrates are more prominent than in dialogues devoted
to the more systematic exposition of Plato’s own thought
(see above). The attribution of any specific doctrine to
the historical Socrates must be correspondingly tentative.

THOUGHT

DISAVOWAL OF WISDOM. In these dialogues Socrates
is presented for the most part not as a systematic or

authoritative teacher, but as a questioner and enquirer.
His enquiries are all focused on questions of conduct,
broadly understood, and frequently consist of attempts to
reach an agreed definition of some fundamental value,
such as courage, or goodness in general. Typically
Socrates is depicted as engaged with one or more people
in conversation on some specific, often practical topic,
which leads on to the more general issues just mentioned.
Socrates elicits the views of his interlocutors on these
issues and subjects them to critical examination, con-
ducted with a minimum of philosophical technicality,
and utilizing other assumptions, usually of a common-
sense kind, which the parties to the discussion agree on.
Usually this procedure reveals inconsistency among the
set of beliefs (including the general thesis or proposed
definition) that the person examined holds, which is
taken as requiring the abandonment of the thesis or def-
inition. Frequently the dialogue ends with the acknowl-
edgement by Socrates and the others that, having failed to
settle the general issue raised, they are unable to proceed
further; they thus end up in a state of aporia—that is, a
state with no way out. This procedure of enquiry, rather
than instruction, and its frequent aporetic outcome are in
keeping with Socrates’ denial (Apology 21b) that he pos-
sesses any wisdom (i.e., expertise). It is the mark of an
expert to be able to define the concepts in the area of his
expertise and to expound that area systematically, neither
of which Socrates can do.

In later antiquity Socrates was regularly reported as
having said that he knew nothing, or, paradoxically, that
he knew nothing except that he knew nothing. Either for-
mulation goes beyond anything found in Plato. Though
Socrates frequently says in the dialogues that he does not
know the answer to this or that particular question, he
never says that he knows nothing, and occasionally makes
emphatic claims to knowledge, most notably in the Apol-
ogy, where he twice claims to know that abandoning his
divine mission to philosophize would be bad and dis-
graceful (29b, 37b).

What he does disavow is having any wisdom. He
seems to apply the notion of wisdom firstly to divine wis-
dom, a complete and perspicuous understanding of
everything, that belongs to the gods alone, and is conse-
quently unavailable to humans, and then to human
expertise of the sort possessed by craftsmen such a
builders and shoemakers, a systematic mastery of a tech-
nique that enables its possessor to apply it successfully
and to expound and pass it on to others. The Sophists
claimed to possess, and to teach to others, a practical
expertise applying not to any specialized area of human
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activity but to human life as such, mastery of which guar-
anteed overall success in personal and political life; this
was “the political craft” (Apology 19d-20c, Protagoras
319a). Socrates rejects that claim, not on the ground that
such expertise is not available to humans; but because the
Sophists’ activity fails to meet the ordinary criteria for
human expertise, particularly that of being systematically
learned and taught (Protagoras319d-320b, Meno
89c—94e). He denies that he possesses this expertise him-
self (Apology 20c), but does not say that it is impossible
that he, or any human being, should possess it.

This disavowal of expertise is not incompatible with
the claim to know particular things. The nonexpert can
know some particular things, but not in the way the
expert knows them; specifically the nonexpert is not able,
as the expert is, to relate his or her particular items of
knowledge to a comprehensive system that provides
explanations of their truth by relating them to other
items of knowledge and to the system as a whole. But that
raises the problem of the source of Socrates’ nonexpert
knowledge of moral truths. Usually, nonexperts know
some particular things because they have been told by an
expert, or because they have picked them up from some
intermediate source whose authority is ultimately derived
from that of the expert. But Socrates does not recognize
any moral experts, among human beings at any rate. So
what is the source of his nonexpert knowledge? The dia-
logues provide no clear or uniform answer to this ques-
tion. Sometimes he suggests that the application of his
critical method is sufficient, not merely to reveal incon-
sistency in his interlocutor’s beliefs, but to prove that
some are false, and hence that their negations are true.
Thus at the end of the argument with Callicles in the Gor-
gias he claims (508e—509a) that the conclusion that it is
always better to suffer wrong than to do it has been estab-
lished by “arguments of iron and adamant” (i.e., of irre-
sistible force), while conjoining that claim with a
disavowal of knowledge: “I do not know how these things
are, but no-one I have ever met, as in the present case, has
been able to deny them without making himself ridicu-
lous.”

This presents a contrast between expert knowledge,
which Socrates disclaims, and a favorable epistemic posi-
tion produced by repeated application of Socrates’ critical
method of argument. There are some propositions that
repeated experiment shows no one capable of denying
without self-contradiction. While it is always theoretically
possible that someone might come up with a way of
escape from this position, realistically the arguments
establishing those propositions are so firmly entrenched
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as to be irresistible. While it is an attractive suggestion
that Socrates considers the moral truths that he nonex-
pertly knows to be of this kind, it receives no clear confir-
mation from the dialogues. There is, for instance, no
indication in the Crito that Socrates’ unshakable commit-
ment to the fundamental principle that one must never
act unjustly (49a) is based on critical examination of his
and Crito’s moral beliefs. It has to be acknowledged that
while Socrates indicates that critical examination is
sometimes capable of establishing truth beyond at least
the practical possibility of rebuttal, and sometimes sug-
gests that he knows some moral truths on the strength of
good arguments for them, he gives no general account of
the grounds of his nonexpert moral knowledge.

RELIGION. One might perhaps speculate that the source
of Socrates’ nonexpert moral knowledge is supposed to
be divine revelation, but though Socrates’ attitudes to the
divine are an important element in his portrayal by both
Plato and Xenophon, neither in fact suggests that
Socrates believed that his moral beliefs were divinely
inspired. What he did believe, according to both writers,
is that throughout his life he was guided by a private sign
or voice that he accepted, apparently without question, as
being of divine origin, but the content of that guidance
appears to have been, not moral principles, but day-to-
day practical affairs, and it had the peculiar feature that
its guidance was always negative, warning Socrates
against some course of action that he might otherwise
have undertaken (Plato, Apology 31c-31d). Thus
Xenophon reports him (Apology 4) as explaining his fail-
ure to prepare his defense because the divine sign had
told him not to, while in Plato’s Apology (40a—40b) he
says that he is confident that his conduct at his trial has
been correct because the divine sign has not opposed it.

Such a claim to continuous private divine guidance
(as opposed to occasional private revelations, e.g., in
dreams) was certainly unusual, and, as suggested above, it
is likely that it at least contributed to the charge of reli-
gious unorthodoxy that was one of the grounds of his
condemnation. The actual stance of the historical
Socrates toward conventional religion is not altogether
easy to reconstruct from the sources. Xenophon, as
pointed out above, stresses his conventional piety, as
measured by public observance and private conversation;
for example, his demonstration to an irreligious acquain-
tance of the providential ordering of the world, down to
such details as the design of the eyelashes to shield the
eyes from the wind (Memorabilia 1.4). On that account it
is difficult to see how the charge of impiety could have
been brought at all.
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Plato’s presentation is more complex. He does indeed
represent Socrates as concerned on occasion with
prophetic dreams (Crito 44a—44b; Phaedo 60e—61b) and
with ritual, most famously in his report of Socrates’ last
words: “Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius; pay it and don’t
forget” (Phaedo 118a). But it is notable that all of these
instances arise in the context of Socrates’ imminent
death. When Plato represents Socrates as praying on var-
ious occasions throughout his life he almost always makes
him pray for nothing but wisdom and virtue, while in his
most extensive discussion of piety, in Euthyphro, he sug-
gests that Socrates thinks that what the gods require from
humans is nothing other than moral virtue. That fits well
with his Apology, where Socrates’ rebuttal of the charge of
impiety has nothing at all to say about ritual, consisting
wholly in the claim that Socrates’ life has been the fulfill-
ment of a divine mission to promote the welfare, identi-
fied with the moral virtue, of his fellow citizens.

Plato’s view of Socratic religion seems then to be that
the essence of service to the gods is moral virtue, and that
ritual fills its proper role, as in Socrates’ life and death, as
a complement to the fulfillment of that primary task. If
that reflects Socrates’ own view, then it is possible that it
was seen by conservatively minded contemporaries as
presenting a radical challenge to traditional ideas of the
relations between gods and humans, which were founded
on the belief that divine favor and protection for individ-
uals and the community were secured by performance of
the appropriate prayers and rituals, and thereby as justi-
fying his condemnation for neglecting the state religion
in favor of a new religion of his own.

DEFINITIONS. In the procedure of enquiry sketched in
(i) above, the search for general definitions is central. This
arises naturally from Socrates’ search for expertise; the
expert knows about his or her subject, and according to
Socrates the primary knowledge concerning any subject
is precisely knowledge of what that subject is. The general
pattern of argument in the dialogues is that some specific
question about a subject—for example, how is one to
acquire goodness—is problematic in the absence of an
agreed conception of what that subject is. Hence before
the problematic question can be pursued, the definition
of the subject must first be sought. The problematic ques-
tion may be of various kinds; it may be, as in the example
above (from the Meno) how goodness as such is to be
acquired, or how a specific virtue is to be acquired
(courage in the Laches), or whether a virtue is advanta-
geous to its possessor (justice in the Republic). The Euthy-
phro exemplifies another pattern; it is disputed whether a
particular action, Euthyphro’s prosecution of his father

for homicide, is an instance of piety or holiness, and
Socrates maintains that the question will be settled when,
and only when, the definition of piety is arrived at. This
pattern has given rise to the accusation that Socrates is
guilty of the “Socratic fallacy” of maintaining that in gen-
eral it is impossible to tell whether anything is an instance
of a property unless one already possesses a general defi-
nition of that property.

That general position would be methodologically
disastrous for Socrates, because his approved strategy for
reaching a definition is to consider what instances of the
kind or property in question have in common, and it is
impossible to do that if a person has to know the defini-
tion before he or she can even identify the instances from
which the definition is to be derived. In fact the argument
of the Euthyphro does not involve that fallacy; even if it is
granted that there are some disputed cases where the
question “Is this an instance of F?” cannot be settled with-
out answering the prior question “What is F?” it does not
follow that there are no undisputed cases where instances
of F can be recognized without a definition. In the Hip-
pias Major, however, Socrates does argue (286c—286e)
that people cannot tell whether anything is fine or beau-
tiful (kalon) unless they know—that is, can give a defini-
tion of—what fineness or beauty is; so though the
Socratic fallacy is not a pervasive defect of Socrates’ argu-
mentative method, there does seem to be one instance of
it in the dialogues.

The question “What is F?” can itself be understood in
various ways; it may be a request for an elucidation of the
linguistic meaning of the term “E” or a request for a sub-
stantive account of what the property of F-ness consists
in, including, where appropriate, the decomposition of a
complex property into its components (e.g., goodness
consists of justice, self-control, etc.) and explanatory
accounts of properties (e.g., self-control consists of the
control of the bodily appetites by reason). The practical
nature of the questions that often give rise to the search
for definitions suggests that the latter kind of definition is
what is sought. Someone who wants to know how virtue
is to be acquired will not be helped by a specification of
the meaning of “virtue” as “a property contributing to
overall success in life”; what they are looking for is pre-
cisely an account of what it is that constitutes or guaran-
tees success in life. That is confirmed by the fact that
Laches, Meno, and Protagoras, all of which start from the
practical question of how either a specific virtue or good-
ness in general is to be acquired, converge on the sugges-
tion that courage (in Laches) and goodness (in Meno and
Protagoras) are identical with knowledge, which is itself
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part of a substantive theory of the nature of goodness (see
next section). It must, however, be acknowledged that
Plato shows no awareness of the theoretical distinction
between a purely conceptual definition and the kind of
substantive account that is favored by the structure of the
dialogues just mentioned. Even in the Meno, the dialogue
in which definition is treated in the greatest detail, he
gives model definitions of either kind without any
explicit differentiation. Substantive accounts are favored
over conceptual definitions by his practice, not in the
light of any theoretical discrimination between the two.

ETHICS. The picture of Socrates as a nonexpert enquirer
outlined above needs to be qualified to this extent, that in
some dialogues, specifically Protagoras, Gorgias, and
Meno, he is represented as arguing positively, though not
conclusively, in favor of certain propositions that amount
to at least the outline of a theory of human nature and of
human good. The basic theses of this theory are:

(1) Every agent has a single overall aim, the achieve-
ment of a completely satisfactory life for him or her-
self.

(2) Knowledge of what constitutes such a life is both
necessary and sufficient for the achievement of it.

(3) Such a life consists in the practice of the virtues
of justice, self-control, courage, and holiness, which
are identical with one another in that they are the
application to different kinds of situation of the fun-
damental virtue of knowledge (of what the good for
humans is and how it is to be achieved).

Thesis 2 is the famous thesis that “Virtue is knowl-
edge,” from which together with thesis 1 follows the still
more famous thesis that “No-one does wrong willingly”
(the latter two often referred to as “The Socratic Para-
doxes”). The idea expressed in the second paradox is that,
because everyone necessarily has the single aim of achiev-
ing the best life for him or herself, any action that does
not in fact promote that aim must be explained by the
agent’s mistaken belief that it does promote it. Socrates is
thus the first of a succession of philosophers throughout
the ages to deny the possibility of acting against one’s bet-
ter judgment (often ascribed to weakness of will); that
position remains as controversial in the twenty-first cen-
tury as it was in antiquity. The identification of the con-
ventional moral and social virtues as applications of the
fundamental knowledge of what the human good is (with
the implication that the virtues are identical with one
another, conventionally labeled “The Unity of the
Virtues”), though central to the prototheory, is never ade-
quately argued for. It is supported at Crito (47¢) by an

SOCRATES

analogy between virtue of soul and health of body; justice
and injustice are respectively the health and sickness of
the soul. So, just as it is not worth living with a diseased
and corrupted body, it is not worth living with a diseased
and corrupted soul. But that is not an argument. Even
granted that health is an intrinsically desirable and dis-
ease an intrinsically undesirable state, the crucial claims
that justice is the health of the soul and injustice its dis-
ease require defense, not mere assertion.

Plato supplies some arguments in the Gorgias, but
they are weak. Socrates first agues that successful tyrants,
who manifest the extreme of injustice, do not get what
they really want—that is, the best life for themselves—
because their injustice is bad for them. The crucial argu-
ment for that conclusion (473a—475c) starts from the
premise, conceded by Socrates’ opponent Polus, that act-
ing unjustly, while good (i.e., advantageous) for the agent,
is disgraceful. It is next agreed that whatever is disgrace-
ful is so either because it is unpleasant or because it is
harmful. Because acting unjustly is clearly not unpleas-
ant, it must therefore be harmful. Hence the life of injus-
tice is harmful to the unjust agent. This argument fails
because it ignores the relativity of the concepts of
unpleasantness and harmfulness. To be acceptable the
first premise must be read as “Whatever is disgraceful to
anyone is so either because it is unpleasant to someone or
because it is harmful to someone.” From that premise it
clearly does not follow that because injustice is not
unpleasant to the unjust person it must be harmful to
that person. It could be harmful to someone else, and its
being so could be the ground of its being disgraceful to
the unjust person (as indeed people ordinarily think).

Later in the dialogue (503e-504d) Socrates argues
against Callicles that because the goodness of anything,
such as a boat or a house, depends on the proper propor-
tion and order of its components, the goodness of body
and soul alike depend on the proper proportion and
order of their components, respectively health in the case
of the body and justice and self-control in the case of the
soul. The analogy of health and virtue, simply asserted in
the Crito, is here supported by the general principle that
goodness depends on the organization of components,
but that principle is insufficient to ground the analogy,
because the proper organization of components is deter-
mined by the function, point, or aim of the thing that
those components make up. So in order to know which
organization of psychic components is the appropriate
one for humans we need a prior conception of what our
aims in life should be. One conception of these aims may
indeed identify the optimum organization as that defined
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by the conventional moral virtues, but another may iden-
tify as optimum a different organization, say one that
affords the maximum scope to certain kinds of self-
expression, as exemplified by a figure such as the Niet-
zschean Superman. Socrates provides no argument to
exclude that possibility.

In addition to the failure to establish that virtue is
always in the agent’s interest, the prototheory is more
deeply flawed, in that it proves to be incoherent. This
emerges when we consider Proposition 2, “Virtue Is
Knowledge,” and ask what virtue is knowledge of. The
answer suggested by Meno and Protagoras is that virtue is
knowledge of the best life for the agent; given the stand-
ing motivation to achieve that life, knowledge of what it
consists in will be necessary if one is to pursue it reliably,
and sufficient to guarantee success in that pursuit. But
that requires that the best life for the agent is something
distinct from the knowledge which guarantees that one
will achieve that life. “Virtue is knowledge of the best life
for the agent” will be parallel to “Medicine is knowledge
of health,” and the value of that knowledge will be purely
instrumental and derivative from the intrinsic value of
the success in life which it guarantees. But Socrates, as we
have seen, treats virtue as analogous, not to medicine, but
to health itself, and hence as intrinsically, not merely
instrumentally valuable. Virtue is not, then, a means to
some independently specifiable condition of life which
we can identify as the best life, well-being, or happiness
(in Greek, eudaimonia); rather it is a constituent of such
a life, and one of the most difficult questions about
Socratic ethics is whether Socrates recognizes any other
constituents. That is to say, for Socrates a life is worth liv-
ing either solely or at least primarily in virtue of the fact
that it is a life of virtue.

The incoherence of the prototheory thus consists in
the fact that Socrates maintains both that virtue is knowl-
edge of what the agent’s good is and that it is that good
itself, whereas these two theses are inconsistent with one
another. It could indeed be the case both that virtue is
knowledge of what the agent’s good is and that the agent’s
good is knowledge, but in that case the knowledge which
is the agent’s good has to be a distinct item or body of
knowledge from the knowledge of what the agent’s good
is. So if Socrates is to maintain that virtue is knowledge,
he must either specify that knowledge as knowledge of
something other than what the agent’s good is, or he must
abandon the thesis that virtue is the agent’s good. There
are indications in the dialogues that Plato was conscious
of this difficulty. In the Euthydemus he represents
Socrates as grappling inconclusively with the problem,

and in the Republic he offers a solution in a conception of
human good as consisting in a state of the personality in
which the nonrational impulses are directed by the intel-
lect, informed indeed by knowledge, but by knowledge
not of human good, but of goodness itself, a universal
principle of rationality. This conception retains from the
prototheory the thesis that human good is virtue, but
abandons the claim that knowledge is virtue, because
virtue is not identical with knowledge but directed by it,
the knowledge in question being knowledge of the uni-
versal good.

Protagoras may plausibly be seen as exploring
another solution to this puzzle, because in that dialogue
Socrates sets out an account of goodness whose central
theses are (i) virtue is knowledge of human good, and (ii)
human good is a life in which pleasure predominates over
distress. Whether Socrates is represented as adopting this
solution in his own person, or merely as proposing it as a
theory that ordinary people and Sophists such as Pro-
tagoras ought to accept (a question on which there has
been much dispute), it represents a way out of the
impasse that blocks the prototheory, though not a way
that Plato was himself to adopt. Having experimented
with this solution, which retains the identity of virtue
with knowledge while abandoning the identity of virtue
with human good, he settled instead for the Republic’s
solution, which maintains the latter identity while aban-
doning the former.

The prototheory is not strictly inconsistent with
Socrates’ disavowal of wisdom or expertise, because it is
presented in outline only, not established by conclusive
argument as expertise requires. But the presentation of
Socrates as even a prototheorist has at least a different
emphasis from the depiction of him simply as a ques-
tioner and generator of aporiai. This author believes that
it is impossible to tell how much of this theory is Plato’s
own and how much was actually held by Socrates; that it
was at least suggested to Plato by certain ideas that had
emerged in Socrates’ conversations seems highly likely,
but we are not justified in asserting more than that.

LATER INFLUENCE

The prototheory just sketched was an important element
in the development of Plato’s own ethical theory, and via
Plato on those of Aristotle and the post-Aristotelian
philosophical schools. With the exception of the Epicure-
ans, each of the main schools adopted Socrates as, in
effect, a patron saint, stressing aspects of his thought and
personality congenial to its particular philosophical
standpoint; the skeptics, especially those in the Platonic
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Academy, which was converted to skepticism by Arcesi-
laus just over a century after its foundation and remained
skeptical for two centuries, stressed Socrates’ disavowal of
wisdom and the undogmatic character of his questioning
technique. The Cynics, whose doctrines and way of life
derived from Antisthenes, one of Socrates’ associates,
claimed to emulate the austerity of his lifestyle and to
accept his doctrine that virtue is sufficient for happiness.
Via the Cynics, Socrates became a major influence on
Stoicism, which combined the Cynic doctrine that happi-
ness consists in living according to nature with the doc-
trine that for rational beings the life according to nature
is the life in accordance with rationality. Accepting the
essentials of the prototheory outlined above they drew
the conclusion that moral virtue is the only good, every-
thing else being indifferent—that is, neither good nor
bad. A particularly significant figure in the Stoics’ canon-
ization of Socrates is Epictetus, who adopted Socrates at
the exemplar of the philosophical life and reproduced in
his protreptic discourses features of Socratic method such
as elenctic and inductive arguments.

The influence of Socrates was not confined to the
ancient philosophical schools. The second-century Chris-
tian apologist Justin claimed him as a forerunner of
Christianity, a characterization that was revived by
Renaissance Neoplatonists such as Marsilio Ficino. In
Medieval Islam he was revered, though not well under-
stood, as a sage and a defender of (and martyr for)
monotheism against idolatry. In the Enlightenment era
he was appropriated by rationalists such as Voltaire as an
exemplar of natural virtue and a martyr in the struggle of
rationality against superstition. In the nineteenth century
Hegel, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche identified him as a
central figure in developments in the history of philoso-
phy to which their own respective theories responded,
and in the last quarter of the twentieth century he was a
major influence on the later thought of Foucault.

The perennial fascination of Socrates owes less, how-
ever, to any specific doctrines than to Plato’s portrayal of
him as the exemplar of a philosophical life—that is, a life
dedicated to following the argument wherever it might
lead, even when it in fact led to hardship, poverty, judicial
condemnation, and consequent death. Plato’s depiction
of how Socrates lived for philosophy would in any case
have made him immortal; his presentation of how he
died for it has given him a unique status in its history.

See also Plato; Sophists; Xenophon.
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SOLGER, KARL WILHELM
FERDINAND

(1780-1819)

Karl Wilhelm Ferdinand Solger, the German romantic
philosopher, was born in Schwedt. He studied jurispru-
dence, philology, and philosophy at the University of
Halle and at Jena, where he heard Friedrich von Schelling
lecture. After some time in the Prussian civil service, he
lectured on philosophy at the University of Frankfurt an
der Oder (1809), where he met Ludwig Tieck, the writer.
From 1811 until his death he was a professor at the Uni-
versity of Berlin.

Like many romantics, Solger was preoccupied with
the polarity of the finite and the infinite. Man is finite but
filled with a desire for the infinite. The world in which he
finds himself is fragmented. Grasping splinters of reality,
common understanding operates in terms of polarities—
concrete and universal, appearance and concept, body
and soul, individual and nature. Only in the infinite Idea
are polarities reconciled. Common understanding is tied
to the finite. Man must escape from its rule if he is to rec-
ognize the infinite Idea. God made a sacrifice of himself
to create the finite, and man must sacrifice himself and
the phenomenal to return to the infinite. In this annihila-
tion the Godhead reveals itself. The reconciliation of the
finite and the infinite is the goal of the philosopher when
he tries to capture truth in his systems; it is the duty of the
moral man who confronts it as a task; it is achieved by the
artist who, in creating the beautiful, reveals the Idea in the
phenomenal.

The philosophy of art was at the center of Solger’s
philosophical program. Enthusiasm and irony are the two
mainsprings of artistic creation. Enthusiasm, like Plato’s
Eros, ties man to the reality in which he has his ground.
The enthusiast is possessed by the Idea. Irony recognizes
the negativity of phenomenal reality and negates it. Thus
it pushes away the veil that normally hides the Idea from
us.

For Solger, as for Plato, philosophy is fundamentally
conversation. It is a joint struggle for something that is
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dimly apprehended and yet escapes adequate articula-
tion. Truth is never a possession; it only reveals itself in
the process of striving for it. Thus, the most adequate
vehicle for the expression of philosophical thought is the
dialogue.

See also Plato; Romanticism; Schelling, Friedrich Wil-
helm Joseph von.
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SOLIPSISM

There are a number of importantly different views asso-
ciated with the term solipsism. Its Latin roots—solus,
meaning “alone,” and ipse, meaning “self”—suggest the
rough idea that a solipsistic doctrine is going to put some
sort of emphasis on the self standing alone, but there are
radically different ways in which a philosopher might
develop that emphasis. In particular, we must distinguish

SOLIPSISM

an extreme metaphysical thesis, a view about the nature
of mental states (sometimes misleadingly referred to as
methodological solipsism), an epistemological/method-
ological thesis, and an ethical thesis.

METAPHYSICAL SOLIPSISM

The simplest and most radical of doctrines associated
with solipsism is the puzzling doctrine that only the self
exists. Stated in these terms, the doctrine is scarcely intel-
ligible. The obvious question concerns whose self pre-
cisely it is that is supposed to be the only existing thing. It
is easiest to state the doctrine from the first-person per-
spective. If I embrace solipsism, I am endorsing the view
that I am the only existing thing. If you embrace solip-
sism, then you are endorsing the view that you are the
only existing thing. If we both endorse solipsism, there-
fore, then we are both wrong. In asserting solipsism, the
solipsist is usually not trying to deny the existence of
properties exemplified by the self. So the self that exists
may believe, fear, hope, plan, and so on. We can also dis-
tinguish the solipsist who intends only to deny the exis-
tence of other minds from the solipsist who denies the
existence of all other objects, for example, physical
objects. It would be odd, however, to hold the former
without the latter for, as we shall see, the epistemological
position that drives one to a skepticism about other selves
often involves a skepticism with respect to the external
world.

There is almost a comical aspect to the most extreme
form of solipsism. It is certainly odd to hear any philoso-
pher defending (to whom?) the view. One could certainly
never take comfort in the fact that one succeeded in con-
vincing anyone of the truth of the view. But in this respect
solipsism is probably no worse off than any other extreme
form of skepticism—say skepticism with respect to the
past, the future, or the external world. In fact, solipsism is
probably a view that one starts to take seriously precisely
in the context of more general epistemological concerns.
So, for example, while Descartes was no solipsist, he came
perilously close to painting himself into a solipsistic cor-
ner.

In the Meditations, Descartes famously sought secure
foundations for knowledge. To find those foundations he
employed what is sometimes called the method of doubt.
He tried to strip from his belief system all those beliefs
that admit of the possibility of error. So, for example, he
thought that no belief about the physical world belongs
in the foundations of knowledge because our evidence
for believing what we do about that world never gets any
better than vivid sense experience. But the kind of sense
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experience upon which we must rely is always compatible
with our dreaming, or our being the victims of massive
demon-induced hallucination. Since our knowledge of
the existence of other people seems to rest critically on
our knowledge of other bodies, skepticism with respect to
the physical world might seem to entail a skepticism with
respect to the existence of other selves. After rejecting a
number of candidates for foundational truth, Descartes
finally hit upon his own existence as one truth that he
could not rationally doubt. No matter how hard he tried
to convince himself that he did not exist, such efforts
merely reinforced for him the fact that he did exist. One
can only doubt one’s own existence if one exists to do the
doubting. “Cogito, ergo sum,” Descartes concluded—I
think, therefore I am.

While the exact nature of the evidence or justifica-
tion to which Descartes appeals in claiming foundational
knowledge of his own existence is a matter of some con-
troversy, his attempt to begin a reconstruction of the rest
of what he knows from this foundation is one that could
have easily led him to a solipsistic conclusion. Descartes
thought that he could find a way of legitimately inferring
the rest of what he believes from knowledge of his own
thoughts and experiences, but it is an understatement to
suggest that his efforts did not meet with universal
acceptance. Indeed, many contemporary philosophers are
convinced that if we restrict ourselves to premises
describing our own existence and the conscious states
exemplified there, there is no path to knowledge of, or
even justified belief in, the rest of what we commonsensi-
cally think we know.

The kind of radical foundationalism that Descartes
embraced might naturally lead, then, to the conclusion
that we can only know of our own existence and the per-
ceptions and thoughts that reside there. And if one
restricts one’s metaphysical positions to what is licensed
by knowledge, then one might be left affirming only one’s
own existence. Again, that claim is usually expanded, even
by the solipsist, to include the conscious mental states
exemplified by that self. When we discuss epistemological
solipsism, we will say more about the epistemological
assumptions that might lead one to take seriously the
position of metaphysical solipsism. But let us first exam-
ine some influential criticisms leveled at the view.

CRITICISMS. One charge often leveled against meta-
physical solipsism is the charge of self-refutation. There
are a number of different ways in which a view might be
self-refuting. The strongest form of self-refutation is log-
ical—a self-refuting view entails that it is itself false. So,

for example, the proposition that all claims are false is
self-refuting in this sense. The claim entails its own false-
hood. On the face of it, it is difficult to see how the solip-
sist’s claim can be self-refuting in this way. Nevertheless,
critics have claimed that for the solipsist’s claim to be
meaningful it must be false. Inspired by Wittgenstein, for
example, some philosophers claim that language and
meaning are essentially social; there can be no such thing
as a private language or a private linguist.

Unfortunately, it is by no means easy to figure out
just what the basis for this claim is. One crude character-
ization of the argument emphasizes the importance of
rules in determining meaning. One uses a term meaning-
fully only if one uses it in accord with a rule that deter-
mines when the term is used correctly or incorrectly. If
one is the sole arbiter of when a term is used correctly, the
argument goes, one will be unable to make a mistake. But
if one cannot make a mistake using the term, then it
makes no sense to suppose that one is using the term cor-
rectly; correct use makes sense only against the possibility
of incorrect use. It is only when there is a community of
language users that one can understand the distinction
between correct and incorrect use of language; incorrect
use can be identified with divergence from standard or
common use.

So to illustrate with an example, suppose that I see a
creature I have never seen before and resolve to call it and
anything relevantly like it a “gretl.” One might initially
suppose that I have successfully introduced a word into
my own private language. Tomorrow, I see another crea-
ture—somewhat like the first, but also in many ways dis-
similar. Is it a “gret]” or not? It seems that if I am the only
one deciding whether it is enough like the first creature to
count as a “gretl,” then I cannot get it wrong—whatever I
decide goes. Again, the Wittgensteinian will claim that
where there is no possibility of error, there is no possibil-
ity of truth.

There are no uncontroversial interpretations of the
private language argument, and a full evaluation of it
would take us far afield. All versions of the argument,
however, rest on highly controversial assumptions. It is
not clear, for example, that judgment involves compari-
son to a paradigm. In any event, one must surely worry
that the version stated above would rule out even the pos-
sibility of a solitary linguist—a sole language user. But it
is hard to see how it could be impossible for there to exist
one and only one person who was capable of both
thought and language. We can imagine, for example, an
infant who is the sole human survivor of a worldwide
natural disaster and who, adopted by apes, somehow
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manages to mature into an adult. In such a world, if that
human being could formulate the thought that there are
no other people, he or she would have formulated a true
thought. And do we really want to argue that in the situ-
ation described it would be metaphysically impossible for
the person to formulate either the thought or a language
that could express the thought? If we reflect on the sce-
nario just described, we might become suspicious of any
argument that purports to show that the solipsist’s doc-
trine that there exists only one self is in some sense unin-
telligible or necessarily false.

There is a more recent philosophical claim about the
nature of thought that, like the earlier arguments inspired
by Wittgenstein, might seek to cast doubt on the intelligi-
bility of metaphysical solipsism. It is sometimes called
semantic, psychological, or content externalism. The
basic idea behind the view is encapsulated in Putnam’s
famous slogan that meanings are not “in the head,” and
its proponents sometimes seem to claim that one can
only have thoughts about certain kinds of things if those
kinds of things exist. If the view were true, one might be
able to infer from the fact that one can form thoughts
about physical objects (even the thought that there are no
physical objects) that physical objects exist. Similarly, one
might be able to infer from the fact that one can form
thoughts about other people (even the thought that there
are no other people) that other people exist. The view
underlying this criticism of metaphysical solipsism is
held in opposition to another thesis associated with solip-
sism, a thesis sometimes called “methodological solip-
sism.”

METHODOLOGICAL SOLIPSISM

The term methodological solipsism was introduced by
Hilary Putnam and made more familiar by Jerry Fodor. It
is precisely the view rejected by the content externalist.
The methodological solipsist (or internalist in the philos-
ophy of mind) is convinced that psychological states
(beliefs, desires, fears, pains, etc.) are entirely constituted
by internal features of the person in those states. Two
people cannot be in identical internal states while one of
them has a certain desire, say, and the other does not. The
externalist argues, somewhat paradoxically perhaps, that
at least some of the conditions that constitute or deter-
mine your psychological states are factors that lie outside
you—factors that include, for example, the causal origin
of your internal states. So Putnam famously argued that
two people could be in precisely the same internal states
while one is thinking about water (the stuff with molecu-
lar structure H,0) and the other is thinking about “twa-
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ter” (something with an entirely different molecular
structure). The difference in the content of their thoughts
would be a function of the environments in which the
respective internal states arise. In a much-discussed
attempt to extend these considerations to issues involving
skepticism, Putnam (1981) appeared to argue that if one
were a brain in a vat whose experiences were produced by
the machinations of some mad neurophysiologist, one
could not even entertain that hypothesis. His idea is that
without some sort of sensory interaction with the physi-
cal world, one could not even form a thought that was
about a physical object like a brain or a vat.

If such an argument were successful it would not be
hard to extend it as an attack on the intelligibility of the
more extreme forms of metaphysical solipsism. When the
solipsists make clear their views about what does not
exist, their ability to form the thought, for example the
thought that there is no external world, presupposes that
there is one. Without interaction with external reality, no
thought could be about such reality and one thus could
not even coherently deny its existence. Since skepticism
about the existence of others typically runs through skep-
ticism about the external world, one will have undercut
an argument for solipsism.

CRITICISMS. Content externalism is no less controver-
sial than the various presuppositions Wittgenstein and
others brought to their philosophical views about mean-
ing. But even if we grant some of the basic tenets of the
externalist’s conception of the conditions necessary for
thought, careful statements of the view will not take one
very far toward interesting metaphysical conclusions
about what there is. For one thing, the careful content
externalist is going to radically restrict the view to a sub-
class of thoughts. No one thinks, for example, that in
order for one to have thoughts about mermaids, one
must have interacted in some way (or be connected with
someone else who has interacted in some way) with
actual mermaids. The most natural move, borrowed from
the earlier empiricists who thought that all ideas are
“copies” of prior impressions, is to make a distinction
between complex ideas and simple ideas. The earlier
empiricist conceded that the idea of a mermaid is not a
copy of some prior impression or experience of a mer-
maid, but went on to claim that the idea is complex (the
idea of woman’s torso combined with a fish’s tail), and the
ideas out of which the complex idea is composed are
copies of prior impressions. Of course, the idea of a torso
itself might be complex, composed of still simpler ideas.
The natural thought for both the earlier empiricist and
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the content externalist is to restrict their thesis to the sim-
ple ideas that are the “building blocks” of other ideas.

The difficulty is that it is not clear what the best can-
didates are for the simple ideas out of which others are
built. Suppose, for example, that I have the idea of a sen-
sation. I might also be able to form the idea of causation.
I can put those two ideas together to form the idea of that
which causes the sensation. Arguably, in this way I can
form the complex idea of an external object. But I have
formed the idea in such a way that it might not corre-
spond to anything—the sensation in question might have
no cause. There seems to be nothing in the externalist’s
view that blocks the possibility of forming thoughts of
this sort, thoughts that might well not correspond to
anything. Consequently, it is not at all clear that the
metaphysical solipsist would face any problems of self-
refutation in framing various radical views about what
does not exist.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL SOLIPSISM

The first two theses discussed above are metaphysical
claims—claims about what exists. As we have just seen,
one use of the expression “methodological solipsism”
involves a claim about the nature of mental states. There
was, however, an earlier use of the term “methodological
solipsism” (by Hans Driesch, Rudolph Carnap, and oth-
ers) expressing an epistemological thesis. Indeed, that
earlier use of the expression is a much more natural way
to describe what these philosophers had in mind—a
method for arriving at truth. To avoid confusion, it is best
to describe the view that I have in mind as epistemologi-
cal solipsism.

The fundamental idea behind epistemological solip-
sism is the claim that in reaching conclusions about what
exists, each of us is restricted to a foundation of knowl-
edge about our own mental states. The foundationalist in
epistemology is convinced that there must be some truths
that are known or justifiably believed without their need-
ing to be inferred from other different truths that are
known or justifiably believed. This foundational knowl-
edge is needed to block a vicious epistemological regress.
To justifiably believe P by inferring it from EI, one would
need, the argument goes, justification for believing EI.
Some would argue that one would also need justification
for believing that EI confirms P. But if the only way to
justifiably believe something is to infer it from something
else, then to justifiably believe E1, one would need to infer
it from something else E2, which one would need to infer
from something else E3, and so on, ad infinitum. Finite
minds cannot complete infinitely long chains of reason-

ing. It is not even clear that infinite minds can complete
infinitely long chains of reasoning. So if we are to justifi-
ably believe anything at all, some of our beliefs must be
non-inferentially justified—justified without inference.

The radical empiricist/epistemological solipsist is
convinced that the only contingent truths that one can
know without inference are truths about one’s own exis-
tence and the thoughts and experiences contained there.
Arguments for restricting the foundations of knowledge
in this way depend, typically, on specific presuppositions
about the nature of foundational knowledge. As we saw
earlier, Descartes sought foundations in beliefs that are
infallible. If one’s justification for believing something is
compatible with the belief’s being false, then the belief is
not a candidate for non-inferential knowledge. The radi-
cal empiricist was convinced that beliefs about the exter-
nal world, the past, other minds, and the future, all fail
this test for foundational knowledge. By contrast, one’s
beliefs that one exists, that one is in pain (when one is),
that one has thoughts, all were supposed to pass the test.

A closely related version of foundationalism seeks to
identify foundational knowledge with belief accompa-
nied by direct acquaintance with facts that are the truth-
makers for the belief. On this view, when one is in pain,
for example, one’s non-inferential justification consists in
the fact that the pain itself is directly present to con-
sciousness. Again, the claim is that objects in the physical
world, other minds, facts about the past, and facts about
the future, are never directly presented to consciousness
in this way. Their existence must be inferred from what is
known directly about present conscious states.

The epistemological solipsist’s position was probably
almost taken for granted by most prominent philoso-
phers in the history of philosophy. The task of the
philosopher is essentially egocentric. If one is to avoid
begging questions, one has no choice but to begin one’s
search for truth with the various ways that things appear.
This epistemological position does not entail metaphysi-
cal solipsism, but as we saw, there is the danger that one
will be unable to reason oneself out from behind this
“veil” of subjective appearance.

CRITICISMS. The version of foundationalism endorsed
by the epistemological solipsist has come under sustained
attack in the last several decades. In discussing metaphys-
ical solipsism, we have already had occasion to examine
Wittgenstein’s worries about the possibility of a private
language. To the extent that judgment involves categoriz-
ing things, categorizing things involves appeal to the cor-
rectness of following certain rules, and knowledge of
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what rules sanction involves facts about communities of
rule followers, one will have difficulty finding the kind of
foundations sought by the epistemological solipsist. But
as we saw, this criticism of private language and thought
is by no means uncontroversial.

In the previous section, we also discussed a view
about the nature of mental states that might also cast
doubt on the radical version of foundationalism
endorsed by many empiricists. If external reality is liter-
ally partially constitutive of mental states like belief, then
it might seem to follow that our knowledge of mental
states could be no more secure than the knowledge of that
external reality upon which their content depends. That
this follows from psychological externalism, however, is a
matter of great dispute, and among those who take it to
be an implication of externalism in the philosophy of
mind, there are many who take this consequence of the
view to be a reductio of the view. In any event, as we also
noted, psychological externalism is no more uncontro-
versial than the presuppositions of Wittgenstein’s argu-
ment against the possibility of knowing truths about a
“private” experience.

There are other efforts to cast doubt on the claim
that empirical knowledge begins (and perhaps even ends)
with knowledge of one’s inner mental states. In a famous
attack on the radical empiricist’s doctrine of what is
“given,” Wilfred Sellars (1963) claimed that it is an illu-
sion to suppose that we can form thoughts about appear-
ances that are independent of thoughts about objective
reality. So suppose, for example, that the epistemological
solipsist claims to know that something looks red to him,
or that it appears as if something is red. That epistemo-
logical solipsist claims that knowledge that there actually
is a physical object that is red is more tenuous, less secure,
than knowledge of the subjective appearance presented
by such an object. But Sellars wants to know precisely
what it means to say that it looks as if something is red.
Sometimes we use “seems”/ “appears” language to indi-
cate tentative belief—R. M. Chisholm (1957) called this
the epistemic use of “appears.” But in its epistemic sense,
the judgment that it appears as if X is red is just the ten-
tative judgment that X is red—it is not a truth about an
appearance to which one might appeal as evidence for the
claim that there exists before one a red object.

There is another use of “appears,” however—the
comparative use. But it will not be of any use to the
philosopher intent on restricting a knowledge claim to
subjective experience. In the comparative sense, to judge
that it appears to me as if X is red is just to judge that I am
having the kind of experience that is usually caused by
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red things under normal conditions. It takes but a
moment’s reflection to realize that this thought about
how things appear is not a thought confined to subjective
reality at all. To know that it looks as if something is red,
I would have to know something about objective real-
ity—I would have to know how red things look under
normal conditions—something that presupposes that I
have had epistemic access to how things have been, not
just how things appear.

If the only way that we could conceptualize experi-
ence was comparatively in the above sense, then it would
be folly to suggest that our knowledge of reality begins
with knowledge of subjective appearance. But, of course,
it is not difficult to see how the epistemological solipsist
should respond to the above criticism. The very charac-
terization of the comparative use of “appears” seems to
make reference to a “way” that red things look and the
radical empiricist/epistemological solipsist thinks that we
have no difficulty conceptualizing that way in terms of its
intrinsic character. However the word “appears” is nor-
mally used, the epistemological solipsist can borrow that
term to describe what Chisholm called the noncompara-
tive intrinsic character of the experience (1957).

There are countless other attacks on the radical foun-
dationalist’s idea that all empirical knowledge rests on a
foundation of knowledge about the character of subjec-
tive experience. Some, for example, argue that we must
reject such a view because it will ultimately lead to a rad-
ical skepticism—perhaps even the metaphysical solipsism
discussed earlier. The charge is that the foundations
countenanced by such a view coupled with available epis-
temic principles simply will not allow us to get back the
knowledge that we commonsensically take ourselves to
have. To determine whether epistemological solipsism
does lead to skepticism would take us too far afield, but
one might wonder whether a commitment to the falsity
of skepticism should rule philosophical thought.

Still others complain that the epistemological solip-
sist radically overintellectualizes the nature of our
thought about external reality. Not only do we not always
infer objective reality from subjective experience, we
rarely pay attention to how things appear. As anyone who
has tried to paint soon realizes, it takes a certain amount
of learning and sophistication to see the world as it
appears instead of as we take it to be objectively. But it is
not clear what relevance this observation has for the epis-
temological solipsist’s central thesis. To be sure, if the
solipsist makes a claim about what we actually do know,
the above observations might cast doubt on that claim by
casting doubt on the question of whether we typically
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form the required thoughts. But the careful epistemolog-
ical solipsist might make a claim only about the possibil-
ity of knowledge. That epistemological solipsist might
argue that whatever we think we know or justifiably
believe, the only truths that can be known, at least directly
and without inference, are truths about the character of
subjective experience.

Just as there is an internalism/externalism contro-
versy concerning the nature of mental states, so also there
is an internalism/externalism controversy in epistemol-
ogy. Many epistemological externalists argue that
whether or not a belief is justified depends critically on
the causal history of the belief—the way in which the
belief was produced. Alvin Goldman (1979) advances one
version of such a view—reliabilism. The reliabilist is a
kind of foundationalist but argues that foundationally
justified beliefs are just beliefs produced by reliable belief-
producing processes that take as their input something
other than beliefs. A belief-producing process of this sort
is reliable when it does or would produce mostly true
beliefs. Reflection on the reliabilist’s criterion for non-
inferential justification reveals that there can be no a pri-
ori restrictions on which beliefs might turn out to be
non-inferentially justified. Against the traditional foun-
dationalists, the reliabilist will argue that non-inferential
justification has nothing to do with infallibility. A belief
can be non-inferentially justified if it is just barely more
likely to be true than false. Beliefs about the past, the
physical world, and other minds all might be non-
inferentially justified according to the reliabilist. Whether
they are or not depends on empirical facts about the way
in which such beliefs are caused.

It is certainly true that arguments for epistemologi-
cal solipsism are challenged by contemporary versions of
epistemological externalism. It is hardly the case, how-
ever, that philosophers agree on the success of externalist
analyses of epistemic concepts. The epistemological
solipsists have an array of weapons ready to deploy
against the externalist. But underlying their criticism is
often the common theme that the externalist’s analysis of
epistemic concepts has stripped them of their philosoph-
ical interest. The epistemological solipsist is likely to be
convinced that satisfying the externalist’s epistemic con-
cepts does nothing to provide assurance of the sort the
philosopher seeks. I may have a reliably produced belief. I
may be evolutionarily programmed to believe reliably
various truths about the world around me. But unless I
have some reason to believe that the way in which my
beliefs are formed is reliable, the mere fact of reliability

does nothing to give me the kind of assurance I was look-
ing for when I was interested in having justified beliefs.

EGOISM

Another quite different sort of doctrine that might be
associated with the idea of the self standing alone is the
ethical theory or theory of rational behavior known as
egoism. A crude version of the theory is that rational peo-
ple have only one goal or end in acting—their own hap-
piness or well-being. Egoists can certainly take into
account the well-being of others but only insofar as they
have some reason to believe that the well-being of others
impacts their own well-being.

Like other versions of solipsism, egoism has been
accused by some of internal incoherence. As a theory, one
argument goes, egoism must enjoin everyone to achieve
his or her own well-being. But we can easily imagine a
case in which my doing X maximizes my well-being,
while R’s preventing me from doing X will maximize R’s
well-being. I cannot coherently recommend, exhort, or
want R to prevent me from doing what I want to do.

The above criticism presupposes that a principle of
morality or rationality must be universalizable in certain
respects. More specifically, it presupposes that if someone
accepts the principle that everyone ought to seek only his
or her own well-being, that commits that person to rec-
ommending such behavior to others, or acquiescing in
such behavior on the part of others, or wanting others to
behave in such ways. Such presuppositions are not
uncontroversial even in the domain of morality, but are
arguably downright implausible if the “ought” judgment
in question is intended to assert only the rationality of
egoistic behavior. There seems nothing at all inconsistent
in my believing that it would be rational for all people to
act egoistically while encouraging them not to so act and
doing what I can to prevent them from acting that way. I
know all too well what people ought to do to beat me in
a game of tennis, but I never advise them concerning how
to do it; I never want them to do it, and I do whatever I
can to thwart them from behaving as they ought to.

As an ethical theory, the plausibility of egoism might
in the end depend on metaphysical issues concerning the
nature of ethical properties. G. E. Moore (1912) famously
argued that if my happiness is objectively good, it is so in
virtue of the property of being happy that I exemplify.
But if objective goodness “supervenes” in this sense on
the property of being happy, then it supervenes on that
property no matter whose happiness we are talking
about. An ethical egoist cannot recognize the goodness of
his or her own happiness without recognizing the value
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inherent in another person’s being happy. But most ego-
ists are not objectivists about value. On one view, diamet-
rically opposed to ethical objectivism, something has
intrinsic value for a person S only insofar as S subjectively
values that thing for its own sake. And it is just a brute
fact about most human beings, the egoist claims, that
people care more about their own happiness than they do
about the happiness of others.

That alleged empirical truth, however, is not uncon-
troversial. It might not be all that difficult for most par-
ents, for example, to conclude that they value intrinsically
the happiness of their children—perhaps even more than
they value their own happiness. If they do, and if subjec-
tive valuing confers intrinsic value on that which is val-
ued, then the egoist’s view that rational people concern
themselves only with their own well-being is implausible.
It is worth noting, however, that the view according to
which a thing’s intrinsic value for a person is determined
by that person’s valuing it is itself a kind of solipsistic
view. It is not egoism, because we might find ourselves
valuing intrinsically the well-being of others, but it is still
a view that makes the individual person the creator of the
goals or ends that partially define for that person how life
ought to be lived.

See also Augustine, St.; Ayer, Alfred Jules; Bradley, Francis
Herbert; Bridgman, Percy William; Broad, Charlie
Dunbar; Carnap, Rudolf; Descartes, René; Driesch,
Hans Adolf Eduard; Egoism and Altruism; Epistemol-
ogy; Fichte, Johann Gottlieb; Hamilton, William;
Hume, David; Kant, Immanuel; Lewis, Clarence Irving;
Locke, John; Mach, Ernst; Malcolm, Norman; Mill,
John Stuart; Moore, George Edward; Other Minds; Pas-
tore, Valentino Annibale; Private Language Problem;
Royce, Josiah; Russell, Bertrand Arthur William; San-
tayana, George; Schiller, Ferdinand Canning Scott;
Schuppe, Ernst Julius Wilhelm; Stace, Walter Terence;
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SOLOV'EV (SOLOVYOV),

VLADIMIR SERGEEVICH
(1853-1900)

Vladimir Sergeevich Solov’év was a Russian philosopher,
poet, polemical essayist, and literary critic. His father, S.
M. Solov’év, was an eminent historian and professor at
Moscow University.

After graduating in 1873 from the historico-
philological department of Moscow University, Solov’év
studied for a year at the Moscow Theological Academy. In
1874 he defended his master’s dissertation, Krizis zapad-
noi filosofii. Protiv pozitivistov (The crisis of western phi-
losophy: Against positivists) and was elected a docent of
philosophy at Moscow University. During 1875-1876 he
conducted research at the British Library, where he con-
centrated on mystical and Gnostic literature, including
Jakob Boehme, Paracelsus, Emanuel Swedenborg, and the
kabbalah.

Having a poetic and impressionable nature, Solov’év
apparently possessed mediumistic gifts. Several times he
had visions of Sophia, or the Eternal Feminine; he tells
about one such vision, which he had in Egypt in 1875, in
his poem “Three Meetings.” After his return to Russia, he
resumed lecturing at Moscow University; but in 1877,
because of conflicts among the professors, he left the uni-
versity and went to Petersburg to serve on the Scholarly
Committee of the Ministry of National Education, mean-
while giving lectures at Petersburg University and at the
Higher Courses for Women.

In 1877 he published the essay “Filosofskie nachala
tsel’'nlgo znaniia” (Philosophical principles of integral
knowledge); during 1877-1880 he wrote the study Kritika
otvlechennykh nachal (Critique of abstract principles);

and in 1878 he began reading the cycle of Chteniia o
bogochelovechestve (Lectures on godmanhood).

On March 28, 1881, after the assassination of Tsar
Alexander II, Solov’év, in a public lecture on the incom-
patibility of capital punishment with Christian morality,
called on the new tsar to refrain from executing the assas-
sins. His lecture provoked a fierce reaction; the relations
between the philosopher and the authorities were ruined,
and he left public and academic service, becoming a pro-
fessional writer.

In the 1880s his attention was focused on sociopolit-
ical and religious questions. His most important works of
this period were Dukhovnye osnovy zhizni (Spiritual foun-
dations of life; 1882-1884), Velikii spor i khristianskaia
politika (The great dispute and Christian politics; 1883),
Istoriia i budushchnost’ teokratii (The history and the
future of theocracy; Zagreb, 1886), Tri rechi v pamiat’
Dostoevskogo (Three speeches in memory of Dostoevsky;
1881-1883), La Russie et UEglise Universelle (Paris, 1889;
Russian translation, 1911), and the cycle of essays Nat-
sional’nyi vopros v Rossii (The national question in Russia;
1883-1891).

In the 1890s Solov’év returned to philosophical:
work proper. He wrote the essay “Smysl liubvi” (The
meaning of love; 1892-1894) and the treatise on ethics
Opravdanie dobra (The justification of the good;
1894-1895); he proposed a new interpretation of the the-
ory of knowledge in essays unified under the title Pervoe
nachalo teoreticheskoi filosofii (The first principle of theo-
retical philosophy; 1897-1899); and his last significant
work, Tri razgovora (Three conversations; 1899—-1900),
was devoted to the problem of evil. Excessive work and
unsettled life ruined Solov’év’s health, which had always
been poor. He died near Moscow as a guest on the estate
of his friends, the Princes Trubetskoi.

In his spiritual development, Solov’év experienced
many influences that determined the orientation and
character of his thought. In early youth he assimilated
socialist ideas: the quest for social truth and faith in
progress, which were characteristic for Russian thought
and in fact for the nineteenth century in general. From
the Slavophiles Solov’év assimilated the idea of “integral
knowledge,” which offered an answer to the question of
the meaning of human existence, as well as to that of the
goal of the cosmic and historical process. According to
Solov’év the subject of this process is humanity as a sin-
gle organism, a concept borrowed from Auguste Comte.
This approach is based on Solov’év’s belief in the reality
of the universal, a belief formed under the influence of
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Benedict (Baruch) de Spinoza and of German idealism,
especially Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.

Solov’év was also greatly influenced by thinkers who
attributed a metaphysical significance to the concept of
the will: Immanuel Kant, Arthur Schopenhauer, Eduard
von Hartmann, and especially Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph
von Schelling. If Solov’év owes his dialectical method pri-
marily to Hegel, his theology, metaphysics, and aesthetics
bear the stamp of the influence of voluntaristic meta-
physics. Solov’év converges with Schelling in his roman-
tic aesthetic approach to problems of religion and in his
erotic mysticism that culminates in the cult of the Eternal
Feminine, the world soul. A significant role in the forma-
tion of Solov’év’s views belonged to the Christian Platon-
ism of P. D. Turkevich, especially the latter’s doctrine of
the heart as the center of spiritual life. Solov’év creatively
transformed these multifarious influences in his doctrine
by developing a systematic philosophy, which, however,
was not free of a number of difficulties and contradic-
tions. In his works one finds a sober assessment and con-
structive critique of many philosophical conceptions that
had previously contributed to forming his worldview.

BEING AND EXISTENCE

Solov’év constructs his philosophical system according to
a schema of history as the development of the world
spirit, that is, as a theo-cosmo-historical process. He
rejects the secularism that permeates modern European
philosophy and, following the early Slavophiles, seeks to
attain integral knowledge that presupposes the unity of
theory and practical activity. His goal is “to introduce the
eternal content of Christianity into a new rational uncon-
ditional form proper to this content” (1908-1923, p.
2:89).

In other words, his goal is to justify this content by
means of “theosophy,” an investigation of the nature of
God. Like the Slavophiles, Solov’év critiques abstract
thought (particularly Hegel’s idealism) from the vantage
point of spiritualistic realism, which requires that
thought, the thinking subject, and the thought content be
separated into distinct elements—elements that coincide
for Hegel in the absolute idea. According to Solov’év, that
which genuinely exists is not a concept or an empirical
given but a real spiritual entity, the subject of will, existent
(sushchee). The bearers of power and volition, spirits and
souls alone possess reality; following Kant and Schopen-
hauer, Solov’év considers the empirical world to be only a
phenomenon and describes it as being, in contradistinc-
tion to existent. The first and supreme “existent,” God, is
defined by Solov’év in the spirit of neoplatonism and the
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kabbalah as a positive nothingness, which is the direct
opposite of Hegel’s negative nothingness—pure being
obtained by abstraction from all positive definitions.
Having defined existence as that which appears, and
being as a phenomenon, Solov’év thus interprets the con-
nection between God and the world as the connection
between essence and phenomenon, establishing a relation
of necessity between the transcendent foundation of the
world and the world itself, which can be known by means
of reason—with the aid of so-called organic logic.

However, there is a certain contradiction between
Solov’év’s mystical realism and his rationalistic method:
If that which is, is a transcendent spiritual entity, one can
have knowledge of it only on the basis of revelation. It is
inaccessible to rational knowledge. However, Solov’év is
convinced that the rationally unfathomable existent can
be an object of mystical contemplation, of intellectual
intuition understood in a special manner and identified
by Solov’év with the state of inspiration. Following
Schelling and the Romantics, Solov’év takes intellectual
intuition to be akin to the productive capacity of the
imagination and, accordingly, he takes philosophy to be
akin to artistic creation, interpreting here the creative act
by analogy with the passively mediumistic trance state.
Solov’év considers the ecstatic inspired state to be the ori-
gin of philosophical knowledge:

The action upon us of ideal entities, producing
in us the intellectual or contemplative knowl-
edge (and creation) of their ideal forms or ideas,
is what is called inspiration. This action takes us
out of our ordinary natural center and raises us
to a higher sphere, thereby producing ecstasy.
Thus ... the directly defining principle of
true philosophical knowledge is inspiration.
(1911-1914, p. 1:294)

By identifying the direct action of transcendent entities
on people with the intellectual contemplation of ideas,
Solov’év removes the boundary between rational thought
and mystical vision; and the removal of the distinction
between mystically interpreted intellectual intuition and
the productive capacity of the imagination leads to the
confusion of artistic imagination with religious revela-
tion and to a magical and occultist interpretation of art,
characteristic not only of Solov’év but also of the sym-
bolists whom he influenced. It is precisely in this manner
that Solov’év understands the synthesis of philosophy,
religion, and art. According to Solov’év the divine “That
Which Is” is revealed directly, with the aid of sensation or
emotion; and therefore no proofs of the existence of God
are required: His reality cannot be logically derived from
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pure reason but is given only by an act of faith. Neverthe-
less, the content of the divine “Existent” is revealed with
the aid of reason.

ALL-UNITY

Solov’év describes the Absolute as the “eternal all-one”
(1911-1914, p. 3:234), or as the “One and all.” This means
that all that which exists is contained in the Absolute: The
all-unity is unity in multiplicity. According to Solov’év
the one is independent of the all (the term absolute means
“detached,” “liberated”), and consequently it is defined
negatively in relation to the other. But since it cannot
have anything outside itself, it is defined positively in rela-
tion to the other. Thus, two poles or centers are eternally
present in it: (1) independence of all forms, of all mani-
festation; and (2) the power that produces being, that is,
the multiplicity of forms. The first pole is the One; the
second is the potency of being, or the first matter, which,
as in Boehme, is included in the Absolute as “its other,” as
the first substrate, or the “ground” of God.

Solov’év clarifies the concept of the first matter in
terms of Schellingian-Schopenhaurean definitions—as
power, attracting, striving, and originating in Boehme’s
doctrine of the “dark nature” in God, the doctrine of the
unconscious depths of Divinity as the principle of evil.
The inseparability of the two poles of That Which Exists
signifies that the Absolute cannot appear except as actu-
alized in matter, and matter cannot appear except as idea,
as the actualized image of the One. In his Critique of
Abstract Principles Solov’év describes the second pole of
the all-unity, that is, the first matter (which is idea, or
nature), as the becoming all-one, in contrast to the first
pole, which is the existent all-one (1911-1914, p. 2:299).
This means that the Absolute cannot exist except as actu-
alized in its other. The pantheistic basis of this conception
is obvious: This view of the relation between God and the
world differs from the Christian idea of creation. The
becoming all-one is the world soul, which, being the
foundation of the entire cosmic process, only “in man
first receives its proper inner activity, finds itself, is con-
scious of itself” (pp. 2:302-303).

SOPHIOLOGY

In his Lectures on Godmanhood Solov’év attempts to
translate the self-sundering of the Absolute into the lan-
guage of Christian theology, giving his own interpreta-
tion of the dogma of the Trinity. He distinguishes God as
the absolute existent from His content (essence or idea),
which appears in the person of the Son, or the Logos. The
incarnation of this content is realized in the world soul,

Sophia, the third person of the divine Trinity—the Holy
Spirit. Distinguishing in God the active unity of the cre-
ativ