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OAKESHOTT, MICHAEL

(1901-1990)

Michael Oakeshott, a wide-ranging thinker mostly
known for his work in social and political philosophy,
was born in Chelsfield, Kent, on December 11, 1901.
Oakeshott read history at Gonville and Caius College,
Cambridge, and graduated in 1923. He returned as a fel-
low in 1925. In 1940 he enlisted in the British Army and
served with “Phantom,” an intelligence unit that worked
on artillery spotting. In 1949 he went to Oxford as a fel-
low of Nuffield College and in 1951 he was appointed to
the chair of political science at the London School of Eco-
nomics. He retired in 1969, but continued to be active
from his retirement home in Acton, Dorset, where he
died on December 18, 1990.

EXPERIENCE AND ITS MODES

Experience and Its Modes (1933) was Oakeshott’s first
major work. In the book Oakeshott creates some of the
major distinctions that mark his social/political philoso-
phy. The most important concerns experience itself.
Influenced by the holism of Plato and Hegel (especially
the Phenomenology of Spirit) and the idealism of Francis
Bradley (Appearance and Reality), Oakeshott posits that

“experience is a single whole, within which modifications
may be distinguished, but which admits of no final or
absolute division; and that experience everywhere, not
merely is inseparable from thought, but is itself a form of
thought” (1933, p. 10). Within the unity of experience
people attempt to make sense of it via interpretative
devices such as “history research,” “scientific experimen-
tation,” and “practical reasoning.” But all of these paths
will ultimately fail. This is demonstrated by a relentless
skepticism. The futile interpretative modes rely upon a
false understanding of the primacy of Enlightenment-
style rationalism. Instead, the agent finds herself in the
midst of her own reflections and poetic imaginings. This
agent-centered construction creates a tension in a world
of other minds. The result is a necessary travail to recon-
cile one’s own experience with that of others. This process
is necessary to make social existence coherent.

Along with this amalgam of skeptical idealism
Oakeshott posits freedom:

The starting place of doing is a state of reflective
consciousness, namely, the agent’s own under-
standing of his situation, what it means to him.
And, of course, it is no less his situation even
though it may be a concern with what he under-
stands to be the situation of another or of oth-
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OAKESHOTT, MICHAEL

ers. ... And it is in this respect of this starting-
place in an understood contingent situation that
the agent in conduct may be said to be “free.”
(1975, p. 37)

Freedom is thus one of the properties of consciousness
that allows the interpretative awareness of consciousness
to develop.

Because freedom is a precondition of people’s expe-
rience of the world, it is vain for totalitarian dictators to
endeavor to suppress it. To do so would mean that the
dictator tries to suppress an aspect of human nature that
underlies the possibility of human experience. It just can’t
happen. Freedom will exhibit itself in one form or
another. This is not a teleological expression of human
nature but rather an indication that people will interpret
and respond to what life presents them. This is a concrete
and practical vision. Though some may be drawn to the
modes to make sense of it all (a vain endeavor), the pri-
mary imperative (4 la Berkeley) is first to accommodate
the primary data of experience as it presents itself: “And
no matter how far we go with it, we shall not easily forget
the sweet delight which lies in the empty kisses of abstrac-
tion” (1933, p. 356).

RATIONALISM IN POLITICS

The essays in Rationalism in Politics (1991) form the core
of Oakeshott’s social/political thought. In the title essay
Oakeshott extends some of the concepts of his earlier
work to critique Enlightenment rationalism as a device
that is serviceable for guiding social and political think-
ing. He proclaims this Hobbesian skepticism of rational-
ism as a useful tool for politics in language that is
reminiscent of Aristotle (EN L.1).

Every science, every art, every practical activity
requiring skill of any sort, indeed every human
activity whatsoever, involves knowledge. And
universally, this knowledge is of two sorts. ...
The first sort of knowledge I will call technical
knowledge or knowledge of technique. ... The
second sort of knowledge I will call practical,
because it exists only in use, is not reflective and
(unlike technique) cannot be formulated into
rules. (1991, p. 12)

This essay then goes on to evaluate these two aspects of
reason with a critique of traditional accounts that aspire
to make rationalism a transcendent tool. Instead,
Oakeshott insists, reason is merely the handmaiden of
free holistic experience.

In “The Tower of Babel” Oakeshott sets out a
Hegelian understanding of the existing community and
its proper influence on the individual. Two sorts of
morality are posited: The first represents the existing
moral community (akin to the German Sittlichkeit). The
second is a philosophical critique that may alter the first.
Alan Donagan contends that Oakeshott (like Hegel)
misses the force of deontological commands by favoring
the Sittlichkeit over Moralitit. By being biased toward
experience, as such, Donagan believes that fundamental
principles that supercede morality are not given their
due. The mere existence of the second (philosophical)
form of morality is not adequate. This much resembles
the Kant-Hegel debate on the proper place of experience
in evaluating the moral community. Oakeshott’s position
of affirming the existing moral community puts him into
the camp of political conservatism. How much one is to
make of this is still a subject of critical debate.

“The Voice of Poetry in the Conversation of
Mankind” is another key essay in the collection that pro-
claims an aesthetics that is disinterested. It is not for the
sake of instruction nor is it a conscious imitation of
nature. “The poet does not recognize and record natural
or conventional correspondencies or use them to ‘explore
reality’; he does not invoke equivalencies, he makes
images” (1991, p. 528). In this way, the work of art is for
the sake of the pleasurable contemplation of images. In
some ways Oakeshott’s aesthetic stance is reminiscent of
Schiller and some readings of Kant. It is consistent with
the holism standpoint that was established in Experience
and its Modes.

CONCLUSION

Michael Oakeshott may be best known as a conservative
political writer in the tradition of Hobbes. However, as
the comments above suggest, he is more than that. He
grounds his thinking in a comprehensive epistemological
theory that also supports other explorations (such as aes-
thetics, history, and education). To evaluate his work, it is
important to view Oakeshott within this larger context.

See also Aristotle; Berkeley, George; Bradley, Francis Her-
bert; Enlightenment; Epistemology, History of; Hegel,
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich; Hobbes, Thomas; Idealism;
Kant, Immanuel; Plato; Rationalism; Social and Politi-
cal Philosophy.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

2 2nd edition



Bibliography

MAJOR WORKS BY OAKESHOTT

Experience and Its Modes. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge
University Press, 1933. Reprinted in 1966; paperback edition
1986.

The Social and Political Doctrines of Contemporary Europe.
Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1939.

Rationalism in Politics and Other Essays. London: Methuen,
1962. Revised by Timothy Fuller. Indianapolis: Liberty Press,
1991.

On Human Conduct. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975. Paper ed.,
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990.

On History and Other Essays. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983.
The Voice of Liberal Learning: Michael Oakeshott on Education,
edited by Timothy Fuller. New Haven, CT: Yale University

Press, 1989.

“Introduction” to Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1946. Included in Rationalism in Politics, 1991.

A complete bibliography to 1968 is available in Politics and
Experience: Essays Presented to Professor Michael Oakeshott
on the Occasion of his Retirement, edited by Preston King
and B. C. Parekh. (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University
Press, 1968). An online bibliography is available from the
Michael Oakeshott Association (available from
www.michael-oakeshott-association.org).

WORKS ABOUT OAKESHOTT

Auspitz, Josiah Lee. “Individuality, Civility, and Theory: The
Philosophical Imagination of Michael Oakeshott.” Political
Theory 4 (3) (1976): 261-294.

Donagan, Alan. The Theory of Morality. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1977.

Flathman, Richard E. The Practice of Political Authority.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980.

Franco, Paul. The Political Philosophy of Michael Oakeshott.
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990.

Fuller, Timothy. “Authority and the Individual in Civil
Association: Oakeshott, Flathman and Yves Simon.” In
NOMOS 29: Authority Revisited, edited by Roland Pennock
and John Chapman, 131-151. New York: New York
University Press, 1987.

Grant, Robert. Oakeshott. London: Claridge Press, 1990.

King, Preston, and B. C. Parekh, eds. Politics and Experience:
Essays Presented to Professor Michael Oakeshott on the
Occasion of His Retirement. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge
University Press, 1968.

Letwin, Shirley Robin. “Morality and the Law.” Ratio Juris 2 (1)
(March 1989): 55-65.

Minogue, Kenneth Minogue. “Michael Oakeshott.” In
Contemporary Political Philosophers, edited by Zbigniew
Pelczynski and John Gray, 120-146. New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1984.

Nardin, Terry. The Philosophy of Michael Oakeshott. University
Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 2001.

Podoksik, Efriam. “The Voice of Poetry in the Thought of
Michael Oakeshott.” Journal of the History of Ideas 63 (4)
(2002): 717-733.

Wells, Harwell. “The Philosophical Michael Oakeshott.” Journal
of the History of Ideas 55 (1) (1994): 129-145.

OBJECTIVITY IN ETHICS

Worthington, Glen. “Michael Oakeshott and the City of God”
Political Theory 28 (3) (2000): 377-398.

Michael Boylan (2005)

OBJECTIVISM

See Objectivity in Ethics

OBJECTIVITY IN ETHICS

What objectivity in ethics is depends, in part, on what
ethics is. On the narrowest understanding, ethics consists
in judgments about moral constraints, which govern a
person’s treatment of other people, as such. On the
broadest understanding, ethics includes all normative
judgments, which say which responses one ought to have,
and all evaluative judgments, which assess people and
things against standards, as good or bad, beautiful or
ugly, and so on. While it may seem strained to interpret
“ethics” so broadly, many of the questions about the
objectivity of ethics in the narrow sense apply to norma-
tive and evaluative judgments in general.

In one sense, what is objective is what is so inde-
pendently of one’s particular attitudes or position. But
this idea can be specified in different ways. In one sense,
a particular ethical judgment is objective if and only if it
is correct, where this is an evaluation of the judgment
itself, not of how it is formed or sustained. If ethical judg-
ments are beliefs, then it is natural to think that they are
correct if and only if they are true. Scholars might call this
objectivity as truth. But ethical judgments might be cor-
rect in some way other than being true. Immanuel Kant
held that some ethical judgments are correct, even
though ethical judgments are commands, which cannot
be true or false. Scholars might call this more inclusive
conception objectivity as correctness.

In another sense, a particular ethical judgment is
objective if and only if it is formed and sustained in
response to factors that tend to make such judgments
correct. An ethical judgment is objective in this sense if it
results from the judger’s responsible assessment of the
relevant ethical considerations, not unduly influenced by
his or her desires, emotions, or affiliations. Scholars
might call this objectivity as justification.

A different kind of objectivity, described by Thomas
Nagel (1979), is possessed, in the first instance, not by
particular judgments themselves, but instead by what
those judgments are about. Something has objective
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value, in this sense, if it gives everyone reason to respond
to it in the same way, regardless of his or her relation to it.
For example, human suffering gives everyone reason to
do what he or she can to alleviate it. Scholars might call
this objectivity as impersonality and the associated values
“impersonal” or “neutral” values. They contrast with
things of “personal” or “relative” value, which give per-
sons who stand in special relations to them reason to
respond to them in special ways. For example, a child’s
suffering gives that child’s parent more pressing reason to
alleviate it than it gives others. There is a tendency, Nagel
(1986) observed, to assimilate impersonality with justifi-
cation and correctness, which misleadingly suggests that
judgments of personal value, such as that a parent has
reason to care specially for his or her child, are necessar-
ily biased or false.

So far this entry has been considering the objectivity
of particular ethical judgments and their contents. But
some ask whether ethics as a whole, the sum of
humankind’s actual or possible ethical judgments taken
together, is objective. Vaguely put, the question is whether
ethical judgments are answerable to anything independ-
ent of them.

One might interpret this question as asking, “Is there
an ethical reality?” where this “reality” is what ethical
judgments would be answerable to. This question can be
construed, in turn, as asking, “Are there ethical entities
existing out there, in the world?” But this may be a ten-
dentious formulation. What makes judgments distinc-
tively ethical is not that they are about entities of a
distinctive kind, which might exist somewhere, but
instead that they predicate properties of a distinctive
kind. What the question “Is there an ethical reality?” more
plausibly asks is, “Do things actually have ethical proper-
ties?” And this seems to boil down to the questions “Are
some actual or possible ethical beliefs, which predicate
ethical properties of things, true? Can it be so that some-
thing is good or bad, right or wrong?” This is objectivity
as truth, generalized to the domain as a whole. Note that
in order for ethics to be objective in this sense, it is not
enough that ethical judgments be either true or false. The
“error theory” that J. L. Mackie (1977) proposed, which
denies this kind of objectivity to ethics, asserts that all
ethical judgments are false because they all contain a mis-
taken presupposition that something’s having an ethical
property is something that can be so.

Those who deny that ethical judgments are beliefs
may still affirm that they can be correct, in some way
other than being true. There are right and wrong answers
to ethical questions, they may say, even if there is no eth-

ical reality that makes them right or wrong. They affirm
objectivity as correctness generalized to the domain as a
whole.

In another sense, ethics is objective if some actual or
possible ethical judgments are or could be justified. This
is objectivity as justification generalized. If ethics lacks
justification, it does not follow that it lacks correctness.
The fact that no ethical beliefs are justified, for example,
does not mean that no ethical beliefs are true. But it may
seem to have similar practical implications. Even if one’s
ethical beliefs might be true, one has no reason to treat
them as true.

In still another sense, ethics is objective if it does not
“depend on” one’s psychology. Scholars might call this
objectivity as mind independence. Since the claim that
ethics is mind independent is just the denial of the claim
that ethics is mind dependent, the way to come to terms
with the former is to come to terms with the latter. To
understand what it might mean to deny that ethics
“depends on” one’s psychology, in other words, one needs
first to understand what it might mean to assert it. It can-
not be to assert that ethical judgments depend on one’s
psychology. This is a truism; all judgments are psycholog-
ical phenomena. Nor can it be to assert that the things
about which one makes ethical judgments depend on
one’s psychology. No one denies that some ethical judg-
ments can be about psychological states, such as inten-
tions to harm others.

A more promising interpretation of the idea that
ethics “depends on” one’s psychology—of what is denied
by the claim that ethics is objective in the present sense—
is that ethical judgments predicate some property involv-
ing human psychology. An extension of this idea, which
scholars might call mind dependence of properties, might
capture the sense in which noncognitivism represents
ethics as mind dependent. According to noncognitivism,
ethical judgments only appear to predicate properties of
things, while they in fact only express the judger’s deci-
sions or feelings regarding those things. Noncognitivists,
therefore, will not agree that ethical judgments predicate
psychological properties. But they may say something
that approximates this: that in place of predicating prop-
erties, ethical judgments express judgers’ psychological
states.

Another possible interpretation of the idea that
ethics “depends on” one’s psychology, which scholars
might call mind dependence of correctness, is that what
makes ethical judgments correct, when they are, is some-
thing about one’s psychology. The mind dependence of
ethical properties entails the mind dependence of ethical
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correctness. If ethical judgments predicate psychological
properties, then what makes those judgments true or false
are psychological facts. But one might deny that ethical
judgments predicate properties, while still holding, first,
that they can be correct and, second, that their correct-
ness is mind dependent. A Kantian theory might claim
that ethical judgments do not predicate special ethical
properties of actions, but instead command that they be
done. But it might hold first that these commands can be
correct and, second, that what makes them correct is
something about the human will.

A natural way of spelling out the thought that ethical
properties are mind dependent, which David Lewis
(1989) explored in his work, is dispositionalism. Disposi-
tionalism holds that what it is for something to have an
ethical property (to be good, say) just is for it to be the
case that subjects in certain conditions would respond to
it in a certain way (such as by approving of or desiring it).
One reservation about dispositionalism is whether the
relevant response can be specified without appealing to
the ethical property at issue. If approving of or desiring
something consists in believing it to be good, for exam-
ple, then dispositionalism appears to be circular.

Another reservation is that dispositionalism seems to
imply, implausibly, that the extension of ethical proper-
ties varies with dispositions to respond, so that if the rel-
evant subjects in the relevant conditions were not to
approve of, say, kindness, it would no longer be good.
One proposal to overcome this reservation, considered by
David Wiggins (1998), is to identify actual dispositions as
the relevant dispositions. If dispositions in the actual
world are held fixed, then the extension of goodness does
not vary across possible worlds, even ones in which dis-
positions vary. Does this mean, however, that as the iden-
tity of the actual world varies, the extension of goodness
also varies? If so, then, as Lewis (1989) and Christopher
Peacocke (2004) observed, the source of the original
reservation seems only to have been relocated. If not,
then, as Barry Stroud (2000) argued, it is unclear in what
sense goodness is still being said to “depend” on disposi-
tions. The dispositions that are held fixed are held fixed,
it seems, simply because they are responsive to goodness.

Dispositionalism, it is sometimes said, is compatible
with the correctness—indeed the truth—of ethical judg-
ments. According to dispositionalism, the judgment that
something is good is true if and only if subjects in the rel-
evant conditions would approve of it. It might be said,
however, that dispositionalism does not allow ethics to be
correct in a more thoroughgoing sense. Although dispo-
sitionalism holds that judgments about the relevant

OBJECTIVITY IN ETHICS

responses can be correct, it also holds that there is no
sense in which the responses themselves can be correct.

Some theories attempt to make mind dependence
hospitable to a more thoroughgoing kind of correctness.
John McDowell (1985) and Wiggins (1998) suggested
that the relevant responses can be “merited” by their
objects, and they proposed that what it is for something
to be have an ethical property is, in part, for it to “merit”
a certain response. In what way, then, are ethical proper-
ties still mind dependent? It is a necessary truth about any
property that something has that property only if it “mer-
its” a certain response: at very least, the judgment that it
has that property. Perhaps the claim is that while this may
be a necessary truth about every property, it is not an
essential truth about every property. It is not part of
“what it is” for something to have a shape property, for
example, that it merits a response, whereas it is part of
“what it is” for something to have an ethical property.

Kantians also argue for a mind dependence that is
hospitable to a more thoroughgoing kind of correctness
than dispositionalism allows. What makes an ethical
judgment correct, according to Christine Korsgaard
(1996), is that endorsing that judgment is constitutive of
rational, reflective agency. Thus, the correctness of ethical
judgments depends not on contingent tendencies of par-
ticular minds, as dispositionalism supposes, but instead
on the necessary structure of a mind that is capable of
asking ethical questions at all.

So much for what it might mean to assert or deny
that ethics, as a whole, is objective. Why might one assert
or deny it? Some have thought that ethics could be correct
if and only if God laid down ethical laws. There are laws
only where there is a lawgiver, the reasoning may go, and
mortal lawgivers can establish only conventional laws.
Therefore, God alone can establish ethical laws. Do all
laws, however, require a lawgiver? Perhaps ethical laws,
like logical laws, are not chosen by anyone. Moreover, it is
unclear whether God could choose all ethical laws, for
reasons given in the Euthyphro of Plato. If God chose cer-
tain ethical laws without regard for their goodness, then
those laws would appear to be arbitrary, which it seems
ethical laws cannot be. If instead God chose certain ethi-
cal laws because they were good, then God would appear
to have been responding to prior and independent ethical
laws, which he did not choose.

Others are anxious to deny that ethical judgments
can be correct because they wish to justify tolerance of
different ethical judgments. It is true that if no ethical
judgment is correct, then one cannot ground one’s intol-
erance of differing judgments on the claim that one’s own
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judgments are correct. However, this shows only that
there is a false premise in one argument for intolerance. It
does not provide any positive justification for an ethical
principle of tolerance. Moreover, to justify such an ethical
requirement would seem to amount to establishing the
correctness of at least one ethical judgment. So it is not
clear whether the denial that ethical judgments can be
correct is even compatible with the attempt to justify an
ethical principle of tolerance.

A more prevalent concern among contemporary aca-
demic philosophers is that the objectivity of ethical judg-
ments is incompatible with the apparent link between
making an ethical judgment and being motivated to act
accordingly. For example, Mackie (1977) denied that ethical
judgments can be true, on the grounds that they presup-
pose “queer” properties: properties such that when some-
one believes that an object possesses one, he or she
necessarily is moved in a particular way. Perhaps what is
“queer” here, however, is the unqualified claim that making
an ethical judgment entails being motivated to act accord-
ingly. More plausible, as Michael Smith (1994) and Kors-
gaard (1986) argued in their works, is the thesis that making
an ethical judgment entails being motivated, insofar as one
is not irrational, to act accordingly. Smith and Korsgaard
appeared to believe, however, that this revised thesis can be
explained only if the content or correctness of ethical judg-
ments is in a way mind dependent: dependent not on the
tendencies of particular contingent minds, but instead on
the structure or content of ideally rational psychology.

Other philosophers are impressed by disagreement in
ethics. Ethical disagreement alone, however, does not
entail that ethical judgments cannot be correct, any more
than scientific disagreement entails that scientific judg-
ments cannot be correct. The thought may be—as Mackie
(1977), for example, seemed to pursue it—that ethical dis-
agreement is in some way different from other kinds of
disagreement, and that this difference is evidence that eth-
ical judgments are explained by something other than
their subject matter, or that ethics cannot settle the ques-
tions that it asks. As this entry will discuss, however, these
claims—that ethics can be given an “unmasking explana-
tion” and that it cannot resolve its own questions—may
seem plausible even in the absence of actual disagreement.

Still other philosophers, such as Gilbert Harman
(1977), Bernard Williams (1985), and Crispin Wright
(1992), doubted that ethics can be objective, on the
grounds that its subject matter does not provide causal
explanations. That an action was wrong, for example,
does not seem to explain why anything that followed took
place.

While causal powers might be required by a stipu-
lated sense of “objectivity,” it is not immediately obvious
how they are relevant to objectivity intuitively under-
stood as answerability to something independent of judg-
ment. To be sure, some judgments are about causal
powers, and so the possession of such powers is straight-
forwardly relevant to the correctness of such judgments.
If celestial events have no influence on the fates of men,
for example, then astrological beliefs are false. But as
Ronald Dworkin (1996) and T.M. Scanlon (2003) noted,
ethics does not purport to make judgments about causal
powers. So whether ethical properties possess such pow-
ers does not seem to be similarly relevant to the correct-
ness of ethical judgments.

What seems more plausibly relevant to objectivity is
the power of the subject matter of ethics to explain,
specifically, ethical judgments. If ethical beliefs, for exam-
ple, are explained by something other than their putative
subject matter—if, as Stroud (2000) put it, an “unmask-
ing explanation” can be given of ethics—then it may seem
that ethical beliefs are not suitably responsive to their
subject matter. And if ethical beliefs are not suitably
responsive to their subject matter, then they are not justi-
fied. Moreover, an unmasking explanation may be reason
to doubt that ethical beliefs are true: to conclude that
ethics, as a whole, is a kind of illusion. Such is the upshot
of more familiar unmasking explanations of beliefs
about, for example, ghosts and desert oases.

Dworkin (1996) and Scanlon (2003) questioned the
assumption that beliefs can be suitably responsive to a
subject matter, and hence justified, only if they are
causally explained by it. Mathematical beliefs, by analogy,
seem to be justified without being caused by their subject
matter. Stroud (2000) doubted that an unmasking expla-
nation of ethics can even be given. He argued that one
cannot recognize ethical beliefs—the explanandum—
without accepting some ethical claims, which the
“unmasking” explanans was supposed to avoid.

A final concern, as Wiggins (1995) and Scanlon
(2003) have suggested, is simply that ethics may seem
unable to settle any, or enough, of the questions it asks. It
may seem, for example, that no argument could settle
whether lying to one’s friend to spare her feelings in a cer-
tain kind of situation is the right thing to do. Here there
seems to be a sharp contrast with mathematics, which is
able to settle many of the questions it asks. The failure of
ethical argument might suggest that ethical judgments
cannot be justified: that we lack sufficient reason to hold
them. Or it might suggest that ethical judgments cannot
be correct: that the subject matter of ethics does not con-
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strain unique answers to the questions that can be asked
about it.

This is a “first-order” or “substantive” doubt, which
arises within ethical thought itself, about the prospects of
its success. It is often distinguished from “second-order”
or “metaethical” doubts, such as those raised by Mackie
(1977) and Harman (1977), which are supposed neither
to be based on, nor to imply anything, about the
prospects of “internal” ethical argument. Dworkin (1996)
doubted that this distinction can be sustained, conclud-
ing that purportedly “second-order” positions about the
objectivity of ethics are, if they are intelligible at all, sim-
ply substantive positions within ethics.

See also Error Theory of Ethics; Ethical Naturalism; Eth-
ical Relativism; Ethical Subjectivism; Metaethics; Moral
Principles: Their Justification; Moral Realism; Noncog-
nitivism; Rationalism in Ethics (Practical Reason
Approaches); Response-Dependence Theories.
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OCCASIONALISM

See Cartesianism; Geulincx, Arnold; Malebranche,
Nicolas

OCKHAM, WILLIAM OF
See William of Ockham

OCKHAMISM

“Ockhamism” is a term used by some historians of
medieval philosophy to characterize the critical and skep-
tical attitude toward natural theology and traditional
metaphysics that became prevalent in the fourteenth cen-
tury and is ascribed to the influence of William of Ock-
ham (c. 1285-1349). There is little historical basis for
speaking of an Ockhamist school, since Ockham had
scarcely any avowed disciples; nor was the critical attitude
toward natural theology initiated by him, although his
logical criteria of demonstration and evidence undoubt-
edly gave it a powerful implementation. With these reser-
vations one may, in a general sense, attach Ockham’s
name to the movement of thought that, in the fourteenth
century, closed out the medieval enterprise of synthesiz-
ing Aristotelian philosophy with Christian theology and
initiated new lines of development that led toward the
scientific empiricism of the seventeenth century. The
Ockhamist or nominalist movement was known in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as the “modern way”
(via moderna), and was contrasted with the “old way” (via
antiqua) associated with thirteenth-century Scholasti-
cism.

One may distinguish two main phases of this move-
ment of fourteenth-century thought. The first phase,
occurring between 1330 and 1350, was marked by the
rapid spread of Ockham’s doctrines and method among
the theologians and philosophers teaching at the univer-
sities of Oxford and Paris, where Ockham’s logical tech-
niques were used in criticism of the older scholastic
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OCKHAMISM

tradition. The second phase, less directly associated with
Ockham’s own teachings, commenced around 1350 and
involved what may be described as a reconstruction of
philosophy, and of theology as well, on foundations com-
patible with Ockham’s empiricism and nominalism.

CRITIQUE OF SCHOLASTICISM

The influence of Ockham’s logic and of his nominalistic
critique of the thirteenth-century metaphysical syntheses
of philosophy and theology was exhibited at Oxford in
the work of Adam Wodeham (d. 1349), a Franciscan who
had studied with Ockham, and of Robert Holkot (d.
1349), a Dominican theologian who lectured at Oxford
around 1330 and later taught at Cambridge. Holkot was
an outspoken nominalist who minced no words in stating
that theology is not a science and that its doctrines can in
no way be demonstrated or even comprehended by
human reason. Christian dogma, for Holkot, was
accepted by an act of will, on the authority of the church.

Thomas Bradwardine (c. 1290-1349) reacted against
what he regarded as a new Pelagianism embodied in the
Ockhamist interpretation of revealed theology, but he
used Ockham’s logical techniques to draw deterministic
consequences from the doctrine of divine omnipotence,
invoking the authority of Augustine for his views. Other
Oxford teachers influenced by Ockham, and particularly
by his logical methods, included Richard Swineshead
(“the Calculator”), John Dumbleton, William Heytes-
bury, and Richard Billingham.

THE “MODERN WAY”

It was at Paris, more than at Oxford, that Ockham’s influ-
ence led, after an initial resistance, to establishment of a
relatively stable, and in some respects scientifically fruit-
ful, philosophical school that endured and spread
through central Europe in the late fourteenth and early
fifteenth centuries.

One of the first Parisian theologians to embrace
Ockham’s doctrines was John of Mirecourt, a Cistercian
monk who lectured on Peter Lombard’s Sentences in
1344-1345. His skeptical treatment of the arguments of
traditional theology led to a condemnation by the theo-
logical faculty at Paris of articles taken from his lectures.
In many respects Mirecourt’s positions resembled those
of Holkot, by whom he may have been influenced.

Another victim of disciplinary action by the author-
ities of the University of Paris was Nicolas of Autrecourt,
who was condemned to burn publicly, in November
1347, his letters to Bernard of Arezzo and his treatise

Exigit ordo executionis. Nicolas, reacting to the Ockhamist
thesis that God, by his absolute power, could cause an
intuitive cognition of a nonexistent object, or could cause
sensible qualities to exist without any substance being
qualified by them, held that the only things of which man
can have certain knowledge are the qualities perceived by
his five senses, the acts or affections of his own mind, and
those propositions logically evident by the principle of
contradiction. From this he argued that we have no
ground for belief in substances or for making inferences
on the basis of causal relations, and he asserted that the
whole philosophy of Aristotle is a fictitious construction
devoid of any evidence or even of probability, since it
rests on the assumption of substances and of causal
necessities that are neither logically nor empirically evi-
dent. Preferring certainty to the Ockhamist “hypothesis
of nature,” Nicolas turned Ockham’s critique of meta-
physical necessity against Ockham’s own empiricism and
was rebuked by John Buridan for demanding absolute
evidence, or logical necessity, in a domain of inquiry in
which only conditional evidence based on the assump-
tion of a common course of nature is appropriate.

In the hands of Buridan, a teacher on the faculty of
arts at Paris, Ockham’s logic, theory of knowledge, and
nominalistic ontology were made the basis of a natural
philosophy or physics of empirical type, within which
Buridan developed the impetus theory of projectile
motion and gravitational acceleration and subjected the
assumptions of Aristotelian physics and cosmology to
critical analysis in terms of empirical criteria of evidence.
Buridan’s reconstruction of natural philosophy as a posi-
tive and empirically based science of observable phenom-
ena undermined the Aristotelian tradition and provided
some of the main starting points for the development of
modern mechanics in the seventeenth century.

At the same time a theologian of Paris, Gregory of
Rimini (d. 1358), who became general of the order of
Augustinian Hermits, made a constructive use of Ock-
hamist methods and doctrines in a theological synthesis
of nominalism and Augustinianism; although he took
issue with both Ockham and Buridan on some issues of
metaphysics, the later Scholastics regarded him as a mod-
ern theologian of the nominalist group.

Natural philosophy, as distinguished from theology,
was dominated by the moderately Ockhamist tradition
established at Paris by Buridan, developed by Albert of
Saxony and Nicholas of Oresme, and carried to the new
universities of central Europe by Albert, Marsilius of
Inghen, Henry of Hainbuch, and Henry of Oyta. A docu-
ment drawn up by the faculty of the University of
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Cologne in 1425 speaks of the period of preeminence of
the via moderna as the century of Buridan (saeculum
Buridani), indicating that the Ockhamism of the later
fourteenth century had become associated with Buridan
and his followers more than with Ockham.

RELIGIOUS INFLUENCE

The Ockhamist divorce of Christian theology from Aris-
totelian metaphysics, with the corresponding emphasis
on religious faith and the tradition of the Church Fathers
as foundation of Christian doctrine, was reflected in the
popular religious movement associated with the school of
Deventer and the devotio moderna and in the criticisms of
the scholastic methods of theological disputation and
argument made by Jean de Gerson at the end of the four-
teenth century. Gabriel Biel (c. 1410-1495) was the last
influential theologian of the Ockhamist school, and in his
work the influence of Gerson, Gregory of Rimini, Holkot,
and of Ockham himself brought together the diverse
strands of this nominalist tradition in a doctrine with
strong religious emphasis.

Ockhamism, as a well-developed philosophical and
religious tradition, was submerged by the Reformation
and the Counter-Reformation, as well as by the humanist
revolt against the medieval cultural tradition. However,
its leading ideas, in the liberation of both the Christian
faith and the scientific investigation of nature from dog-
matic Aristotelianism, remained operative outside the
schools and bore fruit in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries.

See also Buridan, John; Gregory of Rimini; John of Mire-
court; Nicolas of Autrecourt; William of Ockham.
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OGYU SORAI

(1666—-1728)

Ogyu Sorai, or Butsu, was a Japanese Confucianist of the
kogakuha (“school of ancient learning”), and famous as a
political thinker. Ogya was born in Edo (Tokyo). He was
a gifted pupil and soon mastered classical Chinese; the
classical style is characteristic of his writings. Proud by
nature, Ogyt distinguished himself in the defense of offi-
cial Zhu Xi Neo-Confucianism in polemics against Ito
Jinsai. In 1716, however, his views changed, and in Bendo
(Defining the way) and Bemmei (Definitions of terms) he
supports most of Ito’s ideas. All of Ogyt’s other works
were inspired by the ancient sages in accord with the
maxim “back to antiquity,” a maxim applicable to many
of his innovations. These innovations were expressed in
Taiheisaku (A policy for great peace) and Seidan (Dis-
courses on government). Ogy@’s cosmological views dif-
fer little from 1t6’s; Ogyu, too, rejects the dichotomy of ri,
the principle, and ki, the material energy.

Ogyt holds a positivist and historicist conception of
the Way (d06); it became for him the factual order of soci-
ety, with its positive laws and institutions. He rightly
points out how Confucius stressed the societal implica-
tions of the Way. Ogyt goes much further, excluding per-
sonal ethics until only “rites,” that is, propriety and social
behavior, combined with obedience to the government,
remain. In this sense he comes very close to the Chinese
Legalists in utilitarian ethics. Although he was apparently
inspired by Xunzi c. 295—c. 238 BCE), he does not men-
tion the name. For Ogyt, human nature cannot be much
corrected; in this only social institutions are of any use.
The sole meaning of “humaneness” is the giving of peace
and prosperity to the people, and “virtue” is the virtue of
the ruler in discerning able men. His political and eco-
nomic ideas have little in common with Confucian mor-
alizing. Government is a practical technique (jutsu), and
the economy is not based on thrift but on sound social
policies. He was against the idea of fanatic loyalty to the
lord and advocated some social mobility, believing that
the lower samurai but not the common people should be
allowed to improve their status.

Ogyt’s views of history are distinguished by the same
practical approach. The founder of a dynasty plays a great
role because of the public institutions he has to establish,
yet rulers often fall because of the difficulty of preventing
economic decline. Living under the Tokugawa shogunate,
Ogyu rejected even the nominal sovereignty of the
emperor (an opinion his best pupil, Dazai Shundai
[1680-1747], concurred in). Shintoism for Ogya was an
invention of Yoshida Kanetomo (1435-1511). Ogy@’s
stand in favor of the Tokugawa government and his rejec-
tion of Shintoism explain why he was not repressed for
his daring ideas and anti-Zhu Xi doctrine.

See also Chinese Philosophy; It6 Jinsai; Japanese Philoso-
phy; Xunzi; Zhu Xi (Chu Hsi).
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OKEN, LORENZ

(1779-1855)

Lorenz Oken, a German biologist and philosopher, was
born at Bohlsbach, Baden. He was graduated from the
faculty of medicine at Freiburg in 1804 and obtained his
first professorship in medicine at Jena in 1807. Oken left
Jena in 1819 because as editor of the liberal periodical Isis
he had incurred the disfavor of the authorities. He trav-
eled in Germany and France, lectured at the University of
Basel in 1821 and 1822, and after a brief appointment at
the University of Munich he became professor of physiol-
ogy in Ziirich, where he remained until his death.

After a few years in Jena, Oken was asked to transfer
from medicine to philosophy. Yet ten years later, in his
second term at Basel, he was listed as professor of medi-
cine only, with no reference to philosophy. These changes
reflect Oken’s development and the superseding of
romantic nature philosophy by a more objective study of
natural phenomena. Under the influence of Friedrich von
Schelling and the thinkers of the romantic school, Oken’s
imagination—rather than a genuine philosophical
bent—swept him on to his own version of philosophy of
identity. If in his time Oken was thought to be a greater
philosopher than even Schelling, it was because he had a
much wider knowledge of the natural sciences to illus-
trate and support his metaphysics. His most significant
book in this connection is the Lehrbuch der Naturphiloso-
phie (Elements of Physiophilosophy). This work aroused
great interest, especially among the New England tran-
scendentalists. Oken tried to establish a correspondence
between mathematical structures and nature, and
between metaphysical essences and nature. Fond of
Pythagorean mysticism, he argued that all life is cast in
the mold of mathematical symbols. Zero is nothingness
and the infinite at the same time. The evolution of posi-
tive and negative numbers out of zero is the counterpart
of a descending and ascending order of things—the
descent being from matter (heavenly bodies, rocks, min-
erals, etc.) to some primeval mucus, while the ascent is
from this mucus, seminated by infusoria and helped
along by galvanism, through the whole scale of plant and
animal life to man.

Metaphysically, zero is God. The disintegration of
matter to mucus and the evolution of living beings illus-

OKEN, LORENZ

trate God’s desire to manifest himself in nature—when
he comes to man, he meets himself; man is a god created
by God. Theogony turns into hylogeny, the creation of
matter. By the same token, all that exists is embedded in
and permeated by an everlasting stream of vitality—pan-
theism and vitalism combine in Oken’s view of the uni-
verse and its parts.

A poet in science, Ralph Waldo Emerson called Oken
admiringly. The appropriateness of this remark is under-
lined by Oken the physiologist, who regarded man as an
assembly of all the sense organs and other bodily parts
developed along the ascending path; and by Oken the
psychologist, who saw all animals as contributing to the
psychology of the crowning organism, man. Mollusks
gave man prudence and caution; from the snails man
received seriousness and dignity; courage and nobility
came from the insects; and the fish brought him the
dowry of memory. Oken as a scientist with imagination
may have had his merits, but as a philosopher he was
unable to raise thought from the level of matter, chem-
istry, physiology, and cosmogony to a level of creative
independence. Mind for Oken was merely a mirror in
which God and nature could behold themselves.

In his less poetic moods, Oken came close to being a
modern scientist. He held, with Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe but independently of him, that the cephalic bones
are a repetition of the vertebrae, and he was not far from
establishing the cellular structure of living organisms. His
publications Physiophilosophy-Lehrbuch  der
Naturgeschichte and Allgemeine Naturgeschichte fiir alle
Stiinde—reverted to the method of his earlier works:
close observation and faithful description. If in Oken’s
days the natural sciences had to extricate themselves from

after

preconceived mystical notions wrongly called philosophy,
they beg today to be understood again in some wider
context. The wheel has come full circle, as it must accord-
ing to Oken’s belief in the alternating processes of
dynamic expansion and nostalgic reduction to a state of
absolute quietness, a belief reminiscent of Friedrich Niet-
zsche’s eternal recurrence of the same. The difference is
that for Oken the fascination of this unending spectacle
ended where Nietzsche’s interest in it began, with the
arrival of man and the search for values.

See also Emerson, Ralph Waldo; Goethe, Johann Wolf-
gang von; New England Transcendentalism; Nietzsche,
Friedrich; Realism and Naturalism, Mathematical;
Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von; Structural-
ism, Mathematical; Value and Valuation.
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OLIVI, PETER JOHN
(1248-1298)

Peter John Olivi was one of the most original philoso-
phers of the late thirteenth century. Despite the influence
his ideas had in the Middle Ages and in the formation of
the early modern thought, his own writings have been
studied little. The Council of Vienne (1311-1312) and
Pope John XXII (in 1326) condemned some of his views,
and after this his works (most of which have survived in
the Vatican library) remained mostly in obscurity. His
innovative ideas on the philosophy of history, on Aris-
totelian metaphysics, and especially on human freedom
were developed by other philosophers whose texts had a
more constant and wider circulation (e.g., John Duns
Scotus, William Ockham, and Peter Aureol).

As a twelve-year-old youth in 1261, Olivi entered the
Franciscan order and thereby also one of the best educa-
tional systems of the time. From 1267 to 1272 he studied
in Paris with St. Bonaventure and other famous thinkers.
Possibly because of arrogant opinions, he did not receive
a doctorate. Nevertheless, he moved on to teach at differ-
ent Franciscan schools in southern France. After some of
his views were condemned in 1283, he withdrew from
such duties. He was rehabilitated in 1288 with the help of
his former teacher, Cardinal Matthew of Aquasparta, and
taught in Florence for two years before returning to
Montpellier and later Narbonne, where he stayed until his
death on March 14, 1298.

Readers of Olivi’s works have often noted that Olivi
had a very distinctive writing style. Though his works
clearly belong to the genres of medieval academic writ-

ing, they contain a very personal tone that seems to
spring from Olivi’s intimate experiential touch to philo-
sophical thinking. Olivi clearly had a liking for argu-
ments, and often he refrained from making a determinate
solution, although he did not hesitate to take strong
stances on some very controversial issues. In general, his
habits of thought have a surprisingly modern feel.

SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY

Olivi’s most important innovations in social philosophy
are related to the Franciscan ideal of poverty. In his com-
mentary on the Apocalypse and already in the early Ques-
tions on Evangelical Perfection he formulated a theory of
how the Franciscans used the necessities of life without
having property in them (usus pauper). The theory differs
in its detail to what John Duns Scotus and William Ock-
ham presented later, but the crucial philosophical inno-
vations can be found already in Olivi’s works.

The idea of subjective right is often connected to
early modern political philosophy, but it was developed
already in the discussions concerning Franciscan poverty.
Olivi’s view concerning rights differed from the Aris-
totelian orthodoxy of the time, for according to him the
natural order does not imply rights. Rather, they must be
constituted by an act of a free will. This view becomes
clear in his theory of property acquisition and of political
power. Though Olivi taught for the Franciscans absolute
obedience to the superiors, he qualified that the power of
the superiors must accord with the purpose of the power.
This makes obedience in fact an issue that each person
must weigh in his or her own conscience.

Olivi was a theologian, and he wrote many biblical
commentaries, often with an apocalyptic message. He
also had a historical view of the Church as a changing
institution. He has often been understood as claiming
that the Antichrist will be a pope.

HUMAN FREEDOM

The human free will is a topic that receives a large share
of what can be called Olivi’s main philosophical work, the
commentary on Peter of Lombards Sentences. Some of
Olivi’s strongest anti-Aristotelian formulations come
form this context. Like apparently all the texts where he
explicitly opposes Aristotelian thought, it was written
soon after the bishop Etienne Tempier’s condemnation of
1277 against 219 more or less Aristotelian theses. Olivi
showed no knowledge of the documents of the condem-
nation themselves, but attacked the Aristotelian positions
and apparently also Thomas Aquinas’s views quite
openly.
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According to Olivi’s main argument for the freedom
the human will, the ground for human social practices
like friendship and gratitude, and even personhood,
would collapse if human beings denied the freedom of
the will. In Olivi’s view, free choice is a real possibility
open for all mentally healthy adult humans in their nor-
mal condition. Unlike the animals, humans can make
choices self-reflexively as their own choices. Olivi dis-
cussed the Aristotelian practical syllogism and accepted
that humans consider rationally what would be the best
course of action given a certain end. But even after this
consideration, humans remain free to follow the best
course of action or to do something else. Also, the human
will is always free to posit a new ultimate end. In Olivi’s
example, if one hates one’s enemy and reasons the best
way to harm the person, one remains free not to inflict
harm, or even to begin loving the person for his or her
own sake. Every human has an almost infinite moral
worth based on such freedom, and as a free agent can be
treated as a person.

METAPHYSICS

Olivi’s ontological view of the human soul was rejected
by the fourteenth-century Church as too dualist. He was
understood to have claimed that the soul is not the form
of the body, though his point was subtler. According to
his metaphysics, all individuals consist of matter and
form. However, he distinguished two kinds of matter:
corporeal and spiritual. The human soul informs matter
of both kinds, but the intellectual soul does not inform
any corporeal matter. The human soul is thus a form of
the corporeal body only in respect to its sensitive part.
Thus, Olivi accepted the Aristotelian metaphysics of form
and matter, but thought that the human intellectual soul
is a full individual capable of existence and activity even
without the body. This tradition of thought was contin-
ued by later Franciscans like Scotus and Ockham,
although they gave up the idea of spiritual matter and
with it also the universality of the form-matter meta-
physics, making the intellectual soul an immaterial sub-
stance. In this way, Olivi’s theory can be seen as direct
predecessor of René Descartes’s seventeenth-century
dualist view.

In the philosophy of mind, Olivi’s most important
starting point was that the mind is active and the corpo-
real bodies are passive. He described sensory perception
in terms of an intentional relation where the mind com-
ports to the world, thus rejecting the standard Aris-
totelian model that the corporeal things act upon the
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cognitive systems. Olivi also developed a relatively elabo-
rated theory of the self and human self-understanding.

Olivi was a well-educated intellectual working in a
way similar to his contemporaries. In most of the topics
he treated he refrained from putting forward a full theory.
Rather, he aimed at deeper, though incomplete, under-
standing on the complexity of the problems, and called
for recognition of the imperfections of the human rea-
soning capacities. Olivi did not oppose rational thought,
but he saw its limits. Much of his philosophical original-
ity lies in the way he strove for a rationally un-
Aristotelian way of thinking at a time in which basic uni-
versity education was based on Aristotle’s texts.

See also Aristotelianism; Bonaventure, St.; Descartes,
René; Determinism and Freedom; Duns Scotus, John;
Matthew of Acquasparta; Medieval Philosophy; Peter
Aureol; Peter Lombard; Philosophy of History; Philos-
ophy of Mind; Thomas Aquinas, St.; William of Ock-
ham.
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OMAN, JOHN WOOD
(1860-1939)

John Wood Oman, the philosopher of religion and the-
ologian, was a Scotsman from the Orkney Islands. After
being educated at Edinburgh and Heidelberg universities
and serving for seventeen years in a rural pastorate in
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Northumberland, he taught for twenty-eight years at
Westminster College, Cambridge, the seminary of the
English Presbyterian Church. The chief influence on his
developing thought was that of Friedrich Schleiermacher,
whose Reden Oman translated into English.

In the massive The Natural and the Supernatural
(1931) Oman portrays the root of religion as man’s
immediate sense of the Supernatural. The primary reli-
gious awareness is not inferential but is, in words that
Oman used to describe the similar conception of
Schleiermacher, “intuition of reality, an intercourse
between a universe, present always in all its meaning, and
a spirit, responding with all its understanding” (p. 36). By
the Supernatural, Oman does not mean the mysterious,
the uncanny, or the miraculous but a larger environment
than physical nature, “a special kind of environment,
which has its own particular sanctions” (p. 23), through
commerce with which man receives his characteristically
human degree of independence within his natural envi-
ronment.

The Supernatural is variously conceived in different
types of religion, as is the character of the redemption
that the supernatural makes possible. In primitive reli-
gion redemption is found by seeking the Supernatural in
nature as an animistic force indefinitely many and yet
vaguely one. In polytheism the Supernatural consists of
individual spirits that rule different parts of nature, and
redemption means the managing of nature through its
many divine masters. Cosmic pantheism accepts nature
in its wholeness as the Supernatural, while the acosmic
mysticism of India wholly excludes nature from the
Supernatural, as illusion. Religions of the ceremonial-
legal type, such as priestly Judaism and Islam, divide the
Natural into a sacred realm and a secular realm, cultivat-
ing the sacred or religious while leaving the secular out-
side the sphere of redemption. Finally, for the prophetic
monotheism of the Hebrew prophets and of Christianity
redemption is reconciliation to the Natural by finding
within it the purpose of the one personal Supernatural.
To be reconciled to God is to accept all the experiences of
one’s life as of God’s appointing, and one’s duties as
divine commands. Thus, prophetic religion is intensely
practical and this-worldly. Speaking of its Old Testament
representatives, Oman says, “What determines their faith
is not a theory of the Supernatural, but an attitude
towards the Natural, as a sphere in which a victory of
deeper meaning than the visible and of more abiding
purpose than the fleeting can be won” (p. 448).

Oman emphasizes that knowledge of our environ-
ment, whether the natural or the Supernatural, does not

consist in the mere registering of “impacts” but always
consists in a perception of “meaning.” In order to become
aware of our environment, we must rightly interpret its
impingements upon us. “Thus knowledge is not knowl-
edge as an effect of an unknown external cause, but is
knowledge as we so interpret that our meaning is the
actual meaning of our environment” (p. 175). In this
interpretative process, the mind exercises a degree of free-
dom. That degree is established by the individual fron-
tiers of each mind, which are largely controlled from
within and across which the meaning of the environment
can pass only as a meaning recognized by the individual.

The Supernatural presents itself to the human mind
with the quality of the sacred or of absolute worth. To be
aware of the Supernatural is to recognize some sacred
value that lays an absolute claim upon us, even if in the
early stages of man’s dealings with the Supernatural this
is only an irrational taboo. Religion is “essentially a deal-
ing with an unseen environment of absolute worth,
which demands worship” (p. 23). This recognition of and
allegiance to the sacred frees man from the dominance of
his physical surroundings: “He obtained firm footing to
deal with his environment the moment he regarded any-
thing as sacred, because he could say ‘No’ and was no
longer its mere creature” (p. 85).

While man’s sense of the Supernatural gives him a
fixed point amid the evanescent and a degree of freedom
in relation to the natural, he can gain this only by exercise
of his own freedom. For “The peculiarity of the supernat-
ural environment is that we cannot enter it except as we
see and choose it as our own” (p. 309).

Oman makes no use of the attempted logical coer-
cion of the traditional theistic proofs. He does not try to
establish the truth of religion independently of religious
experience. Rather he starts from the fact of the religious
man’s awareness of a larger supernatural environment, in
terms of which he lives, and argues that this awareness
has no greater need or possibility of philosophical justifi-
cation than has our awareness of the natural environ-
ment. “Among Western thinkers from [René] Descartes
onwards, attempts have been made to prove the existence
of a material world by other evidence than the way it
environs us, but the result was no more reassuring for the
reality of the natural world than for the reality of the
supernatural” (p. 51).

The same basic standpoint is evident in Oman’s con-
tributions to doctrinal theology, especially his Grace and
Personality (1919). Oman was the first of a series of twen-
tieth-century Christian thinkers—such as Karl Heim,
Emil Brunner, H. H. Farmer, and John Macmurray—to
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treat as a normative principle of his theology the insight
that God is the supremely personal reality, that his deal-
ings with men take place in the personal realm, and that
the great central Christian terms—revelation, faith, grace,
sin, reconciliation—are to be understood as part of the
language of personal relationship and are perverted when
construed in nonpersonal ways. Oman taught that reli-
gious truths are not infallibilities declared authoritatively
from heaven but claim acceptance only because they irre-
sistibly impress our minds as true, and that God seeks our
trust only by showing himself to be trustworthy.

There are in Oman’s works the elements of a reli-
gious philosophy that might well appeal to many today
because it is consistently empiricist, being based upon
what is given in human experience. However, it is often
expressed in Oman’s pages on a higher level of generality,
and with less detailed precision, than has become cus-
tomary since he wrote, and there is therefore scope for the
development of these same themes in more contempo-
rary terms.

See also Brunner, Emil; Descartes, René; Heim, Karl; Reli-
gion, Naturalistic Reconstructions of; Schleiermacher,
Friedrich Daniel Ernst.
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ONTOLOGICAL
ARGUMENT FOR THE
EXISTENCE OF GOD

The Ontological Argument for the existence of God was
first propounded by Anselm (c. 1033-1109), abbot of Bee
and later archbishop of Canterbury, in his Proslogion
(Chs. 2—4) and in his Reply to a contemporary critic.

He begins (Proslogion 2) with the concept of God as
“something than which nothing greater can be con-
ceived” (aliquid quo nihil maius cogitari possit, and other
equivalent formulations). It is clear that by “greater”
Anselm means “more perfect.” (Sometimes he uses
melius, “better,” instead of maius, “greater”: for instance,
Proslogion 14 and 18.) Since we have this idea, it follows
that “Something than which nothing greater can be con-
ceived” at least exists in our minds (in intellectu) as an
object of thought. The question is whether it also exists in
extramental reality (in re). Anselm argues that it must so
exist, since otherwise we should be able to conceive of
something greater than that than which nothing greater
can be conceived—which is absurd. Therefore “Some-
thing than which nothing greater can be conceived” must
exist in reality.

In Proslogion 3 Anselm adds that “Something than
which nothing greater can be conceived” exists in the
truest and greatest way (verissime et maxime esse); for
whereas anything else can be conceived not to exist (and
thus exists only contingently), “Something than which
nothing greater can be conceived” cannot be conceived
not to exist (and thus exists necessarily). For that which
cannot be conceived not to exist is greater than that
which can be conceived not to exist, and therefore only
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that which cannot be conceived not to exist is adequate to
the notion of “Something a greater than which cannot be
conceived.”

Anselm explains (in his Responsio) that by a being
which cannot be conceived not to exist he means one that
is eternal in the sense of having no beginning or end and
always existing as a whole, that is, not in successive
phases. He argues that if such a being can be conceived, it
must also exist. For the idea of an eternal being that has
either ceased to exist or has not yet come into existence is
self-contradictory; the notion of eternal existence
excludes both of these possibilities. This latter argument
has been revived and developed in our own day (see
below).

Many of the earliest manuscripts of the Proslogion
contain a contemporary criticism (attributed in two of
the manuscripts to one Gaunilo of Marmoutier) together
with Anselm’s reply. The criticism, summed up in the
analogy of the island, is directed against Anselm’s argu-
ment as presented in Proslogion 2. Gaunilo sets up what
he supposes to be a parallel ontological argument for the
existence of an island more perfect than any known
island: such an island must exist, since otherwise it would
be less perfect than any known island, and this would be
a contradiction. In reply Anselm develops the reasoning
of Proslogion 3. His argument cannot be applied to
islands or to anything else whose nonexistence is conceiv-
able, for whatever can be conceived not to exist is eo ipso
less than “Something than which nothing greater can be
conceived.” Only from this latter notion can we (accord-
ing to Anselm) deduce that there must be something cor-
responding to it in reality.

Perhaps the most valuable feature of Anselm’s argu-
ment is its formulation of the Christian concept of God.
Augustine (De Libero Arbitrio 11, 6, 14) had used the def-
inition of God as one “than whom there is nothing supe-
rior” The Ontological Argument could not be based
upon this notion, for although it is true by definition that
the most perfect being that there is, exists, there is no
guarantee that this being is God, in the sense of the
proper object of man’s worship. Anselm, however, does
not define God as the most perfect being that there is but
as a being than whom no more perfect is even conceiv-
able. This represents the final development of the
monotheistic conception. God is the most adequate con-
ceivable object of worship; there is no possibility of
another reality beyond him to which he is inferior or sub-
ordinate and which would thus be an even more worthy
recipient of man’s devotion. Thus metaphysical ultimacy
and moral ultimacy coincide; one cannot ask of the most

perfect conceivable being, as one can of a first cause, nec-
essary being, unmoved mover, or designer of the world
(supposing such to exist) whether men ought to worship
him. Here the religious exigencies that move from poly-
theism through henotheism to ethical monotheism reach
their logical terminus. And the credit belongs to Anselm
for having first formulated this central core of the ulti-
mate concept of deity.

DESCARTES'S ARGUMENT

Anselm’s argument was rejected by Thomas Aquinas in
favor of the Cosmological Argument and as a conse-
quence was largely neglected during the remainder of the
medieval period. It was, however, again brought into
prominence by René Descartes in the seventeenth cen-
tury, and most subsequent discussions have been based
upon Descartes’s formulation. Descartes made explicit
the presupposition of the argument that existence is an
attribute or predicate which, like other predicates, a given
x can meaningfully be said to have or to lack. He claims
that just as the idea of a triangle necessarily includes
among the defining attributes of a triangle that of having
its three internal angles equal to two right angles, so the
idea of a supremely perfect being (a different formula
from Anselm’s) necessarily includes the attribute of exis-
tence. Consequently we can no more think, without con-
tradiction, of a supremely perfect being which lacks
existence than of a triangle which lacks three sides.

Descartes considers the following objection: From
the fact that in order to be a triangle a figure must have
three sides it does not follow that there actually are any
triangles; and likewise in the case of the concept of a
supremely perfect being. His reply is that whereas the
notion, or essence, of a triangle does not include the
attribute of existence that of a supremely perfect being
does, and that therefore in this special case we are entitled
to infer existence from a concept.

KANT'S CRITICISM

Descartes’s version of the Ontological Argument had
some important contemporary critics—for example,
Pierre Gassendi and Johannes Caterus (Johan de
Kater)—but the classic criticism is that of Immanuel
Kant. This moves on two levels. First, leaving the argu-
ment’s presuppositions for the moment unchallenged, he
grants the analytic connection that Descartes had
affirmed between the concept of God and that of exis-
tence. In the proposition “A perfect being exists” we can-
not without contradiction affirm the subject and reject
the predicate. But, he points out, we can without contra-
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diction elect not to affirm the subject together with its
predicate. We can reject as a whole the complex concept
of an existing all-perfect being.

Second, however, Kant rejects the assumption that
existence is a real predicate. If it were a real, and not
merely a grammatical, predicate, it would be able to form
part of the definition of God, and it could then be an ana-
lytic truth that God exists. But existential propositions
(propositions asserting existence) are always synthetic,
always true or false as a matter of fact rather than as a
matter of definition. Whether any specified kind of thing
exists can be determined only by the tests of experience.
The function of “is” or “exists” is not to add to the content
of a concept but to posit an object answering to a con-
cept. Thus, the real contains no more than the possible (a
hundred real dollars are the same in number as a hundred
imagined ones); the difference is that in the one case the
concept does and in the other case it does not correspond
to something in reality.

RUSSELL'S ANALYSIS. Essentially the same point—so far
as it affects the Ontological Argument—was made in the
twentieth century by Bertrand Russell in his theory of
descriptions. This involves an analysis of positive and
negative existential propositions, according to which to
affirm that x’s exist is to affirm that there are objects
answering to the description “x,” and to deny that x’s exist
is to deny that there are any such objects. The function of
“exists” is thus to assert the instantiation of a given con-
cept. “Cows exist” is not a statement about cows, to the
effect that they have the attribute of existing, but about
the concept or description “cow,” to the effect that it has
instances. If this is so, then the proper theological ques-
tion is not whether a perfect being, in order to be perfect,
must together with its other attributes have the attribute
of existence but whether the concept of an (existing) per-
fect being has an instance. This question cannot be deter-
mined a priori, as the Ontological Argument professes to
do, by inspection of the concept of God. The nature of
thought on the one hand and of the extramental world on
the other, and of the difference between them, is such that
there can be no valid inference from the thought of a
given kind of being to the conclusion that there is in fact
a being of that kind. This is the fundamental logical
objection to the Ontological Argument.

HEGELIAN USE OF THE ARGUMENT

Prior to Kant, the Ontological Argument had been used
by Benedict de Spinoza and Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz.
Since Kant, the form of it that he discussed has remained
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under the heavy cloud of his criticism. However, G. W. E
Hegel and his school put the argument to a somewhat
different use. As Hegel himself expressed it, “In the case of
the finite, existence does not correspond to the Notion
(Begriffe). On the other hand, in the case of the Infinite,
which is determined within itself, the reality must corre-
spond to the Notion (Begriffe); this is the Idea (Idee), the
unity of subject and object” (Vorlesungen iiber die Philoso-
phie der Religion, Vol. 11, p. 479). Otherwise stated, Being
itself, or the Absolute, is the presupposition of all
existence and all thought. If finite beings exist, Being
exists; when beings think, Being comes to self-
consciousness; and in the reasoning of the Ontological
Argument, finite thinking is conscious of its own ultimate
ground, the reality of which it cannot rationally deny.

The defect of this argument is that its conclusion is
either trivial or excessively unclear. It is trivial if the real-
ity of Being is synonymous with the existence of the sum
of finite beings; but on the other hand, it is so unclear as
to be scarcely interesting if Being is regarded as a meta-
physical quantity whose distinction from the sum of
finite beings cannot be explicated.

The use of the argument in early twentieth-century
French “reflexive” philosophy (see bibliography) has
affinities with the Hegelian use.

CONTEMPORARY DISCUSSIONS

Discussion of the Ontological Argument has continued
throughout the modern period and is perhaps as active
today as at any time in the past. For there is perennial fas-
cination in a piece of reasoning that employs such funda-
mental concepts, operates so subtly with them, and
professes to demonstrate so momentous a conclusion.

Among theologians, attempts have been made to
maintain the value of the argument, not as a proof of
God’s existence but as an exploration of the Christian
understanding of God. Thus, Karl Barth regards the proof
as an unfolding of the significance of God’s revelation of
himself as One whom the believer is prohibited from
thinking as less than the highest conceivable reality. On
this view Anselm’s argument does not seek to convert the
atheist but rather to lead an already formed Christian
faith into a deeper understanding of its object. Again,
Paul Tillich treated the theistic proofs as expressions of
the question of God that is implied in our human fini-
tude. They analyze different aspects of the human situa-
tion, showing how it points to God. Thus, the Ontological
Argument “shows that an awareness of the infinite is
included in man’s awareness of finitude.” This is in effect
a Hegelian use of the argument.
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HARTSHORNE AND MALCOLM. At the same time,
some contemporary philosophers—especially Charles
Hartshorne and Norman Malcolm—revived the second
argument, or second form of the argument, found in
Anselm’s Proslogion (3) and in his Responsio to Gaunilo.
As they have reconstructed it, this argument starts from
the premise that the concept of God as eternal, self-
existent being is such that the question whether God
exists cannot be a contingent question but must be one of
logical necessity or impossibility. A being who exists, but
of whom it is conceivable that he might not have existed,
would be less than God; for only a being whose existence
is necessary rather than contingent can be that than
which nothing greater is conceivable. But if such a neces-
sary being does not exist, it must be a necessary rather
than a contingent fact that he does not exist. Thus God’s
existence is either logically necessary or logically impossi-
ble. However, it has not been shown to be impossible—
that is, the concept of such a being has not been shown to
be self-contradictory—and therefore we must conclude
that God necessarily exists.

Hartshorne formalizes the argument as follows:

(1) g—>Ngq “Anslem’s principle”: perfection
could not exist contingently
(2) Nqv ~Ng Excluded middle

(3) ~Ng—>N~Ng Form of Becker’s postulate: modal
status is always necessary.

(4) NgvN~Nq Inference from (2, 3)

(5) N~Nq—N~q Inference from (1): the necessary
falsity of the consequent implies
that of the antecedent
(modal form of modus tollens)

(6) Ngv N~q Inference from (4, 5)

(7) ~N~q Intuitive postulate (of conclusion
from other theistic arguments):
perfection is not impossible

(8) Ngq Inference from (6, 7)

(9) Ng—¢q Modal axiom

(10) g Inference from (8, 9)

In this formalization g stands for (3x)Px (“There is a per-
fect being” or “Perfection exists”); N means “analytic or
L-true, true by necessity of the meanings of the terms
employed”; and — signifies strict implication.

CRITICISM. The above argument seems to depend upon
a confusion of two different concepts of necessary being.
The distinction involved is important for the elucidation
of the idea of God and represents one of the points at

which study of the Ontological Argument can be fruitful
even though the argument itself fails. The two concepts
are those of logical necessity and ontological or factual
necessity. In modern philosophy, logical necessity is a
concept that applies only to propositions; a proposition is
logically necessary if it is true in virtue of the meanings of
the terms composing it. And it is a basic empiricist prin-
ciple that existential propositions cannot be logically nec-
essary. In other words, whether or not a given kind of
entity exists is a question of experiential fact and not of
the rules of language. On this view, the notion of a logi-
cally necessary being is inadmissible, for it would mean
that the existential proposition “God exists” is logically
true or true by definition. Anselm’s principle, however,
which is used as the first premise of Hartshorne’s argu-
ment, was not that God is a logically necessary being (in
this modern sense) but that God is an ontologically or
factually necessary being, For, as noted above, Anselm
was explicit that by a being whose nonexistence is incon-
ceivable he meant a being who exists without beginning
or end and always as a whole. (This is virtually the
scholastic notion of aseity, from a se esse, “self-existence,”
that is, eternal and independent existence.) Interpreting
“For God to exist is for him to exist necessarily” (prop. 1)
in this way, we can validly infer from it that God’s exis-
tence is ontologically either necessary or impossible
(prop. 6). For if an eternal being exists, he cannot, com-
patibly with the concept of him as eternal, cease to exist:
thus his existence is necessary. And if such a being does
not exist, he cannot, compatibly with the concept of him
as eternal, come to exist: thus his existence is impossible.

However, it does not follow from this that an eternal
being in fact exists but only that if such a being exists, his
existence is ontologically necessary, and that if no such
being exists, it is impossible for one to exist. Hartshorne’s
argument can advance from proposition 6 to its conclu-
sion only by assuming at this point that it has been estab-
lished that the existence of God is (not, or not only,
ontologically but) logically necessary or impossible. He
can then rule out the latter alternative (prop. 7), and con-
clude that God necessarily exists (prop. 8) and hence that
he exists (prop. 10). Thus, in propositions 1-6 “neces-
sary” means “ontologically necessary”; in propositions
6-10 it means “logically necessary”; and proposition 6
itself is the point at which the confusion occurs. (The
same illicit shift between the notions of ontological and
logical necessity can be observed in Malcolm’s version of
the argument.)

The conclusion to be drawn is that the Ontological
Argument, considered as an attempted logical demon-
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stration of the existence of God, fails. In both of the forms
that are found in Anselm, and which are still matters of
discussion today, the flaw in the argument is that while it
establishes that the concept of God involves the idea of
God’s existence, and indeed of God’s necessary (in the
sense of eternal) existence, it cannot take the further step
of establishing that this concept of an eternally existent

being is exemplified in reality.

See also Anselm, St.
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John Hick (1967)

ONTOLOGICAL
ARGUMENT FOR THE
EXISTENCE OF GOD
[ADDENDUM]

Work on the ontological argument since 1970 has been
mainly concerned with the so-called modal ontological
argument for the existence of a perfect being.

THE CONCEPT OF A PERFECT BEING

Descartes defined a (supremely) perfect being as a being
that possesses all perfections. But if a property F is a per-
fection, it would seem that a being that is F but might not
have been F falls short of perfection. Hence a better defi-
nition of a perfect being would be as follows: a being that
has all perfections and could not have lacked any perfec-
tion—a perfect being is a being that has all perfections
essentially (has all perfections in every possible world in
which it exists).

THE LOGICAL VALIDITY OF THE
MODAL ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT

The argument has two premises: (1) A perfect being is
possible (exists in some possible world); (2) Necessary
existence (existence in every possible world) is a perfec-
tion.

Plantinga (1974) has shown that the existence of a
perfect being is logically deducible from these two prem-
ises. (The proof presupposes the strongest system of
modal reasoning, S5. [For more discussion on S5, see the
entry “Modal Logic.”] Here we assume without argument
that a modal argument that is valid in no weaker system
than S5 is not objectionable on that ground. For a con-
trary view, see Salmon [1989].) Suppose a perfect being
exists in some possible world w [premise (1)]. This being
is necessarily existent in w [premise (2)], and must there-
fore exist in every possible world, for if there were some
world in which it did not exist, it would not be necessar-
ily existent in w. This being has in w all perfections
[premise (1)]. It must therefore have all perfections in
every possible world in which it exists (that is, in every
possible world), for if there were some world in which it
existed but failed to have all perfections, it would not have
all perfections essentially in w. This being therefore exists
in the actual world and in every other possible world, and
has all perfections in the actual world and in every other
possible world. It is therefore necessarily existent in the
actual world (if it were not necessarily existent in the
actual world, there would be some world in which it did

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

20 2nd edition



not exist) and has all perfections essentially in the actual
world (if it did not have all perfections essentially in the
actual world, there would be some world in which it did
not have all perfections). That is to say— there exists a
perfect being.

THE PREMISES OF THE ARGUMENT

The conclusion of the argument follows (in S5) from its
two premises. But are the two premises true? Critics of
the argument are typically willing to grant premise (2)
but see no reason to accept premise (1).

Plantinga has conceded that there seems to be no
way to demonstrate the possibility of a perfect being.
(And he recognizes that one may not simply presume that
a concept is possible in the absence of a demonstration of
its impossibility. So to presume can in fact lead one into
contradiction, because there are pairs of concepts, neither
of which can be shown to be impossible and at least one
of which must be impossible. If it cannot be shown that a
perfect being is impossible, the concept of a perfect being
and the concept of a being who knows that there is no
perfect being are such a pair.) Plantinga contends, how-
ever, that it is not irrational to believe that a perfect being
is possible (just as it is not irrational to believe that a pri-
vate language is possible or that free will is possible: a
philosopher who believes in the possibility of these things
is not ipso facto irrational). He further contends that it is
not irrational to believe the demonstrated logical conse-
quences of things that are not rational to believe, and that
it is therefore not irrational to believe that there is a per-
fect being. He concludes that although the modal onto-
logical argument is not a proof that a perfect being exists,
its logical validity in effect constitutes a proof that it is not
irrational to believe that a perfect being exists. This con-
clusion has been disputed by van Inwagen (1977).

GODEL'S POSSIBILITY PROOF

The most important recent attempt to prove that a per-
fect being is possible occurs in a brief note (unpublished
in his lifetime) by Kurt Gédel (“Ontological Proof” in
Fefferman, ed. [1995]). The argument (slightly modified)
is this: Necessary existence and the “essentialization” of
every other perfection (having that perfection essentially)
are all positive properties, and any set of positive proper-
ties is consistent or possible because the set of all positive
properties is possible. This last statement is a conse-
quence of two “axioms”: (1) The set of all positive prop-
erties is closed under entailment; and (2) If a property is
positive, its negation is not positive. (A set of properties
entails the property F if it is impossible for something to

ONTOLOGY

have all the properties in that set and to lack E A set of
properties is closed under entailment if it contains every
property entailed by any of its subsets.)

PROOF. Suppose that the set of all positive properties is
impossible or inconsistent. We show that this entails a
contradiction. Since an impossible set of properties
entails any property, the only set of properties that is both
impossible and closed under entailment is the set of all
properties: the set of all positive properties is the set of all
properties. But the negation of a positive property is not
a positive property: the set of all positive properties is not
the set of all properties.

Unfortunately, Godel’s attempts to explain the idea
of a positive property are compressed and cryptic. They
leave the reader with no reason to suppose that there is a
set of properties such that (1) necessary existence and the
essentialization of every other perfection are members of
that set, (2) that set is closed under entailment, and (3) if
a property is member of that set, its negation is not. The
modal ontological argument therefore remains inconclu-
sive.

See also Degrees of Perfection, Argument for the Exis-
tence of God; Descartes, René; Godel, Kurt; Godel’s
Theorem; Modal Logic; Plantinga, Alvin.
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ONTOLOGY

Ontology is the most general science or study of Being,
Existence, or Reality. An informal use of the term signifies
what, in general terms, a philosopher considers the world
to contain. Thus it is said that Descartes proposed a dual-
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ist ontology, or that there were no gods in d’Holbach’s
ontology. But in its more formal meaning, ontology is the
aspect of metaphysics aiming to characterize Reality by
identifying all its essential categories and setting forth the
relations among them.

BEING QUA BEING

Existence, as the most comprehensive category of all,
should embrace members with the least in common.
Nevertheless, Western philosophy long sought some sub-
stantive common content present in anything just in
virtue of its existence. The history of these attempts to
identify the common character of being qua being is not
encouraging.

In The Sophist, Plato’s Eleatic Stranger proposes that
a role in the world’s causal network is the necessary and
sufficient condition for existence, that “Power is the mark
of Being.” This idea has had some currency in the twenti-
eth century, particularly in the work of David Lewis
(1986) and D. M. Armstrong (1978, 1989, 1997). This
Eleatic principle is an attractive test for reality in the nat-
ural world, for whatever is real in nature should be able to
make a difference. It might be necessary to weaken the
requirement and admit a passive space-time that provides
the arena within which the active beings exert themselves.
Even so, the Eleatic principle seems to be at best a contin-
gent aspect of the world because there seems to be no
impossibility involved in the idea of a completely inert
being. It also begs the question against abstract entities
such as numbers, or geometric points, or sets, which, if
they exist, lie outside the causal nexus.

For Samuel Alexander (1920), to be is to be the
exclusive occupant of a volume of space-time. This rules
out not only abstract entities, but even a field theory of
the natural world, for force fields occupy regions of
space-time, yet do not exclude one another.

J. M. E. McTaggart (1921-1927) argued that the
mark of being is to stand in a determining correspon-
dence with all of one’s infinite parts. A determining cor-
respondence ensures that from a sufficient description of
anything, a sufficient description of any of its parts can be
derived. This requirement implies that space, the natural
world, and most of the contents of minds are unreal.
From this consequence the conclusion to be drawn is that
McTaggart’s proposed mark of being is excessively
demanding.

The problem of a substantive content for being qua
being is reflected in the idiosyncratic behavior of the verb
“to exist.” Consider singular negatives: “Aristotle does not

speak Spanish” is true because the predicate “does not
speak Spanish” applies to the item referred to by the sub-
ject term. But “Pegasus does not exist” cannot be true
because its predicate applies to the item referred to by the
subject term. If the subject term refers to anything, that
item exists, which would make the whole statement false.

Kant famously declared that existence is not a prop-
erty, and this view has become widely accepted. The mod-
ern logic that descends from Gottlob Frege and the
Principia Mathematica (1910-1913) of Alfred North
Whitehead and Bertrand Russell replaces all expressions
using “exists” with others using “There are.” Thus, “Lions
exist” becomes “There are lions,” while “Dragons do not
exist” becomes “There are no dragons.”

In technical terms, this process replaces any existence
claim with one using a quantifier ranging over a domain
(the world), so that to exist becomes a matter not of pos-
sessing the special property existence, but of possessing
some other, ordinary, properties. The determination to
restate all claims to existence or nonexistence with “There
are ...” and “There are no ...” is expressed in W. V.

Quine’s dictum: “To be is to be the value of a variable.”

»

If existence is not a property, it cannot be a perfec-
tion. This undercuts those versions of the ontological
argument for the existence of God that rely on existence
being among the perfections. A recent response has been
to argue that, even if existence is not a property, necessary
existence is (Plantinga 1974, 1975; van Inwagen 1993).

REALITY AND ACTUALITY

Is existence all there is, or should we recognize categories
even broader that that of Being? In Plato, and even earlier,
is to be found the distinction between Reality (What is)
and Appearance (What is not nothing, yet only seems to
Be). Aristotle distinguishes the fully existent (Being),
from that which is still in formation (Becoming). These
distinctions are perhaps best seen as advocating different
grades of reality within the one category of Being.

Aristotle also distinguishes the fully Real (Act) from
that which may be (Potency). This distinction is the fore-
runner of a strong strand in ontology that recognizes
possible worlds in addition to the actual world, the one
we inhabit. In the Neoplatonists, and again in Alexius
Meinong, the realm of the existent is augmented by that
of the subsistent, which encompasses what does not exist
although it might have done so, such as golden moun-
tains.

A full-scale ontology of this kind, in which the realm
of Essence is wider than that of Existence, was presented
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by James K. Feibleman in 1951. In the work of Richard
Sylvan (1980), this is extended even further. In Sylvan’s
system, the individual variables range over not only the
actual and the possible, but the impossible as well.

POSSIBLE WORLDS. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was the
first to make systematic use of the idea that all the possi-
bilities can be regarded as forming worlds—each a com-
plete internally consistent realm that may combine some
elements matching the actual world with others in which
it differs. The actual world is one of the possible worlds,
distinguished from all others by the fact that none of its
elements is merely possible. If one is able to refer to pos-
sible worlds, it is easy to define necessary beings, otherwise
so difficult to characterize, as those present in all possible
worlds (see below).

MODAL REALISM. Possible worlds make available expla-
nations of causal powers, of counterfactual conditionals,
of unexercised dispositions, and of real uninstantiated
properties. Such advantages led David Lewis (1986) to
embrace modal realism, which affirms the literal reality of
all possible worlds.

Other philosophers, while appreciating these advan-
tages, have balked at the apparently infinite expansion of
the ontology that this requires. This has led to accounts of
ersatz possible worlds: Rudolf Carnap and others have
proposed that a possible world is a maximally consistent
set of sentences. Armstrong and others have developed
Wittgenstein’s idea that a possible world is a nonactual
recombination of the elements of this world. Peter Lop-
ston (2001) advances a reductive realism, which expands
the kind of property assigned in the actual world to
include might-have-had features. The success of these
approaches is subject to continuing controversy.

MANY WORLDS IN QUANTUM THEORY. The notion
that the world we live in is not the only one has also been
canvassed recently in the interpretation of some other-
wise baffling paradoxes in quantum physics. On these
accounts the world is not a single unified entity, but one
subject to continual bifurcation, a process that generates
an ever-increasing number of worlds. Many-world views
of this kind are in an important way different from modal
realism: all these quantum worlds are supposed to be
actual but mutually inaccessible.

ONTOLOGY

THE CATEGORIES OF BEING

The principal task of ontology is to furnish an inventory
of the categories, the most general divisions of Reality.
The most important of these are:

SUBSTANCES. An individual or particular substance is
an object, a thing in its own right. Common everyday
things, such as bricks and bedsteads, provide a model for
the category of substance. Substances are required to have
several basic features, although it is not clear that these
features are compatible with one another.

Particularity and individuality. A substance is both a
particular and an individual; not just some duck or other,
but this very duck. An object is of the kind it is (a duck)
on account of its properties. But if these properties are
universals, shared by many particulars, they cannot them-
selves confer particularity. Some philosophers, most
notoriously Locke, proposed a constituent of substances
that would perform this role, a substratum that would
confer both particularity and individuality. A substratum
would be a bare particular, an item inherently particular
and individual, yet without any other feature. It is diffi-
cult to see how such bare particulars could be distin-
guished from one another, but if bare particulars are all
exactly alike, how could any one of them individualize its
own substance? More generally, bare particulars conflict
with Aristotle’s dictum that the minimum of being, the
least thing there can be, is a “this-such,” a particular hav-
ing a property.

Another proposal is that substances are individuated
by their location. Locations—space-time points and
regions—are themselves unique particulars; if they can
have primitive particularity, that raises the question why
other particulars require a substratum or other particu-
larizer. There are other difficulties with location also:
Location will not individuate force fields or other physi-
cal entities that do not monopolize their space. It fails also
for any items of an immaterial kind.

Either individuality—and hence particularity—are
primitive, or there are bare particulars, or each substance
has a special property, known as haecceity or thisness,
which can bestow particularity and individuality on its
bearer. For a discussion see chapter fifteen of John Heil’s
From an Ontological Point of View (2003).

Indivisibility. Individual substances must be distin-
guished from compounds, so a single substance must be
indivisible, in the sense that it has no parts that are them-
selves substances. This disqualifies ordinary things as
individual substances. This simplicity requirement is
much emphasized in Aquinas’s doctrine of God. It leads
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in Leibniz to the monadology, and in Roger Joseph
Boscovich to the doctrine of material points.

Persistence. Substances are distinguished from their
properties by a capacity to persist, that is, to retain their
identity through at least some changes. A fire truck can
change in color, yet remain the fire truck it always has
been. The ordinary compound substances of everyday life
have some persistence, but cannot survive all changes. A
fire truck dismantled and scrapped is no longer a fire
truck. Complete persistence belongs only to the funda-
mental substances.

Independence. Any substance could be the only thing
in existence. If this independence is interpreted causally,
no ordinary object is a substance, for they are all brought
into being, and hence depend for their existence on their
causes. Space-time and its fields might qualify, yet even
these depend, in theistic systems, on the creative activity
of God. So in Thomism, God is the substance par excel-
lence, but the natural world includes created substances,
dependent on God, but otherwise existent in their own
right. Spinoza, insisting on absolute independence, con-
cluded that there can be only one substance, the all-
embracing totality, God-or-Nature.

If one takes the independence of substances in a log-
ical, rather than a causal sense, a substance is anything
that, in principle, could stand alone. This was David
Hume’s requirement, and anything meeting it is a
Humean substance. For compounds, the requirement is
that the thing, including all its parts, could exist alone.
This requirement is much less rigorous than causal inde-
pendence and requires no persistence.

No-substance theories. There have been attempts to
dispense with substances. Russell has proposed that an
ordinary concrete object is no more than a bundle of all
its properties. There is always an issue over what it is that
binds the bundle. Moreover, as the properties are univer-
sals, this theory implies that no two things can be exactly
alike.

In Donald Williams’s version of the bundle theory
(1966), the properties are particular instances or tropes
(see below). This avoids any problem with the possibility
of there being two exactly resembling objects, but it
requires that all members of the bundle be “compre-
sent”—all at the same place in space-time. There are dif-
ficulties in treating a space-time location as just one
further trope in the bundle, but if it is given special treat-
ment it becomes a substantializing substratum.

Russell also advocated an event ontology as a no-
substance view. He used “event” for the occurrence of a

property at a place and a time; such events are not hap-
penings, but states of affairs (see below). He proposed
that ordinary substances, and their more fundamental
parts, are sequences of clusters of such events.

The basic elements in these ontologies may not be
simple or indivisible, and they lack persistence. Neverthe-
less, these states of affairs or events are Humean sub-
stances. Indeed, unless there is nothing at all, something
must be a Humean substance, and in that sense, any #no
substance theory must fail.

PROPERTIES AND RELATIONS. Properties are the
intrinsic features or characteristics of things, which
belong to them considered singly. Relations, involving
two or more terms, are the ways in which things stand to
one another. In many respects, properties and relations
can be treated together.

Properties as universals. Properties are usually
thought of as universals that can characterize indefinitely
many instances. There is but one Eiffel Tower, but the
tower’s height, weight, and iron constitution are features
it has in common with many other things. The Problem
of Universals is the problem of explaining how any one
real entity could possibly exist, fully and completely, in
many different instances. This problem has attracted
three different proposed solutions: nominalism, concep-
tualism, and realism. Nominalism and conceptualism
both deny that properties are genuinely universal.
According to nominalism, the only element common to
all iron things is that they can all be described using the
predicate “iron,” or all are members of the class iron
things, or all resemble some typical iron objects. Accord-
ing to conceptualism, the universal element consists in an
impulse of our minds to group several things together.
These reductive theories have had adherents since the
time of Plato and were particularly prevalent among the
British Empiricists and their descendents. Nominalism
and conceptualism were explicitly challenged by Russell
in Problems of Philosophy (1912). The most thorough case
against such views is presented in D. M. Armstrong, Uni-
versals and Scientific Realism (1978).

Realism regarding universals is at least as old as Plato.
His theory of Forms presents a thoroughgoing realism
that accords to genuine properties both a real existence,
in a realm of their own, and a status superior to any this-
worldly instantiations of them there may be. The Forms
exist ante rem—that is, whether or not they are instanti-
ated. The traditional account of Aristotle ascribes to him
a modified realism, according to which properties are
real, and universal, but can exist only in rebus, as the
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properties of concrete instances. Here one encounters
again his view that the least that is “apt for being” is a this-
such, a union of particular with universal.

Realism has always faced two principal objections.
First, that it is uneconomical, especially in its Platonist
form. The question of economy is a current issue in the
philosophy of science, as it at least appears that our best
physical and chemical theories involve uninstantiated
properties. The second objection is that it can provide no
coherent account of the link between a property and the
substance that bears it, the inherence relation. Inherence
cannot be a normal relation, for then it is just one further
universal standing in need of an inherence link to its
terms, the substance and the original property. But if it is
not a relation in the ordinary sense, what is it? The prob-
lem with inherence lends support to versions of realism
in which properties are particulars.

Properties as particulars. Even if the property iron is
universal, the particular case of being iron that occurs in
the Eiffel Tower belongs to the tower alone and is as par-
ticular as the tower itself. Trope theory, as developed first
by Donald Williams, treats the instance not as a depend-
ent entity arising from the instantiation of a universal,
but as a Humean substance in its own right.

When this approach is coupled with a bundle or
compresence account of ordinary many-featured sub-
stances, the problem of any inherence relation disappears.
There is a further significant economy, for there is no
need for a separate category of substance. These possibil-
ities are explored further in Keith Campbell’s book
Abstract Particulars (1990).

Relations. When Russell reanimated the realism
debate he accorded to relations a status fully equal to that
of inherent properties. Indeed, it was his reflections on
the role of relations in the foundations of mathematics
and of logic that led him to his realism. Armstrong’s real-
ism takes the same form.

There is, nevertheless, a long tradition that accords
primacy to the intrinsic properties. Aristotle held that
relations are “the least of the things that are”; Hobbes and
others held that the existence of relations depends on a
mental act of comparison; and Leibniz’s view was that
every relation has its foundation in an intrinsic feature of
one or both of its terms. This reductive program is
expounded in Campbell (1990).

Relations do seem to be dependent in the sense that
they must have substances as their terms, and these sub-
stances must have intrinsic properties. So unless there are
intrinsic properties there can be no relations, but not vice
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versa. Bundle theories of ordinary things concern only
the intrinsic properties. To include relations in the bun-
dles leads to problems over where to assign the relations,
and this in turn induces a tendency towards a monism
such as Francis Herbert Bradley’s, in which ordinary sub-
stances are absorbed into a single all-embracing totality.

Powers. Some properties, such as square, seem to
belong to how an object is. Others, such as being a solvent,
seem to refer to what an object can do. This is the dis-
tinction between categorical and dispositional properties.
One line of thought takes up the Eleatic principle, and
identifies real properties as those that confer on their
bearer a disposition to act or to be acted upon. Such dis-
positions are powers; a metaphysic of powers is set forth
in George Molnar’s Powers (2003) and in Brian Ellis’s Sci-
entific Essentialism (2001).

COMPLEXES. Substance and property are basic categories.
In combination, they can provide a richer ontology.

States of affairs. A basic state of affairs consists in a
particular having a property, or in two (or more) partic-
ulars standing in a relation. A single property inhering in
a single particular is a minimal “this-such.” Wittgenstein’s
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921) presented an ontol-
ogy in which the world is composed of minimal relational
states of affairs: those that actually obtain being facts,
those merely possible being the remaining states of
affairs. These themes—that the basic categories only ever
occur in combination, and that these combinations con-
stitute reality—are taken up in D. M. Armstrong’s A
World of States of Affairs (1997).

Events and processes. A state of affairs is static. To
account for the dynamic aspects of the world requires an
account of change. This can be done by using sequences
of states of affairs: stability consists in successive states of
affairs closely resembling one another, whereas change
consists in the states of affairs at one time being replaced
by others systematically different. An event is a single
change, involving a pair of states of affairs; a process is a
more complex series of events.

Whitehead, in Process and Reality (1929) accorded
priority to the dynamic; all apparently persisting sub-
stances are actually slowly evolving processes. The status
of space-time is still controversial. It may be a Humean
substance; however, some accounts of matter assign it a
place as a process, a sequence of complex, changing rela-
tions between particulars.
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ABSTRACT OBJECTS

Human thought, particularly in mathematics and logic,
seems to involve entities that have no apparent place in
the natural spatiotemporal world, and no causal role. To
admit such items challenges the principle of economy, yet
successful reductions are difficult to accomplish.

NUMBERS AND SETS. Because all numbers can be rep-
resented in set theory, there is no need to admit both sets
and numbers. Russell had proposed to eliminate sets in
favor of propositional functions, but this proved impossi-
ble for more than a fragment of mathematics (Goodman
and Quine 1947, Quine 1969). Because the variables of
set theory have sets as their values, and to be is to be the
value of a variable, we are committed to their reality—
this is Platonism about sets and numbers. The most
important work in attempting to avoid Platonism is
Hartry Field’s (1980, 1989).

GEOMETRICAL OBJECTS. Unlike anything in the natu-
ral world, the objects of geometry—Euclidian cubes, for
example—are thought of as perfect, changeless, timeless,
and without any physical causal powers. Moreover, there
are geometries, and corresponding geometrical objects,
with many more dimensions than this world has. A geo-
metrical space can be divided and subdivided into an
infinity of different shapes of different sizes. Platonism in
geometry thus involves an infinite expansion in ontology.

One approach to this issue is to consider geometrical
objects as abstracted objects, that is, objects taken from a
context. On this view, every cube is just a particular spa-
tial fragment of space-time and every triangle a fragment
of one of space-time’s spatial surfaces. One problem with
this is that not all shapes will be available. If our space-
time is nowhere perfectly Euclidean, there will be no real
Euclidean cubes. We can treat these nonexistent objects as
imaginary variations on the actually existing ones, and
geometries that quantify over such things, as not literally
true.

LOGIC. The philosophy of logic makes reference to
propositions, operators, functions, and inferences. These
are abstract entities, related to reasoning in much the
same way as numbers are related to counting and meas-
uring. The problems and prospects of a reductive treat-
ment of them are also parallel.

NECESSARY BEINGS

Ordinary things are usually held to exist contingently;
that is, they do exist, but might not have. Had our world’s

initial conditions or laws of nature been different, there
would have been a different group of contingent beings.
But some things seem to be immune from the vagaries of
cause and chance; being outside the causal net, they can-
not be brought into being and cannot be destroyed. These
are “necessary beings.” If Platonism is correct regarding
any of the abstract objects, these will be necessary beings,
even, paradoxically, the null class.

For Aristotle, anything that exists through an infinite
time is necessary because he held that over infinite time
every possibility would at some point be actualized. For
Plotinus, any divine being would be outside time, and as
such could not change, could not cease to exist, and thus
would be A necessary being. For Aquinas, God’s necessity
derives from his simplicity: God’s essence and his exis-
tence are identical; in this way he is a kind of being that
must exist. For Spinoza, every genuine substance is causa
sui, containing within itself the sufficient explanation for
its own being, and thus it can guarantee its own existence
under all possible conditions.

Duns Scotus, then Descartes, linked necessary being
with logic: A necessary being is one, the denial of whose
existence would be self-contradictory. “Real”—i.e., exist-
ing—“beans do not exist” is a self-contradiction, but only
trivially because existence has been inserted into the def-
inition of the subject. This does not make beans necessary
beings. If existence is not inserted into the subject term’s
definition, it is doubtful whether any denial of existence
would be a self-contradiction. The best discussion of nec-
essary being is in Alvin Plantinga (1974, 1975).

See also Metaphysics.
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ONTOLOGY, HISTORY OF

The term ontologia was coined by scholastic writers in the
seventeenth century. Rudolf Goclenius, who mentioned
the word in 1636, may have been the first user, but the
term was such a natural Latin coinage and began to
appear so regularly that disputes about priority are point-
less. Some writers, such as Abraham Calovius, used it
interchangeably with metaphysica; others used it as the
name of a subdivision of metaphysics. Johannes Clauberg
(1622-1665), a Cartesian, coined instead the term
ontosophia. By the time of Jean-Baptiste Duhamel
(1624-1706), ontology was clearly distinguished from
natural theology. The other subdivisions of metaphysics

ONTOLOGY, HISTORY OF

are cosmology and psychology, from which ontology is
also distinguished. Thus, ontologia as a philosophical
term of art was already in existence when it was finally
canonized by Christian Wolff (1679-1754) and Alexander
Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714-1762).

WOLFF

For the authors mentioned above, the subject matter of
ontology was being as such. “Being” was understood uni-
vocally, as having one single sense. Ontology can there-
fore claim as ancestors John Duns Scotus and William of
Ockham, rather than Thomas Aquinas. In the case of
Wolff himself, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was a stronger
influence than scholasticism, but in his Philosophia Prima
Sive Ontologia, Wolff refers explicitly to Francisco Sudrez.
According to Wolff, the method of ontology is deductive.
The fundamental principle applying to all that is, is the
principle of noncontradiction, which holds that it is a
property of being itself that no being can both have and
not have a given characteristic at one and the same time.
From this, Wolff believed, follows the principle of suffi-
cient reason, namely, that in all cases there must be some
sufficient reason to explain why any being exists rather
than does not exist. The universe is a collection of beings
each of which has an essence that the intellect is capable
of grasping as a clear and distinct idea. The principle of
sufficient reason is invoked to explain why some essences
have had existence conferred on them and others have
not. The truths about beings that are deduced from indu-
bitable first principles are all necessary truths. Thus,
ontology has nothing to do with the contingent order of
the world.

The influence of late scholasticism (or of what Eti-
enne Gilson calls “essentialism”) on rationalist meta-
physics was repaid in kind, for the division of
metaphysics into ontology, cosmology, and psychology
found its way back into scholastic manuals, where it has
persisted until very recently. Along with this division,
there persisted the view that being constitutes an inde-
pendent subject matter over and above the subject matter
of the special sciences. The persistence of this view is per-
haps to be explained by cultural rather than by intellec-
tual factors. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
scholasticism was isolated in seminaries until Pope Leo
XIII guided Thomism back into intellectual debate. Only
in this way was scholasticism able to avoid the nemesis (in
the form of Immanuel Kant) that awaited rationalist
metaphysics.
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KANT

In the written announcement of lectures given from 1765
to 1766, Kant treated ontology as a subdivision of meta-
physics that included rational psychology but was distin-
guished, in his case, from empirical psychology,
cosmology, and what he called the “science of God and
the world”: “Then in ontology I discuss the more general
properties of things, the difference between spiritual and
material beings.” But when Kant came to write the Cri-
tique of Pure Reason, he settled matters with ontology
once and for all. The two key passages are the discussion
of the second antinomy of pure reason and the refutation
of the ontological argument. Wolff had argued a priori
that the world is composed of simple substances, them-
selves neither perceived nor possessing extension or
shape, and each of them different, and that physical
objects are composite, collections of such substances. In
the second antinomy the thesis is that “every composite
substance in the world consists of simple parts, and noth-
ing exists anywhere that is not either simple or composed
of simple parts”; and the proof that Kant presented is
effectively Wolffian. But he presented an equally powerful
proof for the antithesis, namely, that “no composite thing
in the world consists of simple parts, and there exists
nothing simple anywhere.” In exposing the shared fallacy
of both proofs, Kant made it impossible ever again to
accept ontology as a deductive body of necessary truths
that is akin to geometry in form but has being as its sub-
ject matter. His analysis of existence in his refutation of
the Ontological Proof is a counterpart to this.

Since Kant, the most influential use of the term
ontology outside scholastic manuals has been in the writ-
ings of Martin Heidegger and W. V. Quine. Both have
been greeted by scholastic writers as engaged in essen-
tially the same enterprise as they themselves, Father D. A.
Drennen taking this view of Heidegger, and Father 1. M.
Bochenski of Quine.

HEIDEGGER

In regard to Heidegger’s ontology, Father Drennen is per-
haps partly correct. Heidegger wished to explain what
character being must have if human consciousness is to
be what it is. He began by quarreling with the principle of
sufficient reason in its Leibniz-Wolff form. This, he said,
is an inadequate starting point for ontology because the
question “Why is there something rather than nothing?”
presupposes that we already know what being and noth-
ing are. Heidegger treated “Being” and “Nothing” as the
names of contrasted and opposed powers whose exis-
tence is presupposed in all our judgments. In negative

judgments, for example, to speak of what is not the case
is implicitly to refer to Nothing. Heidegger’s ontology,
however, was not deductive or even systematic in form. It
proceeds at times by the exegesis of poetry or of the more
aphoristic fragments of the pre-Socratic philosophers
and is thus very different from scholastic ontology.

QUINE

In the case of Quine, the name ontology has been in fact
given to a quite different set of preoccupations. Quine has
been concerned with two closely allied questions: To the
existence of what kind of thing does belief in a given the-
ory commit us? And what are the relations between
intensional and extensional logic? His answer to the first
question is that to be is to be the value of a variable: We
have to admit the existence of that range of possible enti-
ties for which names could occur as values for those vari-
ables without which we could not state our beliefs. His
answer to the second question is that intensional logics
and extensional logics involve the admission not merely
of different but of incompatible types of entity. “Both
sorts of entity can be accommodated in the same logic
only with the help of restrictions such as Church’s, which
serve to keep them from mixing, and this is very nearly a
matter of two separate logics with a universe for each”
(From a Logical Point of View, p. 157).

It is clear that Quine’s logical preoccupations are in
fact relevant to Wolff and the scholastics only in that an
understanding of Quine’s inquiries would preclude one
from trying to construct a deductive ontology in the
mode of Sudrez or Wolff.

See also Baumgarten, Alexander Gottlieb; Church,
Alonzo; Clauberg, Johannes; Cosmology; Gilson, Eti-
enne Henry; Heidegger, Martin; Kant, Immanuel; Leib-
niz, Gottfried Wilhelm; Ontology; Psychology; Quine,
Willard Van Orman; Sudrez, Francisco; Thomas
Aquinas, St.; Thomism; Wolff, Christian.
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OPERATIONALISM

“Operationalism” is a program that aims at linking all sci-
entific concepts to experimental procedures and at
cleansing science of operationally undefinable terms,
which it regards as being devoid of empirical meaning.
Scientists adopted the operational approach to their sub-
ject before the principles of operationalism were made
articulate. Operationalist theory was erected not on the
basis of independent philosophical considerations but
upon what was already implicit in the working practice of
scientists. P. W. Bridgman, the Nobel Prize—winning
physicist who is commonly regarded as the founder of
operationalism, emphasized this point when he said, “it
must be remembered that the operational point of view
suggested itself from the observation of physicists in
action” (“The Present State of Operationalism,” in The
Validation of Scientific Theories, edited by Philipp Frank,
Boston, 1956, p. 79).

OPERATIONALISM

A fairly nontechnical illustration of the kinds of
development in science in which one can discern an
implicit operational point of view is the manner in which
physicists treated the concept of physical length. In the
nineteenth century it was discovered that Euclid’s geom-
etry was not logically unique and that other geometries
based on different axioms were not necessarily internally
inconsistent. The question was raised about the nature of
physical space. Do lines and figures in physical space obey
the theorems of Euclid?

At first sight this seems a perfectly sensible question
to which there must be a definite answer. Even today
some amount of sophistication is required to ask whether
we have a clear notion of what could be done to find out
whether space has a certain set of properties. Unless we
can give an affirmative answer to this question, we should
not take it for granted either that space has or that it lacks
certain geometrical properties. By the end of the nine-
teenth century, however, scientists had accepted the view
that if we cannot devise operations that would disclose
whether or not space was Euclidean, then no definite geo-
metrical properties can be assigned to space at all.

It is clear that in order to determine the geometrical
properties of physical figures we must be able to compare
distances. If we are unable to say whether distance AB is
greater, smaller, or equal to distance CD, where AB and
CD do not lie alongside one another, then we cannot even
begin to investigate the geometrical nature of space. We
take it for granted, however, that in order to compare dis-
tances we need a rigid measuring rod, that is, a rod which
can be relied upon not to change in length while being
transported from place to place. But the question whether
the lengths of transported rods are preserved cannot be
settled unless we presuppose the possession of some
other standard of measurement to which these rods could
be compared, but it is agreed that the sole standard of
length is a rigid rod. Thus, there are no rigid rods except
by fiat, and distances consequently cannot be spoken of as
being objectively equal or unequal to one another, and
the nature of space cannot uniquely be determined. From
an operational point of view, therefore, space has no
intrinsic metric, and it is a matter of convention whether
we say space obeys this or that set of geometrical axioms.

THE OPERATIONALIST THESIS

Although the idea that physical entities, processes, and
properties do not have an independent existence tran-
scending the operations through which we may ascertain
their presence or absence played an influential role in the
thoughts of scientists before the 1920s, it was not until
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1927 that Bridgman, in his celebrated Logic of Modern
Physics, stated operationalism as an explicit program,
made an articulate case for it, and undertook extensive
operational analyses of the foundations of numerous
physical concepts.

Bridgman soon had to retreat from his first extreme
statement of operationalism. He had maintained that
every scientifically meaningful concept must be capable
of full definition in terms of performable physical opera-
tions and that a scientific concept is nothing more than
the set of operations entering into its definition. The
untenability of this view was quickly noticed—for exam-
ple, by L. J. Russell, who in 1928 pointed out that in sci-
ence one often speaks of certain operations as being
better than others and that one cannot do so except in
relation to something existing over and above them.
Moreover, useful physical concepts do not as a rule lend
themselves to an exhaustive definition. Any connection
they have with instrumental operations may be loose and
indirect: statements in which the concepts appear may, in
the context of a set of other statements (but not on their
own), entail statements describing physical operations.
Consequently, in his later writings Bridgman freely per-
mitted “paper and pencil operations,” by which he meant
mathematical and logical maneuverings with the aid of
which no more is required of a concept than that it
should be “indirectly making connection with instru-
mental operations.”

It is not hard to see how by taking as one’s model a
physical concept like the length of a body one arrives at
Bridgman’s original position. But suppose someone
objected that the stepping-off procedure carried out by
measuring rods is not the only way to compute the length
of a body. We may, for example, define it equally well in
terms of the result obtained by timing the body’s oscilla-
tion when it is allowed to swing as a pendulum and by
using the well-known equation connecting the length
with the period of oscillation. Length, after all, may enter
into all sorts of relationships with other physical param-
eters, some of which we perhaps have not yet discovered.

To this objection it would have been replied that
there is a fundamental difference between the ways in
which the two sets of operations are related to the con-
cept of length. The length of a body is “synonymous” with
the number of times one can lay a rigid standard of
length alongside it; when we speak of the length of a body
we mean no more nor less than the number obtained
through the stepping-off procedure performed by a
measuring stick. When, however, we time a pendulum
and then make the appropriate calculations, we merely

measure length indirectly, via the relationship of length to
other physical parameters. The second approach does not
define length but rather inserts the already defined con-
cept of length into an equation accepted as representing a
genuine physical relationship.

It is much more difficult to maintain this distinction
in the case of such concepts as temperature. One way to
give an operational definition of temperature is in terms
of measurements made by a mercury thermometer;
another way is in terms of measurements made by a
platinum-wire thermometer. The first way relies on the
theory that the length of bodies varies with temperature;
the second, on the theory that electrical resistance varies
with temperature. It is easy to see that the concept of tem-
perature is no more than partially interpreted through
each of these, and doubtless other, sets of operations to
which it is linked by relevant theories. This same position
has become generally adopted toward all physical con-
cepts.

We may thus distinguish three stages in scientific
theorizing. In the first, preoperational stage, the universe
was thought to contain many things and processes that
transcend our theories about them and the operations
and manipulations through which we may catch a
glimpse of them in the mirror of experience. In the sec-
ond, “naive” operational stage, the other extreme was
taken, and all the terms of science were regarded as no
more than abbreviations for our experimental results. In
the third stage, scientific terms are still not regarded as
standing for things and processes having an independent
existence of their own, but the meaning of scientific
terms is given by a more or less elaborate system of
empirical theories in which the terms appear, together
with the observations on which the theories embodying
the terms are grounded. It is recognized that the concepts
of science can never be fully grasped as long as the theo-
ries which contain them are open to further develop-
ment.

The three stages in scientific theorizing are perhaps
more dramatically accentuated in psychology than in the
physical sciences. Until the early twentieth century the
prevailing view was that psychology is a unique discipline
dealing with a very special class of events, processes, and
entities: the constituents of the realm of consciousness, to
which no one but the experiencing individual has access.
Although this realm is out of the reach of objective pub-
lic operations and experimentations, many theorists
regarded it as real—indeed, as more real than anything
else—and believed that it should be studied by a unique
method, introspection.
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The radical behaviorism that replaced this mentalis-
tic psychology is a form of naive operationalism and is
based on the tenet that psychology is the study not of
mental events, processes, or entities but of behavior. Psy-
chologists were not to be concerned with publicly unob-
servable phenomena, and introspection—at best a
private method of inquiry—was completely outlawed.

Today, in the third stage, sensations, images, and
thought processes are no longer regarded as beyond the
reach of scientists. They are studied through overt behav-
ior, just as in physics nonobservables are studied indi-
rectly through what is observed. The situation in
psychology is very much like that in physics. That which
is conceptualized need not be completely defined in
terms of operations, although it must make contact with
the world of public experience.

OPERATIONALISM AND
VERIFICATIONISM

Operationalism is a movement within the philosophy of
science. It is instructive to study its development in con-
junction with a parallel movement in general philosophy:
logical positivism, or logical empiricism. Central to logi-
cal positivism is the principle of verifiability, according to
which any statement that is not a tautology must be veri-
fiable or else is meaningless. It was thought that through
the extensive employment of this principle it would be
possible to show that many of the traditional unsolved
problems of philosophy could be dealt with by demon-
strating that they are simply meaningless. It was soon
found, however, that the principle as originally conceived
would get rid not only of troublesome problems but also
of much useful discourse. The principle consequently
underwent a number of revisions in rapid succession.

Rudolf Carnap’s paper “The Methodological Charac-
ter of Theoretical Concepts” embodies all the significant
revisions. Carnap clearly exhibits a desire not to prescribe
what should be regarded as meaningful from some meta-
scientific or philosophical point of view but rather to
describe what is commonly and usefully regarded as
empirically meaningful. As mentioned earlier, opera-
tionalism from the beginning sought to explicate an
approach already implied in the work of practicing scien-
tists. Whereas verificationists previously tried to embrace
all human discourse, they now, like the operationalists,
confine their attempts to designing a criterion that will
faithfully reflect what is meaningful discourse within
empirical science. It has been realized that meanings are
contextual and that one is therefore not to inquire
whether a given sentence or word has or lacks meaning by

OPERATIONALISM

itself but rather whether it has or lacks meaning relative
to a specified system of theoretical, observational, and
mixed statements.

A third important change, also clearly enunciated for
the first time in Carnap’s paper, is the departure from the
original policy of inquiring directly into the meaningful-
ness of whole sentences. Instead, like the operationalists,
Carnap deals with individual terms. He distinguishes
between logical and empirical terms and also between
observational-empirical and theoretical-empirical terms.
Theoretical-empirical terms are not admitted into empir-
ical discourse unless they can be shown to be anchored in
observation. They need not be completely defined obser-
vationally, but a sentence must be constructible that, in
conjunction with other sentences, logically implies that
certain observations take place. A theoretical-empirical
term is then regarded as having passed the test of empir-
ical meaningfulness. The empirical significance of a sen-
tence is now made dependent on the possession of
significance by the terms it contains: Any syntactically
well-formed sentence in which every term is significant
(that is, is either a logical, an observational-empirical, or
a theoretical-empirical term which has passed the test of
empirical meaningfulness) is itself significant in the con-
text of the group of sentences forming our system of sci-
ence.

The only issue that divides operationalism from log-
ical positivism is that operationalism seems to associate
meaningfulness with linkability to experimental activi-
ties, whereas the principle of verifiability is satisfied if an
expression is anchored to mere passive observation. How-
ever, this particular requirement of operationalism can
safely be discarded, leading to a complete merger of these
two contemporary offshoots of empiricism.

CRITICISM

Even in its present form, operationalism has not gone
uncriticized. The chief complaint is that in the course of
weakening its demands in order to accommodate highly
theoretical but useful terms that would otherwise have
been excluded from science, it has become so watered
down as to lose all significance. Operationalism, accord-
ing to its critics, says nothing we did not know all along.
Even in a discipline less precise than physics—for exam-
ple, in the social sciences—and in a period when stan-
dards of rigor had not reached their present stringency, if
anyone had advanced a theory employing concepts which
had no bearing whatsoever on observables, his theory
would have been rejected. It is admitted that operational-
ism as originally conceived did have practical impact;
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there are concrete results, especially in psychology, whose
production was motivated by the naive operationalistic
distrust of anything remote from experience—for exam-
ple, results obtained in the investigation of subaudible
speech. Psychologists came to this area of inquiry chiefly
through their search for objective, nonmentalistic alter-
natives to thought processes. But now, with the liberaliza-
tion of the criterion for empirical significance—so the
complaint goes—when all that is stipulated is that no
term qualifies for membership in the vocabulary of sci-
ence unless it is in some way connected to the universe of
operations, observables, and experience, the principle of
operationalism is merely platitudinous.

In attempting to reply to this, we must not forget that
the scope of operationalism is not confined to the weed-
ing out from scientific vocabulary of terms devoid of
empirical significance. Once we have adopted the opera-
tional point of view, we have formed in our own minds a
particular image of the nature of scientific concepts,
which colors our expectations and influences in all sorts
of ways our practical approach and methodology.

The world of experience and observation was at one
time looked upon as containing mere dim reflections of
the world that is conceptualized in physics and whose real
existence was on a transcendental plane ultimately beyond
our reach. Admittedly, that which is without any observ-
able manifestations whatsoever, which, so to speak, casts
no shadow onto the plane of experience, would never have
been considered as being of any use to science. Neverthe-
less, it is not unimportant whether we regard our opera-
tions as capturing at most the shadows of the furniture of
the universe or as dealing with the furniture itself. Objects
totally dissimilar in substance and even in size and shape
may under particular circumstances cast identical shad-
ows. Therefore, from the similarity of shadows one cannot
infer a similarity in the corresponding objects or even that
these objects always cast similar shadows. Similarly, so
long as we regard as mere reflections the observations to
which physical concepts are linked, the finding of resem-
blances between some of them will not give rise to the
expectation that they resemble in all particulars. On
adopting the operational point of view, on the other hand,
we think we are looking not at reflected shadows but at the
very entities and processes that are conceptualized in sci-
ence, and our attitude changes accordingly.

To give an illustrative example, the properties of
gravitational force and the laws governing it had been
exhaustively investigated in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries. Electromagnetic forces were compara-
tive newcomers in science. Were they to be expected to

behave like mechanical forces? There are excellent
grounds for saying no: the sources from which electro-
magnetic forces arise, the systems with which they are
associated, and the means by which they are generated are
totally different from those involving mechanical forces.
However, operationalists tend to see in the product of
mass and acceleration (that is, in the measure of force)
the very substance of force, although others might see in
it no more than force’s most immediately apparent reflec-
tion. Indeed, as soon as it was observed that electromag-
netic phenomena are accompanied by the forcelike effect
of accelerating masses, it was taken for granted that they
are fully governed by all the laws of Newtonian mechan-
ics, even though the latter was developed to deal with an
effect of totally different origin.

An important aim of operationalism besides the
practical one is philosophical. For philosophical pur-
poses, it is far from sufficient to state generally that every
empirically significant term must somehow be linked to
observables—one must precisely articulate the nature of
this link and construct in full detail a criterion of mean-
ingfulness. Therefore, many concepts in the various sci-
ences were analyzed in detail in order to clarify the exact
role instrumental operations and observations play in the
definition or explication of them. Believers in the ulti-
mate formalizability of empirical significance hoped that
the results would be generalized and expressible in a
philosophically satisfactory way. It is, however, by no
means clear that such work has been entirely successful.
In fact, some philosophers are of the opinion that such
efforts are altogether in vain and that although when
faced with any individual term we are able quite easily to
judge whether it is empirically significant, we shall never
succeed in explicating the general criterion distinguishing
meaningful from meaningless utterances.

There is thus unquestionably much scope for opera-
tionally clarifying basic concepts. The skeptic might try to
show that just as there are no formal criteria by which to
distinguish a fertile from a sterile theory, so there is no
criterion by which to distinguish the empirically signifi-
cant from the meaningless. One who believes that the
contact empirical concepts must make with operations or
experience in general can be precisely formalized might
try to show that if our demands are modest enough and
we do not expect the criterion of empirical significance to
provide guidance for future scientific research, there are
in principle no obstacles in the way of such formalization.
Their next step would be to execute this formalization in
a manner that would stand up to all criticism.
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Positivism; Scientific Theories; Verifiability Principle.

Bibliography

Bridgman, P. W. The Logic of Modern Physics. New York:
Macmillan, 1927.

Bridgman, P. W. The Nature of Physical Theory. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1936.

Bridgman, P. W. The Nature of Some of Our Physical Concepts.
New York: Philosophical Library, 1952. Many individual
concepts carefully analyzed.

Bridgman, P. W. The Nature of Thermodynamics. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1941. Carefully analyzes
many individual concepts.

Bridgman, P. W. Reflections of a Physicist. New York:
Philosophical Library, 1950. A collection of papers.

Bures, C. E. “Operationism, Construction, and Inference.”
Journal of Philosophy 37 (1940): 393—401.

Carnap, Rudolf. “The Methodological Character of Theoretical
Concepts.” In Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy of Science,
Vol. 1, edited by Herbert Feigl and Michael Scriven, 38-76.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1956.

Carnap, Rudolf. “Testability and Meaning.” Philosophy of
Science 3 (1936): 419-471, and 4 (1937): 1-40.

Crissman, P. “The Operational Definition of Concepts.”
Psychological Review 46 (1939).

Dingle, Herbert. “A Theory of Measurement.” British Journal
for the Philosophy of Science 1 (1950). An extreme
operationalist viewpoint.

Feigl, Herbert. “Operationism and Scientific Method.”
Psychological Review 52 (1945). A lucid and fair assessment
of operationalism. Written as a contribution to “Symposium
on Operationism,” presented in the same issue.

Frank, Philipp. Modern Science and Its Philosophy. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1949. On p. 44 the work of
Bridgman is likened to that of Carnap.

Frank, Philipp, ed. The Validation of Scientific Theories. Boston:
Beacon Press, 1956. Various writers assess the significance of
operationalism in the 1950s.

Hearnshaw, L. J. “Psychology and Operationalism.”
Australasian Journal of Psychology and Philosophy 18 (1941).

Hempel, C. G. “A Logical Appraisal of Operationalism.”
Scientific Monthly 79 (1954): 215-220. Reprinted with
modifications in his Aspects of Scientific Explanation,
123-133. New York, 1965.

Lindsay, L. B. “A Critique of Operationalism in Science.”
Philosophy of Science 4 (1937). Important and fair criticism
of operationalism.

Margenau, Hans. The Nature of Physical Theory. New York,
1952. On p. 232, expresses impatience with operationalism.

Pap, Arthur. “Are Physical Magnitudes Operationally
Definable?” In Measurements, Definitions, and Theories,
edited by C. West Churchman. New York, 1959. Argues for
the abolition of the demand for active operations.

Peters, Richard. “Observationalism in Psychology.” Mind 68
(1959).

Reichenbach, Hans. Experience and Prediction. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1938.

ORESME, NICOLE

Russell, L. . Review of Bridgman’s The Logic of Modern Physics.
Mind 47 (1938).

Schlesinger, Georg. Method in the Physical Sciences. London:
Routledge and Paul, 1963. Chapter 4 is devoted to a
discussion of the practical scope of operationalism.

Skinner, B. F. “Behaviorism at Fifty.” Science (1963).

Skinner, B. E. “The Operational Analysis of Psychological
Terms.” Psychological Review 52 (1945): 270-277.

Spence, K. W. “The Postulates and Methods of ‘Behaviorism.”
Psychological Review 55 (1948): 67-78.

Stevens, S. S. “The Operational Basis of Psychology.” American
Journal of Psychology 46 (1935).

Stevens, S. S. “The Operational Definition of Psychological
Concepts.” Psychological Review 42 (1935). A major
spokesman for operationalism in psychology.

G. Schlesinger (1967)

OPTIMISM AND
PESSIMISM

See Pessimism and Optimisim

ORDER

See Chaos Theory; Measurement and Measurement
Theory; Teleological Argument for the Existence of
God

ORESME, NICOLE
(c. 1320-1382)

Nicole (Nicholas) Oresme was a Master of Arts and The-
ology at the University of Paris, royal counsellor, transla-
tor into French of Aristotle’s works, and bishop of
Lisieux. Of humble origin, he was admitted in the College
of Navarre in 1348, where he became Grand Master in
1356, after having obtained the license of Master of The-
ology. He was born in Normandy probably no later than
1320, in a village near Caen (Allemagne, today Fleury-
sur-Orne). His ecclesiastical career depended on his uni-
versity teaching as well as on his connections with the
royal court. The first benefice was granted by Pope
Clement VI in 1342, in reply to a supplication list of the
University of Paris in order to obtain support for master
and students (Oresme is recorded as master); the election
to the bishop’s chair of Lisieux in 1377 was Charles V’s
(1364-1380) reward for Oresme’s translations of Aristo-
tle’s works, made by royal request. His main ecclesiastical
functions were in Normandy, a region with high strategic
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importance during the wars between France and Eng-
land. He was appointed canon of Rouen Cathedral in
1362, and two years later he was chosen as dean. He
reduced, but did not cut short, his connections with the
university and with the royal court in Paris. In 1370 he
disputed at the university a quodlibetal question; in 1375
he was charged, together with Simon Fréron and Richard
Barbe, to find out if Marsilius of Padua’s Defensor Pacis
had been translated into French. Oresme translated and
commented upon Aristotle’s Ethics (Le livre de ethiques
d’Aristote), Politics (Les politiques), Economics (Le livre de
yconomique d’Aristote), and De Caelo (Le livre du ciel et du
monde). He wrote also in French an elementary treatise
on astronomy (Livre de I’éspere), and a treatise against the
astrologers (Livre de divinacions). He died on July 11,
1382, in Lisieux.

His commentaries on Aristotle’s physical writings
(Physics, On the heaven, On coming to be and passing
away, On the soul, and Methereologics), as well as his trea-
tises (Ad pauca respicientes, De proportionibus propor-
tionum, De commensurabilitate motuum caeli, De
configurationibus qualitatum) bear witness to his prevail-
ing scientific interests, and above all to his conviction of
the importance of using mathematics in dealing with
physical problems (qualitative changes, motion, dura-
tion). In his commentaries, Oresme discusses the main
philosophical issues debated at the University of Paris
after the dissemination of William of Ockham’s works
and the condemnations of John of Mirecourt (1347) and
Nicolas of Autrécourt (1348).

THE SUBJECT OF HUMAN
KNOWLEDGE AND THE CERTITUDE
OF PHYSICAL SCIENCE

Oresme offered rather original solutions to two very
important problems traditionally discussed in the open-
ing questions of medieval commentaries on the physical
writings of Aristotle: the subject of human knowledge,
and the degree of certitude of physical science. Concern-
ing the first, Oresme rejects the reductionist view, usually
attributed to William Ockham, according to which
human knowledge concerns exclusively the conclusion of
a syllogism, as well as the claim that it deals with singular
objects. He believes that human knowledge concerns
properly what can be expressed through a proposition
(complexe significabile) rather than through a single term.

On the certitude of physical science, Oresme shares the
common position, strongly attacked by Nicolas d’Autré-
court, according to which it does not need the highest
degree of certitude typical of mathematics and metaphysics.

The convenience of having recourse to mathematics in
physical inquiries, however, permits one in some way to
extend to physics this highest degree of certitude.

The possibility of applying mathematics to physics is
warranted either by widening the field of physical
inquiries to a hypothetical, non contradictory state of
things, or by assuming the geometrical model of perspec-
tive in explaining physical actions like heating. The exten-
sion of imaginary cases to physical inquiries actually
increases the potential of physics, whose limits coincide
with the law of noncontradiction. In his Quaestiones de
spera (q. 2), Oresme explicitly upholds the use of mathe-
matical fictions (imaginationes), like points and lines, in
physics, stating that in astronomy (and in the so called
scientiae mediae) truth can not be reached without the aid
of mathematics and geometry (he quotes for this solution
the authority of Aristotle’s De coelo).

The plurality of worlds and the daily rotation of the
earth on its axis while the heavens remain stationary—two
of the topics to which Oresme owes his celebrity among
historians of science since Pierre Duhem—are such hypo-
thetical cases. Oresme amply discussed the possibility of
such hypotheses, concluding always in favor of the tradi-
tional view. The relativity of motion is a central issue in
the astronomical hypothesis of the earth’s daily rotation;
Oresme’s position concerning the nature of motion is an
original attempt to maintain an absolute notion.

MATHEMATICS AND PHYSICS

One of Oresme’s major contributions to natural philoso-
phy is his solution concerning the “intension and remis-
sion of qualities”—that is the variation of intensity of
qualities, motion, velocity, and every kind of successive
thing. De configurationibus qualitatum opens by confirm-
ing the utility of making recourse to mathematics in
physical inquiries: Intensities of qualities can be easily
measured by representing them through geometrical fig-
ures, whose one line represents the subject where the
quality is distributed (extensio), on which there are per-
pendicularly erected lines representing the intensities of
the quality (intensio). The line connecting the higher
points of the intensities (linea summitatis) can immedi-
ately inform us about the type of change (uniform, uni-
formly difform, difform).

Oresme avails himself of this method of graphing the
varying of intensities of qualities and motions in order to
explain the diversity of actions of physical agents, and also
of human passions, occult virtues, aesthetic problems, and
magical operations. In his effort to reduce uniformly dif-
form types of variation to uniform ones, Oresme proposes
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a geometrical demonstration of the so called mean-speed
theorem (the distances traversed by two moving objects,
the former moving uniformly/difformly and the latter uni-
formly with the mean speed of the former, is the same).
Galileo used an analogous geometric demonstration for
freely falling bodies in his Discorsi e dimostrazioni matem-
atiche intorno a due nuove scienze.

Oresme adhered to Thomas Bradwardine’s solution,
according to which velocity depends on a proportional
change of the force as well as of the resistance. In order to
double velocity, it is not enough to double force or to
halve resistance, but the square of the proportion
between force and resistance must also be obtained.

In De proportionibus proportionum 111, prop.10,
Oresme resorts to mathematics to argue for the high
degree of probability of the incommensurability of any
two unknown ratios: “because if many unknown ratios
are proposed it is most probable that any one would be
incommensurable to any other” (E. Grant’s translation,
p. 247). He proposes a similar argument in De commen-
surabilitate to support the incommensurability of heav-
enly circular motions in order to invalidate astrological
predictions based on planetary conjunctions, which
would be unpredictable.

MODI RERUM

Oresme’s Physics commentary contains an original phil-
sophical doctrine concerning the nature of motion, place,
and time, and more generally the ontology of natural
things. Evidently dissatisfied by the two opposing solu-
tions—the reductionist, inspired by Ockham, according
to which motion is nothing different than the moving
object; and the realist, according to which motion is a
quality inherent to the moving object—Oresme proposed
to consider motion, as well as place, time, and other con-
tinuous natural things, as complex objects or events
rather than as simple qualities and properties. To do that
he availed himself also of semantical tools like the mean-
ing of the proposition (complexe significabile). Oresme
was convinced that his solution was able to avoid some
ontological problems in natural philosophy: He explicitly
quotes intension and remission of qualitative forms, with
qualities considered as modi of the substance and not
accidental properties inhering to the substance.

See also Aristotle; Bradwardine, Thomas; Duhem, Pierre
Maurice Marie; Galileo Galilei; John of Mirecourt;
Marsilius of Padua; Mathematics, Foundations of;
Medieval Philosophy; Nicolas of Autrecourt; William
of Ockham.
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transl. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1952);
Tractatus de mutationibus monetarum, C. Johnson, ed. with
English transl. (London: T. Nelson, 1956).

In addition to the pioneer studies of P. Duhem, Le systéme du
monde, 10 vols. (Paris: Herman, 1913-1959, Vols. IV, VII,
VIII, and IX) and A. Maier, Studien zur Naturphilosophie der
Spitscholastik, 5 vols. (Rome: Edizioni di Storia e
Letteraturea, 1949—1958), where Oresme’s role in the history
of science was highly appreciated, and to the volume of O.
Pedersen’s Nicole Oresme og hans natufilosofiske System
(Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1956, with a French summary),
much new material can be found in the introductions to the
editions of his works (above all in Clagett’s introduction to
De configurationibus). Two conferences have been dedicated
to Oresme: Nicolas Oresme. Tradition et innovation chez un
intellectuel du XIVe siecle, P. Souffrin, A. Ph. Segonds, eds.
(Padova-Paris: Programma e Editori-Les Belles Lettres,
1988, with a very important contribution of H. Hugonnard-
Roche, Modalités et argumentation chez Nicole Oresme) and
Autour de Nicole Oresme, J. Quillet ed. (Paris: Vrin, 1990).
The n. 3 (2000) of the review Oriens-Occidens. Sciences,
mathématiques et philosophie de I'Antiquité a I’Age classique
is partly dedicated to Nicole Oresme’s Physics. New material
is also in the proceedings of the Parma conference: Quia
inter doctores est magna dissensio. Les débats de philosophie
naturelle a Paris au XIV* siécle, S. Caroti, J. Celeyrette eds.
(Florence: Olschki, 2004).

Stefano Caroti (2005)

ORGANISMIC BIOLOGY

The term organismalism was coined by the zoologist W. E.
Ritter in 1919 to describe the theory that, in his words,
“the organism in its totality is as essential to an explana-
tion of its elements as its elements are to an explanation
of the organism.” Subsequent writers have largely
replaced organismal with the more euphonious organis-
mic as a title for this theory, for the many variations on its
main theme, and for some subordinate but supporting
doctrines concerning the teleological and historical char-
acter of organisms.

Ritter regards Aristotle as the founder and most dis-
tinguished exponent of the organismic theory. But Aris-
totle is also claimed as the father of vitalism, a view that
organismic biologists in general reject. In fact, there is
considerable affinity between the two schools. They both
agree that the methods of the physical sciences are appli-
cable to the study of organisms but insist that these meth-
ods cannot tell the whole story; they agree that the “form”
of the single whole organism is in some sense a factor in

embryological development, animal behavior, reproduc-
tion, and physiology; and they both insist on the propri-
ety of a teleological point of view. On all of these points,
Aristotle not only agrees but presents, in his own termi-
nology, careful and persuasive arguments in their favor.
But organismic biology and vitalism differ in one funda-
mental respect: The latter holds (and the former denies)
that the characteristic features of organic activity—all of
which fall under the heading of “regulation”—are caused
by the presence in the organism of a nonphysical but sub-
stantial entity. There are different interpretations of Aris-
totle (which we cannot examine here) on the question of
whether he believes there are such vital entities. In this
writer’s view, Aristotle is clearly a vitalist.

The affinity between vitalism and organismic biology
is more than an accident. In the history of biology it is dif-
ficult to disentangle vitalistic and organismic strands,
since both schools are concerned with the same sorts of
problems and speak the same sort of language. The dis-
tinction between them was drawn clearly only in the twen-
tieth century. Organismic biology may be described as an
attempt to achieve the aims of the murky organismic-
vitalistic tradition, without appeal to vital entities.

The writings of contemporary organismic biologists
present a number of difficulties for a philosophical com-
mentator. The position of organismic biology is usually
stated in a vocabulary that plays little or no theoretical
role in the working language of biology. For example,
“whole,” “unity,” “integrity,” “part,” “form,” “principle,”
“understanding,” and “significance” all occur frequently
in their works. Now any biologist will use these terms
occasionally in the course of his professional writing, just
because they are perfectly good words in the English lan-
guage. But they are not technical expressions; they are
not, in ordinary usage, laden with biological theory; and
they are trouble-free only when employed in contexts
that make clear their function as items in the common
language. The organismic biologist, however, makes them
bear a heavy burden in the description of the nature of
living organisms. And many, but by no means all, organ-
ismic biologists also assign a great deal of weight to some
rather mysterious formulas. Here are a few: “The whole
acts as a causal unit ... on its own parts” (W. E. Agar);
“The living body and its physiological environment form
an organic whole, the parts of which cannot be under-
stood in separation from one another” (J. S. Haldane);
“No part of any organism can be rightly interpreted
except as part of an individual organism” (W. E. Ritter).
And here are a few more that are characteristic but not
direct quotations: “The organic whole is greater than the
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sum of its parts”; “Knowledge of the goal of an animal’s
behavior is necessary for understanding its significance”;
“Biological theory should be autonomous, with concepts
and laws of its own.” These formulas may be termed
“mysterious” because, according to their most natural
interpretations (as will be argued), they are all the barest
of truisms.

Two additional points should be mentioned. Organ-
ismic biologists have employed some of the more obscure
technical conceptions of speculative philosophy, such as
“formal cause,” “emergence,” “hormic,” “telic,” and so on.
And since their writings are a minority report on biologi-
cal phenomena, organismic biologists are often polemical,
engaging in denunciations of other biologists—
“mechanists,” “elementalists,” and “reductionists”—whose
positions they leave just as obscure as their own. For all of
these reasons, an account of the organismic position that
aims at answering the questions likely to be raised by
philosophers of science involves elements of reconstruc-
tion and interpretation. Thus, a fuller description of the
position and an interpretation designed to do justice both

to the letter and spirit of the organismic tradition follows.

THE POSITION OF ORGANISMIC
BIOLOGY

All organismic biologists hold that there is a gulf between
organic and inorganic phenomena in one or more of the
following respects.

ORGANIC UNITY. Organic systems are so organized that
the activities of the whole cannot be understood as the
sum of the activities of the parts. All members of the
school agree on this point. As the term organismic
implies, the most important example of such wholes is
the single organism, but there are others, such as cells,
organs, colonies, and some populations.

J. H. Woodger, whose Biological Principles is the most
careful and extensive exposition of organismic biology,
explains the conception of organic unity in the following
way. Consider a system W that is forally composed of
physicochemical parts—elementary particles, for exam-
ple. The activities of these parts are described by the laws
of physics. These particles may be the sole constituents of
other systems (for example, molecules) which also totally
compose W and which exhibit, in addition to activities
described by the laws of physics, other activities described
by the laws of chemistry. Molecules may similarly be the
sole constituents of other systems, which are in turn the
constituents ..., up to the whole system W. In Woodger’s
terminology, W exhibits a series of “levels of organiza-
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tion.” The parts of W belong to a particular level, its phys-
ical parts to the physical level, its chemical parts to the
chemical level, and so on. System W constitutes a perfect
“hierarchy” of parts from levels 0 (zero) to n (a finite
number), if 0-level parts are the sole constituents of all 1-
level parts, and if every part at each level i (any given
level) except the 0-level is totally composed of parts at
level i—1.

Woodger points out that organisms are not perfect
hierarchies, since some parts of the organism at an i—level
may have parts at the i-2 level, while the i—2 parts are not
organized into i—1 parts (for instance, blood has cellular
and chemical but noncellular parts). Nevertheless, he
contends, organisms approximate to a hierarchical organ-
ization. If we ignore deviations from the perfect hierar-
chy, we may let W represent a whole organism, and we
may say that its 0-level parts are physical parts. Now this
analysis permits us to say that the organism is composed
totally of physical parts. Perhaps some philosophical
materialists would be content with this thesis; at any rate,
if it is true, it rules out vitalism. But it is false that the
organism is composed only of physical parts, for there are
parts at higher levels of organization. It is Woodger’s con-
tention, and a general thesis of organismic biology, that
the laws which determine the behavior of the parts at a
given level of organization are silent about some aspects
of the behavior of the parts at the higher levels. To use an
extreme example, the laws of quantum physics have noth-
ing to say on the question of why honeybees kill their
drones. According to Woodger, it is necessary to study the
relations between the relata at each level of organization.
In order to understand the behavior of cells during mor-
phogenesis, for example, we must develop a theory of cell
relations and not be content, for example, with only a
theory of the relations between molecules.

DETERMINING FEATURES OF THE WHOLE. The parts
of organic wholes not only exhibit patterns of behavior in
virtue of their relations to other parts at the same level of
organization, but in addition, some of the features of the
parts at a given level are determined by the pattern of
organization at higher (and, of course, at lower) levels of
organization. This is the general form of the special the-
sis that the properties of the whole determine the proper-
ties of the part; and it seems to have the methodological
consequence that a theory of the elements at a given level
could not be complete without a theory of the elements
at the higher levels. Woodger puts the point this way: the
parts of organisms must be studied in situ, for we cannot
learn how they would behave in situ by studying them in
isolation.
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TELEOLOGICAL BEHAVIOR OF ORGANISMS. One
kind of activity, which is a consequence of organization at
a level higher than that of the organism’s physical parts, is
directive or teleological behavior. Directiveness is an
aspect of organisms that is shown in their physiology, in
the behavior of individual animals, and in the social sys-
tems of some animals; and an account of directiveness is
not only legitimate but necessary. E. S. Russell argues that
since directiveness (processes aimed at the production
and maintenance of organic unities) is a fact, then a phys-
iological process, or piece of animal behavior, cannot be
understood until we understand its function or its goal.

INTERPRETATION OF ORGANISMIC
BIOLOGY

It was remarked above that if we give the slogans of
organismic biology their most direct interpretations, they
are nothing more than truisms. Consider, for example,
the statement that the whole (if it is an organic unity) is
more than the sum of its parts. This looks like a simple
warning against the fallacy of composition: we are being
warned, for example, that from the premise “No part of a
bird can fly” we cannot infer “No whole bird can fly”” No
weighty volume is required to convince us that a whole
may have numberless properties that its parts lack. Of
course, there are other possible interpretations of the slo-
gan. It might be taken to mean, especially in the form
“The behavior of the whole is more than the sum of the
behavior of its parts,” that no description of the behavior
of the parts could be a description of the behavior of the
whole. So far from being a truism, this is obviously false.
Finally, it might be taken to mean something like the fol-
lowing. Employing an analysis of Ernest Nagel, we might
say that the behavior B of a system S is more than the sum
of the behavior b,, b,, - - -, b, of its parts s, s,, - - -, 5, With
respect to an antecedently specified theory T, if (1) B is an
instance of a law L; (2) L is not part of T: (3) the laws in
T describe s}, s,, - - +, s, in such a way that they explain b,,
by, - -+, b,;and (4) L is not deducible from a description of
Spy S+ 5 5, together with laws in 7. An important point
to notice here is that B can be identical with events b, b,,
-+ + b,, and yet the law of which B is an instance is not
derivable from the laws of which b,, b,, - - -, b, are
instances.

This account makes the “more than” relation relative
to a body of theory. Relative to existing physical and
chemical theories, it is true (but perhaps not a truism)
that much organic activity is more than the sum of the
physical and chemical activities of its parts. The thesis
that there are cases of higher-level behavior that will

remain greater than the sum of the behavior of its physi-
cal parts, for all possible physical theories, is the doctrine
of emergence, which many organismic biologists believe
to be true. But it is essential to note two points—first, that
the thesis is dubious and unproved, and second, that one
can be an organismic biologist without believing it (L.
von Bertalanffy is an example).

Let us now look at two more formulas of the organ-
ismic biologists. Woodger holds that an organic part,
such as a cell, has properties in the organism that it does
not have in isolation from the organism. This, too, is a
truism: An excised eye lacks the property of contributing
to the sight of its former owner. Now if we add, as
Woodger does, that the properties of the part in the whole
could not be uncovered by studying the part outside the
whole, the thesis reduces to the thesis of emergence. And
certainly, one of the commonest scientific procedures
consists in predicting the behavior of a part in a system
that has not yet been studied, although this prediction is
assuredly made on the basis of knowledge gained by
studying the part—not in “isolation,” but as a part of
other systems. For instance, the behavior of an electron in
a cathode ray tube allows us to predict the electron’s
behavior in a cyclotron.

Finally, we may consider E. S. Russell’s remark that
understanding the significance of an animal’s behavior
requires understanding its goal. This, at least on Russell’s
interpretation, is a truism, for he connects the notion of a
goal with the notion of adaptive value for the animal and
identifies “significance” with adaptive value.

Omitting specific discussion of the other formulas
cited, the general point is clear: Organismic biology
seems to collapse either into doctrines that are not con-
troversial or into unclarified, unproved, and dubious
assertions about emergence, unpredictability, and irre-
ducibility. Nevertheless, organismic biology is an impor-
tant and valuable movement, for the following reasons.

First, organismic biology is perfectly correct in
pointing out that there are levels of organization above
the chemical level which exhibit laws of behavior that are
not exhibited at lower levels (for example, molecules do
not sting other molecules to death). Higher-level behav-
ior can be treated without reference to behavior at lower
levels, which means that the biologist can (and indeed
does) construct concepts that are tailored to the descrip-
tion of higher-level behavior. The principles at the higher
levels must be formulated before the question of their
reducibility to lower level principles can even be consid-
ered. A biochemical geneticist is not only a biochemist; he
is also a geneticist, because he is involved in elucidating
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the processes involved in the sort of gross biological phe-
nomena studied by Gregor Mendel.

Second, the insistence of organismic biologists on
the importance of functional analysis is well founded.
Focusing on the biological ends of physiological and
behavioral processes provides the only means for devel-
oping the conceptual schemes that are needed in mor-
phology, ethology, evolution theory, and other branches
of biology. This point is developed in detail in Morton
Beckner’s Biological Way of Thought.

Third, although organismic biology is a set of tru-
isms, it is none the worse for being so. The trouble with
truisms is their great number: there are so many that we
easily overlook, sometimes systematically, some of the
most important ones. Even though in fact many biolo-
gists agree with the organismic position, they will say
that they disagree. This leads to the position (generally
deleterious in the sciences) of the scientist’s doing one
thing and describing it as if he were doing something
else.

To sum up, organismic biology is to be interpreted as
a series of methodological proposals, based on certain
very general features of the organism—namely, the exis-
tence in the organism of levels of organization with the
biological ends of maintenance and reproduction. These
features are sufficient to justify “a free, autonomous biol-
ogy, with concepts and laws of its own,” whether or not
the higher levels are ultimately reducible to the lower
ones.

See also Aristotle; Bertalanffy, Ludwig von; Philosophy of
Biology; Teleology; Vitalism; Woodger, Joseph Henry.
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ORIGEN

(c. 185-253)

Origen, the Christian theologian and exegete of the Bible,
was the foremost member of the catechetical school at
Alexandria. Born of Christian parents in Alexandria, he
was made head of a Christian school there in 204. He
taught until 231, when conflict with the bishop forced
him to leave for Caesarea in Palestine, where he taught
until his death. He apparently heard lectures by Ammo-
nius Saccas, founder of Neoplatonism, although he
regarded philosophy as essentially preparatory to theol-
ogy in the same way that other studies were prerequisite
to philosophy itself. However, the influence of philosophy
(primarily Platonic but also Stoic) on his thought was
highly significant; it can be observed much more clearly
in his presuppositions and arguments than in explicit
quotations, which are relatively unusual except in the
apologetic treatise Contra Celsum. The most important of
his voluminous writings are De Principiis, a treatise on
first principles and the earliest extant Christian system-
atic theology; the treatise On Prayer; and Contra Celsum.

DE PRINCIPIIS

A relatively early work, De Principiis begins with the state-
ment that apostolic doctrine, as found in the New Testa-
ment, is incomplete because the apostles intentionally left
some matters untouched for the sake of their spiritual
successors. Origen devotes the first book to a considera-
tion of the spiritual hierarchy consisting of the Father,
who acts on all beings; the Logos (Word or Reason), who
acts upon rational beings; the Spirit, who acts upon those
rational beings who are sanctified, and the angels. The
second book deals with the material world. Man, created
because the angels fell, is a preexistent fallen spirit in a
material body. After Adam’s transgression came redemp-
tion by the incarnate Logos; later there will be resurrec-
tion, the last judgment, and the life of all men restored to
spiritual bodies (a succession of other worlds may follow
as it has gone before). The third book discusses freedom,
characteristic of creatures but not of the Creator. When a
soul is in a body, it can struggle for victory, helped by
angels and hindered by demons. Since it possesses free
will, it is capable of choosing the good. After a brief sum-
mary, Origen turns in the fourth book to an explanation
of how the Scriptures can be shown to have various levels
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of meaning. Like man himself, they have flesh (literal
meaning), soul (moral meaning), and spirit (allegorical-
spiritual meaning). The exegetical difficulties in Scripture
were placed there by their ultimate author, God, in the
way that similar obstacles to faith were placed in the cos-
mos so that man could use his mind.

Origen’s work, written in Greek, is extant only in
fragments (Book IV is almost entire). The Latin version
by Tyrannius Rufinus was severely criticized by St. Jerome
on the ground that it lacks unorthodox passages that were
in the original, but it has come to be regarded more favor-
ably by modern scholars. The title De Principiis has paral-
lels in second-century philosophy, as do many of the
subjects Origen discusses; his approach, however, seems
to be essentially Christian.

ON PRAYER

In On Prayer, written later in his life, Origen discusses
prayer in general (Chs. 3-17) and the Lord’s Prayer in
particular (Chs. 18-30). The principal problem is that
presented by prayer to an omniscient God who has fore-
ordained everything. Once again, Origen insists upon
God’s gift of free will; the primary purpose of prayer is
not petition as such but sharing in the life of God. Origen
classifies prayer as petition, adoration (only of the
Father), supplication, and thanksgiving. In each case he
emphasizes—as do contemporary middle Platonists—
the spiritual attitude of the one who prays.

CONTRA CELSUM

The late apologetic treatise against Celsus, written in 248,
reveals the extent to which Origen was able to argue on
grounds shared by his philosophical opponents; there is
actually a wide measure of agreement between him and
Celsus. Both are opposed to anthropomorphism, to idol-
atry, and to any crudely literal theology. Origen, however,
consistently defends Christianity as he sees it and does
not hesitate to attack philosophies and philosophers.

ORIGEN AND PHILOSOPHY

The precise extent of Origen’s debt to philosophy was dis-
cussed in antiquity; the Neoplatonist Porphyry claimed
(according to Eusebius, Historia Ecclesiastica VI, 19, 8)
that Origen drew upon Plato, Numenius, Cronius, Apol-
lophanes, Longinus, Moderatus, Nicomachus, Chaere-
mon the Stoic, and Cornutus. Since Origen does refer to
many of these writers, whose names occur in Porphyry’s
description of the Neoplatonic curriculum, Porphyry
may be attempting to demonstrate both the extent and

the correctness of Origen’s Neoplatonism. The systems
and works of various philosophers—except for the “athe-
ists”—were studied thoroughly in Origen’s school. Ori-
gen himself often made use of philosophical dictionaries
for the definitions of various terms, but he also studied
the writings of the philosophers themselves, not only
those of Plato and the Platonists but also those of the Sto-
ics and, occasionally, the Peripatetics.

It is sometimes claimed that there were two Origens,
one a pupil of Ammonius Saccas and the other the Chris-
tian theologian. It is more likely that both aspects were
combined within one person, the first Christian to be a
genuinely philosophical theologian.

See also Celsus; Eusebius; Neoplatonism; Numenius of
Apamea; Patristic Philosophy; Peripatetics; Platonism
and the Platonic Tradition; Porphyry; Stoicism.
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OROBIO DE CASTRO,
[SAAC

(c. 1617-1687)

Isaac Orobio de Castro was born Baltazar Orobio de Cas-
tro in Braganza, Portugal. He grew up among crypto-Jews
who were trying to preserve some of their heritage in the
face of the Spanish Inquisition. He became an important
Spanish doctor and a professor of metaphysics. He was
arrested by the Inquisition for secretly practicing
Judaism. After being tortured and tried, he was released.
He then fled Spain for France, where he became professor
of pharmacy at Toulouse (c. 1660). Finally, deciding to
abandon living as a Christian, he moved to Holland,
where in 1662 he changed his name from Baltazar to Isaac
and became one of the leading intellectual figures and a
medical practitioner in the Spanish-Portuguese Jewish
community in Amsterdam. When he arrived in the Jew-
ish community, he learned that there had been trouble
about a former classmate of his from Spain, Juan de
Prado. Prado was apparently involved with the young

OROBIO DE CASTRO, ISAAC

Spinoza and they were both charged with various here-
sies. Orobio wrote an answer, now lost, to one of Prado’s
works and against a work by Prado’s son. Prado and his
son held that the law of nature takes precedence over the
law of Moses, and Orobio criticized their deism.

Orobio also wrote a metaphysical defense of his reli-
gion, based on mainly Spanish-Catholic Scholastic works
and an answer to Alonso de Cepeda. His most famous
works are an extremely rationalistic and Scholastic
answer to Spinoza in geometrical form, Certamen Philo-
sophicum Propugnatum Veritatis Divinae ac Naturalis
(1684), which was published with Fénelon’s Demonstra-
tion de lexistence de Dieu. The Certamen is the only cri-
tique of Spinoza by any member of the Jewish
community that has survived and was considered one of
the most important criticisms of Spinoza at the time.

Orbio engaged in a dialogue with one of the liberal
Protestant leaders in the Netherlands, Philip van Lim-
borch. They debated the truth of the Christian religion in
1687. This was a public debate where John Locke was
present. The debate was published by Limborch under
the title Amica Collatio cum Erudito Judaeo (1687) just
after his opponent died, and Locke wrote a long review of
it. Limborch met Orobio in Amsterdam in the 1680s and
was much affected by his report of the Inquisition, which,
through Limborch’s Historia Inquisitionis, became for the
next two centuries the best-known study of Inquisitorial
investigation and torture methods. Orobio’s most impor-
tant anti-Christian work was Prevenciones divinas contra
la vana idolatria de las gentes. He did not publish it
because, as he explains in the note written in his own
hand, he did not want to cause scandal, but he sent it to
the Jesuits in Brussels, who liked it very much. It was pub-
lished in French under the title Israel vengé (1770) by
Baron d’Holbach. This work was used as important
ammunition by French atheists against Christianity.

Through his works, Orobio de Castro showed an
extremely acute understanding of metaphysics, using his
knowledge of Spanish Scholasticism to buttress his reli-
gion against freethinkers and liberal and orthodox Chris-
tians. Some of his arguments against the doctrine of the
Trinity are close to Spinoza’s arguments against the plu-
rality of substance.

See also Jewish Philosophy; Metaphysics.
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ORPHISM

“Orphism” is a modern term attached to two connected
phenomena of Greek religion. The first is a body of tradi-
tional poetry, possibly from as early as the seventh cen-
tury BCE, ascribed to a mythical singer called Orpheus
and containing an account of the creation of the world
and of the afterlife of the soul, its judgment and punish-
ment for sins on Earth, and its final reincarnation in
another living body. The second is the way of life adopted
by those who accepted the truth of these writings, such
truths being regarded with as much respect as the revela-
tions in the traditional Greek “mysteries” at Eleusis and
elsewhere.

CONTENTS OF ORPHIC WRITINGS

A number of fragments of the Orphic poems have sur-
vived, some of which belong to the poems as they were
known in Athens in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE.
However, these writings, in the manner of popular
poetry, were constantly growing by accretion, and they
seem to have become a general compendium of poetical
accounts of theogony, cosmogony, and the soul’s nature
and fate. The contents of the poems as they existed in the
fifth and fourth centuries BCE must be derived mainly
from evidence in contemporary literature and, to a cer-
tain extent, in painting and sculpture.

ORPHEUS. It was in Greek art and literature of the sixth
century BCE that Orpheus first appeared as a famous
singer. The tradition that Orpheus sang while Musaeus

wrote down his master’s songs may reflect the moment of
transition from oral to written literature—which proba-
bly occurred in the second half of the seventh century
BCE—and this may be the time when these songs were
composed.

To the poets of classical Greece, Orpheus was the
singer possessed of supernatural powers. As such, he was
enrolled among the Argonauts. According to an Alexan-
drian poet, Orpheus soothed his quarreling companions
by singing to them of the creation of the world and of the
dynasties of the gods. Euripides wrote of Orpheus’s spe-
cial connection with the underworld. A Naples bas-relief,
executed at the end of the fifth century BCE, depicts his
attempt to bring back his wife Eurydice from the dead. A
little earlier in the same century, Polygnotus executed his
famous picture of the underworld in which Orpheus was
shown lyre in hand, amidst a group of legendary musi-
cians.

It seems likely that this figure of Orpheus reflected
the existing body of Orphic poetry, that his traits in fact
represent its contents—a theogony which is an account of
creation and a description of the underworld and of the
soul’s fate there.

THEOGONY. Plato’s quotation of passages from an
Orphic poem (in the Cratylus and Philebus) and
Isocrates’ description (in the Busiris) of what Orpheus
wrote about suggest an Orphic theogony very like the one
which is preserved as the work of Hesiod, the eighth-
century BCE oral poet. From much later writers
(Athenagoras, of the second century CE, and Damascius,
of the fifth century CE) we learn of Orphic theogonies
that contain non-Hesiodic elements—the cosmic egg and
the creator Phanes. Since Phanes seems to be identifiable
with the figure Eros that appears, together with the cos-
mic egg, in a cosmogony related in Aristophanes’ fifth-
century play Birds, both elements may accordingly be
regarded as ancient. Three Orphic fragments joined by
Otto Kern, which present a picture of the universe, may
also be early since this picture of the universe, may also be
early, since this picture bears a marked resemblance to
Plato’s image of the universe in the myth of Er at the end
of the Republic. According to these fragments, the heaven,
the earth, the sea, and the “signs with which the heaven is
ringed” are abound round with a bond of Aether.

AFTERLIFE OF THE SOUL. Whereas Hesiod’s Theogony
contained a description of the underworld, inserted
nominally in connection with the story of Zeus’s over-
throw of the Titans, this possibly traditional element was
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developed in the Orphic poems into a detailed account of
the soul’s fate after death, its judgment and its reincarna-
tion. Plato, throughout his writings, plainly drew on an
account of the soul’s late which he had read about in
Orphic literature. In the Gorgias (4938) he refers to “one
of the wise, who holds that the body is a tomb” and he
also reports the story that the soul of an uninitiated man
is like a sieve: In Hades the uninitiated is most miserable,
being doomed to an eternity of filling sieves with water,
by means of other sieves. Quoting the same story in the
Republic (363D), he speaks of Musaeus and Eumolpus
enlarging on the rewards of the righteous in the other
world, and he also speaks of other who “when they have
sung the praises of justice in that strain ... proceed to
plunge the sinners and unrighteous men into a pool of
mud in the world below, and set them to fetch water in a
sieve.” In the Phaedo (69E) he says that “the man who
reaches Hades without experiencing initiation will lie in
mud, whereas the initiated when he gets there will dwell
with the gods.” In the Cratylus (420B) Plato attributes
specifically to the Orphic poets the theory that the body
is the tomb of the soul. Two surviving Orphic fragments
(Kern Fr. 222) speak of the differing fates of the just and
the unjust in the afterlife, and several (Kern Fr. 223ff.)
deal with the rebirth of the soul in various forms. Plato
must certainly have been referring to Orphic poems when
he said in the Meno (814) that among others “Pindar and
many another poet who is divinely inspired ... say that
the soul of man is immortal, and at one time comes to an
end, which is called dying, and at another is reborn, but
never perishes. Consequently a man ought to live his life
in the utmost holiness.”

THE ORPHIC LIFE

For those who believed the eschatological dogma con-
tained in the Orphic poems, there followed certain conse-
quences for the conduct of life.

PROHIBITIONS. Adikia, injustice against any living
creature, had to be strictly avoided. In Euripides’ Hippoly-
tus the diet “of food without soul,” which was required of
followers of Orpheus, is mentioned. Herodotus referred
to the Orphic practice, which was also Pythagorean, of
avoiding the use of wool (robbed from sheep) in burial.
Men who observed these scruples might be described as
living as “Orphic life,” in the words of Plato in the Laws.

INITIATIONS. Proclus spoke of those who were initiated
under Orpheus’s patronage with Dionysus or Kore (in the
case of the latter, at Eleusis). In Euripides’ play Rhesus,
Orpheus’s amanuensis Musaeus is an Athenian, and

ORPHISM

Orpheus himself is closely connected with the Eleusinian
initiations. It is certainly to these initiations that Aristo-
phanes referred in the play Frogs when a character says,
“Orpheus taught teletai [initiations] and abstinence from
killing.”

Evidently, the Orphic initiation had an essentially
written character. Euripides referred to the person who
observes Orphic scruples as “honoring the smoke of
many writings.” Plato mentioned “a mass of books” of
Orpheus and Musaeus. Later writers contrasted this writ-
ten initiation with the visual revelation at Eleusis, as when
Pausanias wrote, “Whoever has seen an initiation at Eleu-
sis or read the writings called Orphic knows what I
mean.” The Orphic literature seems to have borne the
same relation to visual and oral instruction as a corre-
spondence course bears to “live” teaching, and it appears
to have been freely available.

Initiation into the mysteries was supposed to give a
revelation of truth that would enable men to reach the
next world in a state of guiltlessness. Plato reported that
mendicant seers, who “frequented the doors of the rich,”
capitalized on this belief by offering cities and individuals
the means of purification from sins committed. Among
these are no doubt to be reckoned the Orpheotelestai, of
whom Theophrastus spoke.

SIGNIFICANCE OF ORPHISM

Was Orphism, then, either a philosophy or a religion? It
certainly was not a philosophical system, since in had no
developed doctrine—merely a mythical account, derived
from the popular oral poetry of the past, of the nature of
the universe and of the afterlife of the soul. The philo-
sophical importance of the Orphic literature lies in its
influence, first of Pythagoras and Empedocles and then
on Plato.

Pythagoras seems to have taken over the Orphic sto-
ries so completely that they could be referred to by Aris-
totle as Pythagorean stories, and earlier, Ion of Chios
could say that Pythagoras had fathered his writings on
Orpheus. The immortality and transmigration of the soul
is the one doctrine which can certainly be attributed to
the earliest Pythagorean society; Plato spoke of a
Pythagorean way of life, based, as we know from other
sources, on ritual prescriptions designed to ensure the
purity and blamelessness of the soul.

Empedocles, who lived in Sicily in the fifth century
BCE, exhibited a similar belief in the soul’s immortality
and transmigration.
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In the Symposium Plato does not appear to believe in
the soul’s immortality, but in the Meno he accepts the
preexistence and survival of the soul on the authority of
“divinely inspired poets,” among whom Orpheus in cer-
tainly to be reckoned. This doctrine became a corner-
stone of Plato’s entire metaphysical system.

Orphism was not in itself a religion, although it was
closely related to the initiations at Eleusis and elsewhere,
which were perhaps the most striking religious manifes-
tations of classical Greece. The Orphic element was, how-
ever, merely a traditional poetical account that provided
the eschatological dogma that was the basis for certain
observances to the described as a way of life. The religious
depth of this way of should not be exaggerated. There
were no organized rituals, religious communities, or
priesthood. In the sense in which we ordinarily use the
word religion in the study of the ancient world, Orphism
was not a religion.

See also Aristotle; Empedocles; Plato; Proclus; Pythagoras
and Pythagoreanism.
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A number of archaeological discoveries in the second half
of the twentieth century have considerably supplemented
our knowledge about Orphism.

OLBIA BONE PLATES

The bone plates, found in Olbia on the Black Sea and
dated to the fifth century BCE, probably functioned as
tokens for those who received initiation. The inscription
on one of them suggests that initiates could identify
themselves as Orphics, even if the initiation did not nec-
essarily imply any radical reform in their lifestyles.

GOLD LEAVES

The gold leaves are tiny inscribed gold strips buried with
the dead containing instructions on what to do and what
to say in the underworld. Gold leaves were found in
Southern Italy, in Thessaly, and on Crete. Though there
was a period of skepticism, newly found specimens make
it likely that gold leaves were used by Orphic initiates.

THE DERVENI PAPYRUS

The Derveni papyrus was found in 1962 in a small sepul-
chral site near Thessalonica. The text was probably com-
posed in the first half of the fourth century BCE, and its
author might have been one of the Orphic initiates
(orpheotelestai) that Plato and Theophrastus talked
about. The first part of the text develops a rationalizing
explanation of ritual acts, and quotes Heraclitus’ frag-
ments B3 and B94 in such a way that suggests that these
fragments originally formed one sentence. In the second
part the author interprets verses from a poem he attrib-
utes to Orpheus, some of which we know from other
Orphic theogonies. The poem focuses on an episode
when Zeus swallows all existing beings, so that for a
moment everything is contained in him. Zeus then brings
them back to light, and the story continues with the birth
of new gods. This allows the poet to say, “Zeus is the head,
Zeus is middle, and from Zeus all things get their being”
(frag. 14.2, Bernabé). This episode expresses in the lan-
guage of myth some central concerns of the pre-Socratic
philosophers, such as the one/many problem and the
question of the ultimate source of everything. The com-
mentator interprets the poem allegorically, claiming that
it propounds a cosmological theory. He argues that the
different divine names in the poem designate the differ-
ent cosmic functions of a unique god who created the
present world order from primordial chaos. This unique
god is called Mind (Nous) and is identified with the ele-
ment air. The commentator’s interpretation is heavily
influenced by Anaxagoras and, to a lesser extent,
Archelaus and Diogenes of Apollonia.

See also Anaxagoras of Clazomenae; Diogenes of Apollo-
nia.
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ORTEGA Y GASSET, JOSE

(1883-1955)

José Ortega y Gasset, the Spanish essayist and philoso-
pher, was born in Madrid of a patrician family. He was
educated at a Jesuit college near Malaga and at the Uni-
versity of Madrid, where he received a doctorate in phi-
losophy in 1904. Ortega spent the next five years at
German universities in Berlin and Leipzig and at the Uni-
versity of Marburg, where he became a disciple of the
neo-Kantian philosopher Hermann Cohen. Appointed
professor of metaphysics at the University of Madrid in
1910, he taught there until the outbreak of the Spanish
Civil War in 1936. During those years he was also active
as a journalist and as a politician. In 1923 he founded the
Revista de occidente, a review and series of books that was
instrumental in bringing Spain into touch with Western,
and particularly German, thought. Ortega’s work as edi-
tor and publisher, as a contribution toward “leveling the
Pyrenees” that isolated Spain from contemporary culture,
ranks high among his achievements.

Ortega led the republican intellectual opposition
under the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera (1923-1930),
and he played a part in the overthrow of King Alfonso
XTI in 1931. Elected deputy for the province of Leén in
the constituent assembly of the second Spanish republic,
he was the leader of a parliamentary group of intellectu-
als known as La agrupacién al servicio de la repiiblica (In
the service of the republic) and was named civil governor
of Madrid. This political commitment obliged him to
leave Spain at the outbreak of the Civil War, and he spent
years of exile in Argentina and western Europe. He settled
in Portugal in 1945 and began to make visits to Spain. In
1948 he returned to Madrid, where, with Julidn Marias,
he founded the Institute of Humanities, at which he lec-
tured. By the time of his death, Ortega was the acknowl-
edged head of the most productive school of thinkers
Spain had known for three centuries, and he had placed
philosophy in Spain beyond the reach, not of opposition
and criticism, but of the centuries-old reproach that it
was un-Spanish or antinational and therefore either a for-
eign affectation or a subversive danger.

ORTEGA Y GASSET, JOSE

WRITINGS AND STYLE

Ortega was a prolific writer. His numerous volumes con-
sist mostly of essays and newspaper or magazine articles
of general cultural interest. He wrote fewer strictly philo-
sophical works; his vast influence on Spanish philosophy
was exercised chiefly through his teaching.

All of Ortega’s works are written in magnificent
prose. He wrote in a clear, masculine style, and his mas-
tery of Castilian has seldom been surpassed. On the other
hand, he had a tendency to be wordy and to be content
with literary brilliance and striking metaphor when argu-
ment and explanation were crucial.

Ortega’s literary gifts had other, more important
consequences. He used them to create a philosophical
style and technical vocabulary in a tongue that until then
had lacked models for philosophical writing and words
for many modern concepts. But his literary virtuosity dis-
armed criticism in much of the Spanish-speaking world,
so that his followers have often confounded philosophy
with fine writing and emotional declamation.

RATIO-VITALISM

Ortega called his philosophy the “metaphysics of vital
reason,” or “ratio-vitalism.” By metaphysics he meant the
quest for an ultimate or radical reality in which all else
was rooted and from which every particular being
derived its measure of reality. He found this ultimate real-
ity in Life, a word that he first used in a biological sense,
like the vitalists, but which soon came to mean “my life”
and “your life”—the career and destiny of an individual
in a given society and at a certain point in history. In his
first philosophical book, Meditaciones del Quijote (1914),
Ortega sought to go beyond the opposition of idealism
(which, he claimed, asserted the ontological priority of
the self) and realism (which asserted the priority of the
things the self knows). He asserted that in truth self and
things were constitutive of each other, each needing the
other in order to exist. The sole reality was the self-with-
things: Yo soy yo y mi circunstancia (I am I and my cir-
cumstances). The things around me, he said in the
Meditaciones, “are the other half of my personality” The
experience-matrix comprising self and things is not sim-
ply one of coexistence, because the self acts on things and
realizes itself in so doing. This activity is life, the dynamic
interaction of mutually dependent self and things in the
course of which the self carries out a mission of self-ful-
fillment.
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PERSPECTIVISM

Ortega called his theory of knowledge “perspectivism.”
The world can be known only from a specific point of
view. There is no possibility of transcending one’s relative
perspectives through absolute or impartial knowledge.
“The definitive being of the world is neither mind nor
matter nor any determinate thing but a perspective.” Each
perspective is unique, irreplaceable, and necessary, and all
are equally true: “The only false perspective is the one that
claims to be the one and only perspective.” Ortega joined
perspectivism to his notion of life as comprising the
matrix self-with-things in the declaration, “Each life is a
point of view on to the universe.”

REASON AND LIFE

Although the Meditaciones seemed to place Ortega in the
vitalist tradition, he dissociated himself from its antira-
tionalism. Rather, just as he reconciled idealism and real-
ism, he proposed to reconcile rationalism and vitalism.
He agreed with the vitalists to “dethrone Reason,” to dis-
miss abstract reason and bring it back to its rightful role
as “only a form and function of Life” Yet Ortega stressed
so strongly the rationality of the élan vital at the human
level and underscored so firmly man’s dependence on
reason as an instrument for coping with life that he
appeared to enthrone reason again beneath a vitalist dis-
guise. He used the terms “Life” and “Vitality” to describe
man’s restless search for knowledge, understanding, and
spiritual satisfaction, which others would have called
“intelligence” or “practical reason.” In fact, Ortega seemed
to identify vitality and reason: Thus, in En torno a Galileo
(1933), he wrote, “Living means being forced to reason
out our inexorable circumstances.” Therefore, ratio-
vitalism was more rationalism than vitalism, and Ortega’s
thought was far removed from the irrationalist, romantic
vitalism that flourished after World War I.

EXISTENTIALISM

Later, when Ortega appeared to have joined the existen-
tialists (or, as he would have said, was joined by them), his
insistence on the role of reason in the existential predica-
ment gave his theories a distinctive color and allowed him
to pour scorn on the sentimentalism of French existen-
tialism. Ortega’s dissociation from vitalism became com-
plete when he took account of “the historical horizons of
human life”—that is, of the social and cultural conditions
of vitality in humankind. He gradually came to prefer the
term “historical reason” to “vital reason.” Life for Ortega
now meant not biological vitality but “one man’s life,” and
the vocation of the self was now conceived as what it must

do with things—a mission of self-realization. This is the
language of existentialism, and Ortega spoke it with a rare
eloquence.

Man does not have a nature, but a history....
Man is no thing, but a drama.... His life is some-
thing that has to be chosen, made up as he goes
along, and a man consists in that choice and
invention. Fach man is the novelist of himself,
and though he may choose between being an
original writer and a plagiarist, he cannot escape
choosing.... He is condemned to be free....
Freedom is not an activity exercised by an entity
that already possessed a fixed being before and
apart from that activity. Being free means ...
being able to be something else than what one is
and not being able to settle down once and for
all in any determined nature.... Unlike all the
other things in the universe which have a pre-
fixed being given to them, man is the only and
almost inconceivable reality that exists without
having an irrevocably pre-fixed being.... It is not
only in economics but also in metaphysics that
man must earn his living [ganarse la vida, win
his life]. (Historia como sistema)

Each man has one best choice, and this is his imper-
ative vocation or mission. ““Mission’ means the awareness
that each man has of his most authentic self which he is
called upon to realize. The idea of mission is a constitu-
tive ingredient of the human condition.... The being of
man is at one and the same time natural and extranatural,
a sort of ontological centaur” (Obras completas, Vol. V, pp.
209, 334). Ortega’s moral theory thus derives directly
from his anthropology; and indeed it is difficult, as with
other existentialists, to separate his metaphysics from his
anthropology and ethics. The moral life is the authentic
one, the one that stays faithful to a life project or voca-
tion; the immoral life is to abandon oneself to transient,
outside influences, to drift instead of realizing a personal
destiny. The choice of one personality out of the various
possible personalities engages the whole of a man’s rea-
soning powers and requires perpetual lucidity and con-
centration. This helps to explain Ortega’s emphasis on the
rationality of the élan vital at the human level. It is by
intelligent reckoning with his circumstances that a man
gains his being and becomes himself. Reasoned choice is
constitutive of human personality.

SOCIAL THEORY

Life is always a problem, an insecurity, a “shipwreck,” not
only for the individual but for societies too. The desper-
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ate measures society takes to struggle against perpetual
foundering constitute human culture. It was Ortega’s
social theory, set forth in La rebelién de las masas in 1930
(The Revolt of the Masses, New York, 1931), that first
brought him international recognition. Ortega started
from the belief that culture is radically insecure and that
a constant effort is required to prevent it from lapsing
into barbarism and torpor. That effort is beyond most
men, who can merely contribute to it by accepting the
leadership of a liberal aristocracy, which does most of
humanity’s works. The fact that men have no essence or
fixed nature but each must choose himself implies their
inequality. “Because the being of man is not given to him
but is a pure imaginary possibility, the human species is
of an instability and variability that make it incomparable
with animal species. Men are enormously unequal, in
spite of what the egalitarians of the last two centuries
affirmed and of what old-fashioned folk of this century
go on affirming” (Meditacién de la técnica, p. 42).

Ortega distinguished interindividual from social
relations. In the former, which include love and friend-
ship, individuals behave as rational and responsible per-
sons, whereas in social relationships, which include
customs, laws, and the state, we encounter the irrational
and impersonal, the imposed and anonymous. The
resulting contrast of man and people (EI hombre y la
gente), of the individual and the collectivity, betrayed
Ortega’s aristocratic distrust of democracy and contem-
porary mass society. There is no collective soul, he said,
because “society, the collectivity, is the great soulless one,
because it is humanity naturalized, mechanized and as if
mineralized.” Everything that is social or collective is sub-
human, intermediate between genuine humanity and
nature; it is a “quasi-nature.” Nevertheless, social relation-
ships have their uses; they make other people’s behavior
predictable, they carry on inherited traditions, and by
automatizing part of our lives, they set us free for creation
in the important interindividual sphere. These gains of
socialization need constant defense, for men’s antisocial
drives are never vanquished. Society is neither sponta-
neous nor self-perpetuating. It has to be invented and
reinvented by a minority that, however, must be able to
procure the cooperation of the masses. The elite is essen-
tial to any society; by proposing a project for collective
living, it founds the community and then governs and
directs it.

The masses are incapable of framing a project, for
they live without plan or effort. When they revolt and
claim to govern themselves, society is threatened with
dissolution. Ortega thought this was happening in
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twentieth-century democracies, whether totalitarian,
communist, or parliamentary. Nationalism was ex-
hausted as a collective project, and the next plan had to be
supranational. Ortega favored the “Europeanization of
Spain” in a supranational entity governed by an irreli-
gious intellectual elite. Catholicism was to be extirpated,
but gradually and cautiously, with a first stage of “liberal
religion” leading toward the secular state.

The sensitive intellectual would have as little as pos-
sible to do with governing, for it was inevitably degrad-
ing. “There is no political health when the government
functions without the active cooperation of majorities.
Perhaps this is why politics seems to me a second-class
occupation” (Invertebrate Spain, p. 201).

ARISTOCRATIC LOGIC

The notion of an aristocracy of talents is the key to
Ortega’s logic. In Ideas y creencias (“Ideas and Beliefs,” in
Obras completas, Vol. V, pp. 377-489), he claimed that
ideas are the personal creation of the thinking minority,
while the mass lazily accepts plain commonsense beliefs
that in reality are vulgar ruling opinions imposed by “a
diffuse authoritarianism.” The archetype of mob belief is
empiricism, or as Ortega called it, “sensualism.” Sensual-
ism is a reliance on the evidence of the senses, on self-evi-
dent truisms, on experiments in science or on documents
in history. Philosophy since Parmenides has been a reac-
tion against the vulgar prejudice in favor of the senses.
“Against the doxa of belief in the senses, philosophy is,
constitutionally and not accidentally, paradox” (La idea de
principio, p. 285).

These views were developed with remarkable vigor
in his unfinished, posthumously published magnum
opus, La idea de principio en Leibniz y la evolucién de la
teoria deductiva (Buenos Aires, 1958; The Idea of Principle
in Leibniz and the Evolution of Deductive Theory, New
York, 1971). He assailed every form of the belief that
principles or axioms can be founded on sensible intu-
ition, taking Aristotle as the first representative of this
belief and following its transmission through the Stoics
and Scholastics. Such a belief, Ortega declared, is “idiot,”
“plebeian”; it results from a mental derangement akin to
catalepsy, in that it entails sitting bemused before brute
reality instead of thinking creatively. The only principles
available to us, he held, are posed arbitrarily by the mind.
They are assumptions that cannot be proved to the satis-
faction of the senses, but “prove themselves” by allowing
the deduction of a coherent corpus of propositions. This
is the advance of post-Cartesian thought over traditional
realism. “Modern philosophy no longer begins with
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Being but with Thought” (La idea de principio, p. 263).
The only proof modern philosophy knows is theoretical
use: If axioms or methods give good results, there is no
more to be said.

Principles can only come from the understand-
ing itself as it is before and apart from any
acquaintance with sensible things. From these
purely intellectual principles may be deduced
consequences that form a whole world of intel-
lectual determinations, that is, of ideal objects.
... The activity of knowing used to seem to con-
sist in an effort to reflect, mirror, or copy in our
mind the world of real things, but it turns out to
be just the opposite, namely, the invention, con-
struction, or fabrication of an unreal world. (La
idea de principio, p. 394)

Since he considered this idealist logic a characteristically
aristocratic attitude, Ortega thought it significant that
Plato and René Descartes, the two men who did most to
construct it, were of noble blood. In contrast, the empiri-
cism of Aristotle was popular, vulgar, “demagogic.” “It is
the criteriology of Sancho Panza. Faith in the senses is a
traditional dogma, a public institution established by the
irresponsible and anonymous opinion of the People, the
collectivity” (La idea de principio, p. 286). Even the prin-
ciple of contradiction, “that dogma of ontological sensu-
alism,” was a mere commonplace of the collective mind,
unsupported by reasons and anything but self-evident.
Aristotle had failed to prove the principle of contradic-
tion, that A could not both be and not be X, and
Immanuel Kant’s transcendental deduction of it had no
force. Ortega was not seeking to dispense with that prin-
ciple but to argue that it could not be proven. Logic is a
calculus tested by coherence, not an abstraction from sen-
sible experience. Principles are assumptions that are use-
ful for particular purposes.

Philosophy, science, and mathematics are “pure exact
fantasy” based on principles that are arbitrary conven-
tions. They are phantasmagoria, not far removed from
poetry. They are the creation of an aristocracy of intellect
that reveals the characteristics of all aristocracies: playful-
ness, lack of seriousness, and love of sport and games.
Ortega meant quite literally that logic and science were
games played according to strict but perfectly gratuitous
rules by a minority that seeks to escape the tedium, vul-
garity, and deadly seriousness of the world of beliefs. We
never really believe in science or philosophy; they remain
“mere ideas” to play with, and they are always somewhat
spectral and unserious compared with the visceral faith
we put into beliefs. Theory, like any fantasy, is by defini-

tion always revocable. Therefore, we ought to play at phi-
losophy, jovially and without pathos, with the mock seri-
ousness required to “obey the rules of the game.”

See also Aristotle; Descartes, René; Existentialism; Ideal-
ism; Kant, Immanuel; Marias, Julidn; Parmenides of
Elea; Plato; Rationalism; Realism; Vitalism.
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OSTWALD, WILHELM

(1853-1932)

Wilhelm Ostwald was a German chemist, philosopher,
and historian of science whose main scientific achieve-
ment was his pioneer work in physical chemistry, partic-
ularly in electrochemistry. With J. H. van’t Hoff he
founded the Zeitschrift fiir physikalische Chemie in 1887.
He was awarded the Nobel Prize in chemistry in 1909.

ENERGETISM

Ostwald’s philosophical outlook, known as energetism or
energetic monism, was strongly influenced by his scien-
tific background and by the state of physical science at the
end of the nineteenth century. In particular, the first and
second laws of thermodynamics—the law of conserva-
tion of energy and the law of entropy—decisively influ-
enced his thought. Ostwald claimed that energy is the
substrate of all phenomena and that all observable
changes can be interpreted as transformations of one
kind of energy into another. This claim was based on
both epistemological and physical considerations. Ost-
wald pointed out that we never perceive anything but
energy, or more accurately, differences in energy. One

OSTWALD, WILHELM

never perceives a material substance itself, but only its
energetic interaction with his own organism.

In an argument similar to a classical argument of
René Descartes’s, Ostwald showed that even impenetra-
bility, which, according to mechanists, is the constitutive
feature of matter, is a mere sensory quality that is per-
ceived only when there is a difference in kinetic energy
between a piece of matter and one’s own organism. No
sensation of hardness would arise if a piece of matter
which one tried to touch retreated at the same velocity
with which his finger moved toward it. Ostwald inter-
preted all aspects of matter in terms of energy: Mass is the
capacity of kinetic energy; occupancy of space is “vol-
ume-energy’; gravity is energy of distance. Thus, matter
is nothing but a “spatially ordered group of various ener-
gies” which do not require any material substrate. Mater-
ial substance belongs with caloric, phlogiston, and
electric and magnetic fluids in the category of discarded
and useless fictions. Ostwald prophesied that ether too
would soon disappear from science, as the increasing dif-
ficulties in constructing a satisfactory model of it indi-
cated.

This difficulty was for Ostwald only one symptom of
mechanism’s general failure to provide a satisfactory
explanation of physical phenomena. He even doubted the
usefulness of kinetic explanations of thermal phenom-
ena, although the mechanical theory of heat had been
extremely successful. The atom itself was for Ostwald
only a convenient methodological fiction, which he
refused to reify. (Only around 1908, under the growing
pressure of new experimental confirmations of the dis-
continuous structure of matter, did he modify his view.)

The ubiquity and constancy of energy make it “the
most general substance,” and the conservation of energy
underlies the validity of the law of causation. The succes-
sion of cause and effect is nothing but the transformation
of one form of energy into another, the total amount of
energy remaining constant. The law of conservation of
energy guarantees the quantitative equality of cause and
effect; and the direction of transformations is determined
by the law of entropy, according to which all forms of
energy are being gradually transformed into heat. Ost-
wald rejected all attempts to limit the application of the
law of entropy; opposition to applying it to the whole of
cosmic history was, in his view, nothing but emotional
reluctance to accept the eventual death of civilization and
even of humankind. The mechanistic view, which regards
all processes as in principle reversible, fails to account for
the irreversibility of time embodied in the law of entropy.
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Ostwald belonged to a generation of philosophers of
science that included Ernst Mach, Pierre Duhem, and J. B.
Stallo, who were acutely aware of the limitations of mech-
anistic explanations. They overlooked the power and
fruitfulness of mechanical and particularly of corpuscu-
lar models even on the molecular level, and atomic
physics was not yet advanced enough to show the inade-
quacy of corpuscular models of subatomic phenomena.
When this inadequacy became apparent, the crisis of the
traditional scheme proved to be far more profound than
Ostwald expected. While claiming to reduce all manifes-
tations of matter to energy, he still retained mass, the
basic concept of mechanism, under the disguised form of
“capacity of energy” He anticipated the later relativistic
fusion of mass and energy only in a hazy and qualitative
way.

In this respect Ostwald can be compared with Her-
bert Spencer, with whom he shared other ideas: the sub-
stantialization of energy, the deduction of the causal law
from the law of conservation of energy, an energetist
approach to social science and ethics, and a determinist
monistic metaphysics disguised by positivistic and agnos-
tic formulas. Ostwald, however, lacked Spencer’s philo-
sophical sophistication; this is especially visible in his
approach to the mind-body problem. Ostwald believed
that he had refuted materialism by identifying conscious-
ness with neural energy; he did not realize that his view
was only a variant of physicalism. Like Ernst Haeckel,
whom he greatly respected, Ostwald believed that his
view was identical with Benedict de Spinoza’s double-
aspect theory, but this is not true. The haziness of Ost-
wald’s monism invited criticism from antagonistic
camps; Hans Driesch called it disguised materialism, and
V. L. Lenin denounced it as “sheer idealism.”

Ostwald devoted much time to propagating his views
on monism. He founded the pantheistically oriented
League of German Monists in 1906, and in 1911 he began
to publish the series Monist Sunday Sermons (Monistis-
che Sonntagspredigten).

ETHICS AND SOCIAL THOUGHT

Ostwald regarded the law of entropy as the basis for the
theory of values. What we term mind or consciousness is
nothing but a form of neural energy and is subject to the
same laws as other forms of energy. In a temporally
reversible world the concept of value would be meaning-
less, whereas it acquires a precise scientific meaning in the
framework of energetism. Evolutionary advance consists
in the fact that increased coordination between increas-
ingly specialized organs results in increased efficiency of

the organism and a minimum waste of energy. The same
law—increased coordination resulting in maximum effi-
ciency—determines the progress
Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative should be

of civilization.

replaced by the “energetic imperative”: “Do not waste
your energy.” Ostwald’s applications of his energetic
imperative to social thought were even more ambiguous
than his views on the mind-body problem. Prior to 1914
Ostwald regarded war and conflict as a wasting of energy,
and he favored internationalism and pacifism. But during
World War I he justified his militant nationalism by
claiming that the organization, efficiency, and minimum
waste of energy of the German state represented the high-
est existing evolutionary form of human society.

HISTORY OF SCIENCE

In history of science Ostwald deserves credit for editing
Ostwalds Klassiker der exacten Wissenschaften, a series of
reprints of important scientific writings. His own classifi-
cation of creative scientific minds into “classics” and
“romantics,” however, is probably oversimplified
although interesting. Ostwald also founded and edited
the journal Annalen der Philosophie (1901-1921).

See also Causation: Philosophy of Science; Chemistry,
Philosophy of; Descartes, René; Duhem, Pierre Maurice
Marie; Energy; Haeckel, Ernst Heinrich; Lenin,
Vladimir II’ich; Mach, Ernst; Materialism; Mind-Body
Problem; Nationalism; Philosophy of Science, History
of; Spinoza, Benedict (Baruch) de.
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OTHER MINDS

The question of how all of us know that there are other
beings besides themselves who have thoughts, feelings,
and other mental attributes has been widely discussed,
especially among analytic philosophers in the English-
speaking world. At least three of the most influential Ger-
man philosophers—namely, Edmund Husserl, Max
Scheler, and Martin Heidegger—have also dealt with this
problem. The problem of “other minds” becomes a seri-
ous and difficult one because the traditional and most
obvious solution to it, the argument from analogy, is
open to grave objections. At the present time it would
seem that a majority of the philosophers who have con-
cerned themselves with the question consider the tradi-
tional solution—that our belief in other minds can be
adequately justified by an analogical argument—at least
inadequate, if not radically and unremediably defective.

ARGUMENT FROM ANALOGY

In general terms to argue by analogy is to argue on the
principle that if a given phenomenon A has been found to
be associated with another phenomenon B, then any phe-
nomenon similar to A is very likely to be associated with
a phenomenon similar to B. In the particular case of
other mindes, it is said, I observe that there is an associa-
tion between my mental states, on the one hand, and my
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behavior and the physical state of my body, on the other.
I then notice that there are other bodies similar to mine
and that they exhibit behavior similar to my own. I am
justified, therefore, in concluding by analogy that mental
states like the ones I experience are associated with those
other bodies in the same way that my mental states are
associated with my body. I notice, for example, that when
I have a pain in my tooth, it is likely to be decayed and
that T am likely to groan, complain, and hold my jaw.
Observing another body like my own that has a decayed
tooth and behaves as my body behaves when I have a
toothache, I conclude that this body, like mine, is the
body of a being that has a toothache.

OBJECTIONS TO THE ANALOGY ARGUMENT. The
first and least radical objection to the argument from
analogy is that it does not establish its conclusion with an
adequate degree of certainty. The argument, it is said,
would be relatively strong if the correlation of the mental
and the physical was observed to hold in a large and var-
ied collection of instances before it was concluded that it
also held in other similar cases. But this is not so. If I use
the argument from analogy, I have only one case, my
own, as a basis for my inference. Moreover, the character-
istics and behavior of the other bodies vary markedly
from my own. How can I be sure that the differences
between myself and others are not associated with the
presence of mental attributes in my own case and with
the absence of them in other cases?

The other difficulties in the argument from analogy
concern two features of that argument—first, that it is
logically impossible to check up on the correctness of the
conclusion of the argument and, second, that the argu-
ment’s validity implies that one must learn from one’s
own case alone what it is to have a mental attribute. Let
us elaborate a little on each of these points.

In the case of a normal analogical argument, it makes
good sense to suppose that one might check up directly
on the conclusion of the argument; in principle one could
always dispense with reasoning by analogy, even though
this may not be practicable in some cases. Of course, one
who says that we know of the existence of other minds by
analogy must deny that we can check up on our conclu-
sion in some more direct way, for if we could, the argu-
ment by analogy with ourselves could be dispensed with.
It also seems that he cannot say that our inability to check
up is merely a practical matter. Such checking up cannot
consist in making further observations of a person’s
behavior and body; this we can often do sufficiently well
in practice. It would have to consist in some other opera-
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tion that we cannot in fact perform but which we can
conceive of ourselves performing; perhaps it would be
something like telepathy.

But aside from any difficulty in making clear sense of
the notion of telepathy, why should telepathy be regarded
as a more direct way of checking up than ordinary obser-
vation of behavior? Indeed, it seems that one’s grounds
for thinking that one has telepathic knowledge of another
person’s state of mind must include the knowledge that
what one seemed to know telepathically generally corre-
lates well with what one knows as a result of ordinary
observation. The same would also seem to apply to any
other extraordinary but conceivable way of knowing
about another’s mental state. Granted, then, that the sup-
porter of the argument from analogy must hold that the
impossibility of checking the conclusion more directly is
not any variety of empirical impossibility, why is this held
to destroy the argument? Perhaps there is a difference
here between this argument and other valid analogical
arguments, but why does this difference make this argu-
ment unacceptable? The answer given is that this differ-
ence renders the conclusion of the argument senseless.
What can the phrase “He is in pain” mean to me if no
conceivable observation I could make would show that it
was true or false, if I have no criterion for its truth, and if
I have no idea of what would count for or against it? It
will not do to say that the sentence means that he has the
same as I have when I am in pain, for, again, what counts
as being the same here?

The other main difficulty in the analogical argument
centers, as we have said, on the necessity, implied by that
argument, for each of us to learn from his own case alone
what it is to have a mental attribute. Two arguments have
been advanced to show that this is impossible.

According to the first, which derives from Ludwig
Wittgenstein, the analogical argument requires that one
be able to pick out something (for example, a pain or a
state of anger) and thereafter to identify it, when it recurs,
as a pain or a state of anger. The trouble is, however, that
this account leaves no room for a distinction between a
correct and an incorrect identification. Behavioral and
other checks are ruled out, leaving no conceivable means
of deciding whether a mistake has been made. But a dis-
tinction between a correct and a mistaken identification
is surely essential to the very notion of identification
itself. In this way the analogical argument, which requires
that we be able to make correct identifications of our
inner states, also deprives the notion of identification of
any meaning.

The second argument, which has been advanced by
P. E. Strawson, is more complex. According to him, the
idea of a predicate involves the idea of a range of individ-
uals to which that predicate can be significantly applied.
In the case of mental attributes, this range includes both
oneself and others; one cannot have the notion of a men-
tal attribute unless one has a notion of oneself and a
notion of another. Since the notion of oneself is the
notion of a subject of mental and other attributes, one
cannot have the notion of oneself without the notion of
some mental attributes. Therefore, one cannot have a
notion of oneself without also having the notion of
another subject of mental attributes. This notion, how-
ever, can be possessed only if one knows how to ascribe
mental attributes to such subjects. Hence, until one
knows how to do this, one has no notion either of oneself
or of another. But the argument from analogy requires
that one should first have a notion of oneself, of one’s
own case, and then discover how to ascribe mental attrib-
utes to others by arguing analogically from correlations
that are found to hold in one’s own case. A person with-
out a notion of his own case could indeed argue analogi-
cally. He could find that pain was to be expected when a
certain body (his own, as we say) was branded with a hot
iron. He could infer that there would also be a pain when
another similar body was similarly affected. But he would
soon find out that he was mistaken in this conclusion, for
he would detect no pain when the hot iron was applied to
any body other than his own.

DEFENSES OF ANALOGY ARGUMENT. Some persistent
attempts (especially by A. J. Ayer) have been made to
defend the argument from analogy against the charges
laid against it. To counter the charge of weakness, the fol-
lowing suggestions have been made. Emphasis has been
laid upon the special feature of the argument from anal-
ogy—that people can speak and that their descriptions of
their mental states are very like those I would give of
some of my own. This, it is claimed, is something more
telling than a mere similarity of behavior. Against this it is
pointed out that speech can be regarded as something
understood by the speaker only if it is accompanied by
the appropriate nonverbal behavior.

Another defense is that conclusions drawn analogi-
cally from behavioristic similarities are powerfully rein-
forced by like conclusions drawn by arguments based on
similarities in the state of the nervous system. This con-
sideration hardly meets the main complaint—namely,
that I base my inference on one case only, my own.
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According to a rather more convincing attempt to
meet this complaint, no more can be asked of any method
of inference than that I be able to test its conclusion more
directly in some cases and that when I do so, the conclu-
sion usually turns out to be correct. The argument from
analogy satisfies this test. I can suppose that there are, as
there seem to be, other people besides myself and that
these people argue analogically that I have certain
thoughts and feelings. I can check on these imagined
inferences and find that their conclusions are generally
true. Whether these inferences are in fact made is neither
here nor there; I can see that the method would work if it
were used. Nor need I be worried because I can check
only those cases in which the conclusion is about myself.
In all or most inferences there will be a restricted class of
cases that I can check up on. It is, for instance, logically
impossible that I should make a direct check on a change
of color that occurred where I could not observe it. But it
would be a mistake to argue that any analogical argument
that a color change had occurred was weak because it was
based upon one sort of case only—the sort that I was able
to observe. Why should it make a difference to the
strength of the other minds argument that the relevant
class of case is my own mental states as opposed to what
I myself observe?

An argument similar to this one can also be used to
rebut the charge that there is no conceivable means of
checking up on the conclusion of the argument from
analogy. There are in fact some cases in which I can make
a check—namely, those cases that concern myself. More-
over, although it is logically impossible for me to be some
other person and hence to make a direct check on that
other person’s mental states, this is unimportant, for it is
never logically impossible that I should check on the
truth of a psychological statement when the subject is
referred to by a descriptive phrase, even though that
description fits someone other than myself. It is logically
impossible, perhaps, that I should be Robinson, but it is
not logically impossible that I should now be the man fly-
ing a certain aircraft, even though Robinson is in fact that
man. Moreover, it is claimed, when I make a statement
about Robinson, what is stated is, in effect, that someone
who answers to such and such a description has had such
and such an experience. To this it has been objected that
the only interpretation of this claim that yields the
desired conclusion is untrue, namely, the interpretation
that “Robinson has a pain” means the same thing as some
sentence of the form “The so and so has a pain.” However,
this objection clearly fails to settle the matter, as can be
seen by considering the following statements:
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(1) The man sitting in this chair is angry.
(2) Robinson is the man sitting in this chair.
(3) Robinson is angry.

Statement (1) cannot be said to be unintelligible to
me on the ground that I, not being the man in question,
cannot check up directly, for it is conceivable that I might
have been sitting in the chair; statement (2) can also be
checked on by me; statement (3) follows from (1) and (2).
It is surely quite implausible to hold that statement (3) is
unintelligible to me, whereas statements (1) and (2) are
not.

There is, however, another possible difficulty in the
argument from analogy that is usually not at all clearly
distinguished from the one just considered—namely, that
it is in principle impossible for more than one person to
check directly on the conclusion. It is often said that pub-
licity is the essential requirement. But does this mean that
it must be logically possible for each person to make the
check, or is it the more stringent requirement that it be
possible for everyone, or at least more than one, to do so?
If the latter, then the difficulty has not been overcome.
Equally it has not been shown clearly why publicity
should be required in the more, rather than in the less,
stringent form.

This brings us to the reasons given for holding that
one cannot understand psychological predicates from
one’s own case alone, which is a requirement of the argu-
ment from analogy. One of these reasons, as we have seen,
is that there is no sense in the idea of an identification
that is subject to no check, where there is no criterion of
correctness. This view has been questioned on two
grounds. Strawson has argued that a criterion of correct-
ness is not needed in all cases of identification, and
according to Ayer, an identification of a sensation can be
satisfactorily checked, without recourse to anything pub-
licly observable, by means of other private sensations.

OTHER SOLUTIONS TO THE PROBLEM

BEHAVIORISM. Assuming that the argument from anal-
ogy is unacceptable, the most obvious alternative is to
adopt some form of that variety of behaviorism accord-
ing to which all psychological expressions can be fully
understood in terms of behavior. If behaviorism is cor-
rect, there is clearly no room or need for the argument
from analogy. In ascribing a pain to someone, for exam-
ple, one is asserting something that is in principle subject
to a public check—something about the way the individ-
ual is behaving, about how he would behave in certain
circumstances, about what the circumstances in fact are,
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or the like. There is no need to make any inference from
the publicly observable to something radically different.

This is not the place for a general discussion of
behaviorism. Any objection to a given form of behavior-
ism will, of course, be an objection to that form of behav-
iorism as a solution to the problem of other minds. There
is, however, one difficulty that has given rise to a number
of closely related attempts to deal with the problem—
namely, that it is implausible to give a behavioristic
account of some first-person psychological statements.
When, for example, I say that I have a terrible pain, I do
not say this on the basis of observation of my own behav-
ior and the circumstances in which I am placed. Nor am
I speculating about how I would behave in other, hypo-
thetical circumstances.

This difficulty has become of central importance for
many philosophers who are impressed by some or all of
the arguments that purport to refute the argument from
analogy. They regard such arguments as showing, not
only that this argument fails, but, more positively, that the
connection between mental states, on the one hand, and
behavior and circumstances, on the other, is logical or
conceptual, not contingent. What is needed to remove the
difficulty about our knowledge of other minds, it is
thought, is to clear away the obstacles that prevent us
from seeing clearly that this connection is a conceptual
one. The primary obstacle in this instance is the peculiar
nature of first-person psychological statements. It is this
obstacle that prevents us from wholeheartedly accepting
the true view and that makes us always hark back to the
picture of mental states as objects to which the owner has
privileged access.

There are at least two points involved here. First, if
my own statements about my mental states are not about
private happenings to which only I have access and if they
are not about my behavior either, then what account is to
be given of them? Second, the statement “I am in pain,”
made by me, contradicts the statement “He is not in
pain,” made about me by someone else. If one admits that
the former is not about my behavior, how can one avoid
the conclusion that the latter also is not about my behav-
ior? But if the latter is not about my behavior, how can it
be maintained that the connection between my pain and
my behavior is a logical one?

WITTGENSTEIN. In dealing with the question “How do
words refer to sensations?” Wittgenstein suggested, “Here
is one possibility: words are connected with the primitive,
the natural, expressions of sensation and used in their
place” (Philosophical Investigations, Sec. 244). This sug-

gestion, which is not elaborated much by Wittgenstein,
has sometimes been treated as an attempt to deal with the
first point stated above and has had certain merits
ascribed to it—for example, by Norman Malcolm. It
explains how the utterance of a first-person psychological
statement can have importance for us; such an utterance
has the importance that natural expressions of sensation
and emotion have. It is also said to explain certain fea-
tures of the logic of psychological statements, the absurd-
ity of someone’s concluding that he has a pain from the
observation of his own behavior, and the impossibility of
someone’s being mistaken about whether he has a pain or
of wondering whether he has a pain. However, whatever
its merits, this stress on the likeness of first-person sensa-
tion statements to natural expressions of emotion and
sensation merely sharpens the second of the difficulties
noted above—namely, that “I am in pain” can contradict
“He is not in pain.” It even makes it hard to see how the
former can be a statement at all; a cry of pain is not a
statement.

This difficulty is obviously insuperable for one who,
unlike Wittgenstein, adopts the extreme position that
apart from being verbal and learned responses, first-
person sensation statements are exactly like natural
expressions of sensation. Wittgenstein, however, appears
to hold that a statement like “My leg hurts” is never in all
respects like a cry of pain but is sometimes more like it
and sometimes less, depending on the context of utter-
ance. There seem to be three main likenesses that he
wanted to stress in all first-person present-tense expres-
sions of sensation and in many such expressions of emo-
tion—namely, (1) the impossibility of these expressions
being mistakenly uttered; (2) the possibility of their being
insincere or pretended; and (3) the fact that such state-
ments can justifiably be made without a basis of self-
observation. The problem that arises in formulating a
successful defense of his views is showing how a state-
ment that bears the above likenesses to a cry of pain can
yet be different enough to contradict another statement
for which the criteria of truth lie in the realm of the pub-
licly observable—that is, in the behavior of the speaker.

It cannot be said that Wittgenstein himself made a
serious attempt to cope with this difficulty. Others have
made the attempt, but no attempt has been very convinc-
ing. The second and third points of likeness present no
great difficulty (see Douglas Gasking, “Avowals”). Any
statement can be made insincerely, and there are many
nonautobiographical statements that a person can justifi-
ably make without observing that the criteria for their
truth are satisfied. For example, some people can tell you
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that a certain note is middle C without first carrying out
the tests that determine whether it has the appropriate
frequency. For such statements to be justified, it is neces-
sary only that those who make them are usually right in
such cases.

Alleged incorrigibility. The first difficulty, which
arises from the alleged incorrigibility (as it is termed) of
first-person present-tense statements, is not so easily dis-
posed of. The most hopeful approach—indeed, the only
approach—is to exploit the fact that the natural expres-
sions of sensation and emotion can be feigned. An insin-
cere groan is akin to a lie, and a lie is a false statement.
Perhaps a verbal expression can reasonably be called false
if it is insincere and true if it is sincere, the distinction
between sincerity and insincerity being a matter of the
behavior of the speaker. In this way a plausible account
could be given of how something very like a groan could
also in some ways be like a statement and be regarded as
such. The incorrigibility of such statements would then
be accounted for.

But this is not enough; it does not explain how such
a “statement” can be the contradictory of another state-
ment that is logically connected with statements about
the behavior of the maker of the “statement.” For (1) “I
have pain,” said by me about myself, is the contradictory
of (2) “I have not a pain,” said by me about myself. There-
fore, since (3) “He has a pain,” said about me by someone
else, is also the contradictory of (2), (1) and (3) must
both be the same statement. Consequently, if (3) is logi-
cally connected with certain behavioral statements, (1)
must also have these connections. This makes it difficult
to see how (1) can be incorrigible. If I can be mistaken
about my own behavior, as is the case, and if there is a
logical connection between my pain and my behavior,
then, it would seem, I can be mistaken about my pain.
This difficulty is not overcome by assimilating the truth
of a first-person pain statement to the sincerity of a
groan. For (4) “I am sincere in saying I have a pain,” said
by me about myself, is the same statement as (5) “He is
sincere in saying he has a pain,” said about me by some-
one else. Therefore, if (5) is logically connected with
statements about my behavior, so is (4), and, if (4) is so
connected, it must, it seems, be corrigible. For to claim
sincerely that p is to think that p when one makes the
claim, and to claim insincerely that p is to think that not-
p when one makes the claim. If (4) is corrigible, then
someone might think he is sincere in claiming he has a
pain when in fact he is insincere—that is to say, he might
think that he thinks that he has a pain, although in fact he
thinks that he has not a pain. If, however, one cannot be
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mistaken about one’s own pain, then to think that one
thinks one has a pain is to think one has a pain, and to
think one has not a pain is not to have a pain. It follows
that if (4) is corrigible, someone might think that he has
a pain although, in fact, he has not a pain. In short, if (4)
is corrigible and (1) is not, then (1) is corrigible.

There are apparently only two ways out of these dif-
ficulties that do not involve abandoning the thesis of the
incorrigibility of first-person psychological statements
and thus ceasing to attach much value to the assimilation
of such statements to natural expressions of emotion and
sensation. One might deny that (1) and (3) are the same
statement, or one might maintain that although (1) is
logically connected with behavioral statements about
which I can be mistaken, yet I cannot be mistaken about
(1). The first of these alternatives would involve finding a
satisfactory explanation of why I cannot assert the same
thing that someone else does when he asserts (3). The
second would require an account of the notion of a logi-
cal connection that would allow for the existence of state-
ments that, when made by myself, are incorrigible, but
which are logically connected with other statements that,
when made by myself, are not incorrigible.

In fact it has been argued by some that there are no
psychological statements that are incorrigible and that
the problem we have just been discussing is therefore an
unnecessary one. It seems to be quite true that there are
some ways in which one can be mistaken when one says
one has, say, a pain. But the matter has not yet been clar-
ified sufficiently for anyone to be justified in saying with
confidence that this renders the problem unnecessary.
Even if first-person present-tense pain statements are
corrigible, this does not show that they are corrigible in
all the ways that other statements are corrigible. Nor has
it been shown convincingly that they are corrigible in
such a way as to obviate any difficulty that may arise from
the fact that “I have a pain,” said by me, contradicts “He
has a pain,” said about me.

In addition to the above objections to Wittgenstein’s
views on the subject of psychological statements, there is
another one that is of a less definite character and to
which Wittgenstein himself alludes when he puts into the
mouth of an imaginary objector such words as “and yet
you again and again reach the conclusion that the sensa-
tion itself is a nothing” (Philosophical Investigations, Sec.
304). He protests, of course, that this is not the sort of
impression he wishes to create and that it arises from his
“setting his face against the picture of the inner process.”
Nevertheless, it cannot be said that he altogether succeeds
in dispelling this impression. His problem might indeed
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be described in just these terms—to set his face against
the inner process picture without creating the impression
that he wishes to deny the existence of sensations. It does
not seem that he succeeds in this.

P. F. STRAWSON. It is perhaps Wittgenstein’s failure that
in part gives rise to another attack on the problem—
namely, that of P. E. Strawson. Strawson, like Wittgen-
stein, is convinced that the argument from analogy is
mistaken and that skepticism about other minds is sense-
less or at least empty and pointless. Like Wittgenstein, he
holds that the relation of the behavior of other people to
their mental states is not contingent: “the behavior-crite-
ria one goes on [in assigning P-predicates—that is, psy-
chological predicates] are not just signs of the presence of
what is meant by the P-predicate, but are criteria of a log-
ically adequate kind for the ascription of the P-predicate”
(Individuals, p. 106).

In spite of this he is out of sympathy with Wittgen-
stein in many ways. He considers that the assimilation of
first-person present-tense psychological statements to the
natural expressions of sensation and emotion “obscures
the facts and is needless” (Individuals, p. 107). He is
unconvinced by Wittgenstein’s reasoning against the idea
of a private language that might serve as a basis for the
argument from analogy. He sees little difficulty in the
notion of a person’s inventing for himself a private lan-
guage in which he has names for his sensations even when
such sensations have no outward expressions: “He might
simply be struck by the recurrence of a certain sensation
and get into the habit of making a certain mark in a dif-
ferent place every time it occurred” (Individuals, p. 85).
Nor does he consider the notion of a person’s continuing
to exist in a disembodied state as logically absurd (Indi-
viduals, pp. 115-116). He accuses Wittgenstein of hostil-
ity to the idea of what is not observed and of a “a
prejudice against the inner” (“Critical Notice,” p. 91).

All these criticisms of Wittgenstein suggest that
Strawson holds the view that the connection between
behavior and mental states is, after all, a contingent one.
But this, as we have seen, is not so. How, then, does Straw-
son reconcile these apparently conflicting aspects of his
thought? His line of thought appears to be approximately
that general agreement in judgment is necessary before it
is possible to have a common language. Such general
agreement exists about, for example, “what it looks like
here,” and this agreement makes possible our common
impersonal language of, for example, color. There is no
such general agreement about “whether or not ‘it’s

painful here; “ and there is thus no possibility of a com-

mon impersonal pain language. However, there is some-
thing available (namely, pain behavior) on which general
agreement is possible, and if we are therefore to have a
common pain language, we must each ascribe pain to
others on the basis of their behavior. In this way a com-
mon personal language becomes possible.

In discussing Strawson’s thought, it is crucial to
emphasize that until a person decides to ascribe pains to
others on the basis of their behavior, he has not got and
cannot have our concept of pain, for part of that concept
is that a pain is something that someone possesses. Nev-
ertheless, he can have a concept (or perhaps something
more rudimentary than a full-fledged concept) that is
akin to our concept of pain but does not involve the idea
of something that is had or possessed by either himself or
others.

Perhaps this can be made more intelligible by con-
sidering a conceivable though unlikely case, that of a
young child who has not yet got our concept of pain but
is on the way to getting it. When he falls and knocks his
head or scrapes his knee, he says, “It hurts.” He has
learned this sentence, perhaps as a replacement for natu-
ral cries of pain, and he uses it to get picked up and oth-
erwise comforted. However, when his twin brother or a
brick falls off the table, and the child is asked, “Does it
hurt?” he replies, “No.” Nevertheless, he cannot be said to
mean by “It hurts” what is meant by “It hurts me,” even
though he says the former only when the latter is true, for
he attaches no sense to “Does it hurt John?,” as opposed
to “Does it hurt me?” Nor, with regard to what he calls
hurting, does he see any difference between John and a
brick. If John says, “It hurts,” when he himself is feeling all
right, he regards what John says as simply untrue. In
order for this child to make the transition to the concept
of pain as something that either he or someone else has,
he must learn to say, “It hurts John,” when John bumps
his head and cries and to say, “It hurts me,” when formerly
he said only, “It hurts.” Until this linguistic convention is
acquired, the child cannot be said to have the concept of

pain as a property of persons at all, not even as a property
of himself.

Thus, the argument from analogy breaks down
because it assumes not only that a person can have a pri-
vate language but that this language contains our concept
of pain (ascribed pain). But such a language could con-
tain at best only a concept of what we may call unascribed
pain. The connection between unascribed pain and my
behavior is a contingent one, but the connection between
behavior and ascribed pain is not. We can see now why
Strawson says, “I have argued that such a ... ‘justification’
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[of our beliefs about others] is impossible, that the
demand for it cannot be coherently stated” (Individuals,
p. 112). To talk about other people’s pains at all is to
accept and use the concept of ascribed pain, and it is an
integral part of this concept that behavior shows any per-
son whether that concept applies to other people.

Criticisms of Strawson. Strawson’s views are open to
some of the criticisms that have been directed against
opinions that are the same as his own. In addition, Ayer
has directed a number of criticisms specifically against
Strawson’s positions, asserting that his notion of logical
adequacy is obscure and arguing that this obscurity is
irremediable. It is certainly true that Strawson does not
make the notion of logical adequacy as clear as he might,
but Ayer’s reasons for thinking that this obscurity could
not be remedied are themselves inconclusive. Ayer’s other
main criticism is directed against Strawson’s reason for
holding that neither the argument from analogy nor the
philosophical skepticism that arises from this argument
can be stated coherently. This criticism is based on a fail-
ure properly to understand Strawson’s position, which in
turn leads to the mistaken idea that Strawson cannot
allow for the existence of someone with the concept of a
person “who was invariably mistaken in ascribing states
of consciousness to others” (The Concept of a Person and
Other Essays, p. 106).

There is nothing in Strawson’s position to prevent
him from holding that analogy is used in the ascription of
states of consciousness to others; the only thing that he
rules out is analogical argument of the traditional pattern.
To understand this, let us use the words “upain” and
“utickle” for the concepts of unascribed pains and tickles.
According to Strawson, in order to pass from these con-
cepts to those of (ascribed) pains and tickles, I must
adopt verbal rules according to which I say “I have a pain”
when there is a “upain” and “He has a pain” when another
body exhibits certain behavior, and so on. But what sort
of behavior, and so forth? There is no reason that Straw-
son’s answer should not be along some such lines as
“behavior, etc., that is like the behavior, etc., that this
body (i.e., mine) exhibits when there is a upain.” In
accepting such a rule, I am not arguing by analogy. Now,
I can adopt such a rule and thus have the concept of a
person, but I can still fail to realize that all the objects I
regard as persons are in fact unlike myself in ways that I
have not noticed.

Ayer describes an imaginary child who is brought up
and taught to speak by lifelike robots and who never
meets real people. He argues, quite correctly, that this
child would have the concept of a person and yet always
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be mistaken when he ascribes mental attributes to any-
thing. But no consequences fatal to Strawson’s views fol-
low from this. The child has adopted the verbal rule
whose acceptance, according to Strawson, is necessary for
the possession of the concept of a person. The child mis-
takenly thinks that the robots are persons because he
believes that they are much more like himself than in fact
they are. This gives no ground for the skeptical conclu-
sion that I may here and now be mistaken in my belief
that there are other people besides myself. If one accepts
Strawson’s position, such skepticism need be justified
only if what I think to be other people are a great deal less
like me in behavior, etc., than I take them to be. If there is
a doubt left here, according to Strawson it can have noth-
ing very specifically to do with other minds. The basis of
Ayer’s misunderstanding is his mistaken belief that
Strawson “infers that any attempt to justify the belief that
there are other persons by relying on the premiss that one
knows oneself to be a person would be circular; the pre-
miss would already assume what the argument is sup-
posed to prove” (ibid., p. 104). But Strawson’s objection
to the argument from analogy is not that it is a circular
argument. According to him, the trouble is that the argu-
ment both uses the concept of a person and rejects the
verbal rule that is a necessary part of that concept,
namely, the rule that mental attributes are to be ascribed
to things on the basis of their behavior, and so on.

JOHN WISDOM'’S VIEWS. Finally, something should be
said of John Wisdom’s very important work on this prob-
lem. It is quite impossible to summarize Wisdom’s contri-
bution as another solution to the problem of other minds.
This impossibility is inherent in his views about philoso-
phy and in the method he used in conformity with these
views. All that can be done here is to give some idea of
what is to be found in his writings on the problem of other
minds by sketching his method of dealing with it.

Wisdom was much influenced by Wittgenstein, espe-
cially in regard to the idea that the treatment of a philo-
sophical problem is in some ways like the treatment of an
illness. Such a problem or puzzle is a symptom of deep-
seated intellectual disorder that consists in a persistent
tendency to think about a certain area of thought and
language in accordance with a misleading and partially
inappropriate model. The puzzle is dissipated when one
is “cured” of this tendency. Inattention, however, is not
the only remedy, nor is the taking of drugs. The only
“cure” available to a philosopher qua philosopher is a cer-
tain form of insight. The misleading model that distorts
one’s thinking is largely an unconscious one. Insight and
freedom from its grip are obtained by bringing it into the
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open, by making quite clear in detail how our thought is
governed by it, and by giving us a proper view of the
nature of, for example, our knowledge of other minds.

Thus, Wisdom’s first aim is to induce and sharpen
philosophical perplexity by showing how it arises pre-
cisely out of the sort of position that is at first sight the
most attractive to us. For example, the most natural
answer to the question about other minds is the tradi-
tional one. But it is from this answer and the way of
thinking that goes with it that philosophical skepticism
most easily arises. Skepticism is satisfactorily removed
only when we are brought to see that knowing about
other minds is not altogether like other ways of knowing
that are by analogy and that it need not be. It might be
thought that the aim of a philosopher should be to find a
correct model that does not mislead. But according to
Wisdom, this is not so. Although every statement has its
own logic, the logic of every statement is in some degree
like that of every other. We cannot usefully create a lim-
ited set of pigeonholes into one of which goes our knowl-
edge of other minds along with, say, our knowledge of the
past, while our knowledge of any theoretical entity goes
into another. The matter cannot come to this sort of a
conclusion. There will be important differences that will
make inappropriate any such pigeonhole, as well as the
likenesses that make it possible. To get a true grasp of the
nature of our knowledge of other minds, it is necessary to
make a very large number of detailed comparisons
between the various ways in which we know or might
know things and between the logic of various types of
statements. Only then will we see psychological state-
ments and the ways in which we know of the existence of
other people’s thoughts and feelings in all their idiosyn-
crasies and in all their similarities to other statements and
to other ways of knowing things. Until this is done, we
cannot be entirely freed from our tendency to see things
as they are not.

As may be deduced, Wisdom’s writings about other
minds are almost as much about induction, the past, per-
ception, philosophy of science, and so on as they are
about other minds. He used his method with subtlety,
inventiveness, and imagination. Many points made by
later writers on the problem of other minds are little
more than elaborations or oversimplifications of points
already made by Wisdom.

See also Private Language Problem.

Bibliography

ENGLISH-SPEAKING PHILOSOPHERS

Ayer, A. ]. The Concept of a Person and Other Essays. London:
Macmillan, 1963. Ch. 4. Criticizes Strawson’s views.

Ayer, A. ]. The Problem of Knowledge. London: Macmillan,
1956. Ch. 5. Defends the argument from analogy.

Bilgrami, Akeel. “Dummett, Realism, and Other Minds.” In
The Philosophy of Michael Dummett, edited by Brian
McGuinness. Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1994.

Brewer, Bill. “Emotion and Other Minds.” In Understanding
Emotions: Mind and Morals, edited by Peter Goldie.
Brookfield, U.K.: Ashgate, 2002.

Buford, T. O., ed. Essays on Other Minds. Chicago: University of
Ilinois Press, 1970.

Dennett, Daniel C. “Beliefs about Beliefs.” Behavioral and Brain
Sciences 1 (1978): 568-570.

Dretske, Fred. “Animal Minds.” Philosophic Exchange 31
(2000-2001): 21-33.

Fodor, Jerry. “A Theory of the Child’s Theory of Mind.”
Cognition 44 (1992): 283-296.

Foley, Richard. Intellectual Trust in Oneself and Others. New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2001.

Gasking, Douglas. “Avowals.” In Analytical Philosophy, edited
by R. J. Butler, 154-169. Oxford, 1962.

Ginet, Carl. “Plantinga and the Philosophy of Mind.” In Alvin
Plantinga, edited by James E. Tomberlin. Dordrecht: Reidel,
1985.

Goldman, A. “In Defense of the Simulation Theory.” Mind and
Language 7 (1992): 104-119.

Heal, Jane. “Other Minds, Rationality, and Analogy.”
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supplement 74 (2000):
1-19.

Heal, Jane. “Understanding Other Minds from the Inside.” In
Current Issues in Philosophy of Mind, edited by Anthony
O’Hear. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998.

Hill, Christopher. “On Getting to Know Others.” Philosophical
Topics 13 (1985): 257-266.

Leslie, A. M. “Pretense and Representation: The Origins of
‘Theory of Mind.” Psychological Review 94 (1987): 412—426.

Malcolm, Norman. “Knowledge of Other Minds.” Journal of
Philosophy 55 (1958): 969-978. A radical criticism of the
argument from analogy and the traditional viewpoint.

Malcolm, Norman. “Wittgenstein’s Philosophical
Investigations.” Philosophical Review 63 (4) (1954): 530-559.
Defends Wittgenstein’s views on private languages.

McDowell, John. “Criteria, Defeasibility, and Knowledge.”
Proceedings of the British Academy 68 (1982): 455-479.

McGinn, Colin. “What Is the Problem of Other Minds?”
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supplement 58 (1984):
119-137.

Mill, J. S. An Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy.
London: Longmans Green, 1865. Ch. 12. Contains a
straightforward version of the argument from analogy.

Nichols, Shaun. “Mindreading and the Cognitive Architecture
underlying Altruistic Motivation.” Mind and Language 16
(2001): 425-455.

Sober, Elliot. “Evolution and the Problem of Other Minds.”
Journal of Philosophy 97 (2000): 365-386.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

58 2nd edition



Strawson, P. E. “Critical Notice of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical
Investigations.” Mind 63 (249) (1954): 70-99. A criticism of
Wittgenstein’s views on private languages.

Strawson, P. E. Individuals. London: Methuen, 1959. Ch. 3.

Wisdom, John. “Other Minds.” Mind 49 (196): 369—402; 50
(197): 1-22; 50 (198): 97—122; 50 (199): 209-242; 50 (200)
313-329; 51 (201): 1-18 (1940-1942).

Wisdom, John. “Other Minds.” Logic and Reality, PAS, Supp. 20
(1946): 122-147.

Wisdom, John. Other Minds. Oxford: Blackwell, 1965. Reprints
all the above.

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Philosophical Investigations. Oxford:
Blackwell, 1953.

GERMAN PHILOSOPHERS

Husserl, Edmund. Cartesianische Meditationen. Husserliana,
Vol. I. The Hague, 1950. Meditation V. Translated by Dorion
Cairns as Cartesian Meditations; An Introduction to
Phenomenology. The Hague, 1960.

Scheler, Max Ferdinand. Zur Phinomenologie und Theorie der
Sympathiegefiihle und von Liebe und Hass. Halle, 1913.
Appendix.

J. M. Shorter (1967)
Bibliography updated by Benjamin Fiedor (2005)

OTTO, RUDOLF

(1869-1937)

Rudolf Otto, the German theologian, was born at Peine in
Hanover. He studied at Erlangen and Géttingen, where he
became a Privatdozent in systematic theology in 1897. In
1904 Otto was appointed professor of systematic theol-
ogy at Gottingen. He accepted similar posts at Breslau in
1914 and at Marburg in 1917, where he remained until
his death. In addition to his philosophical work, Otto
published works on Christ, on Indian religious thought
and its relation to Christianity, and on various theologi-
cal topics.

RELIGIOUS FEELING AND RELIGIOUS
KNOWLEDGE

Otto’s most significant philosophic contribution is to be
found in his discussion of religious feeling and religious
knowledge—a discussion that begins with his earliest
work and culminates in The Idea of the Holy.

In Naturalism and Religion (1904) Otto discusses the
relation of religion to a naturalism that demands that
everything be explained on the basis of mathematical-
mechanical laws, thus excluding the beyond, purpose,
and mystery, which are essential to religion.

OTTO, RUDOLF

COGNITIVE CLAIMS OF RELIGION. Religion makes
certain claims—that the world is conditioned and
dependent, that there is a providence, that there is a side
other than that which appears to us. These claims are not
put forward as poetry but as truths. They cannot, how-
ever, be justified by, nor derived from, a consideration of
nature in any straightforward sense. Reason may show
that science does not conflict with these claims and even
that science is unable to consider their truth-value. Rea-
son may also point out hints in nature that suggest that
these claims are true; reason cannot, however, justify
them. These truths differ in kind from those of science
and common sense and have their own grounds—the
heart and conscience, feeling and intuition. Correlations
can be made between various feelings, on the one hand,
and religious claims, on the other. Corresponding to the
claim that the world is conditioned and dependent is the
feeling of the dependence and conditionally of all things.
The claim that there is a providence, or teleological order,
in things implies that certain value judgments are true
and these value judgments rest on feeling and intuition.
Corresponding to the claim that there is a beyond is
piety—a feeling and intuition, which is bound up with
our experience of the beautiful and the mysterious, that
there is a reality behind appearances.

RELIGIOUS FEELINGS AND
INTUITIONS

In Naturalism and Religion it is not entirely clear just what
these feelings and intuitions are. Otto sometimes talks of
them as if they were feelings in a straightforward sense.
At other times he talks of them as if they were half-
formulated judgments that carry with them an
inescapable sense of conviction, and at still other times he
talks of them as if they were cognitive experiences in
somewhat the same way that visual experiences are cog-
nitive.

CATEGORIES AND IDEAS. The notion of religious feel-
ings and intuitions receives a more complete treatment in
The Philosophy of Religion Based on Kant and Fries (1909),
in which Otto follows the position of Jakob Friedrich
Fries. We have an immediate knowledge of reality, the
noumenal world, which shows itself in “feelings of truth.”
These feelings can be brought to full consciousness as
ideas. An idea is a concept that can be applied to reality.
When temporally schematized, the categories of theoret-
ical reason can be applied to appearances and can also,
when schematized by the principle of completeness (a
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principle based on reason’s “perception and knowledge”
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that real existence is necessary, one, and complete), be
applied to reality itself. A category thus schematized is an
idea. These ideas are essentially negative. In effect, they
exclude certain characteristics—temporality, contin-
gency, and so on—from reality.

In the case of the practical reason the “feeling of
truth” cannot be completely conceptualized. Practical
reason does, however, derive the idea of reality as “the
reign of purpose” from the principle of the dignity of the
person that underlies the concept of duty. The idea is
again presumably negative.

The negative judgments obtained through applying
the ideas of theoretical and practical reason to reality
must be supplemented by positive knowledge, which is
gained through feelings or perceptions that cannot be
adequately expressed although they can be communi-
cated. These feelings, or perceptions, again seem to be,
simultaneously, feelings in an ordinary sense, the ability
to make judgments according to criteria that cannot
themselves be formulated, and a direct perception of an
objective existence—in this case, reality. Otto distin-
guishes between the feeling of beauty and of the sublime,
on the one hand, and religious feelings, on the other.
Although the discussion is somewhat obscure, it would
seem that all three of these feelings either directly or indi-
rectly disclose reality.

NUMINOUS FEELINGS

In The Idea of the Holy (1917), Otto attempts to make a
clear distinction between numinous, or religious, feelings
and feelings that might be confused with them, such as
the feeling of the sublime. Numinous feelings have two
primary aspects—a feeling of religious dread and a feel-
ing of religious fascination. The closest analogue to reli-
gious dread, or awe, is the feeling of uncanniness—the
feeling one has when the hair on the back of one’s neck
rises, the shudder or terror on hearing a ghost story, the
dread of haunted places. The feeling of fascination by,
attraction to, and prizing of the object that arouses the
feeling in question creates both the desire to approach the
object and the feeling that one possesses no value when
considered in relation to the fascinating and prized
object.

Otto’s attempt to describe the various feelings must
be distinguished from his theory about numinous feel-
ings. Numinous feelings are unique; they cannot be ana-
lyzed as a complex of such nonnuminous feelings as love,
fear, horror, a feeling of sublimity, and so on. Second, the
capacity for numinous feelings is unexplainable;
although the capacity may appear in the world only when

certain conditions are fulfilled, the conditions do not
constitute an adequate explanation of the capacity in
question.

Numinous feelings are also cognitive. Two claims are
made at this point. First, the feelings are the source of the
concept of the numinous—the concept of something that
is both a value and an objective reality. The numinous
feelings are also cognitive in the sense that they are like
visual experiences. They have “immediate and primary
reference to an object outside the self”—the numinous
quality or object, which is an object of numinous feelings
in somewhat the same way that visible objects and quali-
ties might be said to be the object of visual experiences.

INTERPRETATIONS. The relation between these two
claims is not clear. At least two interpretations are possi-
ble. The first interpretation makes central the claim that
numinous feelings disclose the numinous object. The
encounter with the numinous object through numinous
experiences gives rise to the concept of the numinous in
much the same way that encounters with objects and
qualities through visual experiences are thought to give
rise to the concepts of those objects and qualities. The
concept of the numinous is, then, a posteriori in the sense
that it is derived from the experience of an object or qual-
ity. It is, however, a priori in the sense that it is not derived
from any sense experience. In this interpretation the feel-
ing is the source of the concept only in the sense that it
discloses the object of the concept, the encounter with the
object producing the concept of the object.

In the second interpretation the feeling gives rise to
both the concept and the disclosure of the numinous
object, yet it is not the encounter with the numinous that
gives rise to the concept of the numinous. Rather, the
feeling furnishes the concept in much the same way that
Immanuel Kant’s theoretical reason furnishes the various
a priori categories. The concept of the numinous is, then,
a priori in a standard sense. The feeling does more than
this, however. The feeling that furnishes the concept also
discloses the object to which the concept applies. How are
these two functions of numinous feelings related? Neither
the concept nor the object is, it would seem, given in iso-
lation. Rather, the object is given through the concept or
as structured by the concept. The two are given together
although one is not derived from the other. In either
interpretation Otto makes the claim that feeling puts us
in contact with, discloses, is an awareness of, intuits
something outside ourselves. In this respect feeling is like
visual and auditory experiences. It has an objective refer-
ent whether this is structured by an a priori concept or
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whether it simply gives rise to a concept. Unfortunately,
the difficulties involved in this claim are not discussed.
Obvious disanalogies with ordinary perception (the
absence of tests for “mis-seeing,” the fact that no sense
organ is tied to numinous experiences, the fact that
nonpsychological predictions cannot be based on numi-
nous experiences in the way in which they can be based
on visual experiences, and so on) are ignored.

THE NUMEN

Otto calls the object of numinous feelings the numen,
something that is both value and object but which can be
only indirectly characterized by means of “ideograms”—
that is, by designating properties which would appropri-
ately call forth a feeling response analogous to that
evoked in the encounter with the numen. For example,
the encounter with the numen evokes religious dread.
This is analogous to fear. Accordingly, we indicate the
property of the numen that arouses religious dread by
wrath, a term that refers to a property which often pro-
duces fear. In addition to this, however, we can and
should “schematize” the numen by means of such
rational concepts as goodness, completeness, necessity,
and substantiality. That is, concepts of this sort may be
predicated of the numen. The resulting judgment is syn-
thetic a priori. It may be suggested that the cash value of
the last claim is that we just “see” the connection to be
appropriate if we possess numinous feelings.

THE HOLY

When the concept of the numinous and the schematizing
concepts are brought together in this way, we have the
“complex category of the ‘holy’ itself” The category is a
priori in the sense that (1) the connection between the
notion of the numinous and the schematizing concepts is
a priori, (2) the concept of the numinous is a priori in
that although it arises “amid the sensory data ... of the
natural world, ... it does not arise out of them,” and (3)
the schematizing concepts are a priori.

The last claim is difficult to maintain, however, for
Otto’s examples of the schematizing concepts seem to
make this impossible. It could perhaps be argued that
schematizing concepts such as completeness, necessity,
substantiality, and goodness are a priori. Otto also wishes
to say, however, that the concepts of love, mercy, and
moral will can function as concepts that schematize vari-
ous aspects of the numinous. It is difficult to maintain
that a concept such as love is a priori. What Otto main-
tains is that although “love” as applied to the numen and
“love” as applied in ordinary situations have the same
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content, their form differs. When referred to the numen,
the term is taken absolutely; when it is applied in ordi-
nary situations, it is not. Otto seems to mean that love in
the ordinary sense admits of degrees that can be arranged
on a scale. The love of the numen is the limit of this scale.
Since the limit (whatever this might be) is not given to us
in sense experience, we may call it a priori.

RELIGIOUS FEELINGS AND THE
NUMEN

We can now explicate more fully the role that religious or
numinous feelings play in religious knowledge. They dis-
close the numen to us. They are the source of the concept
of the numinous. Finally, they appear to warrant the syn-
thetic a priori judgments that link the schematizing con-
cepts to the concept of the numinous.

The relation between the account presented in The
Philosophy of Religion and The Idea of the Holy is, I think,
clear. The ideas have become the “Idea of the Holy”
(which breaks down into the concept of the numinous
and the schematizing concepts), reality has become the
numen, and feelings and intuitions have become numi-
nous feelings.

AUTONOMY OF THE SPIRIT

Another theme, although less philosophically interesting,
is of central concern to Otto himself—the autonomy of
the spirit and of the spirit’s religious capacities. In assert-
ing that the spirit is autonomous, Otto is claiming that
the laws of the spirit are fundamentally different from
those of the natural world. In effect, they are the pre-
scriptive laws of logic and ethics (and of religion?) rather
than the descriptive laws of physics and psychology. Inso-
far as a spirit determines itself by prescriptive laws, it is
free. Otto is further claiming that spirit is the source of
concepts, principles, intuitions, and valuations that can-
not be derived from sense experience. And, finally, he is
claiming that although spirit develops under the influ-
ence of external stimuli, it is something unique in its own
right. Spirit cannot be explained by, nor can its occur-
rence be predicted on, the basis of a consideration of
sense experience alone. Spirit and its operations “emerge”
under certain conditions but are not explained by these
conditions.

See also A Priori and A Posteriori; Fries, Jakob Friedrich;
Kant, Immanuel; Mysticism, Nature and Assessment of;
Naturalism.
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OUSIA

In classical Greek philosophy, ousia (a noun derived from
the present participle of the Greek verb “to be”) most
often expresses one or another of four closely connected
concepts: (1) what something is in itself, its being or
essence; (2) an entity which is what it is, at least with
respect to essential attributes, on its own and without
dependence on any more fundamental entity of another
type outside itself (in Plato’s middle dialogues, the forms;
for Aristotle, substance; for the Stoics, the material sub-
strate); (3) for Plato, being as opposed to becoming; and
(4) for the Stoics in some instances, existence as opposed
to nonexistence. Depending on the context, ousia may be
translated as “being,” “essence,” “reality;,” or “substance.”

Employed in ordinary Greek to speak of a person’s
wealth and possessions, the word ousia was put to philo-
sophical use by Plato in his early dialogue Euthyphro to
state a requirement on definitions. Asked what piety is,
Euthyphro answers that it is what is loved by all the gods.
Socrates responds with a clear statement of concept (1),
saying that Euthyphro has mentioned merely something
that qualifies piety externally and has failed to give the
ousia of piety (11a4-b1), what it is in itself that leads the
gods to love it.

The transition from concept (1) to concept (2)
occurs most clearly in the Phaedo, a dialogue of Plato’s
middle period. There the character Socrates introduces
several forms, including the just itself and the beautiful
itself (65d4-8), and speaks of them as the ousia of other
things (65d13), in the sense that other things become just
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or beautiful, for example, only by participation in, or
dependence on, the corresponding form (101c3—4). Each
such form is an ousia according to concept (2) (76d9, cf.
77a2), a being or reality (78d1) that is always the same
and unchanging (78d1-7), an object of thought rather
than sensation.

In the Republic a similar picture obtains, but there
the character Socrates speaks of the forms collectively as
ousia, with the exception of the form of the good (VI,
509b8-9), and contrasts this invariant, unqualified, and
cognitively reliable being first with the many sensible
things, which can appear, for example, beautiful in one
respect but ugly in another (V, 479¢7, cf. 479b6—d1), and
then with the collective becoming and decaying of these
sensibles (VI, 485b21). This use of the word ousia to
express concept (3), being as opposed to becoming, is fre-
quent in book VII, where the study of the mathematical
sciences serves to lead the prospective philosopher-rulers
to turn away from becoming and toward being (VII,
525b5, cf. 525¢6, 526¢6, 534a3). This strong distinction in
the Republic between being and becoming has been ques-
tioned by some scholars. In any case, it is considerably
attenuated in some of Plato’s later dialogues, including
the Philebus, where the character Socrates asserts “Every
process of generation ... takes place for the sake of some
particular being [ousias tinas hekastes]” (54¢c2-3).

In the Categories, Aristotle uses the word ousia occa-
sionally in the concept (1) sense of essence (e.g., at
lal-2), but at the center of the discussion in the Cate-
gories is concept (2), and ousia in this sense becomes a
technical term rendered by most translators as “sub-
stance.” Moving even further from the view of the Repub-
lic than Plato does in his later dialogues, Aristotle argues
that ousia in sense (2) belongs primarily and most of all
to sensible entities like a particular human or a particular
horse (2a11-14), since these “primary substances” (2a35)
are substrates, or ontological subjects, not only of their
own essential attributes but also, differently, of inherents
from other categories, such as a certain quality or a cer-
tain quantity, that happen to be “in” them at one time or
another (2a34-b5). He concludes that everything else
under discussion in the Categories, including the species
and genera of primary substances (called “secondary sub-
stances” at 2al4) as well as all the inherents in other cate-
gories, depend on primary substances for their being, in
the sense that without primary substances, none of the
others could be (2b5-6). (For an even stronger claim that
all depends on substance, the focal or referential theory of
the meaning of “being” [Gk. “to on,” the participle], see
Metaphysics, IV, 1003b5-10; cf. Devereux, pp. 220, 232.)

OUSIA

Aristotle’s other extended discussion of ousia (Meta-
physics, V11, VIII) accepts the view of the Categories that
particular animals and plants fall under ousiai in sense
(2) (VII, 1028b8-10). But book VII, having brought in
the distinction between matter and form introduced in
the Physics (190b1-191a22) to explain the coming-to-be
and passing-away of particular sensible substances, sub-
sequently regarded as composites of matter and form,
says that such composite sensible substances are “poste-
rior” to both matter and form (1029a30-32). It then
argues at length for the thesis that form is primary sub-
stance (1037a5-7 and 1037a27-30, cf. 1032b1-2). This
thesis raises two important questions. How does the the-
sis fit with Aristotle’s position in the Categories that enti-
ties like particular horses and particular humans are
primary substances? And is the primary substance the
form of the species, which, though not a universal
(1038b1-16), is nevertheless present in all the particular
members of that species, or is it the particular form of a
particular member of the species, unique to it and not
present in any other member? These issues have been
much debated since the 1950s, but in the 1980s and 1990s
the weight of scholarly opinion shifted somewhat toward
the particular-forms view, even as the widespread
assumption that Metaphysics VII-VIII is a later work than
the Categories came into question. (On these issues, see
both Frede and Wedin; for a different view, see Loux.)
The thesis that form is primary substance opens up the
possibility of an inquiry, promised in book VII
(1028b27-33), as to whether there can be any substance
entirely separate from matter. This inquiry, carried out in
book XII, leads Aristotle to conclude that there are not
only eternal material substances (e.g., the planets, on his
view) but also eternal immaterial substances (1071b4-5),
including Aristotle’s god, the first unmoved mover whose
ceaseless thinking upon thinking (1072b1-30) inspires
the movement of the outer sphere of fixed stars
(1073a23-30).

Among the Stoics, by contrast, ousia in sense (2) is
the single material substrate of all things, considered in
abstraction from all qualities and relations depending on
it (Calcidius, see Long and Hedley, Vol. 1, p. 269-270; for
the Stoics’ debt here to Plato, Timaeus 50a5—c6, see Menn,
p- 216). Some Stoics also use the word ousia in sense (4),
existence as opposed to nonexistence, to distinguish
objects of thought that exist, objects that are peculiarly
qualified portions of the material substrate ousia, for
example, a particular horse, from objects of thought that
are purely fictional and do not exist, for example, a cen-
taur (Seneca, see Long and Hedley, Vol. 1, p.162).

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

2nd edition

63



OWEN, G. E. L

See also Aristotle; Essence and Existence; Plato; Stoicismy;
Substance and Attribute.
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OWEN, G. E. L

1922-1982

Gwilym Ellis Lane Owen was a major force in the
post—World War II upsurge of analytically oriented philo-
sophical work on ancient philosophy. The author of arti-
cles of enduring value, the subject of much discussion
and controversy, many of them among the classics of the
philosophical study of pre-Socratic philosophy, Plato,
and Aristotle, he was concerned principally with the logic
of argument, metaphysics, and philosophy of language;
he had no substantive interests in ethics, political theory,
or aesthetics. He understood the ancient philosophers as
engaged in conceptual investigations of live philosophical
interest. Raised in a Welsh family in Portsmouth, Eng-
land, he matriculated at Corpus Christi College, Oxford,
in 1940, completing his bachelor of arts degree in 1948,
after war service in the Pacific arena. In 1950 he received
a bachelor of philosophy degree under Gilbert Ryle’s
supervision, with an epoch-making thesis on logic, phi-
losophy of language, and metaphysics in Plato’s Theaete-
tus, Parmenides, Sophist, Statesman, and Philebus. Its main

ideas formed the basis of his influential, though contro-
versial, first publication, “The Place of the Timaeus in
Plato’s Dialogues.”

After postdoctoral research at the University of
Durham, Owen returned to Oxford in 1953 as university
lecturer in ancient philosophy (from 1958, also nontutor-
ial fellow of Corpus Christi), university reader (1957), and
professor of ancient philosophy as first incumbent of that
chair (1963). In 1966 he went to Harvard as professor of
philosophy and the classics to direct a new PhD program
in classical philosophy. In 1973 he returned to Great
Britain as Laurence Professor of Ancient Philosophy in the
Classics Faculty at Cambridge, and as fellow of King’s Col-
lege, where he remained until his early death in 1982.

Owen’s year-long Oxford lectures on pre-Socratic
philosophy, and his courses and seminars on Plato and
Aristotle throughout his career, were famously exhilarat-
ing, challenging, and fast-paced explorations of central
texts and topics in the study of ancient philosophy. A
remarkably high percentage of the leading ancient
philosophers of the next generation learned their craft
and drew their initial inspiration from these classes. More
than any of his contemporaries, Owen’s example and per-
sonal influence shaped the growth and expansion in the
philosophical study of ancient philosophy in the late
twentieth century.

More than half of Owen’s published work concerned
Aristotle primarily, but his work on Plato and the pre-
Socratic philosophers Parmenides and Zeno of Elea was
equally ground breaking. He rejected the traditional idea
that Plato’s Timaeus—with its conception of the physical
world as a “copy” drawn by a creator god from his intel-
lectual vision of Forms existing in a separate nonphysical
realm—was the culmination and permanent legacy of
Plato’s work in metaphysics. Rather, he read the dialectical
and logical investigations of the Parmenides and Sophist,
and others of what under his influence came to be referred
to simply as the “late” dialogues, as containing deeper and
more adequate reflections on issues of being and not-
being, unity and multiplicity, becoming and change.

Confused ideas about these issues had motivated the
“middle-period” theory of Forms, of Symposium, Phaedo,
Republic, and Timaeus. Owen argued that Timaeus was in
fact composed, not, as traditionally assumed, toward the
end of Plato’s life, but rather as a premature copestone to
the middle-period theory, which was to be undermined
and reconsidered in the “late” dialogues. His influential
essays, “Notes on Ryle’s Plato” and “Plato on Not-Being,”
dealing respectively with Parmenides and Sophist, cast
new light on these intriguing but very obscure works, and
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spearheaded a generation of subsequent scholarly and
philosophical work on them. His essays “Eleatic Ques-
tions,” “Zeno and the Mathematicians,” and “Plato and
Parmenides on the Timeless Present” had a similar effect
on studies of Parmenides and Zeno.

Owen’s work on Aristotle concentrated on logic,
methodology, physics, and metaphysics, but included one
provocative paper on “Aristotelian Pleasures.” This inves-
tigates Aristotle’s idea that pleasure is to be conceived not
as a passive experience but is itself an activity. Owen
advanced the challenging thesis that Aristotle’s two dis-
cussions of pleasure in Nicomachean Ethics VII and X
have interestingly divergent conceptions of the relation-
ship between the activity that pleasure itself is and what-
ever one takes pleasure in. In “Logic and Metaphysics in
some Earlier Works of Aristotle” he paid careful attention
to logical and philosophical details in some of Aristotle’s
earliest works and showed that the then popular picture
of Aristotle’s development (due to Werner Jaeger) was
unacceptable. Far from only gradually freeing himself
from a committed belief in a universal science of being,
gained through the knowledge of middle-period Platonic
Forms, Aristotle began by rejecting both the existence of
such Forms and the possibility of any universal science of
being.

It was only much later, with the employment of what
Owen called a theory of “focal meaning” for being, that
Aristotle could reconcile himself to any general science of
being, or metaphysics. It was, however, the being of Aris-
totelian substances, not Platonic Forms, which provided
the linchpin and focus of that science. In “The Platonism
of Aristotle” and “Particular and General,” he carried this
analysis forward, finding in the middle books of Aristo-
tle’s Metaphysics an avowed sympathy with Plato’s general
metaphysical program—with Aristotelian forms, not Pla-
tonic Forms, at the center of the enterprise. Other well-
known papers proposed an influential analysis of the
“appearances” that Aristotle notoriously made the basis
for the use of dialectical inquiry in physics, ethics, and
other areas of philosophy (“Tithenai ta phainomena”),
and argued that in his theory of categories Aristotle coun-
tenanced nonrepeatable individuals only in the category
of substance. In other categories the “individuals” were
such things as specific, narrowest shades of colors, not
color-instances possessed uniquely by individual sub-
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stances (“Inherence”). His paper “Aristotle on Time” also
generated much discussion.

Owen was a moving force for the founding in 1957 of
the Symposium Aristotelicum, a triennial select meeting
of British, European, and North American scholars for
concentrated joint study of a single Aristotelian text or
topic. These meetings have done much to bring the
diverse national traditions of Aristotelian scholarship
into mutual communication. Several of Owen’s articles
originally appeared in the Symposium’s triennial vol-
umes. Many of his papers were reprinted in collections
too numerous to list. After his death, they were all pub-
lished together in 1986 (as Collected Papers); details of the
original and other prior publications can be found there.

See also Aristotle; Parmenides of Elea; Philosophy of Lan-
guage; Plato; Pre-Socratic Philosophy; Ryle, Gilbert;
Zeno of Elea.
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PACIFISM

“Pacifism” is moral opposition to war. The concept
embraces a wide range of positions from an absolute pro-
hibition of all use of force against persons to a selective
and pragmatic rejection of particular forms of such force
under varying circumstances. Pacifists vary on their
moral grounds for rejecting war and on their commit-
ments to varieties of nonviolence.

Etymologically, pacifism comes from the Latin pax,
pacis, “peace” (originally “compact”) + facere, “to make,”
and literally means “peacemaking” Often, pacifism is
incorrectly identified as passivism, which derives from
the Latin passivus, “suffering,” and means being inert or
inactive, suffering acceptance. Pacifists may be passivists
but often are activists, choosing nonviolent means to
resolve conflict and achieve personal and social goals.

Pacifism consists of two parts: the moral opposition
to war and the commitment to cooperative social and
national conduct based on agreement. Beyond the mere
absence of war, peace is a condition of group order aris-
ing from within by cooperation among participants
rather than order imposed from outside by domination
by others. Pacifism’s opposition to war is much more fre-

quently reflected in philosophic literature than is its
active creation of peace.

Moral opposition to war is discussed across the his-
tory of Western philosophy. While early considerations of
the morality of war can be found in ancient Greek texts
(e.g., Plato, Republic, Book 1V, 469c—471c), more thor-
ough treatments are much later—notably from
Desiderius Erasmus in the sixteenth century and
Immanuel Kant in the late eighteenth. Adin Ballou artic-
ulated pragmatic pacifism in the mid-nineteenth century,
and William James explored pacifist philosophy in the
early twentieth. Arguments for pacifism tend to focus on
the evils of war, including human suffering—especially of
innocents—and moral degradation of participants as
well as the uncontrollability of modern warfare.

The case for pacifism varies with the form of paci-
fism being put forth. Absolute pacifism, the view that it is
wrong under all circumstances to use force against per-
sons, may rest on one interpretation of Kant’s categorical
imperative, on Mohandas Gandhi’s Satyagraha (truth
force), on Martin Luther King Jr’s notion of Christian
love, or on other moral bases. Weaker forms of pacifism
may rest on interpretations of these same principles or on
other grounds. Epistemological pacifists stress the impos-
sibility of knowing sufficiently to warrant taking lives,
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while pragmatic pacifists trace the empirical history of
war to emphasize failures in achieving the ends that were
to justify carnage. Nuclear pacifists focus on the projected
effects of thermonuclear exchange, and ecological paci-
fists consider the effects of modern war on ecosystems.

See also Erasmus, Desiderius; James, William; Just War
Theory; Kant, Immanuel; King, Martin Luther; Love;
Peace, War, and Philosophy; Plato; Russell, Bertrand
Arthur William; Social and Political Philosophy; Vio-
lence.
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PAIN

There is no consistent philosophical view concerning the
nature of pain, how to understand it, or what an under-
standing of pain might mean for philosophy of mind. Just

about every conceivable position concerning the nature
of pain is held by some leading thinker. Each of these
positions has become grist for someone’s mill in arguing
either that pain is a paradigm instance of a conscious
state or that pain is a special case and should not be
included in any general theory of consciousness.

PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS OF PAIN

Some philosophers and psychologists hold that pain is
completely subjective: Either it is essentially private and
completely mysterious, or it does not correlate with any
biological markers but is completely nonmysterious. The
International Association for the Study of Pain (IASP),
the formal organization charged with defining pain, has
articulated a paradigm subjective view. They write: “Pain
is always subjective. . . . Many people report pain in the
absence of tissue damage or any pathophysiological
cause; usually this happens for psychological reasons.
There is usually no way to distinguish their experience
from that due to tissue damage if we take the subjective
report. . . . [Pain] . . . is always a psychological state”
(1986).

However, if one holds that pain does not correlate in
some way with some sort of bodily state or event, one
becomes a dualist. If pain just is a private experience, and
that experience has no consistent underlying physical
cause or correlate, then any interesting connection
between the mind and the body over pain is lost.

Philosophers can eschew dualism by retreating to so-
called token-token identity theory. Every experience in
some creature is correlated with—identical to—some
event or other in that creature’s brain. And every experi-
ence in some other creature is correlated with—identical
to—some event or other in that creature’s brain. If the
subjectivists are right, then there is no identifiable neural
activity that is the same across all experiences of a type of
pain. There is no brain correlate for the type “having a
migraine headache,” for example. Generic headache expe-
riences occur only at a level of abstraction above brain
activity—namely, in the mind and its cognitive states.

However, if philosophers deny type-type identity for
larger brain structures across organisms, then they are
also denying any hope of discovering mind-brain con-
nections. For mental event-physical state correlations
taken one at a time are all a robust token-token identity
theory allows.

At the same time, scientists do believe that there are
areas in the brain dedicated to pain processing, just as
there are other areas dedicated to vision, audition, touch,
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and so forth. They believe that these areas are basically
the same across humans, despite individual variation.
Thus, even though a strict type-type identity might fail
for particular sensory experiences, it still underlies views
of our sensory systems taken as a whole. Types in science
are allowed some play in them. They have to, or else there
would be no mechanism by which to pick out any sort of
cognitive processing in the brain at all.

All these lessons are missed by proponents of the
subjective view, for they identify pain with the experience
of pain and then explicitly deny that that experience has
any correlation with any particular bodily reaction. But
insofar as they want to be materialists interested in a sci-
entific understanding of pain, they will have to permit
generalizations connecting something in the body with
the sensation of pain (see Hardcastle 1999).

Other philosophers and neurophysiologists argue
that pain is completely objective; it is either intrinsic to
the injured body part, a functional state, a set of behav-
ioral reactions, or a type of perception. Pain is something
that can be measured in bodies or behavior. As such, its
connection to mentality, to sensations of pain, is second-
ary at best. Humans might recognize pain in terms of
how it feels—the skin burns, for example. But, according
to objective views that take pain as intrinsic to the injured
body part, the pain itself is in the tissue. Hence, beliefs or
judgments about the condition of the tissue are deriva-
tive—that is, pain is inferred from peripheral nociceptive
or pain information (Annad and Craig 1996, Derbyshire
1996).

Similarly, if pain is understood as a type of percep-
tual process, then it works no differently than vision or
olfaction. Animals receive some sort of perceptual input
on their transducers, manipulate that information in
their brains, and then use that manipulated information
to alter motor reactions and other mental states. Part of
the manipulated information might come into conscious
awareness, but that sensation would constitute only a
subset of what is meant by pain processing. According to
this view, conscious experiences of pain, the damaged tis-
sue itself, and the bodily and emotional reactions are all
fundamental to pain processing. Each is one component
in a larger process. Working together, these components
take pressure, temperature, and chemical readings of tis-
sues and use this information to track what is happening
in bodies (Wall and Melzack 1989).

In these cases and most other instances of the objec-
tive view, pain is something entirely physical. Prima facie,
it appears that the states or processes identified with pain
could occur without any awareness of them at all. Most
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objective views of pain have the unintuitive consequence
of divorcing pain from sensations of pain or making the
mental events associated with pain processing secondary
to and dependent upon the pain processing itself.

There are a few objectivist philosophers who hold
that pain is not a purely physical event. Instead, it is
something like an attitudinal relation. Pain requires both
a bodily state and then cognition over that state. Pain
itself is the attitude, the belief, regarding one’s bodily con-
dition. This approach gets around the intuitive difficulties
of the objective views by identifying pain with the conse-
quent mental state. “Pain” then just refers to the mental
event associated with pain processing. According to this
view, there is pain processing and then pain proper.

CENTRAL PHILOSOPHICAL ISSUES

There are three large philosophical difficulties in defend-
ing any of the theories about pain processing outlined
above: the problem of mental causation, the problem of
naturalizing content, and the threat of eliminativism.

The difficulty with mental causation is roughly as
follows. If one drops a hammer on one’s foot and subse-
quently experiences pain, that experience is the proximal
cause of one’s writhing, cursing, and gnashing of teeth.
Dropping a hammer on one’s foot leads to pain behavior
only if it causes in one the sensation of pain and the belief
that one is in pain. If one were unconscious or otherwise
oblivious to one’s surroundings, then one could not sense
any pain, nor could one believe that one were in pain.
One could manifest no pain-related behavior either.

On the other hand, a neurophysiological view of the
hammer-dropping incident seems be able to explain
exactly the same events without appealing to mentality or
any sort of psychological entities at all. Neurophysiolo-
gists might talk about how the intense pressure of the
hammer head on a foot stimulates various nerve endings
and thus causes action potentials to travel up a leg to a
spinal column, where other nerves are then stimulated to
fire. These nerves transmit the firing pattern to other
nerves, and so it goes until nerves that cause muscles to
contract are likewise stimulated and one gets the
writhing, wincing, and teeth-gnashing behavior. Why
doesn’t the possibility of this sort of more precise, purely
physical explanation rule out the higher-level, more gen-
eral mental account? Or why doesn’t it make the mental
account nothing more than a placeholder until the details
of our central nervous system get figured out? As long as
one is persuaded by reductionism, then pain provides an
exemplar case for why psychological explanations appear
so tricky.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

2nd edition

69



PAIN

There is some evidence that depression is related to
pain processing. One view is that untreatable chronic
pain causes depression, which in turn increases the sensa-
tions of pain. This is a (grossly oversimplified) mentalis-
tic explanation of how a mood causally interacts with
other psychological states. At the same time, we know
that depression is correlated with a decrease in the neu-
rotransmitter serotonin. Persons suffering from just an
imbalance of a neurotransmitter and sensations of pain
are some neural state or other, then it seems that the rela-
tion between depression and pain should be explained in
terms of neurotransmitters affecting neural activity. In
this case, the mentalistic explanation is just a stand-in
until all the more basic neurphysiological details are
revealed.

Mental events causing other mental events seems to
be a natural part of the explanatory world. At the same
time, accounts of mental causation appear to be nothing
over and above a sloppy characterization of more fine-
grained and little understood physical details. The diffi-
culty for those who would like to keep the mind intact as
an explanatory unit is explicating how it is that mental
causation has a legitimate place in an understanding of
the universe above and beyond being a surrogate for the
real causal story.

Though most philosophers of mind treat mental
causation separately from issues concerning reference,
explaining the causal powers of the mind really piggy-
backs on the problem of naturalizing content. What
makes the question of mental causality peculiar is that the
content of the mental states is relevant to their efficacy.
One winces and nurses one’s foot because one’s corre-
sponding mental states are about one’s foot. If they were
about something else, then one would most likely be
doing something else. To explain exactly how it is that
mental events cause other things, philosophers are first
going to have to explain how it is they refer. That is, to jus-
tify privileging a mentalistic explanation of sensations
and beliefs over a lower-level physicalistic one of neu-
ronal firing patterns or ionic flow, first philosophers have
to have a clear grasp on what it means to have mental
events with content, since their content is what is causally
relevant to subsequent behavior.

The question about the power of the content of
beliefs and other mental states is quite important to
understanding pain processing (Gamsa 1994). What one
is thinking and believing about the world strongly influ-
ences how much pain one feels. Athletes intently focusing
on their game can break large bones and not even notice
it. But the same athletes, alone in their living rooms, will

writhe on the floor if they stub their toes. Chronic pain
patients can be trained to diminish their sensation of
pain by changing their focus of attention and their beliefs
about death and disease. Those suffering congenital indif-
ference to pain often lead short and unpleasant lives both
because they can’t sense painful stimuli but also because
they cannot form appropriate beliefs about the meaning
of the vague tinglings they do feel. How pain feels
depends to a large extent on the current doxastic milieu.
Hence, understanding pain is going to require under-
standing what beliefs and desires (and other mental
states) are and how they refer.

One implication of current scientific theories of pain
is that folk ways of describing pains are inadequate and
people would be better off eliminating the descriptors
from everyday practices (Dennett 1978). The claim is that
folkways of talking about pain comprise a rough and
ready theory of pain. This theory assumes that pains are
identical to the sensations of pain and that the word pain
can capture the essence of that sensation. From the per-
spective of some objective views of pain, both assump-
tions are dubious. Pain processing is enormously
complicated, and sensations of pain form only a tiny sub-
set of what these processors do. But even if one focuses
exclusively on sensations, the most important to folkways
of being, the folk theory is still inadequate. Words to
express all the dimensions of pain experiences simply do
not exist. The descriptors used are either metaphorical or
nonexistent. The folk theory of pain needs to be replaced
by something commensurate with the phenomenology.

Consider that not only can the sensory, affective, and
cognitive dimensions of pain be distinguished phenome-
nologically, but they can also be manipulated independ-
ently of one another. Mammals can feel a shooting pain
in their legs but not suffer in the least from it; they can be
in agony from pain without feeling any particular sensa-
tion localized to any part of their bodies. Philosophers
could just decide by fiat that pain is going to refer to the
localized sensations, or they could just decide that pain is
going to refer to the suffering. But either way they do vio-
lence to folk notions of pain, which require that a single
simple sense datum both seem to occur in some place and
be unpleasant.

In response to these sorts of claims, some have
argued that folk views of pain do not constitute a theory
in any meaningful sense. Some believe that certain intro-
spective facts are known indubitably. Pain is touted as one
of those things. Perhaps there are some sensory states, like
pain, about which people have special first-person appre-
hension; no inference of judgment is required.
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However, it is quite easy to demonstrate that intro-
spective knowledge of pain can be mistaken. If one burns
one’s hand by touching something hot, one jerks one’s
hand away from the heat source. This is a reflex action;
the nociceptive information travels up the arm to the
spinal column and then back down again. It takes about
20 to 40 msec from stimulus to behavior. The informa-
tion also travels up the spinal column to the brain. One
feels the burn as well. Unlike the reflex movement, this
processing is more complicated and takes about 200 to
500 msec from stimulus to percept, a full order of magni-
tude longer.

Nevertheless, if one introspectively reports on what
the incident feels like, one says that one moved one’s hand
away after one felt the pain; feeling pain initiated the
motor sequence. For whatever reason, brains backdate
pain sensations so that they seem causally relevant to
reflex behavior. But clearly the effect is not caused after it
occurs, so the introspective report has to be wrong. There
is not any special, first-person knowledge of pains. What-
ever knowledge is had is embedded and informed by a
conceptual framework of the brains’ devising. Despite
protests to the contrary, pain experiences have all the ear-
marks of being at least prototheoretical in nature.

Other detractors point out that even if a completed
science of pain does not use folk terms for pain, that
would not imply that those sorts of mental states do not
exist; they just would not be referred to in scientific dis-
course. The notion of pain would be analogous to ideas
about tables and chairs, germs and gems, and birthday
presents and birthday cake. These are perfectly legitimate
terms. Science just does not use them. Being cultural arti-
facts of one stripe or another, they do not refer to things
about which there are laws. There might not be a mental
science or laws about pains, but folk psychology could
still be used as it is now, in everyday explanations of
behavior.

There is something undoubtedly right about this
charge. In many ways, pain experiences are environmen-
tally determined. Puppies raised without ever experienc-
ing pain and without ever seeing any other dog in pain
will exhibit no pain behavior. They will repeatedly sniff a
lighted match without fear and then show no reaction
when burned. Children learn both pain behaviors and the
emotional concomitants to pain from the reactions of
others around them. Expressions of pain and reports of
sensation and experience are significantly different across
cultures. Most of pain experiences and expressions are
socially relative, a cultural artifact of sorts.
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However, social relativity is not enough to show that
folkways of understanding pain are adequate. Different
cultures have different experiences; they also have differ-
ent ways of understanding these experiences. Neverthe-
less, the burden falls on the folk psychologist to
demonstrate how folk theories of pain are actually suc-
cessful. This work has not just begun.

THE ETHICS OF PAIN TREATMENT

One of the most hotly debated subjects in pediatric care
concerns whether infants are insensitive to pain (cf. Law-
son 1988). The presumption historically has been that
because young infants are not conscious, they cannot
sense pain. As a result, analgesics and anesthesias are
rarely used, even in the most invasive of procedures.

At first, this presumption of insensitivity is curious
because infants’ reactions to painful stimuli are well doc-
umented. Even premature neonates exhibit stress
responses, hormonal fluctuations, and slowed recovery to
painful interventions. In fact, the afferent nociceptive sys-
tem is up and running by twenty-nine weeks of gestation,
even though the pain inhibitory systems do not come on
line until later. If anything, infants should be more sensi-
tive to pain than adults. At least, by all indications, infants
are sensitive to pain in some sense or other.

However, the question for many doctors is whether
infants are aware of their pain. Some argue that unless
neonates can consciously apprehend pain, then any sort
of response they give to noxious stimuli are merely
reflexes. Hence, there is no reason to treat infants’ pain
because the infants cannot feel anything.

Suppose they are right, even though there is much
that goes on in brains that is neither conscious nor mere
reflex. It is still the case that infants react to pain, both
behaviorally and physiologically, that these reactions can
be modified with relatively simple treatments, and that
treating pain has an impact on recovery. Early exposure to
pain, whether remembered or not, affects later experi-
ences of and reactions to pain by altering the develop-
mental course of the nervous system. Infants, like other
newborn animals, learn to attach particular meanings or
emotions or importance to particular experiences in
virtue of what is associated with those experiences. This
sort of behavioral malleability is very important if an
organism is going to survive in a complex environment.
Consequently, manipulating early experiences can have
drastic effects later on, as animal studies show. Merely by
changing the smells associated with suckling, scientists
can alter adult sexual behavior in male rats, for example.
Similar changes occur with pain processing in young
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infants. Nociceptive stimuli increase the size of the
somatic receptive fields for neurons sensitive to pain and
help maintain dendritic connections that would other-
wise be eliminated over time. Perhaps, as some believe,
chronic pain and hypersensitivity can result from early
acute pain episodes, given how the neural receptors
change. Early pain experiences have been shown to influ-
ence later personality and temperament. Something as
common as circumcision can have lasting effects on pain
sensitivity if done without anesthesia.

Given the impact early pain processing can have on
later development, doctors have every reason to prevent
infant pain, even if it feels dissimilar to an adult’s, even if
it feels like nothing at all to the infant. Whether infants
consciously experience pain—and whether they are
aware of some noxious stimulus or their own suffering—
is a red herring. Available evidence converges around the
idea that infants process pain, though perhaps not in the
same way adults do. This processing has an impact on
current behavior and later development. Because this
influence is generally negative, insofar as we are able to
prevent or alleviate some of their pain, we should.

See also Qualia.
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PAIN, ETHICAL
SIGNIFICANCE OF

Pain is a paradigm of an intrinsically bad mental state: It
is an experience that is harmful to those who undergo it

and makes their life go worse. Virtually all moral theories
recognize norms to assist those who suffer from pain and
to avoid inflicting unnecessary pain on others, though
there is some disagreement about the source of these
norms, their exact content, and their scope. The moral
status of the pain of animals, for instance, remains a mat-
ter of controversy.

Pain has ethical significance when it is understood as
an affective experience that is unpleasant or disliked in
itself. Thus understood, pain belongs to a family of dis-
tinct but overlapping evaluative notions such as distress
and suffering. The word “pain,” however, is also used to
refer to a type of bodily sensation typically associated
with damage to body tissue. We normally find such sen-
sations unpleasant, but when they are unaccompanied by
an affective response (as reported by patients after frontal
lobotomy) or when they are very mild, they are not expe-
rienced as unpleasant and no longer have this ethical sig-
nificance. Furthermore, many hurtful experiences, both
physical (nausea, electric shock) and mental (fear, regret)
have a negative affective dimension without possessing
the specific sensory quality common to cuts and burns. It
is thus only pain in the broader, affective sense that is of
direct interest to ethics.

The experience of pain is bad in itself but pain is also
associated with other ills. Physical pain often accompa-
nies bodily injury, and pain generally tends to incapaci-
tate agents. It is important to distinguish the intrinsic
badness of pain from these further harms. We also need
to distinguish the badness of pain from a range of goods
in which pain can play a part. Pain is instrumentally good
insofar as it alerts us to bodily injury, for example. Many
regard the painful aspect of just punishment as good, and
some view pain as a necessary condition for the develop-
ment of moral character and spiritual growth, for exam-
ple. In all of these cases, however, pain can still be said to
retain its badness for the agent. Thus pain justly inflicted
on those who deserve it counts as punishment, and as
good overall, only because it is also bad in itself for the
offender. Other cases, such as masochism and the pain of
grief, are harder to interpret.

Pain is often contrasted with hedonic states of posi-
tive value, such as pleasure and enjoyment. It should not
be assumed, however, that pain and pleasure are simple
contraries, since the occurrence or prospect of pain
appears to have a different moral status, and to give rea-
sons of greater force and urgency, than the occurrence or
prospect of pleasure of equal intensity.

Pain also raises questions of ascription and measure-
ment. It is often thought that subjects’ sincere reports
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about their own pain are authoritative. There are also
objective, largely behavioral criteria for ascribing pain.
These used to be our exclusive means of detecting pain in
animals and infants. These first- and third-person criteria
seem ill-equipped, however, to deal with some of the
cases reported by doctors and scientists, such as frontal
lobotomy and hypnosis. The increased availability of
devices that can directly detect the neural correlates of
pain may present further challenges to our everyday prac-
tice of ascribing and assessing pain.

See also Happiness; Hedonism; Intrinsic Value; Pleasure.
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PAINE, THOMAS
(1737-1809)

Thomas Paine, the author, deist, and American revolu-
tionary leader, was born at Thetford, Norfolk, in England.
After an inconspicuous start in life as corset maker and
customs officer, Paine emigrated at the age of thirty-seven
from England to Philadelphia, carrying a letter of recom-
mendation from Benjamin Franklin. Caught up almost
immediately in the turmoil of the developing revolution,
Paine published Common Sense (January 1776), the first
public appeal for American independence as well as the
pioneer enunciation of the diplomatic doctrine of avoid-
ing European entanglements. In addition to attacking
hereditary aristocracy, Paine expounded the theory that
government and society are distinct entities and are not
to be confounded, a theory also developed by Jean-
Jacques Rousseau and later by William Godwin.

During subsequent stages of the American Revolu-
tion, Paine wrote a number of influential newspaper
essays, including a famous series, the Crisis, concerned
with particular political, economic, and military issues. In
order to extend his reputation to Europe, Paine wrote the
Letter to the abbé Raynal, on the Affairs of North America
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(1783), refuting among other concepts of the French
philosophes, the assertion that the Revolution concerned
only economic issues and had no moral foundation. A
confident affirmation of the idea of progress was incor-
porated in Paine’s notions that the circle of civilization
was soon to be completed and that commerce and science
had already combined to improve the world to the point
where there no longer existed a need to make war for
profit.

After the American victory, Paine proceeded to
France to seek financial support for an iron bridge of his
own invention, once again carrying letters of recommen-
dation from Franklin. In January 1790 he began a work
defending Lafayette and the principles of the revolution
that had broken out in France, a work that he later con-
verted to an attack on Edmund Burke’s highly critical
Reflections on the French Revolution. The resulting trea-
tise, The Rights of Man (Part I, 1791; Part II, 1792), gave a
solid theoretical basis to the contingent appeals of Paine’s
American journalism. Affirming that government should
be founded on reason rather than on tradition or prece-
dent, Paine argued that democracy—a society in which
all men have equal rights and in which leadership
depends upon talent and wisdom—is superior to aristoc-
racy. Although his political principles resemble those of
John Locke, Paine later maintained that they were based
entirely on his own reasoning and that he had never read
the works of the English philosopher.

As a result of his republican writings, Paine was
made an honorary citizen of France and in September
1792 he was elected to the French National Convention,
taking his seat later that month.

Disturbed by the dogmatic atheism of the French
revolutionary leaders, Paine began a treatise on religion,
The Age of Reason, ostensibly a defense of deism but pri-
marily an attack on Christianity. In Part I (1794), he
rejected all forms of supernatural revelation in favor of
the religion of nature, elevating, as he put it, reason and
scientific observation over the three modes of supersti-
tion in Christianity: mystery, miracle, and prophecy. In
Part II (1795), Paine continued to praise “the Perfection
of the Deity,” even though he exposed the abuses of
Christianity with such vehemence that he brought upon
himself the inaccurate accusation of opposing religion
itself.

Although Paine dismissed the miracles of Christian-
ity, he was later ready to believe that providence inter-
vened in his own life. The story is incredible, but it reflects
Paine’s egoism. Because of his moderate policies in the
Convention, particularly in an appeal to save Louis XVI
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from the guillotine, he was dismissed from the Conven-
tion and incarcerated in Luxembourg Prison. On his
return to America, Paine explained that the cell doors of
prisoners destined for execution were customarily
marked with a number, and he argued that divine provi-
dence had protected him by causing his jailer to place the
fatal number by mistake on the inside of his door so that
it could not be seen the next morning.

One must turn to Paine’s minor works to discover
the positive side of his deism. His proof of the existence
of God (in “A Discourse at the Society of Theophilan-
thropists”) adopts essentially the same reasoning that
Isaac Newton had used in a series of letters to an Angli-
can clergyman, Richard Bentley. Since the laws of
mechanics, the argument runs, cannot explain the origin
of motion, there must have been an external first cause to
give the planets their original rotation. Paine stressed the
concept of the plurality of worlds and assumed absolute
moral laws. In “Private Thoughts on a Future State,” he
expressed a faith in an immortality strikingly different
from that of most deists. The good people, he believed,
would be happy in another world; the wicked would be
punished; and those in between—the indifferent ones—
would be “dropped entirely.” Although contending that
religion should be a private affair between each man and
his creator, he insisted that no rational mind could logi-
cally reconcile new science and old Christianity.

Unable to adjust to French political life under
Napoleon Bonaparte, Paine returned to America in 1802,
where he was welcomed by liberal Jeffersonians but exco-
riated by most Federalists. Although he contributed
extensively to newspapers under his revolutionary pseu-
donym of “Common Sense,” he failed to regain his earlier
influence and died in obscurity.

Paine, as much as any thinker of his age, was obsessed
with the notion of the order and uniformity of nature,
and he delighted in establishing parallels between one
branch of learning and another. He believed that the fun-
damental laws of nature operative in religion, natural sci-
ence, and politics were clear, simple, and within the reach
of the average man. He developed no epistemology as
such but combined a type of Quaker inner light with
deistic reason. The fundamental weakness of his sys-
tem—a weakness shared by most deists—is that he
nowhere took up the problem of evil. Although he lav-
ishly praised God for the regularity of the universe, the
only suffering he noticed is that caused by social injustice.

Yet even though Paine was more influential as an agi-
tator than as a theorist, he certainly understood and

upheld the ideals of the Enlightenment and deserves to be
ranked as one of America’s outstanding philosophes.

See also Deism; Democracy; Egoism and Altruism;
Enlightenment; Evil, The Problem of; Franklin, Ben-
jamin; Godwin, William; Locke, John; Newton, Isaac;
Political Philosophy, History of; Rousseau, Jean-
Jacques.
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PALAGYI, MENYHERT
(1859-1924)

Menyhert (or Melchior) Paldgyi, a scientist, literary critic,
and philosopher, was born in Paks in west central Hun-
gary. He studied science at Budapest, but his main activ-
ity there was as a literary critic. After 1900 he spent much
time in Germany, studying informally with philosophers
in many places. For a time he held a readership in physics
and mathematics in Kolozsvdr, Hungary (now Cluj-
Napoca, Romania). He had little contact with Hungarian
philosophers, however, and eventually returned to Ger-
many, where he died in Darmstadt.

Throughout Paldgyi’s philosophical works, psycho-
logical doctrines and speculations on theoretical physics
are mingled with his main interest in epistemology. He
interpreted and criticized the then new theory of relativ-
ity from the point of view of epistemology, and episte-
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mology from the point of view of his psychological the-
ory. As he expressed his views in response to the new
developments in these fields, he became somewhat lost in
their transitional stages, and the fact that he criticized
them from his own particular standpoint hindered his
understanding of them. The central dominating idea
throughout his works is a broadly Hegelian principle of
polarity. It asserts an interdependence of opposites, a sort
of cooperative unity, and it was applied by Palagyi with
no apparent consistency and even more liberally than
Hegelian dialectics would be. Paldgyi was a monist who
held a curious version of the denial of the distinction
between the a priori and a posteriori.

His most purely philosophical work is Der Streit der
Psychologisten und Formalisten in der modernen Logik
(Leipzig, 1902). In it, among other things, he criticized
Edmund Husserl for “tearing” logic away from psychol-
ogy and “submerging” it in mathematics, and for his
“ideal meaning” and his distinction between real and
ideal laws. (Husserl himself reviewed this book in
Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie und Physik des Sinnesorgane 31
[1903].) In the same year Paldgyi wrote his Die Logik auf
dem Scheidewege (“Logic at the Crossroads,” Berlin and
Leipzig, 1903). In these works Paldgyi’s main concern was
not, despite his criticisms of Husserl, a return to psychol-
ogism but his principle of polarity. In his psychology, in
fact, he tried to rescue from psychologism that which he
termed “mental” (even though he only obscurely
described the term). The source of all error is to mistake
what is mental for what is merely vital (and, in the spirit
of “polarity,” what is vital for what is merely mental). He
distinguished between mechanical and vital processes
and consciousness. The mechanical is publicly observ-
able, and the vital indirectly observable, but conscious-
ness escapes observation by the methods applicable to the
other processes: consciousness “punctuates” the vital
process and is discontinuous. (He nevertheless explicitly
affirmed the unity of the self, although it is doubtful how
he could maintain this.) Our knowledge depends on the
speed of these punctuations. God is the limiting case who
grasps the whole time process instantaneously; for him all
punctuations are one. This led Paldgyi to such metaphys-
ical claims as that our knowledge catches eternity in the
fleeting moment, which is both temporal and eternal.

At the base of this theory of perception was his
notion of imagined movement. Touch being the basic
sense, all perception depends on our ability to trace the
object in the imagination. He mistakenly supported this
view by reference to the Kantian role of imagination in
perception. His theoretical physics, in which his main
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interest was our perception of space-time (space-time
being a unity in polarity), can best be understood if
approached through this theory of perception.

See also A Priori and A Posteriori; Epistemology;
Hegelianism; Husserl, Edmund; Imagination; Philoso-
phy of Physics; Psychologism; Relativity Theory;
Touch.
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PALEY, WILLIAM

(1743-1805)

William Paley was an English theologian and moral
philosopher. His father, William, was vicar of Helpston,
Northamptonshire, and a minor canon of Peterborough;
he later became headmaster of Giggleswick grammar
school, where the younger Paley was educated. Paley
entered Christ’s College, Cambridge, in 1759, where he
studied mathematics and became a senior wrangler. After
an interlude of school teaching, he was elected a fellow of
his college in 1766 and was ordained a priest in the estab-
lished church in 1767. He taught at Cambridge for nine
years, leaving the university only on his marriage. He held
successively a number of different offices in the church,
rising to be the archdeacon of Carlisle. Paley was the
author of three books, one on morals and two defending
Christian belief, all of which were widely read and
accepted as textbooks. As late as 1831, Charles Darwin,
studying for his BA examination at Cambridge, had to
“get up” Paley’s A View of the Evidences of Christianity,
The Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy, and Nat-
ural Theology. The Moral and Political Philosophy contains
Paley’s famous satire on property, in which he describes
the plight of a flock of pigeons in which private property
is permitted. Although he immediately proceeds to list
the advantages of a system of private property, his satire
is savage (“the weakest perhaps, and worst pigeon of the

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF PHILOSOPHY

2nd edition

75



PALEY, WILLIAM

flock” controls and wastes all the grain as he pleases), and
Paley’s friends are said to have assured him (correctly)
that the publication of the passage would cost him a bish-
opric. It did earn him the nickname “Pigeon Paley.”

Paley’s The Principles of Moral and Political Philoso-
phy (London, 1785) is a handbook on the duties and obli-
gations of civil life rather than a philosophical treatise.
The subtlety of the work may be gauged by its opening
sentence: “Moral philosophy, Morality, Ethics, Casuistry,
Natural Law, mean all the same thing; namely, that sci-
ence which teaches men their duty and the reasons of it.”
Paley’s definition of duty follows from his theological
utilitarianism. The nature of the human frame implies
that it is God’s will for us to be happy in this life as well as
in the next. Virtue is doing good to humankind, in obe-
dience to the will of God and for the sake of everlasting
happiness. Allegiance to God’s will and a desire for ever-
lasting happiness are sufficient grounds for moral obliga-
tion. Paley offers this account of moral obligation after
finding that such obligation follows from the command
of a superior, which is made persuasive by the prospect of
a reward.

We may discover the will of God by consulting either
Scripture or “the light of nature,” both of which lead to
the same conclusion. The will of God with regard to any
action may be found by inquiring into its “tendency to
promote or diminish the general happiness.” We should
carry out those actions that promote the general happi-
ness and avoid those which diminish it. Promoting the
general happiness requires paying attention to the general
consequences of our actions. Paley offers a rule for assess-
ing general consequences that resembles Immanuel
Kant’s categorical imperative: “The general consequence
of any action may be estimated by asking what would be
the consequence if the same sort of actions were generally
permitted.”

Paley believed that no special faculty is required to
enable us to have moral knowledge. Thus he dismissed
the views of those who have argued that morality requires
either a moral sense, or an intuitive perception of right
and wrong, or any other innate or instinctive capacity. All
that is required for the foundation of morality is that each
man has the wit to see that certain actions are beneficial
to himself. Then the sentiment of approbation that natu-
rally arises when these actions benefit him will continue
to accompany his perception of these actions when they
benefit someone else. Thus the custom of approving cer-
tain actions is begun, and children, who learn everything
by imitating their elders, carry it on.

The bulk of the Principles is a detailed discussion of
our duties to others, to ourselves, and to God. The final
part is an outline of the elements of political knowledge.
The wide acclaim accorded Paley’s work is said to have
stirred Jeremy Bentham to bring out his own version of
the utilitarian doctrine in Introduction to the Principles of
Morals and Legislation (1789).

Paley is the author of two theological works with the
word evidence in their titles. The first, A View of the Evi-
dences of Christianity (2 vols., London, 1794), is an essay
in apologetics. The second, Natural Theology; or, Evi-
dences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity, Collected
from the Appearances of Nature (London, 1802), is, as its
title implies, an essay on natural theology. The books,
which are similar in tone (they are both presented as judi-
cious, lawyerlike statements of a case) doubtless owe
much to Paley’s lifelong interest in trials and the art of
advocacy.

A View of the Evidences of Christianity demonstrates
what can be said on behalf of Christian belief by an
appeal to the behavior of the earliest Christians. Paley
asks his readers to grant the possibility that God should
have destined his human creation for a future state and
that he should acquaint human beings with their destiny.
If these possibilities are granted, then the need for mira-
cles is clear, for they are the certification of revelation.
The credibility of the Christian revelation hangs, there-
fore, on the issue of whether its miracles are genuine.

It is Paley’s claim that the miracles on which Chris-
tianity is based (including those of the Old Testament)
are genuine; and that indeed the only genuine miracles
are those of Christianity (including its Jewish origins).
Paley accepts David Hume’s contention that the believ-
ability of Christianity rests ultimately on the reliability of
the testimony of the earliest Christians, but he rejects
Hume’s thesis that no testimony for a miracle can ever be
relied on because such testimony goes against universal
experience. He argues that universal experience is too
strong a test. By definition, miracles must be exceptions
to universal experience or they would not be miracles.
The real issue is whether there is a test for the reliability
of witnesses who report an event that necessarily only
they could have experienced. Paley finds such a test in our
observation of whether the person who reports a miracle
will cling to his report at the risk of his comfort, his hap-
piness, and even his life. According to Paley, the original
witnesses of the Christian miracles pass this test, since
they labored and suffered “in attestation of the accounts
which they delivered, and solely in consequence of their
belief of these accounts.”
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Paley’s hospitality for miracles is not quite so broad
as we might at first think. The miraculous event must be
in support of a revelation that is important to human
happiness. Mere wonders are thus ruled out; and Paley
also holds out against any event that may be resolved into
a false perception and against any report that is guilty of
exaggeration. But even after setting these limits, Paley
maintains that a significant core of miracles stands as the
guaranty of the Christian revelation. But the acceptance
of these miracles must finally rest on the steadfastness of
the original Christians; and the weakness of Paley’s argu-
ment can be seen when we consider its close resemblance
to a lawyer’s defending his client by calling for the testi-
mony of none but character witnesses. A View of the Evi-
dences of Christianity had a huge success, and the bishops
made Paley a prebendary of St. Pancras in the Cathedral
of St. Paul’s and the subdean of Lincoln.

In his Natural Theology, Paley appeals to a number of
natural phenomena to establish the existence of a god. He
states his argument at the very outset, and the remainder
of the work is a train of examples illustrating that argu-
ment. The line of the argument runs as follows. If I found
a stone while crossing a heath, and if I “were asked how
the stone came to be there, I might possibly answer, that,
for any thing I knew to the contrary, it had lain there for-
ever; nor would it perhaps be very easy to show the
absurdity of this answer. But suppose I had found a watch
upon the ground, and it should be enquired how the
watch happened to be in that place, I should hardly think
of the answer which I had before given, that, for anything
I knew, the watch might have always been there. Yet why
should not this answer serve for the watch, as well as for
the stone?” Paley answers, “For this reason, and for no
other, viz. that when we come to inspect the watch, we
perceive (what we could not discover in the stone) that its
several parts are framed and put together for a pur-
pose”—that is, to tell the time. The care with which the
parts have been made and the fineness of their adjust-
ment can have only one implication, namely, that the
watch must have had a maker who understood its con-
struction and who designed it for the use for which it is
fitted. The conclusion would not be weakened if we had
never seen a watch being made or could not conceive of
how to make one. Nor would it be weakened if there were
parts of the watch whose purpose we could not under-
stand, or even if we could not ascertain whether these
parts had some effect in the general purpose of the watch.
Nor should we be satisfied if we were told either that the
existence of the watch is to be explained by a principle of
order which exists in things and disposes the parts of the
watch into their present form and situation, or that the
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watch is the result of the laws of “metallic nature.” Finally,
we should be surprised to hear that the mechanism of the
watch is no proof of contrivance, but “only a motive to
induce the mind to think so.” In short, where there is
mechanism, instrumentality, or contrivance, there must
have been an intelligence who designed and made the
machine, the instrument, the contrivance.

Paley then turns to nature with this argument in
hand and, in his own words, applies it to adduce evi-
dences of the existence of God. The bones and muscles of
human beings, animals, and their insect equivalents, are
of special interest to Paley, for the fitting together of joints
and the adaptation of muscles are mechanisms that imply
most forcefully a designing intelligence. The chemical
side of physiology does not interest him much, for chem-
ical action does not suggest the work of a divine
mechanic. But Kiell’s Anatomy is ransacked for appropri-
ate examples, and the hare’s backbone is picked apart at
the end of the meat course to show the finesse of divine
contrivance. The example that most interests Paley, and
to which he often returns, is the eye, in its various parts
and in the combination of these parts and their adapta-
tion to function as an instrument of sight. As he remarks,
he offers many examples of natural mechanism, but a sin-
gle instance, the eye alone, should suffice to convince us
of the existence of the divine intelligence that designed it.

The evidence drawn from nature, in addition to
establishing the existence of God, permits us to infer cer-
tain of his characteristics. Because God has a mind, he
must be a person. That there is a single intelligence at
work is shown by the uniformity of the divine plan, as it
is applied to all parts of the world. Finally, God’s goodness
is shown both by the fact that most contrivances are ben-
eficial and by the fact that pleasure has been made an ani-
mal sensation.

At bottom, Paley’s argument rests on his original
decision to regard certain parts of nature as mechanisms
or contrivances. If this decision is unquestioned, then his
argument takes a long stride toward plausibility. Every-
thing depends, however, on whether the human eye, for
example, is analogous to a machine, and if so, how far this
analogy takes us in the inference of other characteristics
that the analogy might imply. These questions are raised
and examined with devastating effect by Hume in the
Dialogues concerning Natural Religion, a work published a
quarter of a century before Paley’s Natural Theology. It is
to be regretted that Paley does not meet Hume’s argu-
ments head-on in the Natural Theology, in the same way
that he meets Hume squarely on the issue of the believ-
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ability of miracles in A View of the Evidences of Christian-
ity.

See also Bentham, Jeremy; Darwin, Charles Robert;
Hume, David; Kant, Immanuel; Miracles; Moral Sense;
Revelation; Teleological Argument for the Existence of
God; Utilitarianism.
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PALMER, ELIHU
(1764-1806)

Elihu Palmer was a radical spokesman for the Age of Rea-
son and Revolution in America, who along with Thomas
Paine and Ethan Allen gave expression to the ideals of
deism and republicanism. Born in Canterbury, Connecti-
cut, Palmer was graduated from Dartmouth in 1787.
Originally a minister, he was persecuted for his extreme
religious views and forced to flee the pulpit. In 1793 he
was admitted to the bar. Blinded by disease, he spent the
last years of his life defending deism. He edited the deis-
tic weekly journal Prospect, or View of the Moral World
and helped to organize the Deistical Society in New York.

Palmer’s religious radicalism stemmed from his reac-
tion to Calvinism. He rejected the doctrine of original sin
as well as the idea of a punitive and arbitrary divine
being. This reaction developed into a militant anti-Chris-
tianity and anticlericalism. Palmer rejected the claims of

divine revelation, miracles, and prophesies, and he
accused the Bible of inconsistency, contradiction, and
vagueness. Not only did he deny the divinity of Christ,
but he considered Jesus, Moses, and Muhammad inde-
cent and immoral and Christian salvation absurd and
irrational. He attacked organized and institutionalized
religion for its hypocrisy and self-interest.

Like other deists, Palmer defended a religion of
nature, in which the order and harmony of the universe is
believed to proclaim the existence of one supreme being,
the divine creator. Palmer maintained that evil is not
inherent in man or in nature but is due to corrupt social
institutions and to defective human knowledge, which
can both be corrected. He had boundless faith and opti-
mism in reason, science, and education, believing that
man possesses the capacities for intellectual and moral
progress. In place of the traditional religious depreciation
of human ability and dignity, he proposed a humanistic
ethics. With others of this period, he held an empiricist
epistemology, locating the source of all knowledge in sen-
sation, and he was sympathetic to scientific and material-
istic philosophy. Palmer was an ardent supporter of
liberty and republicanism and saw in the American Rev-
olution the inception of a new era for humanity.

See also Deism; Paine, Thomas; Progress, The Idea of;
Republicanism.
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PANAETIUS OF RHODES
(c. 185-110 BCE)

Panaetius of Rhodes was a pupil of Diogenes of Babylon
and Antipater of Tarsus, both heads of the Stoic school in
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Athens, and he succeeded Antipater as scholarch in 129.
Little is known about his life though it is clear that he
spent considerable time in Rome and in the circle of P.
Cornelius Scipio Aemilianus. None of his writings sur-
vive, but traces of his importance do.

First, isolated testimony from antiquity reveals that
Panaetius was especially willing to disagree with earlier
Stoics about central matters of doctrine. He rejected the
Stoic belief in divination, and against the earlier account
that the cosmos would be consumed periodically in
flames, he insisted that the world is everlasting. He main-
tained that virtue is not sufficient for happiness, since
health, some resources, and strength are also necessary,
and he divided virtues into the contemplative and practi-
cal, which sits uneasily with traditional Stoic intellectual-
ism.

These examples suggest that Panaetius was keen to
incorporate more Platonic and especially Aristotelian
doctrines into his Stoicism, and many ancient sources
directly attest to this desire. This feature of Panaetius’s
philosophy links him to his pupil Posidonius, the poly-
math who showed similar willingness to infuse pre-Stoic
ideas into his Stoicism. Together, Panaetius and Posido-
nius have been taken to epitomize Middle Stoicism,
which stands between early Greek Stoicism and later
Roman Stoicism, but this periodization is of limited util-
ity because there are more than three ancient Stoicisms.
Nevertheless, the affinities between Panaetius and Posi-
donius distinguish them from most other Stoics. Their
broadly shared approach is also linked to the syncretizing
philosophy of the first century BCE that is typified by
Antiochus of Ascalon. Such thought has been disparaged
as eclectic, but there is nothing unworthy in the attempt to
produce a well-grounded synthesis of a rich and varied
philosophical tradition.

The second trace of Panaetius is due to Cicero, who
has characters call Panaetius “a great and extremely
learned man” (Leg III 14) and “chief among the Stoics”
(Acad 11 107). Cicero based the first two books of his On
Duties (De Officiis on Panaetius’s On Duty or Appropriate
Action (Peri tou kathékontos), and this makes Panaetius
influential since, as Henry Sidgwick notes: “There is prob-
ably no ancient treatise which has done more than
[Cicero’s] De Officiis to communicate a knowledge of
ancient morality to medieval and modern Europe” (Sidg-
wick 1902, p. 95).

Among the prominent features of De Officiis that are
likely due to Panaetius, the following three are especially
important. First, Cicero notes that anyone who is benefi-
cent must choose his beneficiaries carefully, and he insists

PANAETIUS OF RHODES

that one should help some people more just because one
stands in a naturally closer relationship with them. He
develops the point by suggesting a hierarchy of natural
relationships, from the closest (marriage) to the most
remote (the relationship one shares with all other human
beings). The later Stoic Hierocles imagines the hierarchy
as a series of concentric circles, but Cicero’s version of the
probably Panaetian idea that one’s duties of beneficence
are tied to certain relational facts independent of how one
feels about those relationships has proven enormously
influential.

Second, after identifying the traditional virtue of
temperance or moderation with seemliness (decorum),
Cicero insists that to display decorum, one must act in
accordance with all of one’s roles (personae). So, one must
consider not only the role that all human beings share in
common but also the particular role one has on account
of one’s peculiar natural talents. Additionally, one must
consider the role that fortune assigns by giving one
power, wealth, standing, and their opposites, and one
must consider the demands of the role one chooses by
taking up a particular career. With this schema, Cicero, no
doubt inspired by Panaetius, takes the traditional Stoic
concern to act appropriately in the particular circum-
stances, and he incorporates special attention to the ways
in which social roles and individual talents matter to the
circumstances.

Third, Cicero spends much of De Officiis II provid-
ing advice about how to pursue honor or glory. Earlier
Stoics generally agreed that although honor might be use-
ful, it has no intrinsic attraction. Cicero rejects that view
in favor of a more Platonic line, according to which
humans are naturally drawn to honor. Because the hon-
orable is dependent upon what other people honor, this
line generally ties one’s pursuit of natural aims to the val-
ues of others in one’s society. It also represents an espe-
cially concrete way in which the Panaetian approach of
Cicero’s De Officiis moves away from the paradoxical
excellences of the early Stoics’ sage and closer to the
virtues of Roman politicians.

There is a final trace of Panaetius’s importance, for
he seems to be central to the eventual diffusion of Stoic
thought. Most obviously, as a member of the Scipionic
Circle, Panaetius helped to spread Stoicism in Rome.
More speculatively, one might think that he contributed
decisively to the decentralization of the Stoic school.
There is no record that Panaetius had a successor as head
of the Stoic school in Athens. His student Posidonius
attracted pupils not to Athens but to Rhodes, which, curi-
ously enough, was Panaetius’s but not Posidonius’s
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hometown. Did Panaetius arrange to have the school
leave Athens? Did he otherwise let it die? Whatever his
intentions, later Stoics studied and taught in a variety of
places around the Mediterranean, and Stoicism contin-
ued to seep into a broad array of intellectual currents.

See also Antiochus of Ascalon; Aristotle; Cicero, Marcus
Tullius; Diogenes Laertius; Plato; Posidonius; Sidgwick,
Henry; Stoicism.

Bibliography

Cicero, Marcus Tullius. Acadamica. Hildesheim, Gg. Olma,
1966.

Cicero, Marcus Tullius. On Duties (De Officiis), edited by M. T.
Griffin and E. M. Atkins. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge
University Press, 1991.

Cicero, Marcus Tullius. On the Commonwealth; and, On the
Laws, edited by James E.G. Zetzel. New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1999.

Sidgwick, Henry. Outlines of the History of Ethics for English
Readers. London: Macmillan, 1902.

TEXTS

Alesse, F. Panezio di Rodi e la Tradizione Stoica. Naples:
Bibliopolis, 1994.

Straaten, M. van, ed. Panaetii Rhodii Fragmenta. Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1952.

Straaten, M. van. Panétius. Amsterdam: H. J. Paris, 1946.

STUDIES

Gill, Christopher. “Panaetius on the Virtue of Being Yourself.”
In Images and Ideologies: Self-Definition in the Hellenistic
World, edited by A. Bulloch, et al. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1993, pp. 330-353.

Gill, Christopher. “Personhood and Personality: The Four-
Personae Theory in Cicero, De Officiis.” In Oxford Studies in
Ancient Philosophy. Vol. VI. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1988, pp. 169-199.

Eric Brown (2005)

PANENTHEISM

See Emanationism; Krause, Karl Christian Friedrich

PANNENBERG, WOLFHART
(1928-)

The thought of Wolfhart Pannenberg follows in the tradi-
tion of twentieth-century German systematic theology in
replying to the secularizing nature of post-Enlightenment
thought. Pannenberg’s writings, however, unlike those of
his near contemporaries, most notably Karl Barth and
Rudolf Bultmann, do not reject the characteristic intel-

lectual developments of Enlightenment thought. Rather,
Pannenberg seeks to incorporate many of the key com-
ponents of the Enlightenment into his comprehensive
theological world view. Born in 1928, Pannenberg began
his education as the University of Berlin. In 1950 he stud-
ied theology under Barth in Basle, and in 1951 he moved
to Heidelberg where he completed his doctoral studies on
the doctrine of predestination in Duns Scotus. Following
this, he took up a teaching post at Heidelberg, later
becoming Professor of Systematic Theology successively
at Wuppertal, Mainz, and finally, in 1968, Munich.

Pannenberg’s philosophical development was trans-
formed by what he has described as an “intellectual con-
version” to Christianity. This conversion, which was
driven by his reading of philosophical as well as theolog-
ical texts in his youth, has had two important influences
on the development of his thought. First, Pannenberg’s
initial concerns are not with the Church and ecclesial the-
ology. Instead, his thought centers on the role of religious
experience on the individual within a created world
defined by God. This anthropological aspect to Pannen-
berg’s thought lies at the heart of his theological and
philosophical system. Second, Pannenberg has been more
receptive than many of his contemporaries in under-
standing and the developments in secular philosophical
thought. Through all his writings, Pannenberg argues
that many of the problems of modern secular thought
can be resolved if God is reestablished as the defining
principle of all creation. Pannenberg’s most profound
contribution to this debate has been through his dialogue
with the secular aspects of critical history and latterly
with the philosophy of science.

THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF RELIGIOUS
EXPERIENCE

The starting point of Pannenberg’s thought is his anthro-
pological account of religious belief. Pannenberg’s
thought is based on the belief that God can be found nat-
urally and freely within all aspects of human experience.
This anthropological approach comes out most clearly in
Pannenberg’s 1983 work Anthropology in Theological Per-
spective. His main impetus in approaching theological
questions in this manner is to address directly the implicit
atheism of much post-Enlightenment thought. Pannen-
berg argues that the philosophical atheism of the Left-
Hegelians, especially Ludwig Feuerbach, is in essence
misguided anthropology. The philosophical atheism of
Feuerbach defines God as merely the creation of the his-
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torically developing human mind. Pannenberg takes issue
with this, arguing that it crucially misinterprets the place
and role of God in human thought. By concentrating on
the social and cultural uses of religious forms and struc-
tures, Pannenberg argues that the Left-Hegelians were
able to dismiss these as constructs of the alienated human
mind. Therefore Feuerbach, in particular, was able to col-
lapse theology into anthropology, asserting the form of
the divine as God simply a construct of the human mind
(Pannenberg 1973, p. 87).

To counter this powerful philosophical criticism of
theology and religion, Pannenberg argues that we must
consider humans in the first instance without recourse to
religious categories or structures. He argues that such an
approach is a necessary part of thinking about religion in
the post-Enlightenment world, because the Enlighten-
ment moved humans away from the traditional struc-
tures and forms of religious belief. Consequently,
Pannenberg argues, we must look for God in all parts of
human experience, not simply those that are exclusively
religious. This approach, which he characteristically
describes as coming to God “from below,” places Pannen-
berg in opposition to the theology of Barth. Barth’s solu-
tion to the dilemma presented by philosophical atheism
was to stress God as “Wholly Other,” inaccessible to man
accept through the initiative of Jesus Christ.

Pannenberg argues that it is self-contradictory to talk
of God in a manner that makes him completely inacces-
sible to humans. If God is the creative force of all cre-
ation, he must be accessible to people in all parts of
creation. In the first instance one is able to come to this
realization, Pannenberg argues, through a process of self-
examination. By carrying out this anthropological
enquiry, Pannenberg believes that people are able to rec-
ognize in themselves transcendent categories such as
imagination that draw the human mind above and
beyond a simple, mundane corporeal existence. It is
through grasping this natural sense of transcendence that
the human mind first comes to comprehend the existence
of God. In doing this, Pannenberg is not rejecting tradi-
tional theological forms; rather he argues that the natural
human desire to comprehend the divine is driven by very
real human characteristics that God places in the human
mind. Pannenberg’s anthropology of religious experience
places him between the philosophical atheism of the Left-
Hegelians and the Christian supremacy of Barth, stress-
ing the real existence of the divine in all parts of the
created world, a world in which humans are intimately
and definitively involved.

PANNENBERG, WOLFHART

HISTORY AS REVELATION

Pannenberg’s primary contribution to the philosophy of
religion has been in his attempts to build on this anthro-
pological position to show the unity of human history
with the experience God. Pannenberg’s work on this
subject is, in the first instance, a reaction to post-
Enlightenment critical history. It is also defined in reac-
tion to the rejection of historicism as a category within
theology by Barth and, in particular, Bultmann. Pannen-
berg rejects the belief that historical research, even in
areas such as the historical Jesus, do not provide any the-
ological insight. Pannenberg argues that if God is the
author of creation, he must be discernible in all parts of
creation. Therefore to stress the eschatological and a his-
toric nature of Christ as Bultmann does, is to remove God
from the created world that is, by definition historical in
form (Pannenberg 1970, p. 87).

The culmination of this work was the publication in
1961 of Revelation as History. In this collection of essays,
which Pannenberg edited and contributed to, Pannen-
berg argues that theology, correctly understood, can rec-
oncile the Hegelian understanding of history as the
self-disclosure of the Absolute with twentieth-century
developments in secular critical history. Pannenberg
believes he is able to reconcile these two opposing under-
standings of history by stressing what he believes to be
the defining principle of the human history: the desire to
comprehend oneself within the created world in which
we live. This essentially dialectical understanding of his-
tory, Pannenberg argues, underpins the subject areas,
method, and approach of secular, critical history. At the
most basic level, he argues, the modern secular historian
makes judgments about the place and role of actions and
events on history. Through this intellectual judgment the
historian is implicitly assuming, Pannenberg’s argues,
that human history has a fundamental source and pur-
pose. Consequently, the narrowly defined terms of critical
history always assume, even at the most basic level, the
existence of a suprahistorical intellectual structure. No
historical person or event can define this structure; this
can only be achieved by God who transcends and encom-
passes all history within himself. Pannenberg therefore
believes one can reconcile theology with history if one
accepts that they are different methods of understanding
the self-disclosure of God within history. Therefore when
we engage with the historical world in any way we are, by
definition, understanding something of God’s revelation
to the world.

The Hegelian basis of this argument is clear; how-
ever, Pannenberg differs crucially from Hegel in two key
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components with his argument. First, looking back to his
anthropology, Pannenberg asserts a narrower under-
standing of human reason than the version of reason we
find in Hegel. This allows Pannenberg to retain a greater
critical distance between the rational nature of God and
ability of human reason to comprehend form and nature
of God. Second, Pannenberg argues that although God
reveals himself to humankind through the process of his-
tory this is, unlike in Hegel, not a necessary, but rather a
contingent relationship. This more orthodox under-
standing of the human faculties and of God’s relation to
creation allows Pannenberg to reclaim something of the
Hegelian understanding of universal history from the
Left-Hegelian conflation of the God of universal history
into anthropology.

This historicism has, inevitably, created new prob-
lems that Pannenberg’s thought has not fully answered.
Most importantly, Pannenberg’s view of the contingent
nature of God to human history opens up the problem of
how to account for the existence of evil in a divinely
ordained world. Pannenberg has countered, and to a lim-
ited extent answered this criticism by stressing that one
has to understand the positive nature of human endeavor
and action before one can understand the perversions.
That is, we can only understand why humans turn from
God if we first know how we are defined in relationship
to God in the first instance (Tupper 1973).

CONCLUSION

The culmination of Pannenberg’s intellectual output
came with the publication of his three-volume Systematic
Theology between 1988 and 1993. In this work, which
completes the intellectual process begun in his earliest
writings, Pannenberg argues that the pursuit of truth, the
fundamental object of theology, can only come about
within a rigorous and thoroughgoing philosophical
framework. Through this framework Pannenberg has
argued that it is possible to reconcile scientific research to
theology in much the same way as he argues the critical
history can be brought into the theological understand-
ing of universal history. By stressing the systematically
metaphysical form of theology, Pannenberg argues that
theology can save science from intellectual narcissism by
providing the overarching structure of truth within
which the specific insights of scientific research can be
comprehended. Although perhaps not as influential as his
writings on theology and history, this engagement with
modern science highlights the refreshing willingness,
identifiable in all Pannenberg’s work, to enter into dia-
logue with those intellectual disciplines of the post-

Enlightenment world that sit outside the traditional cor-
pus of religious and theological thought.

See also Barth, Karl; Bultmann, Rudolf; Duns Scotus,
John; Enlightenment; Feuerbach, Ludwig Andreas;
Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich; Hegelianism; Histori-
cism; Philosophy of Religion; Philosophy of Science,
History of; Philosophy of Science, Problems of.
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PANPSYCHISM

“Panpsychism” is the theory according to which all
objects in the universe, not only human beings and ani-
mals but also plants and even objects we usually classify
as “inanimate,” have an “inner” or “psychological” being.
The German philosopher and psychologist G. T. Fechner
wrote:

I stood once on a hot summer’s day beside a
pool and contemplated a water-lily which had
spread its leaves evenly over the water and with
an open blossom was basking in the sunlight.
How exceptionally fortunate, thought I, must
this lily be which above basks in the sunlight and
below is plunged in the water—if only it might
be capable of feeling the sun and the bath. And
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why not? I asked myself. It seemed to me that
nature surely would not have built a creature so
beautiful, and so carefully designed for such
conditions, merely to be an object of idle obser-
vation. ... I was inclined to think that nature had
built it thus in order that all the pleasure which
can be derived from bathing at once in sunlight
and in water might be enjoyed by one creature
in the fullest measure. (Religion of a Scientist, pp.
176-177)

To many readers this may seem to be merely charming
poetry, but Fechner was writing in defense of a philo-
sophical theory for which he argued with great passion
and resourcefulness. “Where we see inorganic Nature
seemingly dead,” wrote the American panpsychist Josiah
Royce, “there is, in fact, conscious life, just as surely as
there is any Being present in Nature at all” (The World and
the Individual, second series, p, 240). “All motion of mat-
ter in space,” in the words of Hermann Lotze, “may be
explained as a natural expression of the inner states of
beings that seek or avoid one another with a feeling of
their need.... The whole of the world of sense ... is but
the veil of an infinite realm of mental life” (Microcosmus,
Vol. I, p. 363).

PANPSYCHISM AND RELATED
DOCTRINES

Although panpsychism seems incredible to most people
at the present time, it has been endorsed in one way or
another by many eminent thinkers in antiquity as well as
in recent times. Among those who were either outright
panpsychists or who inclined to a position of this kind, in
addition to Fechner, Royce, and Lotze one may count
Thales, Anaximenes, Empedocles, several of the Stoics,
Plotinus and Simplicius; numerous Italian and German
Renaissance philosophers (including Paracelsus, Giro-
lamo Cardano, Bernardino Telesio, Giordano Bruno, and
Tommaso Campanella); G. W. Leibniz, E W. J. von
Schelling, Arthur Schopenhauer, Antonio Rosmini, W. K.
Clifford, Harald Heffding, C. B. Renouvier, Eduard von
Hartmann, and Wilhelm Wundt; the German free-
thinkers Ernst Haeckel, Wilhelm Bélsche, and Bruno
Wille; C. A. Strong, Erich Adickes, Erich Becher, Alfred
Fouillée, C. S. Peirce, and F. C. S. Schiller; and, in the
twentieth century, A. N. Whitehead, Samuel Alexander,
Bernardino Varisco, Paul Haeberlin, Aloys Wenzel,
Charles Hartshorne, and the biologists Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin, C. H. Waddington, Sewall Wright, and W. E.
Agar.

PANPSYCHISM

Few panpsychists, writing in recent years, would
make the claim that their position can be proven, but they
do assert that the available evidence favors their theory or
at the very least enables it to be a serious contender.
According to Fechner, it is the best, clearest, most natural,
and most beautiful account of the facts of the universe.
According to Schiller, who was both a pragmatist and a
panpsychist, the doctrine “renders the operation of things
more comprehensible” and also enables us to “act upon
them more successfully” (Studies in Humanism, p. 443).
Similarly, Whitehead, after quoting a passage in which
Francis Bacon declared his belief that “all bodies whatso-
ever, though they have no sense ... yet have perception,”
claims that this line of thought “expresses a more funda-
mental truth than do the materialistic concepts which
were then being shaped as adequate for physics” (Science
and the Modern World, p. 56). Agar, who was a follower of
Whitehead’s, conceded that there can be “no coercive
demonstration” of the truth or falsechood of panpsy-
chism, but it “leads to a more consistent and satisfying
world picture than any of the alternatives”; and, unlike
these alternatives, panpsychism is not committed to the
paradoxical view that “the mental factor ... made its
appearance out of the blue at some date in the world’s
history” (The Theory of the Living Organism, pp.
109-110).

Modern panpsychists have been quite aware that
their theory ran counter to what Fechner’s distinguished
follower Friedrich Paulsen called “the obstinate dogma-
tism of popular opinion and of the physical conception of
the universe” (Introduction to Philosophy, p. 93). This
obstinacy they attributed to the prevalence of the “night-
view” of the universe—an outlook natural in a mecha-
nized civilization in which people are incapable of
noticing and appreciating anything that cannot become
the subject of measurement and calculation. In arguing
for panpsychism, Fechner and Paulsen (among others)
believed that they were counteracting a pernicious ten-
dency in modern life, not merely defending a philosoph-
ical viewpoint. Fechner conceived of himself as
“awakening a sleeping world” (Religion of a Scientist, p.
130) and frequently appealed to his readers to “meet
nature with new eyes” (p. 211). Whether plants have souls
is not, in the opinion of these writers, an idle or trivial
question but on the contrary has a “broader bearing,” and
its answer decides many other questions and indeed
determines one’s “whole outlook upon nature” (Fechner,
op. cit., p. 163). It is only by accepting panpsychism that a
modern man (who finds it impossible to believe in the
claims of traditional religion) can escape the distressing
implications of materialism.
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Unlike Fechner and Paulsen, Lotze supported the
traditional religious doctrines of a personal, immaterial
deity and a substantival, immortal soul; and hence he did
not claim that we had to embrace panpsychism in order
to avoid materialism. Lotze also repeatedly insisted, quite
unlike Royce and Schiller, that we must not introduce
panpsychism into science. Nevertheless he, too, greatly
emphasized the emotional benefits accruing from the
acceptance of panpsychism. Although science may and
should set aside all reference to the “pervading animation
of the universe,” the “aesthetic view of Nature may law-
fully fill out the sum of what exists.” If we are panpsy-
chists we no longer “look on one part of the cosmos as
but a blind and lifeless instrument for the ends of
another,” but, on the contrary, find “beneath the unruf-
fled surface of matter, behind the rigid and regular repe-
titions of its working, ... the warmth of a hidden mental
activity.” Lotze was particularly concerned to vindicate
“the fullness of animated life” in such lowly things as “the
dust trodden by our feet [and] the prosaic texture of the
cloth that forms our clothing” Dust, Lotze declares, is
“dust only to him whom it inconveniences,” and he asks
us to remember that human beings who are “confined” in
a low social position, in which the outflow of intellectual
energy is greatly impeded, are not by any means deprived
of their “high destiny.” If in the case of such “oppressed
fragments of humanity,” of “this dust of the spiritual
world,” we may yet affirm a divine origin and a celestial
goal, then we have far less reason to deny an inner life to
physical dust particles; uncomely as these “may appear to
us in their accumulations, they at least everywhere and
without shortcoming perform the actions permitted to
them by the universal order” (Microcosmus, Vol. 1, pp.
361-363).

HYLOZOISM. Panpsychism is related to but not identical
with hylozoism. “Hylozoism” is sometimes defined as the
view that matter is “intrinsically” active and in this sense
is primarily opposed to the view of philosophers, like
Plato and George Berkeley, who asserted that matter is
“essentially” inert or passive. More frequently, it refers to
the theory that all objects in the universe are in some lit-
eral sense alive. Any panpsychist who endorses the usual
view that mind implies life would automatically be a
hylozoist in the latter sense, but the converse does not
hold. In fact most panpsychists have been quite ready to
have themselves labeled hylozoists, but there are some
exceptions, of whom Schopenhauer is perhaps the most
famous. According to Schopenhauer, all objects have an
inner nature that he calls “will,” but although this will
may be described as psychic or mental, it is not necessar-

ily a form of life. “I am the first,” Schopenhauer wrote,
“who has asserted that a will must be attributed to all that
is lifeless and inorganic. For, with me, the will is not, as
has hitherto been assumed, an accident of cognition and
therefore of life; but life itself is manifestation of will”
(On the Will in Nature, p. 309).

William James is responsible for some terminologi-
cal confusion that should be cleared up before we go any
further. In several of his later writings James strongly sup-
ported a theory he stated in the following words: “there is
a continuum of cosmic consciousness, against which our
several minds plunge as into a mother-sea or reservoir. ...
we with our lives are like islands in the sea, or like trees in
the forest” (Memories and Studies, p. 204). Not only psy-
chical research, he held, but also metaphysical philosophy
and speculative biology are led in their own ways to look
with favor on some such “panpsychist view of the uni-
verse as this” Elsewhere he remarks that the evidence
from normal and abnormal psychology, from religious
experience and from psychical research combine to estab-
lish a “formidable probability in favor of a general view of
the world almost identical with Fechner’s” (Varieties of
Religious Experience, p. 311). It is true that Fechner held
to a theory of a cosmic reservoir of consciousness, regard-
ing God as the universal consciousness in which all lesser
souls are contained, but it was not the acceptance of this
theory that made him a panpsychist, and James himself
was not a panpsychist. He nowhere maintained that
plants and inanimate objects have an inner psychic life,
and it is not easy to see how the reservoir theory by itself
logically implies panpsychism.

WORLD SOUL. It should also be pointed out that the the-
ory of the “world soul” is not identical with and does not
necessarily follow from panpsychism. A number of
panpsychists have in fact maintained the existence of a
world soul, and they regarded it as a natural extension of
panpsychism. Thus, Fechner in his Zend-Avesta (Vol. 1, p.
179) concluded that “the earth is a creature ... , a unitary
whole in form and substance, in purpose and effect ...
and self-sufficient in its individuality.” It is related to our
human body as “the whole tree is to a single twig, a per-
manent body to a perishable, small organ.” “Nothing,” in
the words of Zeno the Stoic (as approvingly quoted by
Cicero), that “is destitute itself of life and reason, can gen-
erate a being possessed of life and reason; but the world
does generate beings possessed of life and reason; the
world therefore is not itself destitute of life and reason”
(On the Nature of the Gods, Bk. II, Sec. VIII). In a very
similar vein Paulsen argues that Earth, since it “produces
all living and animated beings and harbors them as parts
