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Introduction 

This book consists of twenty-four chapters, each focused 
on a single great phi losophical book. The point is to 
introduce each book. bringing out its most important 
themes. The books dealt with here are worth reading 
today because they engage with ph ilosophical problems 
tbat are still worth discussing. and because they continue 
to offer insights. Apart from that, many of them hold 
their own as great works of literature. 

Ideally, reading this book should be a spur to your 
reading (or re-readi ng) the books it treats. But not 
everyone has U1e time or U1e energy to do that. At least 
I hope this will guide you to the books among the 
twemy-four that you are likely to fi nd most rewarding, 
and offer you some suggestions about how you might 
read them critica lly. I have tried 10 avoid recommending 
books which are unnecessarily obscure. This has lead 
me to omit some acknowledged masterpieces, such as 
Hegel's The Phenomenology of Spirit and Philosophy of 
Rishr and Heidegger's Beins and Time, for wbich lmake 
no apology. At the end of each chapter I have given 
guidelines for further reading. 
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PHILOSO PH Y: THE CLASS IC S 

M y cho ice of books is in some ways comroversial, more for 
what 1 have left out than for what I have inc luded, 1 s uspect. What I 
have done is focused o n books that I believe repay study today aod 
whic h a re amenable to the sort of t:reatmeot possible in three or fo ur 
thousand words. This is a personal top twenty-four; o the r philoso­
phers, tbougb tbeir choices would certainly overlap with mi ne, would 
come up with a d iffere nt top twenty-four. 

I have included brie f c hro nologies, but haven't found space fo r 

any detailed historical background . My ma in a im is to introduce books 
rather tha n movements in the history of ideas. This doesn' t mean that 
I am advocating a comple tely ahistorical reading of these texts. 
However, I do believe that the best way to approach them is, in the 
first instance, by getting an overview of tlleir major themes and 
emphases. T hose who want more contextual infonnation can find it 
in the recomme ndations fo r further reading. 

Don't be afraid to di p into c hapters out of order. I have written 
eacb cbapter to stand o n its own without presupposing any knowledge 
of those whic h have gone before. 

Further reading 

2 

My two books, Philosophv: The Basics (London: Routledge, 3rd cdn, 1999) 
and Thinking from A to Z (London: Routledge, 2nd edn. 2000) complement 
this one. The first is a topic-based introduction to the central areas of philos­
ophy; the second an alphabetically arranged introduction to critical thinking, 
the techniques of argument that are central to philosophical method. I have 
also edited a collection of readings. Philosophy: Basic Readings (London: 
Routledge, 1999). 
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Edward Craig (ed.) The Concise Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(London: Rou tledge, 2000). 
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Ted Honderich (ed.) The O>;f'ortl Companion to Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1995). 
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Bryan Magee The Creal Plrilosophers (Oxford: Oxford Univcrsily Press, 
1988). 

Roger Scrulon A Short Hiswry• of Modern Philosophy (London: Routledge, 
2nd edo, 1995). 

J. 0. Urmson and Jonalhan Ree The Concise Encyclopedia of 1Ves1ern 
f>hilosoplry and f>hiloJ'ophers (London: Routledge, new edn, 1989). 

Mary Warnock (ed.) Women Philosophers (london: Dent, Everyman, 1995). 
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Ch a pte r 1 

Plato The Republic 

The Cave 

Imagine a cave. Prisoners are chained facing its far wall . 
They've been kept there all their Jives and their heads 
are held fixed so that they can ' t see anything except the 
wall of the cave. Behind them there is a fire and between 
the fire and their backs a road. Along the road various 
people walk casting their shadows on the cave wa ll ; 
some of them carry models of ani mals which also cast 
shadows. T he prisoners inside rbe cave only ever see 
shadows. T hey believe the shadows are the real things 
because they don't know any better. But in fact they 
never see real people. 

Then one day one of the prisoners is released and 
allowed to look towards the fire. At first he is completely 
dazzled by the flames, but gradually he starts to discern 
the world around him. Then he is taken out of the 
cave into the fu ll light of the sun, which again dazzles 
him. He slowly begins to realise the poverty of his 
former life: he bad always been satisfied with the world 
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of shadows when behind him lay the brightly lit real world in all its 
richness. Now as his eyes acclimatise to the daylight be sees what 
his fellow prisoners have missed and feels sorry for them. Eventually 
he becomes so used to the light that he can even look directly a t 
the sun. 

T hen he is taken back to his seat in the cave. His eyes are no 
longer used to this sbadowy ex.istence. He can no longer make the 
fi ne discriminations between shadows that: his fellow prisoners fi nd 
easy. f rom their point of view his eyesight has been ruined by his 
journey out of the cave. He has seen the rea l world; they remain 
content wilh the world of superficial appearances and wouldn't leave 
the cave even if they could. 

Tltis parable of the prisoners in the cave occurs halfway through 
Plato's masterpiece, The Republic. 1t provides a memorable image of 
his theory of Forms, his account of the nature of reality. According 
to him the majority of humankind are, like the prisoners, content with 
a world of mere appearance. Only phi losophers make the journey out 
of the cave and learn to experience tb.iogs as they rea lly are; on ly they 
can have genu ine knowledge. The world of everyday perception is 
constantly changing and imperfect. But the world of the Fonns to 
wbicb phi losophers have access is unchanging and perfect. It can't be 
perceived with the five senses: it is only by means of thought that 
anyone can experience the Forms. 

Plato and Socrates 

6 

The life and death of hi s mentor, Socrates, was the main infl uence on 
Plato's philosophy. Socrates was a charismatic fi gure who attracted a 
crowd of wealthy young Athenians around him. He did not leave any 
wd ting but exerted hi s influence through h.is conversations in the 
marketplace. He claimed not to have any doctrine to teacb, but rather, 
through a series of pointed questions, wou ld demoostrate how lit.Ue 
those he talked to really knew about such things as the nature of piety, 
j ustice, or morality. While Plato was still a young man, Socrates was 
sentenced to death for corrupting the youth of the city and failing to 
believe in its gods. Socrates drank hemlock, the conventional method 
of execution for Athenian citizens. 
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PLATO 

Plato gave Socrates a kind of afterlife in his dialogues. Yet the 
character called Socrates in Plato's work probably differs consider­
ably in his views from the real Socrates. Plato wrote as if he were 
recording conversations which had actually occurred; but by the time 
he came to write The Republic, Plato's Socrates had become a mouth­
piece for Plato's own views. 

The Republic provides a mixture of Plato's two characteristic 
approaches to writing. In Book One, there is a conversation between 
Socrates and some friends which could have been the first scene in a 
play: we are told something of the setting and the reactions of the 
d illerent characters. But in la ter sections. although Plato continues to 
write in dialogue form, the thrust of exposition is in Socrates' voice, 
and the supporting cast simply agree with his pronouncemems. 

Thrasymachus and Glaucon 

The main body of The Republic is a response to the challenges set 
by Thrasymachus and Glaucon. Thrasymacbus maintains that what 
goes by the name or 'justice' is simply whatever happens to serve tbe 
interests of the strongest. Power is aU that makes something right. 
Justice is simply a matter ol' obeying the seU'-serving ru les set up by 
the strongest. At the level of individual behaviour, injustice pays much 
better than j ustice: those who help themselves to more than their fair 
share are happier than those who are just. 

Glaucon takes this further, suggesting that those who behave 
justly only do so as a form of self-preservation. Anyone who, like the 
mythical character Gyges, found a ring that made them invisible would 
Jose any incentive for behaving justly since they could guarantee 
getting away with any crime, seduction or deception. He imagines a 
situation in which a just man is thought by everyone else to be unjust. 
He is tortured and executed: his life seems to have nothing to be said 
in its favour. Compare this with the li fe of a cunning wicked mao 
who manages to seem just whi le being completely unscrupulous when­
ever he can get away wit:h it. He leads a happy life, it seems, and is 
considered a model of respectability even though beneath his disguise 
he is thoroughly evi l. This suggests that justice doesn't pay, or at least 
that it doesn' t always pay. It also suggests that if Socrates wants to 

7 
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defend the just life he will have to show that the situa tion described 
isn' t the full story. In fact in the rest of the book Socrates attempts 
to do precisely that; he seeks to demonstrate that justice does pay, 
and that, besides, it is intrinsically worthwhile. It is good both for its 
consequences and in itself. 

Individual and state 

Although The Republic is usually thought of as a work of political 
pltilosophy, aod despite tbe fact that most of it. is focused on the 
question of how Pluto's utopian sta te shou ld be ru n, the d iscussion of 
the sta te is onl y introduced as a way of getting clearer about indi­
vidual morality. Plato's main concern is to answer the question 'What 
is justice and is it worth pursuing?' 'Justice' is a slightly strange word 
to use here, but it is the best translation of the Greek word dikaio­
sune: it means, roughly, doing the right thing. Plato's main concern 
is the question of what is the best way for a human being to li ve. His 
reason for looking at the organisation of the state at all is his belief 
that the state is equivalent to the individual writ large; that the best 
way of proceeding .is to study j ustice in tbe state and then transfer 
our findings to the individua l. Just as someone who is short-sighted 
fi nds it easier to read large letters so it is easier to look at justice in 
the sta te than on the smaller scale of an individual life. 

Division of labour 

8 

Human beings cannot easily live alone. There are many advamages 
in co-operation and comJn unal Jiving. As soon as people group 
together it makes sense to d ivide work according to different people's 
skjlls: it is better for a tool maker to make tools all the year round 
and a farmer to fann tban that the farmer stop his work to make new 
tools wheo the o ld ones wear our. The tool maker wiU be more skilled 
at tool making than the fanner. The same is true of all other profe.s­
sions which involve skill: skill requires practice. 

As the state grows and work becomes more specialised, the need 
for a fu ll-time army to defend the sta te from attack becomes apparent. 
The Guardians of the state must, according to Plato, be strong and 
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courageous, like good guard dogs. But they must also have a philo­
sophical temperament. A signi ficant palt of The Republic is taken up 
with Plato's training schedule for the Guardians. 

Rulers, Auxiliaries and Workers 

Plato di v.ides his class of Guardians into two: Ru lers and Auxil iaries. 
The Rulers are those who are to bave the polilical power and 
who make all the important decisions; the Auxi liaries help the Rulers 
and provide defence against threats from outside. A third group, 
the Workers, wi ll, as their name suggests, work, providi ng the 
necessities of life for all the citizens. Plato isn't much interested 
in the lives of the Workers: most of The Republic concentrates on 
the Guardians. 

T he Ru lers are chosen as those who are most li kely to devote 
their lives to doing what they j udge to be in the best interests of the 
society. To weed out unsu itahle candidates, Plato suggests that in the 
course of their education potential Ru lers should be given various tests 
to see if tbey are Ukely to be bewitched by tbe pursuit of their own 
pleasure: their reactions to temptation wiU be closely monitored and 
only those who demonstrate complete devotion ro the well-being of 
the conununity will be chosen to ru le. They will be very few in 
number. 

None of the Guardians will be allowed to own personal property, 
and even their children wi ll be treated in common. In fact Pla to 
provides a radical solution to the family: be wants to abolish it and 
replace it with state nurseries in which children are looked after 
unaware of wbo their parents are. This is supposed to increase loyalry 
to the state since cnildreo brought up in this way won' t bave confusing 
loyalties to family members. 

Even sexual intercourse is regulated: citizens are onl y allowed 
to have sex at spe<:ia l festiva ls when they are paired off by lot - or 
a t least, that's what the participants are led to believe. In li1ct 
the Rulers fix the outcome of the mating lottery so that only those 
of good breeding stock will be allowed to procreate. Thus Plato's 
republic bas its own fonn of eugenics designed to produce strong 
and courageous children. At birth all chi ldren are taken away from 

9 
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their mothers to be reared by specially appointed of!icers. Chi ldren 
of inferior Guardians and any 'defective' offspring of the Workers are 
disposed of. 

Role of women 

Not a ll of Plato's proposals in The Republic are as offensive as these 
plans for selective breedi ng and infantic ide. Unlike most of his 
contemporaries, he thought that women shou ld be given the same 
education as men, should be allowed to figbt alongside them, and 
become Guardians if they showed aptitude. Jt is true that he still 
believed that men would surpass women at every activity. Even so, 
his proposals were radical a t a time when married middle-class women 
were virtual prisoners in their own homes. 

The myth of the metals 

10 

The success of the state depends upon its ci tizens' loya lty to the land 
and to eacb o ther. In order to assure this loyalty Plato suggests tbat 
aU classes of society be encouraged to believe a myth about their 
origins. Tbe 'magni ticent mytb' or 'noble lie', as it is sometimes trans­
lated, is as follows. Everyone sprang from the earth fully fonned: 
memories of upbringing and education are just a dream. In fact all 
citizens are siblings since they are all the chi ldren of Mother Earth. 
This should make them loyal both to the land (their mother) and to 
each other (their brothers and sisters). 

T he myth has another aspect. God, when he created each indi­
vidual, added metal to their composition. He added gold to the Rulers; 
si lver to the Auxiliaries; and bronze and iron to tbe Workers. God 
instructed the Ru lers to observe the mixture of metals in the charac­
ters of children. If a chi ld with bronze in his or her composition is 
born or gold parent:s. then they must harden their hearts and consign 
him or her to the life of a Worker; if a Worker's child bas gold or 
silver in him or her, then the child must be brought up as a Ruler or 
Auxiliary as appropriate. This myth is intended to produce not only 
loyalty, but contentment with your station in life. The class that you 
belong to is detennined by factors outside your control. 
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The just state and the just individual 

Because the ideal state he describes is perfect, Plato believes it 
must possess the qual ities of wisdom, courage. self-discipline and 
justice. He takes it for granted that these are the four cardinal 
virtues of any perfect state. Wisdom is due to the Rulers' knowl­
edge, which allows them to make wise decisions for the benefit of 
the state; courage is demonstrated by the Auxiliaries, whose train­
ing bas made them brave and fearless in defence of the state; self­
d iscipline arises from the hannony between the three classes, witb 
the unruly desires of the majority being held in check by the wise 
decisions of the Rulers; and lastly. justice is evident in the state as 
a resu lt of each person taking care of his o r her own business in the 
sense of doing what he or she is natura ll y lined for. Anyone 
wbo attempts social mobi lity is a potential threat to tbe state's 
stabi lity. 

T he ideal sta te exhibits the four cardinal virtues because of its 
d ivision into three classes and because of the ham1onious balance 
between their assigned roles. Analogously, Plato insists, each indi­
vidual consists of three parts. and the qualities of wisdom. courage. 
self-discipline and justice all depend on the harmonious interplay 
between these parts of the indi vidual. 

The three parts of the soul 

The word 'sou l' suggests somethlng more spiritual than is appropdate: 
allhough Plato believes in the immorta lity of tbe sou l, what. he writes 
about the three parts of the soul in The Republic doesn' t turn on the 
soul being separable from the body. o r even on its being something 
distinct l'rom the body. His interest here is really in the psychology 
of motivation. The three parts of the sou l he identifies are Reason, 
Spirit and Desire. 

Reason corresponds to tbe ro le of the Rulers in the ideal state. 
Li ke the Rulers, Reason can plan for the good of the whole entity: 
un like the other parts of tbe soul, it is not self-in terested. Reason has 
the capacity to make plans about how best to achieve certain ends; 
but it also involves the love of truth . 

1 1 

Copyrighted material 



PH I LOSO PHY: THE C LA SS I CS 

Spirit is that part of the personality which provide-s emotional 
motivation for action in the fonn of anger, indignation and the like. 
When subject to the proper training Spiri t is the source of bravery 
and courage. Spirit corresponds to the role of the Auxiliaries. 

Desire is the pure appetite for particular things such as food, 
drink or sex. Desire can persist in direct opposition to Reason. lndeed 
the occurrence of contlicts between what people want and wbat they 
know is best for them is evidence Plato uses to support his distinc· 
tion between the three parts of the sou l. Desire corresponds 10 the 
role of the Workers. 

T he four virtues of wisdom, courage, self-discipline and 
j ustice can all be found in individuals as we ll as in state-s: Plato 
exp lains these virtues in tenns of the parts of the soul. Someone 
who is wise makes decisions based on the dominance of Reason: 
someone who is brave gets the motivation to act in the face of danger 
from Spirit, which acts as the ally of Reason; someone who has 
self-discipline fo llows the dictates of Reason, keeping Desire under 
controL Most importantly, someone wbo is just acts so tbat aU the 
parts of the soul are in hannony: ench part functions in it:s appropriate 
role with Reason in command. So justice in the individual is a ki nd 
of psychic hannony. This is wbat makes it an intrinsicn lly va luable 
condition. 

Philosopher kings 

1 2 

Although Plato's pretext for discussing justice in the state is in order 
to illuminate questions about the individual, he is clearly also deeply 
concerned with the utopian republ ic he has created. He addresses the 
question of how such a political syst.em could ever come about and 
concludes that the onl y hope is to rest power in the hands of philoso­
phers. Plato defends this surprising suggestion with another parable. 
Imagine a ship whose owner is short-sighted, a bit deaf and more or 
Jess ignorant of seamanship. The crew guarrel about who should lake 
the helm of the ship. None of them have devoted any time to the study 
of navigation and in fact they don' t believe it can be taught. Factions 
compete to lake control of the ship, and when they do they help them­
selves to the goods on board, turning the voyage into a ki nd of drunken 

Copyrighted material 



PLATO 

pleasure cruise. None of them realise that a navigator needs to study 
the weather and the position of the stars. They think of anyone who 
acquires the relevant skills as a useless star-gazer. 

T he state in its present fonn is like the ship lurching around 
in the hands of the unskiUed crew. Only in tbe bands of a skilled navi­
gator wi ll it be kept under control: and the philosopher, despised as 
he rnigbt be. is the on ly person in possession oftbe knowledge required 
to steer the state. Plato's theory of Forms explains why phi losophers 
are particularly well-equipped to rule. 

The theory of Forms 

T he parab le of the cave with which I began this chapter illustrates 
in a memorable way Plato's picture of the human condi tion. Most of 
humanity is content with mere appearance, the equ ivalent of the fl ick.­
ering shadows on the wall of the cave. Philosophers, however, since 
they love truth, seek knowledge of reality: they journey out of the 
cave and get access to tbc Fonns. 

T he theory of Forms, altbougb put forward by the character 
Socrates in Tile Republic, is generall y recognised to be Plato's own 
contribution to philosophy. When people speak of Platonism they 
usually mean this aspect of his work. To understand what Plato meant 
by 'Fonn ' it is easiest to consider one of his example.s. 

Many beds exist. Some are double, some single, some four­
posted, and so on. Yet there is something they share which make.s 
them all beds. What they share is a relation to an ideal bed, the Form 
of the bed. This Fom1 actuallv exists: it is the onl y real bed. All other - . 
beds are .imperfect copies of the Form of the bed. They belong to the 
world of appearance, not of reality. Consequently we can only bave 
genuine knowledge of the Form of the bed: any in formation about 
actual beds is opinion, not knowledge. The everyday world we inhabi t 
is constantly changing; the world ofFonns is timeless and unchanging. 
Philosophers, with their love of wisdom, gain acce.ss to the world of 
Forms, and thus the possibility of knowledge, through thought.; percep­
tion restricts us to the llux of the world of appearance. 

Though be does not spell out precisely which things in the world 
have a corresponding Form, Plato does maintain that there is a Fonn 
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of the Good. lt is the Good which is the ultimate focus of philos­
ophers' quest for knowledge. He uses the simile of the sun to explain 
this idea. T he sun makes sight possible and is the source of growth; 
the Form of the Good allows the mind's eye to 'see' and understand 
the na tu re of reality. Without the illumination provided by the Form 
of the Good. we are condemned to live in a twilight world of appear­
ance and opinion; in tbe light of the Good we can glean knowledge 
of how to live. 

Examples of injustice 

Having shown that a just state is one in which the different classes 
fulfi l their appropriate roles, and a just individual one in whom the 
different motivations are in harmony, Pla to turns to some examples 
of injustice in the state and the individual. He considers four types of 
unjust state and their corresponding personal ity type. The four are 
timocracy, oligarchy, democracy and tyranny. A timocracy is a state, 
such as SparL1, which is domi nated by a drive for mil itary honour; in 
an oligarchy wealth is the sign of merit; a democracy is a state which 
is ru led by the people as a wbole; in a tyranny the ruler has absolute 
power. 

Again Plato explo its the alleged symmetry between the stn te 
and the individual. For instance, in his discussion of democracy he 
claims that state democracy ignores the principle of training to rule 
which he has shown to be so essential to the just s ta te. The only 
prerequ isite in a democratic ruler is that he professes to be the people's 
friend. The corresponding democratic individual, like the democratic 
state, emerta ins a wide variety of pleasures, not di stinguishing those 
wbicb are based on good desires from those which have tbeir source 
in evil. The result is psychic disharmony: the democratic indi vidual 
does not permi t Reason to rule over inappropriate desires. Idle wltims 
dominate; injustice is inevitable. 

Against art 

1 4 

In his account of the Guardians' education Pla to argues that various 
kinds of poetry should be censored. Any writing which g ives a false 
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impression of gods or heroes, o r which when read out loud by student>s 
will lead to an over-identi fication with unj ust characters, is to be 
banned. ln Book Ten of The Republic he returns to the subject of art 
and its place in an ideal society. He concentrates on mimetic art, that 
is, art which is meant to represent reality. His conclusion is that sucb 
art should have no place in his repub lic. T here are two main reasons 
for tllis. First, it can only ever be a copy of an appearance and so 
teods to distance us from tbe world of the Forms. Secondly, it appeals 
to the irrational pan of our souls and so tends to disrupt the psychic 
ham1ony necessary for j ustice. 

To explain the first sort of criticism Plato takes the example of 
a painter painting a bed. God made the Form of the bed; a carpenter 
made a shadowy copy of that Fonn; an artist painted a copy of the 
carpenter's copy, doing the equivalent of holding up a mirror to what 
was already an imperfect image of the one real bed. Consequenlly the 
arti st obstructs rather than aids our knowledge of reality. The arti st 
remains ignorant of the true nature of the bed and is content with 
copying the appearance of a particular bed. Plato takes poets to be 
doing more or less the same as the painter, and so extends his disap­
proval to the an of poetry. 

The work of mimetic arrists is nevertheless seduct ive, as Plato 
recognises. lt does not appeal to reason, but ro the lower parts o r the 
soul, an effect exacerbated by artists' tendency to represent evil rather 
than good impulses. Mimetic artists can lead the unwary away from 
the path to knowledge. There is, then, no place for them in the republic. 

Criticisms of Plato's Republic 

State/individual analogy 

Plato's wbole project in The Republic rel ies on there being a strong 
analogy between justice in the state and justic.e in an individual. 
If tbe analogy is weak, then any conclusions about justice for an 
individual derived from conclusions about the just state will be corre­
spondingly weak. Plato treats it as obvious tbat his move from slate 
to individual is a legitimate one. However, it is at least worth ques­
tioning wheU1er or not this move is justified. 

1 5 
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Only Rulers can be just 

Furthennore, Plato's theory seems to have the consequence that only 
the Rulers can be just.. N't.er just ice has been defined in tenns of 
psychic harmony and each class in the repub lic in terms of their domi­
nant source of motivation, it becomes clear !hat. only t.hose in whom 
Reason ru les supreme wi ll be capable of acting justly. The Rulers are 
the only class of people who are in this position. So it seems to follow 
that only the Rulers are capable of j ustice. Plato might not have seen 
this as a serious objection to his theory but rather as an illuminating 
consequence; for most readers today, however, it brings out the uncom­
promising eliti sm inherent in Plato's thought. 

Equivocates about 'justice' 

When Plato tells us that j ustice is really a kind of mental health in 
wbicb the three parts of the soul function harmoniously be seems 10 

have discarded the ordinary sense of 'justice'. He seems to have rede­
fi ned the word arbitr-aril y to suit his purposes, or at !he very least to 
have used il in two different senses. Why would anyone wan! to talk 
of 'justice' in this way? 

Plato would no doubt respond to this criticism that his notion 
of justice does bring out what we ordinarily mean by j ustice. Plato's 
j ust individual won't s teal or take more than his share because that 
would involve Reason's yield ing to lower desires. However, this seems 
to leave open the possibility that some people whom we might be 
tempted to label 'just' on account of their behaviour wou ld not pass 
Plato's test since their behaviour mieht stem from less than harmo-, . 
n.ious psychic functioni ng. Tbey might simply bave a desire to bebavc 
justl y, but a very underdeveloped capacity to reason. 

Involves decept ion 

16 

At several .key points in h.is argument Plato advocates .lying in 
order to preserve loyalty to the state and to fellow citizens. For 
instance, there is the so-called 'notlle lie ' of the myth of the metals; 
there is also the lie about the mating lottery. Many people find tbis 
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unacceptable. An ideal state should not be founded on dec-eption. 
Pla to, however, seems unconcerned about this. His intere-st is in the 
end result and the best way to achieve it, not in moral questions about 
how this end result is achieved. 

Theory of Forms is implausible 

Plato's theory of Forms provides an important foundation for his argu­
mentos about the ideal republic. Yet it has little intuitive plausibi lity 
for most phi losophers today. Perhaps hardest to stomach is the notion 
that the Forms actually ex.ist and are the reaiJty o r which the observed 
world is simply a shadowy copy. 

If we jettison the theory of Fonns, then the metaphysical under­
pinning of many of Plato's proposals wou ld be removed. For instance, 
without the notion that phi losophers are particularly good at gaining 
knowledge of reality, there wou ld be no obvious j ustification for 
putting them in charge of the ideal state. Nor would there be an 
obvious reason for banning tbe mimetic arts from the state. 

Justifies totalitarianism 

However, perhaps the most sig rtificant criticism or Plato's Republic is 
that it provides a recipe for totalitarianism. With its plan for eugenics, 
its 'noble lie', its outlawing of the family and its censorship of art, 
the stale intrudes into every area of life. Individuals in Plato's world 
must be subservient to the requirements of the state and are expected 
to sacrifice every element of personal freedom to this end. Those of 
us who value individual liberty and freedom of choice fuld Plato's 
vision a decidedl y unauractive one. 

Dates 

427 BC Plato born into an aristocratic Athenian family. 
399 BC Socrates drinks hemlock. 
399 BC-347 BC Plato writes more than twenty philosophical 

dialogues. 
347 BC Plato dies. 
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Glossary 

Auxiliaries: Guardians wbo help the Rulers and provide defence from 
outside threats. 

democracy: a s tnte ruled by the people . 
d lkaiosune: usual ly translawd as 'justice' , this has the sense of doing 

what is morally right. 
Forms: sometimes known as Ideas. The world of Fonns is the real 

world of perfect entities: the world of appearance whicb most 
of us occupy most of the time consists of imperfect copies of 
the Forms. 

Gua rd ians: the class of citizens who protect and ru le the state. They 
consist of Ru lers and Auxi liaries. 

mimesis: imitatio n. This is the word Plato uses to describe what he 
takes to be the e.ssence of artistic endeavour: mirroring nature. 

oligarchy: a stare ruled by a wealthy e lite. 
philosopher kings: the Ru le rs in Plato's ideal society. Philosophers 

were to be given this role because or their ability to perceive 
the Forms. 

Rulers: the philosopher-kings who hold power in Plato 's republi.c. 
timocracy: a s tnte in which mi litary honour is all important .. 
totalitarian state: a state in which everything is controlled and there 

is li ttle or no scope for individual freedom. 
tyrann)': a state ruled by a powerfu l leader. 
utopian: presenting a vis ion o f an ideal society. 

Further reading 

18 

Bernard Williams Plato (London: Phoenix, Grear Philosophers series, 1998). 
This brief book provides the best available introduction to Plato's work and 
includes some d.iscussion of The Rt!pu/Jlic. 

Julia Annas An Imroduction to Plato's RepuiJ/ic (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1981) and Nicholas Pappas Plato and The Republic (London: Roulledge, 
1995) are both exceUent commentaries. 

Ka1·J Popper The Open Society and its Enemies (London: Routledge, 1945) 
includes a c<>nvincing case against Plato 's republic, arguing that it would 
be a totalitarian nightmare. This serves as an antidote to the widespread 
tendency among Plato scholars to give his political proposals a more sympa~ 

thetic treatment than they deserve. 
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Aristotle 

Nicomachean Ethics 

Aristotle was a practica l man . Tbougb taught by Plato, 
he rejected his teacher's idea that rea lity lay beyond 
tbe everyday world in the realm of the Fonns. He did 
not be lieve in Plato's myt:h of the Cave. In Raphael's 
painting 11•e School of Athens (1511), Plato pointos 
skywards to the Forms; Aristotle, in contrast, reaches 
forward into the world. His studies went far beyond what 
we now think of as philosophy: he was, for example, 
one of the first great biologists. In philosophy his inter­
ests were wide-ranging, taking in metaphysics, ethics, 
politics and aesthetics. 

Despite the fact tbat his Nicomachean Erhics is 
only a collection of lecture notes, is uneven in style, 
obscure in places, and was certainly never intended for 
publication, it remains one of t:he most important 
works in the history of ethics. Here Aristotle asks one 
or t:he fundamental questions for aU buman beings, 'How 
shou ld we live'?', a question which was at the heart of 
ancient ethical d iscussions, but has been sadly neglected 
by twentie th-century philosophers. His answer, though 
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complex, and in places bizarre, is important, not j ust as a landmark 
in the history of civi lisation, but also as a significant influence on 
current phi losophical debate. 

The Nicomachean Ethics is a dense and complex work, and 
scholars quibble about its precise interpre tation; nevertheless, the 
central themes are easy enough to follow. Some of the key terms 
Ar.istotle used do oot transla te easi ly into Eng li sh. In fact most phi los­
ophers who discuss AristoUe have found it more stra ightforward to 
use transliterations of a number of the Greek words rather than rely 
on confusing English oear equivalents. One of the most important of 
such tenns is eudoimonia. 

Eudaimonia : a happy life 

20 

Erufaim.onia is often translated as ' happiness', but that can be very 
misleading. It is sometimes also transla ted as 'flourishing' , which , 
although slightly awkward. has more appropria te COlUlOtations: it, for 
instance, suggests the analogy bctweeo the flourishing of plants and 
the llourishing of humao beings. Aristotle believes that we all want 
eudcrimonia, by wh.ich he means tbat we a ll want our lives to go well. 
A ertdaimon life is a life that is successful. It is the kind of life tbat 
if we cou ld achieve it we would all choose; the kind of life we would 
want for those we love. Eudaimonia is always pursued as an end , 
never a means to an end. We may seek money, for instance, because 
it provides a means to buy expensive clothes, and we may buy expen­
sive clothes because we believe they will make us more attractive to 
people we want to attract; we want to attract these people because we 
believe tbat they have a capacity to make our lives go well. But it 
doesn't make any sense 10 ask why we want our lives to go well. 
/?udaimonicr can' t serve any other purvose: it is the place where this 
sort of chain of explanation finisbcs. It doesn't make sense to ask 
'Why pursue errdoimonia?' since, for Aristotle, it is a conceptua l truth 
that this is what all human beings do. Eudaimonia is not the only 
thing pursued as an end in itself; we may, for instance, listen to music, 
o r spend time with our child ren, not because we expect to get anything 
further out of these activities, but because these are the ways we 
want to while away our time on earth. However, in such cases, 
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we pursue these things because we believe, rightly or wrongly, that 
they are ingredients in a eudaimon life. 

One aim of the Nicomachean Ethics is to illuminate the pursuit 
of eu.daimoni.a. If we know more about what it is that we are seeking 
and how it is characteri stically achieved then we wi ll be more likely 
to achieve it ourselves, even if ultimately, as Aristotle bel ieved, our 
early training and current material circumstances will determine to a 
great extent our capacity to follow the right path. Aristotle, unlike 
many subsequem moral phi losophers, was realistic about the in fluence 
of events beyond our control on the success of our lives. He thought 
that having a certain amount of money, reasonab le looks, good 
ancestry and children were prerequ isites for any genuinely eu.daimon 
life. Without the benefit of such assets we may not be able to achieve 
the highest state of eudaimonia, but should ta ilo r our actions to the 
particular circumstances we find ourselves in . For Aristotle living well 
is not a matter of applying general ru les to specific cases so much as 
adapting our behaviour to the particular circumstances of our lives. 

It is, Aristotle says. a mark of intelligence only to pursue the 
kind of precision appropriate to the field in whkh you are working. 
Judgements about how to live arc on ly true for tbe most part. They 
don't bold for every individual in every circumsrance, so there are no 
hard-and-fast ru les. Ethics is nor a precise subject like mathematics. 
A carpenter's interest in a right angle is a practical o ne; thls is very 

different from a geometer's interest. It would be a mistake to treat 
ethics as anything but a practical subject with its own standards of 
generality. And, as a practical subject, it a ims to show us how to 
become good people, not simply to provide us with a bener theoret­
ical understanding of wbat the good life amounts to. 

Oespit.e belie\•ing that we all do and shou ld pursue eudaimonia, 
Aristotle was very far from being a hedoni st in the sense of advo­
cating a life of sensua l indulgence. He thought that those who want 
nothing more than the pleasures of sex, eating and drinking lower 
themselves to the level of canle. Eudaimon.ia is not a blissful mental 
stale. It is ratber ''" acl.ivity, a way of living, one which brings 
with it its own pleasures, but which cannot be assessed in particular 
actions. The whole life of an individual has to be taken into account 
before we can say for certain that that person achieved eudaimonia: 

2 1 
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as Aristotle memorably put it, one swallow doesn't make a summer, 
nor does one happy day guarantee a happy life. A tragedy towards 
the end of your life could put a completely different slant on the 
question of whether or not your life as a whole went well. T here is, 
then, some tru th to the idea that we can 't call someone's life eudaimon 
until they are dead. Aristotle even considers the ways in which events 
after your death can affect the assessment of whether or not your life 
went well ; his answer was that the fortunes of your descendants after 
your death C(Jil affect your eudaim.onia to a limited extent. 

The function of a human being 

22 

Aristotle thought that human beings have a characteristic function or 
activity (an ergo11). In other words, just as carpenters are recognis­
able by their characteristic activity (making things with wood), so 
human beings as a whole have a di stinctive activity that makes us 
what we are. The word 'function' suggests that human beings were 
designed for a particular purpose, but this is not tbe connotation tbat 
Aristotle intends. He isn't claiming the ex istence of a wise deity 
responsible for the construction of tbc species, but rather drawing our 
auention to tbe distinctive powers that we have that make us what we 
are and not something else. This human ergon. can't be bodi ly growth, 
since that is shared with plants. Bodily growth doesn't distinguish a 
human being from a geranium. Nor could it be capacity for percep­
tion, because o ther animals have that: horse.s, for instance. The ergon 
of human beings is rational activity; this is what is most central to 
our lives as human beings. 

The good human being is someone who excels in th.is charac­
teris tic activit.y. Excellence at being human involves virtuous act ion. 
Aristo tle's conclusion is that the good life for human beings is a life 
of rational vir tuous acti\•ity. It is oot enough to have tbe potential to 
act virtuously. The winners at the Olympic Games are chosen only 
from the competitors and not from those who might have run lttster 
had they entered the events. Simi larly, only those who act wi n the 
reward in life. And the reward in life is true happiness. Roses tlourish 
in a well-manured soil, growing strongly and flowering profusely; 
human beings flourish when livi ng Jives of rational virtuous activity. 
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Much of the Nicomachean Ethics is taken up with spelling out what 
such lives might be like, what sort of character you need in order to 
live the good life. Central to thi s is an analysis of the virtues and how 
they are acquired. 

The virtues 

A virtue is a feature of one's char-acter: a disposition to act in a certain 
way in relevant circwnstances. It is important to realise that the tertn 
'virtue' used today has moral connotations: to call someone virtuous 
is to make a positi ve assessment of their mora l character. But for 
Aristotle, the phrase tnmslated as 'virtue', ethikai aretai, simply meant 
'excellence of character' and had no moral implications in our sense 
of 'moral' . Being virtuous in hi s sense is simply possessing and 
acting upon excellences of character, some of wltich may be 
completely irrelevant to estimates of your moral worth. In fact some 
commentators have even questioned the extent to which the 
Nicomachelm Ethics is a work of moral philosophy in the sense tbat 
we now understand 'moral'. Morality is usua lly thought to involve at 
least some concern for tbe interests of o thers: it wouldn't make sense 
to say (using the present-day understanding of 'morality') 'I bave 
developed my own private mora lity which is entirely selfish.' 
Aristotle's main interest, however, was not in our concern for other 
people but in what it takes to make a success of your own life. In 
some ways the Nicomachean Ethics is like one of those practical 
manuals for self-development and greater personal efficiency that are 
so popu lar with managers today. 

Aristotle describes several key virtues. Someone who is brave, 
for instance, is never so overcome with fear rhar he cannot act in the 
right way. A brave soldier will risk his own life to save his comrade 
and wiU not be reduced to inaction by fear; a brave dissident wi ll 
staod up to govenunent opposition and pronounce ber beliefs eveo 
though this wi ll mean certain imprisonment and possible torture or 
death. Someone who is generous wi ll g ladly give money or time 
to those who need it. 

Aristotle distinguishes two types of virtue: the moral and the 
intellectual. Moral virtues, such as temperance, are acquired through 
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early training and reinforced to become a matter of habit rather than 
conscious decision; intellectual virtues, such as intel ligence, on the 
o ther hand, can be taught. The moral virtues are shaped by the non­
rational e lements of the individual; the intellectual virtues by the 
rationaL Aristotle identifies a common structure to a ll the virtues: they 
fall between two extremes. This is the basis of hi s doctrine of the 
Golden Mean. 

The Golden Mean 

It is easiest to understand Aristotle's notion of rbe Mean by consid­
ering some of his examples. The virtue of courage lie-s between two 
vices: a deficiency of courage is cowardice; an excess of it is rash­
ness. The virtue of wittiness lies between the vices of boorishness and 
buffoonery; modesty between shyness and shamelessness. Notice that 
wittiness and modesty are not usually considered moral virtues, though 
courage might be. 

A commoo misinterpretation of tbe Doctrine of tbe Mean is 
that it is a counsel of moderation. As the mean always lies between 
two extremes of behaviour, it seems that Aristotle is advocat­
ing moderation in all things. However, just because the mean is 
between over-reacting and under-reacting, it doesn' t follow that the 
virtuous person always acts in a moderate way. For instance, if you 
were to see someone attacking a child, a moderate reaction would 
clearly be inappropria te. Aristotle's theory, however, wou ld probably 
support aggressive intervention in such circumstances. Such behav­
iour wou ld lie between the extremes of indi fference and vengeful 
violence. 

Virtuous action is always a mean of a ki nd that would be chosen 
by a person of practical wisdom, the phronimos. The phronimos is 
sensitive to the features of particular circumstances and an excellent 
judge of how 10 behave. 

Action and culpability 

24 

Aristotle is particularly interested in action rather than j ust behaviour. 
Human beings can be said to act rather than just behave since in 
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many areas of our lives we have a capacity for choice; in con­
trast, an ant simply behaves because it cannot delibera te on what it 
might or might not do. We usually only hold individuals responsible 
for their actions: if they cou ld not help doing what they did, then 
it would be strange to blame them. Aristotle distingu ishes inten­
tional actions from two other forms of behaviour: invo luntary and 
non-voluntary. 

Involu ntary behaviour results from either compulsion or igno­
rance. For instance, iJ someone pushes you through a window, you 
aren't likely to be held responsible for breaking the g lass, particularly 
if you didn' t want to break it. If you accidentally are a toadstool. 
through ignorance, thinking it was a mushroom, this too wou ld be 
involuntary. You might well regret the outcome in both cases, but in 
neither case do you have any di rect control over what happens. These 
thlngs happen against your will and you wou ld not have done them 
if you cou ld have prevented yourself from doing them. But some 
forced actions are different in that they still allow you to make a kind 
of choice. For instance, if the onl y way of saving a ship in a gale is 
to jettison the cargo, then when the captain o rders this to be done it 
may seem that his action is voluntary in that he chooses to perform 
it. However, in anotber sense, it is forced by the extreme circum­
stances. In a d ifferent context the act of throwing your cargo overboard 
would be blameworthy, but in the particular circumstances it is forced 
by events. 

Aristotle considers, and rejects, the idea that you cou ld be forced 
by desire for pleasure to behave in certain ways; for instance, that 
your lust might compel you to become a serial seducer, and so remove 
your responsibility for your actions. If you ta.ke th.is Une, theo, as 
Aristotle points out, consistency demands that you shouldn 't be pT'aised 
for your good actions, since, if they arise from desire, they are equally 
outside your control. 

Non-vo luotary o r noo-intentiona l behaviour d ill'ers from in­
voluntary o r unintentional in that you do not regret it. Regret of the 
consequences of unintentiooal behaviour shows that if you had 
had full control you wou ld not have done what you did: you would 
not have let yourself be pushed through the window; or if you had 
had full knowledge you would never have eaten a toadstool. It is only 
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external facto rs which Jed you to do what you did. Jf 1 tread on your 
toe without intending to, but don't regret my action , then my action 
was non-vo luntary. 

Akrasia : weakness of will 

26 

Akrasia is usually translated as ' incominencc', a tenn whicb to most 
modem readers sugges1s a specific and often embarrassing loss ol' 
bodily self-control; but Aristotle meanl something more general by 
the word. h. is the fami liar situation when you know what you should 
do, what wou ld make your life more successfu l, yet you stubbornly 
choose what you know to be the worse option. Unlike incontin­
ence in the medical sense, it is a voluntary action. For instance, you 
might know that marital infidelity will undermine your eudaimo11ia. 
Yet, faced with an attractive and willing adulterer, you may be over­
come by your desire for immediate pleasure and succumb to 
temptation even though you are well aware that adultery will harm 
your prospects of eudaimo11ia and even though you, like aU human 
beings, seek eudaimonia. You choose what you know to be worse 
for you. Aristotle, inlluenced by Plato, sees a problem in the idea 
that you might really know what would be tbe best course of 
action yet not choose it.. For Plato, if you really know the Good, 
that is, have knowledge of the Form, then you automatically act 
in accordance with it. According to Plato, genuine akrasia cannot 
ex ist: any apparent instance of it must really be a case of ignorance 
of the Good. In contrast Aristotle maintains that the phenomenon 
of akrasia does actually occur. Those who suffer from it know in a 
general way that cenaio types of action are not good for them, 
and won't make them flourish. Tbey may even pay up service to the 
idea that what they are doing in a particular case is wrong; but 
wben they do thi s they don't really feel it, but are simply reciting 
learnt lioes. They are overcome by their appetite and they succumb 
to the temptation of immediate pleasures rather than acti ng in a way 
that is conducive to long-tenn flourishing. Even though they know 
at some level what is good for them, they don't choose it because 
they don' t make the inference from the general principle to the partic­
ular case. 

Copyrighted material 



AR I STOTLE 

The contemplative life 

Towards the end of the Nicomachean. Ethics Aristotle describes the 
kind of activity which he considers the most important ingredient 
in a good life: theoretical or contemplative activity. Despite devot­
ing most of his book to questions of practical virtue with an emphasis 
on the kinds of action wh ich wou ld bring about flourishing, he reveals 
tbat reflecting on wbat you know is the supreme activity possible for 
human beings. His reasoning is as follows. Since the cbar'<LCter­
istic activity of human beings is rational activity. and sh1.ce the 
excellence of anything at aU arises from its fulfilment of its distinc­
tive function, then it must be true that human excellence is achieved 
in mtiooal activity. However, only gods would be able to sustain a 
li fe of uninterrupted philosophical contemplation; for human beings 
such contemplation is a vital ingredient., but can' t constitute the 
whole of the good life. NeveJtheless, it is the highest form of activity 
open to us. 

Crit icisms of the Nicomachean Ethics 

Human nature 

The whole of Aristotle's discussion of human excellence and char­
acter is based on the idea that there is such a thing as human nature 
and that what is most central to our humanity is our rational capacity. 
There are various ways in which Aristotle's assumptions about human 
nature can be challenged. 

One radical approach is to deny that there is anything which 
merits tbe name 'human nature ' . This is the view of some existential 
philosophers, such as Jean-Pau l Sartre, who th.ink that any auempt. to 
declare in advance what human beings must be is doomed to failure, 
since we create ourselves by our choices rather than confonn to some 
pre-existing template. 

A second way of challengi ng this aspect of Aristotle's approach 
is to criticise the particular account of human nature he gives 
and from whi.ch he der ives the rest of his conclusions. Js a capacity 
for rational acti\•ity really wbat separates us from other animals? 
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Why this and not our capacity to kill each other using weapons? Or 
perhaps our capacity to play musical instruments'! 

lncommensurablllty of values 

For Aristotle there is one supreme form of life, the life of contem­
plation, which can be measured against otber forms of life and found 
superio r. But is this obviously so? Some ph.ilosophers have argued 
that many of the th.ings which human beings value are simply incom­
mensurable, that is, there is absolutely no way in which they cao be 
compared, oo fonn of measurement whlch would al low us to judge 
them comparatively. On this view, the contemplative life might be one 
valuable approach to living; but the li fe of the active participant in 
daily affairs might be another. There is no place from which we can 
sit back and judge the comparative merits of the two lives and no 
common currency of value in which they can be measured. 

Egoistical 

A further critici sm of Aristotle's ethics .is tbat .it on ly provides a recipe 
for an individual's eudaimonia and sbows oo concern for the well­
being of o ther people. It is an egoistical approach teaching its readers 
how to pursue their own best interests. 

One response to this sort of criticism is that it simply fails to 
appreciate what the ancient Greeks understood by ethics. lndividual 
character development was precisely the focus of Greek e thics. Another 
response is that the virtues Ari stotle champions are, for the most part, 
precisely those needed by individuals if a society is to flourish. 

Virtues seem arbitrary 

28 

From our perspective, the particular portfolio of virtues that Aristo t:le 
put together in the Nicomacheau Ethics can be seen as a product of 
his environment. Aristotle did not challenge the status quo, but rather 
enshrined the pre-existing values of his society in the fonn of a philo­
sophical treatise. For instance, he thought slavery an acceptable 
practice. His is a defence of the values esteemed by the nobi lity of 
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ancient Athens . Yet he presents these values as if they were obviously 
pmt, not just of an ancient Athenian's nature, but of human nature 
itself. He treats them as universal features of the human condition, 
albeit adaptab le to particular circumstances. 

However, tbe cboices and omissions of virtues and vices appear 
arbitrary to many readers. Why, for instance, has he nothing to say 
about sympathy or altruism? His account of virtuous activity look.s 
parochia l. And if it is parochial, its re levance to present-day moral 
theorising must be diminished. 

Elitism 

Furthennore, Aristotle's theory is unashamedly elitist in several ways . 
First, there is no sense that euda.im.onia is available to everyone: you 
need good looks, children, a moderate income and a certain amount 
of good luck. Unl ike many moral theories, with Aristotle's there is 
no presumption that you can achieve the highest state by wi ll power 
alone. Externa l factors detcnninc whether or nor you lead a good life. 
Secondly, if we are to take seriously the suggestion that the good life 
is a life dominated by ph.ilosopbical contempla tion, then it is clear 
tbat only those fortunate enough to have time on their hands to engage 
in this sort of thought can lead a supremely good li fe. 

Aristotle would not have been bothered by the charge of elitism. 
However, it is an important feature of his theory and needs to be made 
explicit. Many present-day readers wi ll feel that in its e litis t elements 
the theory fails to capture something important about the nature of 
moralit)'· 

Vagueness 

Perhaps the most telling criticism of a theory explicitly intended to help 
us become bener people is its vagueness aboUI precisely how we are 
to behave. The doctrine of the Mean doesn't provide much in the way 
or guidance. To say that we should act as the plrronimos would act is 
uninfonnative unless we happen to have a pluvnim.os with us to ask 
what be would do in the circumstances. Even within the theory there 
seems to be a confl ict: are we supposed to commit ourselves to a life 
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of virtuous action (the view which Aristotle expresses through large 
sections of the Nicom.achean Ethics), or are we supposed to aim at one 
which includes substantial philosophical contemplation, the way of life 
endorsed towards the end of the book? Scholars try to reconcile these 
apparently opposed views, but it cannot be denied that Aristotle con­
spicuously fai ls to provide clear guidel ines about how to live. 

Dates 

384BC 

322BC 

Aristotle born in Stagira. 
Student of Pla to in Athens. 
Tutor to Alexander the Great. 
Publishes on numerous topics including politics, tragedy 
and biology. 
Dies in Chalcis. 

Glossary 

30 

akrasia: weakness of will: knowing what is best, but sti ll choosing 
to do something else. Aristotle, unl ike Plato, I:>elieves tbat weak.­
ness of will does genuinely oc.cm. 

egoism: concern only with your own ioterests. Tbe opposite of 
altruism. 

ergom the characteristic fu nction of anything. 
eudaimonia: happiness . For Aristotle this wasn't a transient blissful 

mental state, but rather flourishing over the course of a whole 
I ife. 

Golden Mean: Aristotle's doctrine that right action lies between two 
exrrernes. 

Incommensurability: the impossibility of comparing two th ings 
because of the lack of a conm1on currency in wbicb compar­
ison can be made. 

incontinence: akrasia, or weakness of wiU. 
plrronimos: the man of practical wisdom or prudence who is sensitive 

to particular circumstances and is a good judge of what to do. 
' 'irtuc: a disposition to behave in a way t11at will make you a good 

person. 
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Further reading 

J. L. Ackrill Aristotle the Philosopher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1981) is a good general introduction to Aristotle's philosophy. 

J. 0. Urmson Aristotle's Ethics (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988) is a clear and 
very usefu l commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics. 

Amelie 0. Rorty (ed.} Essays on Aristotle's Ethics (Berkeley: University of 
CaUfornia Press, 1980) is an excellent anthology of articles on this book. 
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Boethius 

The Consolation 

of Philosophy 

As The Consolation of Philosophy opens. Ancius 
Manlius Severinus Boethius is in a prison cell be­
moan.ing his condition. He wants to d ie. He bas nothi ng 
to hope for. Fort une, who gave him bis wealth and 
freedom, has now taken both away. Then, as he is g iving 
vent to his sorrow in the form of a poem, be becomes 
aware of a woman standing over him. Her height 
seems to tluctuate from average size to immeasurably 
tall. Her dress is embroidered at the bottom of the hem 
with the Greek letter pi; at the top is the le tter theta; in 
between them is embroidered a ladder. Her dress is tom 
in places; she carries some books and a sceptre. This 
woman is Philosophy personi fied. The letter pi stands 
for practical philosophy (including ethics); the letter 
theta stands fo r contemplative philosophy (metaphysics 
and science). 

Philosophy rebukes Boerhius for forsaking ber. 
Through her dialogue with Boethius she offers him 
the consolation he is seeking. Although he has been un­
justly condemned to death and has lost his great wealth, 
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reputation, and the comforts of freedom, she point:s out the inner 
strength that she, Phi losophy, can give him. S he diagnoses his despair 
and provides soothing medicine in the fonn of reason. Philosophy in 
this fo011 is a kind of self-help, a consolation to the mind. Boethius 
sometimes refers to Phi losophy as his nurse. 

As far as we can tel l, The Consolation of Philosophy was written 
in around 524, while Boethius was imprisoned in Pavia, awaiting 
execurion for an alleged act of treason against the Gothic emperor 
Theodoric. T his was a d ramatic fall from eminence: Boethius had 
been one of the most respected and honoured members of Theodoric's 
govenunent.. Boethius was subsequently to rtured and bludgeoned to 
death, an ignominious way to die that a citizen of his standing might 
have hoped to have avoided. 

Although he published other books on a wide range of subjects, 
including music, and translated a substantial pmt of Aristotle's works 
into Latin, it is for The Consolation of Philosophy, his last work, that 
he is now remembered. It is a compelling book written in a mixture 
of prose, poetry and dia logue. During tbc medieva l and Renaissance 
periods it was one of the most widely read books; Chaucer translaled 
it, as did Elizabeth I. Irs phi losophica l content is not wholly o riginal, 
but tbe manner in which the ideas are communicated makes it an 
entertaining as well as a stimulating book to read. 

Philosophy 

34 

Philosophy, personified as a woman, as we have seen, comes to visit 
Boethius in hi s prison cell. But what d id Boethius mean by 
Phi losophy? He was a Nco-Platonist, that is, his view of philosophy 
was deeply infl uenced by Plato's. In parlicular, be followed Plato in 
believing that phi losophical contemplation takes us away from the 
misleading world of appearances to a true experience of rea lity. He 
repeatedly uses the image of tbe shadowy world of appearances whicb 
is contrasted with the light of truth . This is an allusion to Plato's 
image of the Sun as the symbol of the Form of the Good in the parable 
of the cave that Plato uses in The Republic. 

Philosophy teaches Boethius - or rather reminds him - that as 
a philosopher he should be immune from the effects of good or bad 

Copyrighted material 



BOETH I U S 

fortune. The fact that Philosophy jogs Boethius' memory is probably 
meant, again, as an allusion to a doctrine of Plato's: the view that 
knowledge is a kind of recollection. 

Chance and happiness 

A true philosopher is impervious to chance. T he wbcel of Fortune 
inevirably turns, and those who arc at the Lop find themselves very 
soon at the bonom. That is the nature o r Fortune: to be fickle. In l~tct . 

Philosophy tells him, it is when she is adverse that Fortune best serve.s 
humanity. Good fortune dupes us, because it g ives us the illusion 
of true happiness; but when Fortune takes off her mask and shows 
us how treacherous she can be, that is when we learn most. Adversity 
teaches us the frailty of the sorts of happiness that wealth, fame 
and pleasure can inspire. It teaches us which of our friends are true 
friends. 

Boeth.ius had indeed been blessed with good fortune: h.is two 
sons were made consuls on tbe same day as a public demonstration 
of gratitude for his contribution to the ru nning of the state. His impris­
onment, though, takes his happiness away. Philosophy te ll s hi m that 
he is being foolish: true happiness can't be found in anything that is 
governed by chance such as wealth or fame. It must come from within . 
Here Boethius is intluenced by aspects of S toicism, a philosophy 
which emphasises the need for equanimity in the face of external 
trouble. For a Stoic, happiness comes from inner resources and is 
immune to the effects of chance and misfortune. 

Evil and reward 

Boeth.ius laments the fact that there doesn' t seem to be justice in the 
world. Evil people often flourish, while the good and virtuous suffer. 
Io response Phi losophy claims that it is the virtllous who are truly 
rewarded since they have the power to a ttain the ultimate end, genuine 
happiness. through their pursuit of the good. The evi l only appear to 
nourish: in fact by abandoning their reason they become subhuman 
and are more deserving of pity and remedial treatment than of re tribu­
tive punishment 
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God and free will 

36 

Having reminded Boethius that true happiness, which everyone seeks, 
comes from phi losophical contemplation, not from fame, fortune or 
pleasure, and that, despile appearances. the wicked cannot genuinely 
flourish, Philosophy engages him in debate about God and human free 
wi ll. Here the book becomes a serious phi losophical dialogue in the 
style of Plato's dialogues. Boethius takes on the role o f questioner, 
and Phi losophy expla ins the nature of God to him, leading him with 
the aid ol' reason away from mere appearances to a world of purity 
and light. 

Much of the discussion focuses o n the question of how humans 
cou ld have free will, the capacity fo r genuine choice over wha t they 
do, and yet at the same time there could be a God who knows in 
advance precisely what they wi ll in fact do. Wi thoUt free wi ll there 
cannot be rational action; yet if God can see what we are going to 
do. it is not at all clear in what sense we are genuinely free to exer­
cise choice. 

Philosophy's answer to this conundrum in part turns o n the 
distinction between predestination and foreknowledge. T hose who 
be lieve in predestination argue that God has brought it about that 
certai n event.s wi ll inevitably happen in the future; foreknowledge is 
simply knowi11g in advance what wi ll happen. Phi losophy a rgues tbat 
God's knowing that certain choices wil l be made does not cause those 
things to happen - human beings can sti ll make cho ices. So divine 
foreknowledge is compatible witb genuine choice for humans s ince 
knowing what will happen does not predestine it to happen. 

And yet it might seem that if God knows in advance what we 
will choose, our apparent choice is an illusion, not really free will. 
but the fantasy of it. Philosophy's response to this line of criticism is 
that our idea of foreknowledge erro neously, but understandab ly, 
rests on buman experience of time. But God is oot li ke us in import­
ant respects. In particular God is outs ide time and lives in an 
eternal present. Because God s tands outs ide time, His foreknowledge 
is comparable to our knowledge of the present: past, present and 
future are a ll as one to Him. Our perception o f what is happening 
now doesn' t make what is bappeoing bappeo. Nor then does God's 
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foreknowledge wipe out the possibility of genuine free choice about 
what we do. Our mistake is to think of God's relation to time as like 
our own. God is aware of everything that has happened, is happening, 
and will happen. 

Phi losophy ends tbe book by exhorting Boetltius to virtue since 
he is living in the sight of a judge who, from a position outside time 
sees and knows everything. T hus in Tile Consolation of Philosophy 
Boerhius' intellectual journey retraces the path of the philosopher in 
Pla to's Republic. Boethius leaves behind the shadowy world of appear­
ances - the equivalent of the fl ickering shadows on the wall of the 
cave- and achieves knowledge of the Form of the Good and ultimately 
of God. 

Criticism of Boethius' The Consolation 
of Philosophy 

Rationalisation? 

Boetbius ' celebration of everything that is insulated from the effect:s 
of chance might be seen as a rationalisation. Given that he was in 
prison and facing torture and almost certain execution, wit h no hope 
of re trieving his fonner wealth and public esteem, is it surprising that 
he shou ld celebrate rational activity above all else? Nothing else signif­
icant is left to him. Perhaps his rejection of wealth and fame as 
significant elements in a life that goes well, is j ust the self-serving 
argument of a desperate man. 

Even if it is true that Boethius saw the overriding value of 
rational deliberation because little else was left to him, as tltis c riti­
cism sugge.sts, it doesn't follow that be was wrong. The truth of tbe 
matter is independent of his motivation for believing it. An alterna­
tive interpretation is tbat Boethius was jolted from bis complacency 
by having everything he had thought valuable to bim removed. Only 
then cou ld he come to understand (or rather recollect) Phi losophy's 
powerfu l message; only then could he return to the austere vision of 
self-sufficient happiness that Phi losophy teaches. This interpretation 
is supported in the text by Philosophy's insistence that adversity can 
draw people back to the true way of goodness, whereas the external 
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trappings of s ucc-ess can lure them into be lieving that they have 

achieved true happiness. 
So, even if Boethius' motivation for believing what Philosophy 

taught him was suspect, it does not follow that her message is in error. 
W hat wou ld be devastating to Phi losophy's doctrine, however, would 
be Lhe discovery that in fact weallh, fame and other world ly goods 
arc an essentia l part of happiness. Aristotle, for example, believed that 
a certain amount of wealth, and having cttildren of one's own, were 
important ingredients in happiness. [f he was right. then Boetbius ' 
attempt to gain true consolation from philosophy a lo ne was destined 
to failure. 

Dates 

c. 480 

c. 524 
born in Rome. 
writes The Consolation of Philosophy and is executed. 

Glossary 

foreknowledge: knowing in advance what w ill happen. 
free wiU: the abi lity to make genui ne choices; this is usually contrasted 

w ith detenninism. which is Lhe view that all our Lhoughts a nd 
actions are caused in such a way that we have no choice a !)out 
whm to think or do. 

Neo-I>Iatonism: a modified version of Pla to's philosophy. 

Stoicism: the Ancient Greek school of philosophy which emphasised 
that honour and wealth should not !)e pursued for their own sake 
and that happine.ss can be achieved by e limination of the 

passions. 

Further reading 
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V.E. Watts' iowoductioo to his translation of The Consolation of Philosophy 
(London: Penguin, 1969) gives a c lear account of Bocthius' life and writing. 

C.S. Lewis 111e Discanled Image (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1964) includes an interesting discussion of The Cotlsolmion. of Philosophy. 
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Niccolo Machiavelli 

The Prince 

Most readers of The Prince expect it to be a self-help 
manual for the ruthless. But tbe book is far subrler than 
tbat. Altbougb Niccolo Machiavell i docs advocate 
dissimulation and cruelty at times, he reserves his pr<~ise 
for those who know how and when to use force and 
guile. He exp lains bow a strong and effective ruler can 
best serve the interests of the state. His advice is not 
meant for just anyone: it is advice for princes - rulers 
whose actions detennine the fate of their subjects. Such 
people, he suggests should not be squeamish. They need 
to act swiftly and effectively to do what is best. And 
wbat is be.st for the state may be to ignore conventional 
morality. 

MachiaveUi had a successful career as a statesman 
in h.is native Florence. In 1513, however, he was accused 
of plotting against the powerfu l Medici family. He was 
imprisoned, tortured, aod then scot into exile just outside 
the city. It seems that he wrote 1i1e Prince in order to 
demonstrate his suitabili ty as an adviser to new princes. 
It was a kind of calling card intended to help him 
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re-enter the frny of political life. In this respect it failed. He did not 
get the position he hoped for. First published in 1532, shortly after 
Machiavell i's death, The Prince has always been a controversial book. 
Today it is frequently cited in di scussions of the alleged inevitabi lity 
of 'dirty hands' in politics and the adjecti ve 'machiavellian' is used, 
misleadingly, to describe cunning pursuit of self-interest. 

The Pr i11Ce is written in the genre of 'mirrors for pr.i nces' -
short tracts advising and inspiring rulers. These were popular in the 
Renaissance. Typically they would counsel such virtues as courage 
and compassion. In complete contrast, Machlavelli's advice was that 
a successful prince needs to learn how not to be good, to take swift 
and sometimes cruel action when tl1is is necessary. A successfu l prince 
will only honour his word when it suits him to do so, though it usually 
pays him to appear honest. He needs to act like a fox in order to 
recognise and avoid the traps others set for him, but also, sometimes 
as a lion to frighten off the wolves that surround him. The message 
is that a prince needs to know how to act like a beast: a challenge to 
the humanistic trndi tioo in which princes were expected to act as mornl 
exemplars to their people. 

Human nature 

40 

Machiavelli has a low view of human nature. Based on his own obser­
vation, and his knowledge of Florentine history and classical texts, he 
declares that people behave in predictably bad ways. They are fickle, 
they lie, they shun danger, and they are greedy. In these circumstances, 
a prince needs to use fear to achieve effective ru le: being loved isn' t 
a reliab le source of power, since people break bonds of gratitude when 
it su its tbem to do so. IJ you have a choice it is best to be both loved 
and feared; but if you have to choose one above the other, choose to 
be feared. 

MachiaveUi is interested in how people actually bebave rather 
than in how they ought to behave. His point is that unless a pri nce 
recognises how fickle human beings really are and always have been, 
he is likely to come to grief. lt is no use trusting people to keep their 
promise-s if they are in fact likely to break them. And the prince should 
not feel bound to keep hi s promises in such circumstances: that would 
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be foolhardy. Machiavelli argues that the successfu l prince should 
follow a very different code from that advocated by traditional 
morality, whether that comes from a classica l or Christian source. 

Appearance is everything for a prince. People react to superfi ­
cial characteristics aod rarely, if ever, perceive a prince as he really 
is. Consequently a prince must manipulate the way he appears, even 
if, behind the mask, he is something qu ite di fferent. 

The key concept. in understandi ng The Prince is. in ltaUan, virtu, 
usually translated as 'prowess'. Although it comes from the Latin 
word for virtue (virtus), it has, for Machiavelli , a very different 
meaning. T hroughout the book Machiavelli's aim is to explain how a 
prince can di splay thi s quality of virttl. Virtt) is the abi lity to act swiftly 
and effectively to do whatever will secure the safety and continui ng 
prosper ity of the state. This may mean making false promises, 
murdering those who threaten you, even, where necessary, butchering 
your own supporters. 

Vi rill will increase his cbances of success as a ruler, but even a 
virtuoso ruler (one who displays virtu) won't necessari ly nourish. 
Machiavelli believes that half of our Jives are governed by chance 
events over which we have no control: no matter how well -prepared 
he may be, a prince's projects can still be thwarted by misfortune. 
Fortune is like a river which floods its banks: once it is in fu ll flood, 
there is nothing anyone can do to control it. But thi s doesn ' t stop us 
from taking action before the river floods, so that the damage caused 
will be less severe. Chance events usually cause most dao1age where 
no precautions have been takeo. Machiavell i does, however, believe 
that fortune favours the young and the bo ld. In a disturbing metaphor, 
fortune is a woman who responds to the advances of an audacious 
young mao who beats and coerces ber. Virrii. is tbe manly quality be 
uses to subdue her. 

MachiaveUi's model of a prince who demonstrated virlll was 
Cesare Borgia. H.is prowess involved tricking the Orsini into coming 
to S inigaglia where he had them murdered. However, the move of 
Borgia's which Machiavelli seems to appreciate most was taken 

Virtu 

4 1 
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against one of his own employees. Once Borgia had taken control of 
Romagna he placed a c ruel henchman, Remirro de Orco, in charge, 
who quickly pacified the region through vio lence. Borgia decided that 
such cruelties could grow into lerable, and in order to expunge the 
hatred that was beginning to be directed at him, Borgia had Remirro 
de Orco murdered, and his body left hacked in two halves in a public 
piazza. With this single brutal spectacle he kepttbe people of Romagna 
both appeased and stupefied. MachiavelU applauds Borgia's actions 
as skilfu l uses of cruelty. He contrasts Borgia's approach with that of 
the ruthless t.yranl Agarhocles who was Uttle more than a thug and 
whose actions failed to display virtu. 

Cesare Borgia versus Agathocles 

4 2 

Agathocles became king of Syracuse by crime: he slaughtered the 
senato rs and richest citizens of Syracuse and simply seized power. He 
ruled and defended his country, but did so with cruelty and in hu­
manity. In Machiavel li's eyes his actions should not be confused with 
virtii. What distinguished Borgia from Agathoc les? MachiaveUi is not 
completely clear about what sets them apart; however, the most plau­
sible interpretation is this. They both used cruelty efJ'ectivcly and 
economica lly. Borgia's actions, however, had they achieved their end, 
would have brought about a situation that was in the common interest 
(despite being almost certainl y inspired by a lust for power). 
Agatbocles, in contrast, was a brutal tyrant whose actions left Syracuse 
in a worse situation than before: his actions were nothing more than 
criminal. Hence Borgia demonstrated virttl; Agathocles did not. 

The fact that MachiaveUi condemns Agathocles' actions should 
si lence those who claim that Machiavel li siolply approves of 
immorali ty. It is true that he approves of some actions which conven­
tional moraUty would label 'inunoral', such as Borgia's treatment of 
Remirro de Orco; and it is certainly true that he had no respect what­
soever for what we would now see as basic human rights. He even 
seems to take delight in descriptions of bloodshed. However, there are 
actions, such as those of Agathocles, of which be d isapprove.s . 
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Interpretations of The Prince 

Satirical? 

Some conuuenlators have found Machiavell i's approach to politics so 
extreme that they have assumed he must be satirising tyrannical 
princes. Surely, they argue, he can't have seriously held up Cesare 
Borgia as a model of a good prince. By ironically championing the 
immoral actions of a ruthless prince, they claim, he was really criti­
cising rather than endorsing that approach to statecraft. This seems to 
have been Jean-Jacques Rousseau's view of The Prince. 

There is very little evidence in support of such an interpre tation 
apart from the fact that in his later book, Discourses on Livy, 
MachlaveiU reveals his republican sympathies: a fact which might lend 
support to the view t11at he was fundamentally opposed to the idea 
tbat Florence should be ru led by a prince. T he consensus of critical 
opinion, however, is that Machiavelli was wri ting in earnest in The 
Prince, and this explains why the work is so challenging. 

Amoral? 

An alternative interpretation of The Prince is that Machiavell i was 
giving instructions for those who wanted to retain power and didn't 
care in the slightest about morality. On this interpretation Machiavelli 
is amoral, completely outside morality, and simply giving gu idance 
to those who arc prepared to act like psychopaths. This interpre ta tion 
is implausible. As the comparison of Cesare Borgia and Agathocle.s 
shows, Machiavelli does not approve of unlimited cruelty exercised 
for purely selfish motives and without beneficial effect for tbe SL,te. 
Nor is the book an uncritical 'how to' manual. In Machiavel li's discus­
sions cruelty always has a point, a moral point: it is to prevent even 
more cruel actions being taken la ter on; it is for the co•mnon good. 
The Prince, then, is far from an amoral book. It may advocate poli­
cies which arc immoral by conventional s tandards, but these policies 
are themselves given moral and politica l jus!ifica!ions. It is, then, far 
more than a manual providing techniques by which the unscrupu lous 
can become powerfu l. 

43 

Copyrighted material 



PH I LOSO PHY: THE C LA SS I CS 

Machiavelli's originality 

T he histor.ian of ideas, Isaiah Berlin (1909- 1997) g ives a far more 
subtle picture of Machiavelli's contribution 10 politica l thought On 
his in terpretation, Machiavelli's great orig inality and appeal lies in the 
fact that he re.cogn.i sed the shortcomings of classica l and Chr istian 
morallly when applied to the situation o r a prince. A prince who 
displays the traditional virtues, such as ho nesty and compassion, is 
likely to play into the hands o f his enemies, who are unlike ly to be 
so scrupulous. Berlin's point is that, far l'rom being amoral, 
Machiavelli , perhaps unwitting ly, introduced the notion that there 
cou ld be more than one morality and that these moralities might not 
be compatible with one another. It's not that one morality is the true 
one and a ll otbers fa lse. Ratbcr there are genuiocly incompatible 
moralities tha t are each consistent from within. 

Berlio defends a position known as va lue pluralism, the .idea 
that there can be many incompatible moral systems and no principles 
for deciding be tween the systems (though some systems can be recog­
nisably superior to others). He sees a precursor of his own views in 
'M achiavellf s writings. 

Dirty hands in politics 
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One way .in wh.ich Mach.iavelli's ideas still infonn llresent day debate 
is in the area of 'dirty hands' in politics, the idea that some sorts of 
apparently immoral behaviour a re an inevi.tatlle consequence of the 
role of being a poli tical leader. MachiaveU i's account in The Prince 
seems to imply that any effective ruler will. necessarily, have to learn 
to be c rue l, and, on occasion, to go directly against the dictates of 
conventional morality. Th.is is not to say rhat behaviour such as telli ng 
lies o r half-truths, breaking promises and so on, are for him genuinely 
immoral when done by political leaders with the interests of the ir 
people at heart. On Machiavel li's account princes must fo llow a 
different, and (for them) a more appropriate moral code from the rest 
of humanity. 
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Criticisms of The Prince 

Advocates immorality 

Machiavelli shows no respect for what we wou ld now call human 
rights. For him, individuals can be sacrificed (literally if appropriate) 
in the interests of the state. State torture and mu rder are sometimes 
necessary; indeed he suggests that a ruler wbo is reluctant to use such 
metbods swiftly and effectively when the occasion arises is in some 
sense a bad prince, since his squeamishness will very likely lead to 
more extensive bloodsbcd lat.er. 

Recent hlstory bas sbown the dangers o r unleashing tyrants on 
unsuspecting popu lations. The consequences of giving such tyrants an 
apparent intellectual justification for their behaviour are likely to 
include intense sulferiog for at least some of their subjects. Given the 
human capacity fo r self-deception, it is easy to imagine such leaders 
telling themselves that what they are doing is really necessary if their 
country is to th rive. In fact this may be a self-serving rationalisation 
of appalling violence and far too bigh a price to pay for political 
stabi lity. Machiavelli's response to such a criticism would be that the 
effectiveness of such vio lence is always to be judged by its results: 
did tbe stale become richer, more stable, more powerfu l, or didn't it? 
For him there are no other relevant considerations. 

Too cynical 

Machiavelli has a very low view of human motives. Perhaps he is 
wrong about this. Many people are far more optimistic about the poten­
tial of human beings to care about one another's plight than he is. lf 
he is wrong about human fickleness, then ru le by fear and clinically 
effective cruelty may not be necessary. If he is right, however, polit­
ical leaders who unswervingly display the conventional virtues may 
be placing their people in jeopardy. 
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Dates 

1469 born in Flo re nce, Italy. 

1513 tortured and sent into exile. Begins writing The Prince. 
1527 dies, Florence. 

1532 The Prince is published posthumously. 

Glossary 

amoral: completely outside the mo ral realm. 
fortune: cbance or luck . .Machlavelli believed that ha lf of aU human 

maners were governed by chance. 
immoral: going against an established moral system. Immorality is 

always measured against moral ideals or princip les. 
virtii: the key concept for Machiavelli, usuaUy trans lated as ' prowess'. 

Not to be confused with 'virtue' as it is conventionally under­

stood. For Machiavell i a display of vimi might involve deception 
or a swift a nd effective use of bloodshed. 

Further reading 
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Quentin Skinner A Vel)' Sho11 lmmduction to Machia.•elli (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 2000) is essential reading for anyone interested in lindjng 
out more about Machiavelli 's Life and thought. 

Isaiah Berlin's classic essay 'The Origina lity of Machiavelli' is reprinted in 
Isaiah Berlin, ed. Henry Hardy The Proper Study of Mankind (London: 
Pimlico, 1998). 

Nigel Warburton, Derek Matravers and Jon Pi.ke (eds) Reading Political 
Philosophy: Maclriavelli ro Mill (London: Routledge. 2001) includes 3 

discussion of The Prince, and readings on Machiavelli by Skinner, Berlin 
and others. 

Sebastian de Gr.uia Machillve/Ji in Hell (London: Macmillan, 1996) is a 
prize-winning biography of Machiavelli. 
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Rene Descartes 

Meditations 

Descartes's Meditatio11s is a book designed to make you 
think. It is writlen in the first person in what seems to 
be an autobiography of six days' thought. However, this 
is in fact a bigbly ingenious device for encouraging the 
reader to follow the twists of the argument. To read the 
book in the spirit in which it was written involves active 
engagement with its ideas, not just passive absorption. 
You are invited to become the ' I' in the text, moving 
through successive phases of doubt and enlightenment. 
As philosophical literature the Meditatio11S remains 
unsurpassed and many of the ideas expressed .in it have 
held sway over subsequent pbilosophers. Descartes is 
usually taken to be the father of modern philosophy. 

In the MediJaJiOIIS Descartes sets out to esL1blish 
what it is possible to know. Consequently, his principal 
concern in the book is with epistemology, the theory of 
knowledge. Establishing the limits of knowledge was not 
a merely academic exercise: he believed that if he could 
eliminate errors in his thinking and discover sound prin­
ciples for acquiring true beliefs then this would provide 
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a bedrock on which the edifice of scientific understanding of the world 
and our place within it could be built. The dominant view in France 
in 1640 when Descartes wrote his Meditations was that of the Catholic 
Church, which was in many ways hostile to science. Descartes was 
also struggling against a tradition of scholasticism in philosophy which 
tended to promote debating skill s above the quest for truth. Returning 
to first principles and jettisoning received opin.ion was a radical move 
for Descarres to make in these circumsrances. 

Before he could begin the construclive stage of his work, 
Descartes beUeved that be needed, once in his liJetime, to rid hi mseU' 
of a ll his fonner beliefs since he was aware that many of them were 
false. He thought it sensible to rid himself of all his fom1er beliefs in 
one go and then consider one by one prospective replacements for 
them rather than to attempt a piecemeal repair of his bel ief structure. 
In a reply to a critic of his work he explained this approach by means 
of an analogy: if you are worried about rotten apples in a barrel you 
wj(l be well advised ro tip out a ll the apples a11d examine each one 
before you replace it in tbc barrel. Only if you are certain that the 
apple you are c.onsidering is sound should you put it back in the barrel, 
since a single rotten apple could contaminate all tbc o thers. This 
analogy explains his method of radical doubt, often known as the 
Merhod of Cartesian Doubt ('Cartesian' being the adjective from 
'Descartes'). 

Cartesian Doubt 
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The Method of Doubt involves treating all your fom1er beliefs as if 
they were false. You should only be lieve something if you are 
absolu tely certain thar it is true: the slightest doubt about its truth 
shou ld be sufficient to reject it. T he fact that you can doubt it doesn' t 
prove that it is fa lse; it may well turn out to be true. However, the 
merest suspicion that it might be false is enough to render it unsu it· 
able as a foundation for the edi fice of knowledge. That has to be bui lt 
on indubitable knowledge. Obviously this method is not a practical 
one for day-to-day living, as Descartes himself recognised; he advo­
cated it as a once in a life time exercise. The point of this method was 
that it might allow Descartes to discover some beliefs which were 
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immune from doubt and which would thus serve as foundations for 
his reconstruction of knowledge on sound principles. At worst it would 
show him that everything cou ld be doubted; that nothing was certain. 

The evidence of the senses 

In tbe First Meditation Descartes introduces this Method of Doubt 
and appUes it rigorously 10 his former bel iefs, beginning with those 
he has acquired through the five senses. His senses have sometimes 
deceived him. For instance, he has made mistakes about what he could 
see in the d istance. On the principle that it is wise never to tru st what 
has once deceived you, he resolves not to trust the evidence of his 
senses. Bur, despite sometimes being deceived about objects in the 
distance, surely he couldn't be deceived about some facts acquired 
tbrough the senses, such as that he is sitting in front of a fire in a 
dressing gown holding a piece of paper? 

Descartes's response to this is that. on the contrary, he might 
be rnistaken even about something so apparently certain as this. Since 
in the past he had dreamt that he was siu:ing by the ti re when in fact 
he was lying in bed asleep, be can't be sure that he is not now 
dreaming. But even in dreams things such as heads, hands, eyes and 
so on appear, which must be likenesses of things in the real world. 
So surely we can be certain that these types of object exist. The exis­
tence of more abstract notions such as size, shape and extension (by 
which he means the quality of taking up space) seems even more 
certain. Whether you are as leep or awake, 2 + 3 = 5 and a square never 
has more than four sides. T hese things do indeed seem certain. But 
Descartes shows a ll these to be only apparent certainties. To do so 
he uses the thought experiment. of tbe evil demon. 

The evil demon 

What if there is a powerful and malicious demon who constantly 
manipu lates what you experience and undersmnd? Every time you 
look at an object in the world what is really happening might be that 
the demon is producing an illusor)' experience which you take to be 
reality but which is really his creation. If you find this difficu lt to 
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imagine, think of what would happen if someone plugged you into a 
very sophisticated virtual reality machine without your realising what 
was going on. Now every time you add 2 and 2 together it comes to 
5. But how can you be sure that thi s isn't because the evil demon, or 
the operator of the virtual reali ty machine, is tricking you? Perhaps 
the demon has introduced a 'bug' into your calculations so that you 
always get tbe wrong resu lt. This might sound far-fetched, but tbat 
doesn't affect Descartes's argument. Al l that is important is that it is 
possible that you are now being deceived. If you apply the Method 
of Cartesian Doubt, the slightest possibi lity that. your belief is false 
provides sufficient doubt for you to reject. it. ln everyday life, of course, 
we need much stronger evidence of the falsity of a fundamental belief 
befo re we will so readily jettison it, and that is as it shou ld be. But 
when we are searching for a belief which is immune from doubt, the 
thought experiment of the evil demon provides a very strong test. Any 
belief which can pass this test, which you are sure hasn't been mislead­
ingly implanted by the demon, must be certain indeed. 

At this stage in his M ediJatiOilS Descartes is tempted to believe 
that absolu tely everything can be doubred. However, in the Second 
Meditation his doubt is revealed as pre-emptive. That is, he is pushing 
sceprical arguments to their very limit so as to demonst.rate tbat there 
are some beliefs about which it is not possible to be sceptical. Another 
way of putti ng this is that he sets out to beat the sceptics at their own 
game: g·iving the strongest form of sceptical argument he can imagi ne 
and then showing that it would not prevent him from establishing at 
least one certainty. 

T he certain ty which he di scovers, the turning point in his philos­
ophy, has come to be k.uown as the Cogito, from tbe Latin Cogito 
ergo sum ('l think, therefore I am'), a lthough it doesn't occur in the 
Meditations in quite th is fon11 . In the Meditations he says '/ am, 
I exist, is necessarily true, every time I express it or conceive of it in 
my mind.' 

The Cogito 
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Descartes's point is that even if the evil demon does actually exist 
and is constantly deceiving him, there is still something about which 
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he cannot be tricked, namely his own existence. Jt is impossible for 
him, Descartes, to doubt his own existence; and Descmtes believe.s 
that hi s readers, on reflection, will come to the same conclusion about 
their own existence. Any thought that you have indicates that you, the 
tlllnker, exist. This is true even it' you are completely confused about 
the content of your thought. You might think you are standing on the 
top floor of the Empire State Building admiri ng the view when .in fact 
you are wa.iting on a starioo platfonn in Sidcup, but that doesn't. matter: 
as long as you are having a thought at all , then this shows that you 
must exist. 

Notice that the 'I' that Descartes believes he has shown to exist 
whenever he is thinking is not to be identified with his body. At this 
stage he can still raise all his fonner doubts about whether o r no t his 
body actually exists, or exists in the form he thinks it does. Only 
thln.k.iug is .inseparable from hls existence. The most that be can show 
from the Cogiro is that he is essentia ll y a thinking thing. 

Cartesian Dualism 

Descartes's beuef tbat he can be more certain of the ex istence of 
himself as a thlnking thlng than as a body suggests a division between 
the mind and the body. The mind is the real Descartes (or whoever) 
whose body may or may not ex ist. The mind can outlive the body. 
T his sharp separation between mind and body has come to be known 
as Cartesian Dualism. Descartes believes that mind and body, although 
in principle separable, interact, and consequently his view is some­
times also known as interactionism. 

The wax example 

Descartes describes a piece of wax taken from a honeycomb: it s till 
has a fai nt taste o r honey, smells o r !lowers. and is hard and cold. As 
be puts it c lose to the fire its taste and smell are lost and its colour, 
shaJle and size all change. It becomes liquid and hot. to the touch. Tbe 
point of this example is to demonstrate that a lthough we might think 
that we get an understanding of what the wax is via our sensory expe­
rience of it, in fact all the information we get about the wax in this 

5 1 

Copyrighted material 



PH I LOSO PHY: THE C LA SS I CS 

God 

way can change. Yet it remains the same piece of wax despite the 
changes. Descartes's explanation of how this is possible is that under­
standing the essence of the wax, what it is that makes it this piece of 
wax and not another thing, involves a judgement which goes beyond 
sensory experience. And th is judgement, which is a thought, once 
again demonstrates to Descartes the greater certainty he has about his 
own ex istence as a tlllnking tiling than about the nature and ex.istence 
of the material world. This example revea ls Descartes's rarionalism, 
that is, his belief that we can acquire knowledge of the nature o r the 
world by reason alone, a view wh.ich contrasts sharply with empiri­
cism, which in il:s s trongest. foml is the view that all our knowledge 
of the world must be acquired via the senses. 

The Cogito is the first step that Descartes takes towards rebui lding 
the edifice of knowledge that he demolished with h.is Method of 
Doubt. From this point onwards he is entirely constructive. Yet at first 
it. seems that he won' t be able to get beyond the conclusions tbat 
he ex ists just so long as he is thinking, and that he .is in essence a 
thinking thing. Sucb a posilion would be little bener than the whir l­
poo l of doubt that he felt himself drawn into a t the end of the First 
Meditation. 

However, Descartes has a strategy to avoid getting trapped at 
the Cogito. He undertakes to prove God's existence and to prove that 
God wou ld not deceive us. He uses two arguments to do this, the so­
called Trademark Argument and the Ontological Argument, which 
appear in the Third and Fifth Meditations respectively. Both argu­
ments are controversial, and were tbougbl so even in his day. 

The Trademark Argument 
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Descartes points out that be had an idea of God in his mind. This 
idea must have come from somewhere since something can't come 
from nothing. Moreover, he thinks that there must be as much reality 
in any effect as in its cause: in this case the idea is the effect and the 
cause presumed to be God. Although Descartes didn't use the analogy, 
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it is as if God had lefl a trademark on his work revealing his exis­
tence. This is a variant of a traditional argument for God's existence 
known as the Cosmolog ical Argument. 

Descartes's idea of God was that of a benevolent being, and 
such a God would not want to deceive humankind in a systematic 
way. Deception is a mark of mal ice, not of benevolence. Consequently, 
Descartes concludes that God exists and is no deceiver. The resu lt of 
this is that. he has confidence that whatever he perceives clearly and 
distinctly must be true. God would not have created us in such a way 
that we would feel cenain when misled. The notion that whatever he 
perceives clearly and distincUy must be true plays a crucial ro le in 
the constructi ve phase of Descarte-s's philosophy. 

The Ontological Argument 

In the Fifth Meditation Descartes presents a version of what is known 
as the Onto log)cal Argument. This is an a priori argument for God's 
existence. which means that it is not based on any evidence acquired 
rbrough the senses, but rather on analysis of the concept of God. Tbe 
interior angles of a triangle add up to 1.80 degrees. T his conclusion 
follows logical ly from tbe concept of ' triangle'. It is an aspect or the 
essence of a triangle that the sum of its interior angles is 180 degrees. 
Simi larly, according to Descartes, it follows from the concept of God 
as a supremely perfect being that he exists. It is pan of God's essence 
that he exists. If God didn't exist, then he wouldn't be a supremely 
pe1fect being: existence is, according to Descartes, one of his perfec-
tions. So it follows from the concept of God alone that he necessarily 
exists. 

Beyond doubt 

Ooce Descartes has established to his satisfaction that God exists and 
is not a deceiver, he begins to reconstruct the material world. He sti ll 
has to explain the facr that his senses at least on occasion deceive 
him, and address the question of whether he can ever be sure that 
he is not dreaming. He can be sure that he, that is, his mind, is 
intimately attached to a particular body (his own), since God would 
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not dec-eive him about the existence of something which he perceives 
so clearly and distinctly. But what about the material world which he 
seems to see, touch, taste, smell and hear? 

His commonsense beliefs about the world are a ll derived fwm 
his ideas. When he sees a tower in the distance, for example, and 
perceives it as round, he has an idea of the round tower. Before 
reflecting on it, he assumes that objects in the world ex ist and resemble 
the ideas they cause. However, the case of optica l illusions makes 
clear that he can have an idea of an object which gives the object 
ditrerent properties from those it actua lly possesses. The tower, for 
example, may in l~tct be square. Descartes's conclusion by the Sixth 
Medita tion is that the existence of a God who is no deceiver guaran­
tees that there are objects in the material world but that it would be 
foolish simply to accept all the evidence of the senses since they obvi­
ously do deceive on occasion. A benevolent God wou ld not, however, 
have created us in such a way that we were systematically deceived 
about the existence of ot>jects. Moreover, he has certainl y provided 
us with the means to make accurate judgements about the nature of 
the world. But it does not follow that the objects in the world are 
exactly like our ideas of tbem. We can make mistakes about quali ties 
such as the siZe, shape and colour of things. Ultimately if we want 
to understand what the world is really like we need to resort to a 
mathematical and geometrical analysis of it. 

In the sceptical phase of the Meditations one of the most 
powerful arguments Descartes used was that we might be dreaming 
and unable to recognise that we were doing so. In the Sixth Meditation 
he declares that we do have at least two ways of telli ng dreams from 
wakjng life. Memory can never corltlect dreams up one witb another 
as it can in waking life: tbe different stages of our life fit into a 
coherent pattern of memory. whereas our dream life does not cohere 
in the same way. The second way of tciUng a dream from waking life 
is that strange phenomena occur in d reams that do not occur in nomtal 
life: for instance, if someone were to vanish into air before my eyes 
as I was talking to him then I wou ld have a very strong suspicion 
that I was dreaming. 
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Criticisms of Descartes 

Does he call everything into doubt? 

Although the Method of Doubt seems to raise doubts about every­
thing that could possibly be doubted, this is not the case. Descartes 
rel ies on the accuracy of his memory, for instance, never doubting 
tbat he has dreamt in the past, or that his senses have deceived 
him on occasion; be does not doubt that the meanings he associates 
with particular words are the same as they were when he last used 
tbem. 

However, this is oot a serious problem for Descartes. Cartesian 
Doubt remains a strong fonn of scepticism: be only undertook to 
doubt what it was possible fo r him to doubt. Stronger forms of 
scepticism might have undermined his power to do philosophy 
at all. 

Criticism of the Cogito 

One cnttctsm sornetime.s made of Descartes's Cogito, particularly 
when it is given in the form 'I think, therefore I am', is that it assumes 
the truth of the general statement 'All thoughts have thinkers', an 
assumption which Descartes never attempts to establish or make 
explicit. This criticism is based on the assumption that Descartes 
was presenting the conclusion 'f am' as the result of a logically valid 
inference of tbc following kind: 

All thoughts have thinkers 
There are thoughts now 
So the thinker of these thoughts must ex ist. 

However, this criticism does not affect the Cogito as presented in the 
Meditations since there is no suggestion there that there is a logical 
inference; rather De.scartes seems to be advocating introspection on 
the pmt of the reader and challenging him or her to doubt the truth 
of the assertion ' I am, 1 ex ist.' 
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Cartesian Circle 

Once Descartes bas established his own existenc-e as a thinki ng thing 
by means of the Cogito, the whole of his reconstructive project 
depends upon two foundations: tbe existence of a benevolent God 
and the fact that whatever we believe clearly and disti nctly is true. 
Both are in themselves contentious. However, there is a more funda­
mental charge which is often raised agai nst Descartes's strategy, 
namely that when he argues for the existence of God he rel ies on the 
notion of clear and distinct ideas; and when be argues for the doc­
trine of clear and distinct ideas he presupposes the existence of God. 
In orber words be argues in a circle. Both the Trademark and the 
Ontological Arguments for God's existence presuppose an idea of 
God that Descartes knows to be accurate because he perceives it 
clearly and distinctly: without the idea of God neither argument could 
begin. On the other haod, the doctrine of clear and distinct ideas be.ing 
true relies entirely on the supposition that a benevo lent God exists 
and so would not allow us to be systematically deceived. So the argu­
ment is circular. 

Some of Descartes's contemporaries noted this problem at the 
heart of Descartes's project; it has come to be known as the Cartesian 
Circle. II is a powerful criticism of the whole constructive enterprise 
in the Meditations, and there is no obvious way for Descartes to escape 
it, short of findi ng an alternative justification for his belief in God, or 
else an independent j ustification for his belief that whatever he 
perceives clearly and distinctly is tr ue. Nevertheless, bis sceptical argu­
ments and the Cogito retain all their force even if the charge of 
circularity holds. 

Crit icisms of arguments for God's existence 
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Even if Descartes could somehow e.scape the charge of circularity, the 
two arguments that be uses to establish God's existence are notori­
ously vulnerable to criticism. 

First, both arguments rely on the assumption that we all have 
within us an idea of God which is not simply derived from early 
indoctrination. This assumption can be challenged. 
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Secondly, the Trademark Argument relies on a further assump­
tion, namely that there must be at least as much reality in the cause 
of something as is present in the effect. Thi s assumption is needed 
for Descartes to move from the reality of his idea of God to the 
reality of God. But this assumption too can be challenged. For 
example, today's scientists can explain how life evo lved from in­
animate matter: we don't fi nd .it obv.ious that life can only be caused 
by living things. 

T he more common fonn of the Cosmological Argument is in 
fact more convincing than Descartes's version: it involve-s the attempt 
to understand not just the origin of an idea, but o r the whole universe 
and everything in it. It answers the question 'Why is there something 
rather than nothing?' rather than the narrower question Descmtes 
asked, 'Where does my idea of God come from?' 

T he Ontological Argument is particularly unconvincing as a 
proof of God's existence. It seems like a logical trick, an attempt 
to define God into existence. The most ser ious criticism of it is 
that it assumes that existence is just another property, like being 
aU-powerful. o r benevolent. rather than what it is: the condition of 
having these properties at al l. A further problem with the Ontological 
Argument is that. it seems to allow us to conjure into existence all 
kinds of entities. For instance, I have in my mind an idea of the 
petfect phi losopher; but it seems absurd to say that because I have an 
idea of such a philosopher that philosopher must therefore ex ist on 
the grounds that (arguab ly) a non-existent philosopher could not be 
petfect. 

Dualism is a mistake 

Descartes's mind/body dualism finds few supporters amongst present­
day philosophers. One of the most serious problems it raises is that 
of explaining how interaction between an immaterial mind and a phys­
ical body is possible. Descartes was aware of the difficulty and even 
went so far as to identify a place in the brain , the pineal gland, where 
he thought mind/body interaction took place. But locating where it 
occurs does not solve the d ifficulty of bow something that is non­
physical can bring about changes in the physical world. 
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Generally, some fonn of monism, that is, a theory which says 
that there is only one kind of substance (the physical), rather than a 
dualistic theory (wh ich says there are two sorts of substance), seems 
to raise fewer difficulties, even though the task of explaining the nature 
of human consciousness remains an intractable one. 

Dates 

1596 born in La Haye (now named Descartes), France. 
1641 publishes Meditatit>ns. 
1649 moves to Stockholm, Sweden to teach Queen Christina. 
1650 dies in Stockholm. 

Glossary 
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a priori: knowable independently of sense-perception. 
Cartesian: the adjective fwm 'Descartes' . 
Cartesian Circle: tbc name sometimes given to a particular diffi­

culty with Descartes's system. Clear and dis t:inct ideas are 
reliable sources of knowledge because they arc vouchsafed 
by a benevolent God who is no deceiver; but God's existence is 
only proved by relying on the knowledge g iven from clear and 
distinc t ideas. So Descartes is caught in a vicious c ircle. 

Cartesian Doubt: Descartes's sceptical method in which, for the 
purposes of his argument, he treats as if false any belief about 
which he is not absolutely certain. 

Cogito: Latin for ' I think'; short for 'Cogito ergo sum', which is 
usually translated as 'I th ink, therefore I a111.' However, s ince 
according to Descartes at this stage of bis argument I can only 
be sure of my existen.ce whi le Jam actually thin.king, it is prob­
ably bett.er transla ted as 'I am thinking, therefore I ex ist.' 

Cosmologica l Argument: an argument wbicb purports to demonstrate 
God's existence. It usually takes the fonn: there must have been 
a first cause of everything that exists; that uncaused cause was 
God. 

dualism: the view that there are two sons of fundamentally different 
substances in the world: mi nd o r soul and body or matter. 

Copyrighted material 



0 ESCARTES 

empiricism: the view that knowledge of the world comes from sensory 
input rather than being innate and discoverable by reason alone. 

epis temology: the branch of phi losophy that deals wi th knowledge 
and its justification. 

interactlonlsm: tbe view that mind and body interact witb each o ther: 
events in the mind bring about events in the body and vice versa. 

monlsm: tbe view that there is only one type of substance in tbe 
universe (a view incompatible with duaUsm). 

Ontological Argument: an argument which purports to prove God's 
existence on the basis of the definition of God as a perfect being. 
A perfect being which didn ' t ex ist wou ldn ' t be totally perfect; 
so God must exist. 

rationalism: a phi losophical approach which contrasts with empiri­
cism. Rationalists bel ieve that important truths about the nature 
of reaUty can be deduced by reason alone, without the need fo r 
observation. 

scepticism: phi losophical doubt. 
Trademark Argument: an argument that Descartes uses to attempt 

to prove God's ex istence. We have an idea of God in our minds. 
But where did tb.is idea come from? It must bave been implanted 
there by God as a k.ind of trademark. 

Further reading 

Bema.rd Wiltiarus' interview 'Descartes' , in Bryan Magee The Great 
Philosophers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), gives a brief yet illu­
minating overview of Descartes's thougbt. Th.is interview is repri nted in my 
anthology Pililosopily: Basic Readings (London: Routledge. 1999). 

John Coningham Descartes (Oxford: Blackwell , 1986) provides a ruore 
detailed, yet accessible, introduction to Descartes's philosophical work. 

For an account of Descartes's life, sec Stephen Gaukrogcr Descartes: An 
lntel/ecllwl Biography (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995). 
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C h apter 6 

Thomas Hobbes 

Leviathan 

The frontispiece of Thomas Hobbes' Leviatha11 is one 
or tbe few memorable picto rial representations of a 
phi losophical idea. A huge mao, whose body is 
composed of thousands of smal ler people, towers above 
the we ll-ordered city below. The church spire is dwarfed 
by this giant who wears a crown and wields a sword in 
one hand, a sceptre in the other. This is the great 
Leviathan, the 'mortal god' described by Hobbes. The 
Leviathan, which appears in the Old Testament as a sea 
monster, is Hobbes' image for the powerfu l sovereign 
who represents the people and is in a sense their embod­
iment: the multitude united in the form of an artificiaUy 
created 2iant. , . 

In Leviarha11 Hobbes diagnoses the general causes 
o r str ife and conflict and identifies a cure. The central 
arguments of the book address the question of why it is 
reasonable for individuals to consent to be ru led by a 
powerfu l sovereign (which could be either a single ligure 
o r an assembly). Peace can only be achieved if everyone 
accepts a social contract. Hobbes' discussion of these 
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issues is at the heart of Leviathan, but the book touches on numerous 
o ther topics from psychology to religion. In fact more than half of 
Leviathan is devmed to detailed discussion of rel ig ion and Christian 
scripture: the half that is seldom read today. Here 1 focus on the main 
theme of the book, the contract which free individuals make to give 
up some of their natural freedom in return for protection from each 
otber and from outside attack. Hobbes begins his account of this 
contract with an analysis of wbat life would be like if no society or 
conunonwealth existed. 

The state of nature 

6 2 

Rather than describing actual socie ties, Hobbes breaks society down 
into its most basic elements: individuals fighting for their survival in 
a world of limited resources. He invites the reader to imagine the 
conditions of life in a state of nature, the condition in which we would 
fi nd ourselves if all state protection were removed. ln this imagined 
world there would be no rigbt or wroog since there would be no laws, 
there being no supreme power to impose them. Nor wou ld there be 
any property: everyone would be entitled to whatever tbey could 
acquire and hold on 10. For Hobbes morality and justice are the 
creations of particular societies. There are no absolute values which 
hold independently of particular societies. Right, wrong, j ustice, injus­
tice are values determined by the sovereign powers within a s tate, 
rather than somehow discovered pre-existing in the world. So, in the 
state of nature there would be no morality whatsoever. 

Hobbes' account of the state of nature is a thought experi­
ment des~gned to clarify the limits of political obligation. If you 
fi nd the state of nature unattractive, tben you have an excellent reason 
for doing whatever it takes to avoid ending up in it The state of nature 
is a state of perpetual war of every individual against every­
one else. Since there is no powerful law-giver or law-keeper, no 
co-operation between individuals is possible. Without such power 
no one need keep any promjses they make since it is always in their 
interest to break the promises when it suit:s them. Assuming that you 
have a sh·ong desire to survive, it is simple prudence to break agree­
ments when it suits you in the state of nature. If you don't seize what 
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you need when you can get away with it, you run the risk of someone 
else stealing what little you have. In this situation of direct competi­
tion for meagre resources essential for survival, it makes sense to 
mount pre-emptive attacks against anyone who you think might 
pose a threat to your safety. This is the most effective strategy for 
survival. Even if there isn't any fighting going on. Hobbes says. this 
is still a state of war, since there is the constant threat of vio lence 
breaking Oll l. 

ln a state of nature there can be no human projects which requ ire 
co-operation, such as extensive agriculture or architecture. Even the 
weakest can potentially kiU the strongest, so no one is safe, and 
everyone is a possible threat. Hobbe-s memorab ly described life in the 
state of namre as 'solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short'. If you are 
faced with the possibil ity of such a life, giving up some of your 
freedom seems a small price to pay for peace and safety. Hobbes 
explains what individuals in a state of nature must do to escape their 
unattractive predicament. Fear of a violent death and desire for the 
benefits of peace provide st.roog motives for doing so. 

In the state o r oature everyone bas a natura l right to self­
preservation, and they continue to have th.is right even after otber 
rigbts have been given up in the socia l contract. Hobbes contrasts 
this natural right with natural laws. A right identHies something which 
you are free to do should you so wish, but are not obliged to do; a 
law compels you to follow its dictates. 

Laws of nature 

Even in the state of nature there are laws of nature: these are laws 
wbich follow from tbe use of reason. Tbey are oot like the present­
day law against drink-driving: Hobbes used the term 'civil law' to 
refer to tbis kind of proscription (tbe content of civil laws is deter­
tuined by tbe sovereign or by people acting on bis behalf). Laws of 
nature, in contrast., are principles that any mtiooal person is bound by. 
In tbe state of nature everyone has a right to everything. The inevitable 
consequence of this is, as we have seen, lack of security and a state 
of constant war. The law of nature which reason g ives in these circum­
stances is Seek peace wherever possible. A second law of nature is 
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When others are prepared 10 do the same, give up the rights you. have 
in the state of nature and be conten.f with as much .freedom in rela­
tion to others as you would grant them in relation to you (this is a 
version of the religious prescription to Do as you would be done by). 
Hobbes constructs quite a long list of laws of nature, the consequence 
of which is that. provided that others are prepared to do likewise, it 
is rational for anyone in tbe state of nature to give up their unl imited 
freedom in rewro for se.curily. 

The social contract 

64 

The mtional course of action is to make a social contmct, yielding 
freedoms to a powerful sovereign. The sovereign must be powerful 
enough to be able to enforce any promises made, because, as Hobbes 
points out, 'covenants without the sword, are but words, and of no 
strength to secure a man at all' . T he sovereign's power guarantees 
that the people wil l do what they have undertaken to do. The result 
is peace. 

It is tr ue tbat some animals, such as bees and aots, appear to 
live in societies which ruo smoothly without the need for any coer­
cive direction from above. Hobbes points out that the human situation 
is very di fferent from that of bee.s and ants. Human beings are 
constantly in competition for honour and dignity, which leads to envy 
and hatred and eventually war; ants and bees have no sense of honour 
and dignity. Human beings have the power of reason, which eguips 
them to find fault with the way they are governed, and this gradually 
brings about civil unrest; ants and bees have no such power of reason. 
Human beings only form societies by means of covenants; ants and 
bees bave a nallJral agreement with cacb other. Consequently human 
beings need the threat of force to guarantee that they will not break 
their promises, even tbougb ants and bees don't. 

For Hobbes the social contract is a contract made with otber 
individuals in a slate of nature to give up your natuml rights in 
exchange for pro tection. This contract need not have historical reality: 
Hobbes is not claiming that at a certain point in the history of each 
state, everyone sudden ly agreed that fighting wasn't worth the energy 
and that it would make more sense to co-operate. Rather he provides 
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a way of understanding, justi fying and changing po litica l systems. 
One way of reading Leviathan is to take Hobbes to be saying that if 
the existing conditions of an implicit contract were to be removed, 
then we would lind ourselves in a state of nature with its war of 
everyone against everyone. If Hobbes' argument is sound, and his 
portrayal of the state of nature accurate, then Leviathan provides 
compell ing reasons for maintaining peace uoder tbe rule of a powerful 
sovereign. 

The sovereign 

The sovereign, whether an individual or an assembly, becomes an 
artificial person. Once the wills of all have been bound together 
by the social contract then the sovereign is the living embodiment of 
tbe state. AJthough Hobbes a llows for the possibil ity of a sovereign 
assembly (that is, a group such as a parliament rather than an 
all-powerful individual), ll.is sympathies are with a strong monarchy. 
However, he bad little respect for the theo widely held view 
known as the divioe right of kings, according to which God 
approved of succession to the throne aocl gave sacred rights to 
roya l beirs. 

T he social contract does not remove the natural right of self­
protection that individuals have in the state of nature. Hobbes went 
so far as to say that everyone has a natural right to save them­
selves, even if attacked by people acting on behalf of the sovereign. 
T he condemned man on the way to his execution, even if he had 
agreed to abide by the law, and had had a fair trial, would not act 
unjustly if he resisted the soldiers cbarged witb taking b.i.m to the 
scaffold. However, no ooe has the right to inrcrveoe 10 help someone 
else in such circumstances. You can on.ly struggle to save your 
own skin. 

The prisoners' dilemma 

Some present-day commentators on Hobbes' work point out the 
similariry bet.ween his discussion of the state o r nature and what is 
known as the prisoners' di lemma, an imaginary situation designed to 
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illustrate certain problems about co-operation with other people. 
J.magille that you and your partner in crime have been caught, but not 
red-handed; you arc being interrogated in separate ccUs. You don't 
know what your partner has or hasn't owned up to. 

T he situation is th is: if nei ther of you confesses, then both will 
go [Tee, because the police don't have enough evidence to convic t 
you. At filst thought th is seems the best course of action. However, 
the catch is that if you remain silent and your partner confesses and 
thereby incriminates you, he wi ll be rewarded for his collaboration 
and also set free, whereas you wil l get a long prison sentence. You 
too can have a reward if you confess but be doesn'l.. Lf il turns out 
that you both confess, you both get a sbolt sentence. In this situation, 
whatever your partner in crime does, it makes sense for you to confess 
(assuming that you want to maximise your own benefit). This is 
because if he doesn't confess, you stand to get the reward as well as 
being released; and .if be does confess, then it is far better for you to 
go to prison for a short whi le than end up there for a long time because 
he has incrim.ina ted you. So if you are both out to maximise your 
rewards and minimise your sentences. you wi ll both confess. 
Unfortunately thi s produces a worse outcome for each of you than if 
you had both remained silent. 

Hobbes' stale of nature is simi lar in that in it it always makes 
sense for you (and everyone else) to break a contract when you stand 
to gain from it. Keeping rhe contract is risky: the worst scenario oc.c\ars 
if you keep the contract and someone else breaks it. If the o ther person 
.keeps it. then you will most lik.ely profit by breaking it. If the other 
person breaks it. then you sbou ld cut your losses by breaking it too. 
So either way you should not keep your contract. There is, in this 
situation, no incentive for a rational individual intent on getting the 
best result for him- or herself to keep any contract. This is why Hobbes 
has to introduce the notion of the sovereign, since without such a 
powerfu l enforcer of contracts, no one would bavc an incentive to 
keep any promise they made. The contract with others to concede 
your rights to the sovereign is different from other contracts in that 
if you break it then you wil l be punished for this, probably severe ly. 
So in this case you have a strong incentive to keep the basic social 
contract. 
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Criticisms of Hobbes' Leviathan 

M istaken view of human nature? 

A frequent critic ism or Hobbes' description of tbe state of nature is 
that it paints an undu ly bleak pic ture of human nature outside the 
civilising influence of the state. Hobbes believes that at heart we arc 
all egoists, constantl y seeking to satisfy our desire-s. He is a s trict 
materialist, believing that the whole un iverse and everything in it can 
be explained in terms of maner io motion. Human beings are like 
sophisticated machines. In contmst to his somewhat pessimistic view 
that it is inevitable that human beings will compete and fight when 
the veneer of civilisation is s tripped away, some more optimistic 
philosophers have claimed that a ltruism is a relatively common human 
trait, and that co-operation between individuals is possible without the 
threat of forc.e. 

However, in Hobbes' defence, his theory doe-s seem to describe 
tbe sorts of rivalries and aggression that hold between countries io 
international re la tions. If it weren't for mutua l mistrust there would 
be no need to stockpi le nuclear weapons. Bu t if Hobbes' theory does 
apply between states as well as within them then the future is even 
bleaker, for it is unlikely that a sovereign powerful enough to enforce 
covenants made between states will emerge, and so we can expect a 
perpetua l war of all agaiost all (even if thi s is oot a li teral war, only 
a state of potential confl ict). 

Social parasites 

A further criticism of Hobbes' account is that he doesn' t provide any 
reasons for someone to abide by tbc social contract when they can 
get away with breaking it. Why should a pickpocket abide by civil 
laws against theft declared by the sovereign if he is sure he won' t be 
caugbt? If. as Hobbes argues, force is needed to make people in the 
state of nature keep their covenants, then, pre-sumably, the same people 
wi ll need to be forced to keep ci vi l laws. But no state can watcb 
everyone all tbe time, not even one e<luipped witb closed-circu it 
te levision cameras. 
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Hobbes would probably answer this criticism by maintai ning 
that it is a law of nature that you should not accept the sta te's protec­
tion without accepting the obligation to keep the state's civil laws. 
However, this answer is not really adequate. 

State of nature pure fiction 

A fundamental criticism of Hobbes' methodology is rhat his state of 
nature is a meaningless fiction which bears no relation to history 
and is set up in such a way that it a llows him to smuggle in his 
monarchist prejudices as if they were the conclusions of mriooal 
arguments. 

On the first point, although he does think that some native 
Americans lived in a state approximating the state of nature, it is 
generally agreed that Hobbes doesn't intend his account to be anything 
more than hypothetical. He points out what life would be like if there 
were no sovereigll power, or if a sovereign power were removed. 
However, as we have seen, his assumptions about wbat that s tate would 
acruaUy be Uke can be challenged. as can the value of a thought. exper­
iment wbicb is so unlike what actually happens. 

On the question of smuggled prejudices, it is inrercsting tbat 
Hobbes allows that the sovereign may be an assembly mther than just 
a monarch. (f Hobbes is simply revealing his monarchisl prejudices, 
the inclusion of thi s possibility seems beside the point; unless, of 
course, Hobbes was rationally considering his own sel f-preservation 
(which would be consistent with his philosophical views about human 
nature), not wanting to commit himself in public to too extreme a 
form of monarchi sm. 

Totalitarian? 

68 

Like Plato before him, Hobbes seems content to reduce citizens' 
freedom considerably in his ideal s tate. For instance, he thinks censor­
ship by the sovereign entirely acceptable, and indeed desirable: no 
book shou ld be published before its doctrines have been examined 
and assessed fo r their tendency to promote peace. The commonwealth 
is an intolerant place, and individuals' consciences are not to be taken 
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seriously. lt is for the sovereign to declare what is right o r wrong, 
and the individual should not attempt to make such judgements. Many 
of us would find this aspect of Hobbes' alternative to the state of 
nature particularly unattractive. Even though Hobbes set limits on the 
power of the sovereign to do whatever he or she likes, these limits 
are not sufficiently stringent to prevent the commonwealth becoming 
a totalitarian state with a ll that that involves. 

Hobbes' probable response to this sort of criticism is given in 
one of his section headings: 'sovereign. power not so hurtful as the 
want of it '. Yet, a t a certain point even the rigours of the state of 
nature would seem preferable to li fe under some total ilnrian regimes . 
Some might opt for a solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short life in 
preference to one of virtual enslavement. 

Dates 

1588 born in Malmesbury, Wiltsh ire. 
1641 writes objections to Descartes's Meditations. 
1651 publishes Leviathan. 
1679 dies in Hardwick, Derbyshire. 

Glossary 

civil laws: rules created by human beings (contrasted with natural 
laws). 

commonwealth : a group of individuals joined together by a social 
contract to form a pol itical body. 

dh'lue right of kings: the notion that the succession of rulers tl1rougb 
birth is God's wil l. 

Leviathan: an Old Testament sea monster, taken by Hobbes as a 
metaphor for the great body of the state composed of aU its 
members joined together by a social contract. 

natural laws: ru les which are g iven by reason and which hold even 
in the smte of nature. Any rational person is bound by them. 
T hey include the Jaw: seek peace wherever possible. 

prisoners' d ilemma: a type of thought experiment designed to bring 
out important features of situations of co-operation and confl ict. 
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11 invo lves the notion of two prisoners in separate cells each 
calculating whether o r not it is rational to reveal the other's 
gui lt. 

righ ts of natu re: basic rights, which entitle you to act according to 
them if you so wish. An example of a right of nature is the 
right to se lf-preservation, which we a ll have in virtue of being 
buman and which can't be overr.idden by socially constructed 
Jaws. 

socia l contract: an agreement to g ive up some freedoms in return for 
protection by a sovereign. The socia l contract. permits the move 
from a s ta te of nature to a c ivll society. 

SO\'ere ign : a powerfu l individual or g roup of ind ividuals acting as one 
person who provides protection for members of society in return 
for the ir giving up some of the freedoms they have in a s tate 
of nature. T he sovereign enforces contracts made between 
members of the society. 

sta te of nature: a hypothetical situation in which we would fi nd 
ourselves if society broke down. It is a SL1te of perpetual war 
with every individ ual ready to attack every other. 

Further reading 

7 0 

.R ichard Tuck Ho/;bl!s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, l'ast Masters 
serie.s, 1989) is excellent. Tuck sets Hobbes in his historical context and 
demonstrates his importance as a philosopher. He also provides a useful 
overview of the wide range of interpretations that have been made of 
Hobbes' political theory. 

Richard Peters Hobbes (Hannondsworth: Penguin, 1956) is a well-written 
and interesting account of Hobbes' thought, including his work on science 
aod religion. 

A. P. Martinich A Hobbes Dictional~' (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995) is a usefu l 
rcl'crcnce book which includes a short biography ol' Hobbes. 
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Baruch de Spinoza 

Ethics 

Baruch de Spinoz.'l's Ethics is a strange book. It bristles 
with all the jargon of Eucl idian geometry: definitions, 
ax ioms, numbered propositions, corollaries and scbolia. 
Yet, if you get beyond this intimidating technical appa­
ratus, you will li nd a fascinating and, in places, profound 
attempt to understand our place in the universe. 

The full title of the book is Ethics Demonstrated u1 
a Geometrical Manner. Why, you might ask, would any­
one attempt to write a philosophical treatise in the form 
of a geometry textbook? One answer is that Spinoz.a was 
impressed by the way in which Euclid deduced his coo­
elusions logicaUy from the various explicit assumptions 
that he made. The conclusions followed inexorably fwm 
tbe premises and were derived with transparency and ele­
gance. Spinoza's conclusions speU out what tbe true 
implications of various defi nitions are. If you accept his 
premises, then you must accept his conclusions, provided 
that his reasoning is good. 

Despite the jargon of geometry with which this 
book is liberally sprinkled, Spinoza's argumems never 
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quite achieve the purity of those found in geometrical treatises. Within 
the pages of this difficult book, however, are philosophical and psycho­
logical insights of great power. 

Spinoza is usually described as a rationalist. He believed that 
knowledge about our place in the universe could be achieved by the 
power of reason alone. In thi s his emphasis was very different from 
empiricists who believed that the basic source of knowledge is expe­
rience and observalion. Spinoza believed not onl y that reason could 
discover the nature of the universe, but also that this was because the 
uni verse was arranged in a ralional o rder. Tbe struclure of lhe universe 
is no accident; it is necessarily as il is. Sense experience, which is 
imperfect, cou ld never g ive us an adequate underslanding of the 
universe. This is not to say that Spinoza denigrated scienti fic research: 
he earned his living as a lens-grinder, work which depended on the 
science of optics. The lenses he made would have been used in micro­
scopes and telescopes, instruments used to increase scienti fic 
knowledge. 

The title 

It is accurate, as we have seen, to describe this book as 'Demonsrrwed 
in a Geomer rica/ Manner'. However, not all of I he contenls of the 
book discuss what we would now think of as ethics. Much of the first 
part of the book is about substance and God, which turn out to be 
the same thing. We wou ld now classify this discussion as metaphysics. 
Spinoza's theme is the universe and our place in it - the nature of 
reality. For him metaphysics and ethics were not separable. T he nature 
of reality dctcnn.i.ucs how we ought to live. 

God and pantheism 
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In the early se<:tions of Ethics Spinoza se1s out to prove from his def'i­
nition of subslance that there can on ly be one substance (a position 
known as monism) and that this substance is God. The consequence 
of this is that everything that exists is somehow in God. God didn' t 
create nature, He is nature. Spinoza writes of 'God or Nature', appar­
ently equating the two. T hought and extension (the occupy ing of 
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physical space) are simply two of God's infinite attributes, the two 
attributes that we have access to. Spinoza's argument for this position 
is complex. His conclusion that everything is somehow in God is often 
taken to be a species of patHheism. More subtle interpreters stress that 
Spinoza is only saying that all God's attributes arc expressed in tbe 
world. not that God is nothing more than the world. So if Spinoza is 
a pantheist, h.is is not the crude pantheism which declares tbat the 
world simply is idemical witb God. 

Whatever the correct interpretation of Spinoza's theological 
position, it is evidenl that it was very far from Christian and Jewish 
orrbodoxy about the nature o r God. Of Portuguese descent. Spinoza 
was born in Amsterdam in 1632 and raised as a Jew. He was excom­
municated in 1656 because be had abandoned orthodox Jewish beliefs. 
II is easy to see why he cou ld only have hi s Ethics published posthu­
mously and why some of hls contemporaries were convinced that he 
had ceased to believe in God at al l. 

Mind and body 

S p.inoza had ao interesting solution to the mind/body problem, the prob-
lem of exp laining the relationshi p between the mental and the pbysical 
aspects of our existence. He knew his contemporary Descartes' work 
well and even published a book about his philosophy. Much of 
Spinoza's philosophy specifically opposes Descartes' views. Unlike 
Descartes, who argued that mind and body were entirely distinct, 
Spinoza maintained that the mental and the physical were inseparable 
aspects of the same thing. The mind is the same thing as the body. We 
can conceive rh.is rh.ing as either physical or mental. .M.ind is not itself 
a substance but rather a mode of substance. Mind and body do nor inter-
act in the way that Descartes described: they are just two aspects of the 
same thi ng. A consequence of this ' ' icw, tbat Spinoza accepts, is that a ll 
physica l rbings can have mental aspect:s. 

Freedom and human bondage 

The idea of freedom lies at the heart of Spinoza's moral teaching. Yet 
he den.ies that we can ever be free from chains of cause and effect. 
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All our actions, and everything that happens in the uni verse, are deter­
mined by prior causes. You picked up this book and are reading 
it, but on Spinoza's account your decision was determined by prior 
decisions, physical events and so on. Your decision did not arise spon­
taneously from nowhere, even if it felt that way. Only God can be 
tru ly free in the sense that God's actions do not have prior causes. 

So in tbe sense of being outside of the chain of cause and effect, 
there is no hope of human freedom. Yet Spinoz.a does argue that we 
can save ourselves from enslavement to the passions. This wiU make 
us free in the onl y sense in which we can be free, wbicb is acting 
from internal rather than external causes. Moral action is acting for 
oneself rather than being in the grip of passions. The passions are 
forces which push us one way or another leaving us as helpless 
victims. When we can liberate ourselves from the passivity of being 
the vehicles of such passions and come to understand our actions we 
become free. 

Human bondage is the condition of those who are ignorant of 
the causes of tbeir actions. People in this condition are moved by 
external causes alone: they are incapable of acting freely in rhe sense 
just described. They are like stones pushed around by forces they 
don't comprehend. It is only by forming an adequate idea of the causes 
of our behaviour that we can escape this bondage, and make the cause.s 
of our action internal rather than external. Once we recognise the 
causes of an emotion it ceases to hold us in its grip as a passion. The 
Ethics is designed in part to teach the reader to attain this kind of 
agency, to become more fully human. 

ln this respect, then, Spinoza's thought recommends a kind of 
psychotherapy. To achieve freedom ftnm the passions we must under­
stand the true causes of our actions. Yet this doe.sn' t mean tbat free 
decisions cease to have causes. When understanding is achieved these 
causes are interna lised. They are transformed by being understood. 
But rhe acrioos they give rise to remain detennined. So SpinOZ<i sees 
human free will in this particular sense as compatible with our actions 
being causally detennined. 
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Love of God 

In the later sections of the Ethics Spinoza presents an almost mystical 
picture of tbe wise way to Uve. We should strive to make sense of 
ourselves and our place in the universe. That is the path to wisdom. 
It is also the path to joy as the mind becomes more active and at.taios 
a higher degree of perfection. Although Sp.inoza makes the intellectual 
love of God a central aspect of his phi losophy, this is not the love of 
any personal God concerned with our well-being. Indeed, Spinoza's 
philosophy bas no room for the God described in traditional Chris­
tianity and Judaism: Spinoza's God is as impersonal as the geometrical 
arguments he uses to deduce God's existence and scope. 

Criticisms of Spinoza's Ethics 

No need for God 

Once Spinoz.~ had dispensed with the idea of a personal God and had, 
as far as he was conccmcd, proved that the natural world somehow 
expressed God's attributes, he could have taken a further step and 
embraced an atheistic philosophy. The God he describes is so different 
from the God of orthodox Christianity and Judaism, that it scarcely 
merits tbe name 'God' at a ll. Indeed. some or Spinoza 's contempo­
raries beUcved that hls philosophy was tantantoun t to atheism. Yet he 
was convinced that be had proved God's existence, and tbat the good 
life was a li fe expressing love of God. 

Denies genuine freedom 

The picture of the human condition that Spinoza paints in the Ethics 
leaves no room for the spontaneity of uncaused choice that some 
philosophers, such as Jean-Paul Sartre, see as the e.ssence of free will. 
The best that we can achieve is that. our actions be brougbt about by 
internal rather than external causes according to Spi.noza. And yet the 
bleaker account of buman freedom that Spinoza provides is persua-
sive, and may be more accurate. Perhaps it is just wishful lh in.ki ng to 
believe that we can make uncaused choices about what we think and 
do. Spinoza saw himself as exposing the delusion of free will. 
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Over-optimistic about reason 

Spinoza, like many philosophers before and since, saw the human 
capacity for reason as the path to wisdom and happiness. The in tel­
lectual contemplation of God was for him the highest form of 
happiness possible and brought. its own rewards. Thi s sounds like the 
convenient conclusion o r an iote llectual wbo happened to fi nd solace 
in his own thought. Perhaps he was over-optimistic about reason and 
its capacity to bring us happiness. And yet he is surely right that by 
coming to understand some of the causes of our sta tes of mind we 
can gain greater control over our lives. 

Dates 

1632 born in Amsterdam. 
1675 completes the Ethics. 
1677 dies in The Hague. The Ethics is published posthumously. 

Glossary 

monJsm: the view that there is only one type of substance in the 
world. 

pantheism: the view that God is everything. It is debatab le whether 
or not Spinoza really was a pantheist. 

rationalism: the belief that knowledge can be acquired through the 
power of reasoning. This contrasts with the empiricists' view 
that know ledge comes from observation. 

Further reading 
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Roger Scruton Spinoza (London: Phoenix, Great Philosophers series, 1998) 
is a brief sympathetic treatment of the major themes of the Ethics. A slightly 
longer book by the .same author is Spinoza (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. Past Master series, 1986). 

For a critic•l survey of interpretations or the £tllics, see Genevieve Lloyd 
Spinoza and the Ethics (London: Routledge, Philosophy Guidebook series, 
1996). 
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Steven Nadler Spinoza: A Ufe (Cambridge: Cambridge Universily Press, 
1999) and Margaret Gullan-Whur Wirhin ReMon: A Life l!l Spinoza 
(London: Pimlico. 2000) are two recenl biographies. 
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Ch a p t e r 8 

John Locke An Essay 

Concerning Human 

Understanding 

Is a newborn's mind a blank slate? Or do we come into 
tbe world anned with knowledge? John Locke addressed 
tbese questions in bis Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding. His answer was tbat aU our knowledge 
is derived ultimately from the infonnation we receive 
from the five senses. We come into this world knowing 
nothing whatsoever. Experience teaches us everything 
we know. This view is usually known as empiricism, in 
contrast to innatism (the theory that some of our know­
ledge is inborn), and to rationalism (the contention that 
we can acbieve knowledge of the world by the power 
of reason alone). There was lively debat.e about. the 
o rigins of our knowledge when Locke was writing in 
tbe seventeenth century, and this has continued, in a 
somewhm altered fonu, to the present day. 

Locke's Essay, published in 1689, soon became a 
philosophica l bestseller. He produced four editions of it 
in his lifetime, and it had already reached its eleventh 
by 1735. II is a complex and wide-ranging work; its 
main focus is the orig in and limits of human knowledge. 
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What can we know? What is the relation between thought and 
reali ty? These are the perennial questions of the branch of philosophy 
called epistemology, or the theory of knowledge. Locke's answers to 
them had a lasting influence on the course of phi losophy, and many 
great phi losophers, including George Berkeley (1685-1 753) and 
Gottfried Leibniz ( 1646-17 16) defined their own positions in relation 
to them. 

Locke described his role as tbat of an 'underlabourer' clearing 
away conceptual confusions so that the sc ientists, or natural philos­
ophers, as they were then known, could carry on their important work 
of adding to human knowledge. This slightly self-deprecatory remark 
shou ldn ' t blind us to the di fficulty of the task which Locke set himself, 
which was nothing less than to explain the origins and nature of human 
knowledge. Thi s involved a rejection of a whole philosophical tradi­
tion built on the assumption that whatever was wri tten by an authority 
such as Aristotle must be true. Locke took great pleasure in over­
throwing received opinion and replacing it with reasoned hypothesis. 
His aim was to sbed ligbt on what had on ly until then been obscure. 
His motivation came from a love of truth, and rhe exhi laration of 
thinking for oneself about some of tbe most profound questions we 
can ask. He was under no iUusion that his wou ld be the last word on 
any of the topics he d iscussed. Nor was be particu larly optimistic 
about human understanding in general: he believed that God had given 
us the wherewithal to achieve knowledge of God, of our moral duty 
and of whatever was necessary to get through life, but that, ultimately, 
the powers of reason were limited. 

No innate principles 
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Many seventeenth-century philosophers believed in the ex istence of 
God-given innate principles, that is, princip les that every human being 
is born knowi ng. T hese might e ither be what Locke called specula­
tive principles, such as the obviously LTue statement 'Whatever is, is'; 
or else practical princi ples, such as tbc moral c laim 'Parents have 
a duty to look after their chi ldren' or 'Everyone ought to keep their 
promises.' Locke used a range of arguments to show that neither 
sort of principle was innate. Most of these arguments re ly on his 

Copyrighted material 



LO CK E ESSAY 

fundamenta l assumption that the content:s of the human mi nd are 
transparent to itself: that is, if yoo are having a thought, then it must 
be possible for you ro get access to the content of that thought. Locke 
does not believe that it makes sense to say that someone cou ld be 
having a thought without their knowing what that thought was about. 
He rejects any notion of unconscious thoughts as nonsensical. 

One argument he uses to support his claim that there are no 
innate principles is !bat it is obvious that there is not tot~l agreement 
about what the supposedly innate princ.iples might be. lf we were all 
born knowing that, for example, 'We should keep our promises', then 
everyone would recognise this as a fundamental principle. Bu t, as 
Locke points out., there is no such general agreement. Some people 
see no obligat ion whatsoever to keep their promises. Nor do children 
iltUttediately recognise the principle as one that .is bindi ng on them; 
rather the principle is one that has to be taught and learnt. The same 
holds for any principle you care to examine, moral o r otherwise. 

Furthertnore, we would expect the supposedly innate principles 
to be more evident in children than in adults because chi ldren wi ll 
have been less affected by local customs and will have had Jess 
experience of the world. The innate pri ncip les should be clearly recog­
nisable in them. But they aren' t. 

T he notion that there are innate mora l principles shared by all 
human beings is, for Locke, a complete oon-starter since a glimpse 
at history reveals the immense diversity of moral principles that have 
been held by societies and individuals. It .is silltply .implausible to 
think that this would result from identical pri ncip les implanted in 
everyone's mjnd. 

T hese and other argwnents lead Locke to reject the view that 
there are any in nate principles. However, this leaves bim with the task 
of exp laining how it is that the human mind comes to be furnished 
with thoughts, beliefs and knowledge of the world. His answer is that 
all our ideas come from experience. 

Ideas 

Locke uses the word 'idea' to mean whatever it is that anyone thinks 
about. When you look out of your window, what you see - a tree 
perhaps, or a sparrow - is not the tree or sparrow itself, but rather a 

8 1 

Copyrighted material 



PH I LOSO P HY: THE C LASS I CS 

representn tion of it, an idea, something like a picture in your head. 
What you see is not just a product of what is out there in the world , 
but is also in part a creation of your sensory system. But not a ll our 
ideas are received from immediate sensation of the world. Some of 
them are ideas of reflection, such as when we reason, or remember 
o r will something. 

Locke believes that al l our ideas ul timately come from experi­
ence, so that the contents of our tbougbts, even wheo we are reneeting 
rather than perceiving, all come from sensation. A child locked away 
from the world who bad on ly had sensations of black and wbite would 
have no more idea of scnrlel and green than be would of the taste of 
oysters or pineapple if he had never tried them. 

Ideas can be combined in various ways, so that once we have 
the idea of scarle t and the idea of a coat, we can imagine a scarlet 
coat, even if we've never actually seen one. But the simpler ideas 
from which the complex ones are built all orig inate in pet·ception by 
one o r more of the five senses. 

Primary and secondary qualities 

8 2 

When we say that a snowball is greyish-whi te and cold and round, 
what we mean is that it can produce in us ideas of these properties. 
Locke distinguishes primary and secondary qualities, g iving a very 
different account of each. 

Primary qualities are inseparable from objects. The primary 
qualities of a snowball would include its shape and solidity, but not 
its colour or its coldness. Here Locke was very much influenced 
by the science of bis day, and in particu lar by the corpuscularian 
hypothesis pur forward by Robert Boyle ( 1627- 1691). Boyle 
suggested that a ll matter is composed of min ute particles, or 'corpus­
cles ' , which are grouped together in \"arious ways. A single corpuscle 
alone in the universe would s ti ll possess the primary qualities of shape. 
size and solidity. The ideas that we have of an object's primary qual­
ities, Locke believes, resemble those qualities. So, for example, if a 
snowball has the primary qualities of roundness and a certai n size, 
then the ideas we have of these features resemble these aspects of the 
actual snowball: they are accurate representations of these qual ities. 
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Secondary qualilies are powers to produce ideas. But secondary 
qualities do not resemble their objects; they are, rather, a consequence 
of the texture of corpuscles (i.e. the microstructure) out of which 
the objects are composed, the particular condilions under which they 
arc perceived and the sensory system of the perceiver. Secondary 
qualities, unl ike primary ones, aren' t properties that the corpuscles 
themselves bavc .independently of observers. Take colour. for 
instance: the snowball appears greyish-white. Colour is a secon­
dary quality. What this means is thal the actual snowba ll does not 
really have colour in the sense that it has shape and size. I have an 
idea of rbe snowball as greyish-white. However, under different 
lighting conditions it might appear to be a completely different 
colour, blue, for instance. But in this case the blueness would no 
more be in the snowball than is the greyish-whiteness. The colour of 
tbe snowball derives from the arrangement of the corpuscles from 
which it is composed; the primary quali ties of the corpuscles give rise 
to my ideas of it. The same is true of the snowball's coldness. and 
its taste. These are not strictly properties found in the snowba ll 
but rather secondary qualities of the object dependent on its primary 
qualities. 

Locke's discussion of primary and secondary qualities makes 
clear his realism: his unqueslioned belief in the existence of real 
objects in the external world which give rise to our experience. This 
may just sound like common sense, but many philosophers then, 
before and since have been led to sceptical views about the nature of 
whatever it is that causes our experience. 

Personal identity 

One part of Locke's Essay which has set the framework for most 
subsequent discussion on the topic and continues to exert an influ­
ence in tbe late twentieth century is tbe chapter 'Idenrity and 
Diversity'. This was only added to the work in the second edition. lt 
contains a discussioo of rhe problem of personal identity, tbe ques­
tion of what it is that makes someone the same person after a period 
of time in which they may have changed guile signi ficantly, both 
bodily and psychologically. 
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84 

Locke's answer to this question involves a discussion of three 
separate but related questions: ( I) What constitutes sameness of 
substance? (2) What makes someone at a later date the same man? 
and finally (3) What makes someone at a la ter date the same 
person? 

We would say that we were dealing with the same substance if 
none of the particles of which an object is composed have changed 
or been removed. Clearly with a Jiving organism this never occurs, 
since, at least at a microscopic level, parts are continuaUy being lost 
and renewed. So sameness of physica l substance won' t be a useful 
criterion for determining personal identily over time, since no living 
human being ever maintains precisely the same physical constituents 
from moment to moment. 

For Locke a 'man' is a particular biological organ ism, a member 
of the species we call homo sapiens. A man is like an oak tree or a 
horse in thi s respect. A huge spreading oak tree is sti ll the same oak 
it was twenty years ago, despite having doubled in size and shed its 
leaves twenty times. It is not the same substance, but it is the same 
oak, in virtue of of the continued function of its living parts. In 
the same way, I am tbe same man I was ten years ago, despi te both 
physica l and psychologica l changes which anyone would be able to 
nolice. 

Part of Locke's orig inality on this topic lay in separating ques­
tions about the identity of a man from those of a man's personal 
identity. But what exactly is a person if it is not the same as a man? 
According to Locke, a person is 'a thinking intelligent being, that has 
reason and reflection, and can consider itself as itself, the same 
think.iog thing in different times and places'. In otber words, a person 
isn't simply a member of our species, since some buman beings 
Jack the power of reason and self-consciousness. Furthennore, in 
principle, some non-human creatures could be considered persons. 
Locke cites a report of a rational parrot that was able to answer 
quite detailed questions in a convincing way. He points out that 
we wou ld be unlikely to call it a man, despite its intelligence: it 
would always be a rational parrot, but it might also be considered 
a person if it had the appropriate level of rationality and self­
consciousness. 
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What., according to Locke, is the criterion of personal identity 
over time? Not simply bodily continuity, since that does not guarantee 
us that we are dealing with the same person. Rather personal identity 
stretches only so far as consciousness will stretch: memory and contin­
uing recognition of being responsible for one's past actions are the 
conditions of personal identity. No matter how much I've changed 
phys.ica ll y, if I can remember my past actions as my own, then I am 
the same person tbat I was. 

Locke illuminates this nolion with a thought experiment. 
Imagine that one day a prince wakes up to find that he has all the 
memories of a cobbler. and none or his own. His body remains 
unchanged. On the same morning a cobbler wakes up to find that be 
has all the prince's memories. Locke maintains that, although the 
prince-bodied individual remains the same man, he is not the same 
person that he was when be went to sleep. Jt wou ld not be fair to 
hold the prince-bodied person responsible for the prince's fonner 
actions, since he would not have any reco llection of havi ng performed 
them. Tbis far-fetched example is intended to bring out tbe important 
d illerence between the terms 'man' and 'person'. 

But where does this leave us with cases of memory loss? It 
would seem that on Locke's ac<:ount we shou ld never punish people 
for what they can' t remember doing since in an important sense they 
would not be the same persons who committed the misdemeanours . 
'Person ' for Locke is a forensic tenn, by which he means that it is 
one which is particularly relevant to legal questions which relate to 
responsibility for one's actions. It would seem then that we should 
never punish a murderer who can't remember ki lling. Locke's view 
on thi s is that in cases of memory loss or alleged memory loss, we 
tend to assume that if we have identified tbe man who performed the 
actions, then this must be the same person who committed them. We 
punish drunks for their actions even if tbey claim not to be able to 
remember what they did. However, this is simply a result of the 
d ifficulty of anyone proving their ignorance of what they did. The 
law has to be practical and so rarely accepts memory loss as an 
excuse. However, Locke suggests, on the day of judgement, God wi ll 
not hold anyone responsible for actions which they can't remember 
perfonning. 
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Language 

Locke is interested bo th in the nature of language and in its use in 
effective communication. Language, for him, is not simply a matter 
of making intellig ible sounds: parrots (even non-rational ones) can do 
that. Rather, words are signs of ideas: they signify them. Because 
words are signs for ideas and all our ideas come from experience, 
aU our language and thought using language .is intimately connected 
with our experience. 

By using words we can conml utticate our thoughts to others. 
But Locke believes that we do not necessarily a ll attach the same 
ideas to the same words. For instance, my parlicular associations 
for the word 'albatross' may be very different from yours on account 
of our different experience of individual albatrosses. You may 
have had no experience of an albatross, or only of a picture of 
one, and yet feel confident in using the word. The idea you have 
associated with the word would be very different from the idea held 
by someone who saw albatrosses on a dai ly basis. If you have no 
clear idea of an albatross you may just end up making sounds like 
a parrot that has been taught to mimic or a young child, signifying 
nothing. So although words are uttered in public, what they signify 
can st iU be private and idiosyncralic. This can be a source of confu­
sion and misunderstanding. 

There are far fewer nouns than there are things to which they 
refer. This is not surprising, since if there were a name for every 
particular thing it would be impossible to communicate effectivel y. 
We use the general tenn 'albatross' to refer to a whole species of 
bird. Locke maintains that we acquire such general words on the basis 
of abstracting from our particular experiences. 

Criticisms of Locke 

Innate knowledge 
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Research by the linguist Noam Chomsky ( 1928- ) has resurrected 
the debate about innate .knowledge in the twentieth century. From 
close analysis of the sentences used by chi ldren when learning to 
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speak be concluded that the best explanation for the universally 
shared grammatical structures of different languages and the patterns 
of children's grammatical mistakes was an innate framework for inter­
preting and using language that all children are born with, what he 
caUed a Language Acquisition Device. This view prov ides a serious 
challenge to Locke's belief that a newborn's mind is like a blank piece 
of paper waiting to be written on by exper.iencc. It is much closer to 
Gottfried Leibniz's beUef that the mind is like a block of marble whicb 
has various fau lt-lines along which il is predisposed to break to reveal 
a well-designed sculpture. 

Do ideas of primary qualities resemble their objects? 

Locke's account of the distinction between primary and secondary 
qualities sounds plausible at first reading, and is lent support by the 
various sensory illusions that suggest that secondary qualities are 
qualities of objects as they appear to us, rather than actually being 
somehow in tbe objects themselves. However, as George Berkeley 
pointed out, Locke's claim that ideas of primary qua lities resemble 
tbe objects themselves is unsupportable. 

On Locke's account, objects as they really are are hidden 
behind a veil of perception. We only get direct access to ideas. 
not what those ideas are of. So for Locke to maintain that ideas of 
primary qualities resemble their objects is nonsensical. In order to 
ascertain whether one thing resembles another we need access to both 
of them. But on Locke's account of the mind, we only ever have 
access to one side: our own ideas. Berkeley went further than this, 
argu.ing that because, strictly speaking, we on ly have access to 
the cont.ents of our owo minds, we cannot even prove the existence 
of anything independent of the mind. Locke, .in contrast, simply 
assumes that the mi nd cou ld oot produce our ideas without tbcrc 
being an external world. 

Homunculus problem 

Locke's account of ideas makes them very like pictu res in the head. 
But this doesn ' t really exp lain much about the processes of thought, 
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because in order to apprecia te what a pic ture is of, it seems to require 
a li ttle person (a homu nculus) inside your head to inte rpre t the 
pictures, and then one inside his head, and so o n. This infinite series 
of ever smalle r homu nculi apparently implied by his account of the 
mind is clearl y an unacceptable consequence. It suggests that there is 
something wrong with Locke's account. 

Memory loss doesn't always sever personal identity 
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T he phi losopher Thomas Reid (1710-1796) couDlered Locke's cla im 
that memo ry provides an adequate crite rion of personal identity 
with the following example. Imagine a brave officer who was o nce 
flogged at school for stealing from an orchard. In his firs t campaign 
as a young soldie r he succeeded in capturing a standard from the 
enem y. When he captured the standard he cou ld remember that 
he had been flogged as a boy. Later, he was made a general. But 
by that time, a lthough he could remember capturing the standard, he 
cou ld no lo nger remember bei ng Hog.ged at scbool. The person who 
captured the srandard is, on Locke's account, the same person 
wbo was flogged, because of the memory li nk. Similarl y. tbc memory 
link makes the general tbe same person as the young officer who 
captured the s tandard . Logic seems to tell us that if the boy is the 
same person as the young officer, and the officer the same person 
as the old general, then the boy must be the same person as the old 
general. Locke, however, would have to deny this on the gro unds 
that the o ld general can' t remember being flogged, and so this link 
with the past is severed . Reid's poin t is that thi s is a logical absurd­
ity, because Locke's account g ives us two contradictory conclusions: 
both that the boy and the general are the same person. and that they 
are not. Any theory which leads to such an obvious contradic tion must 
be false. 

Locke's response to this son of criticism would have to be tbat 
the boy and the general are the same man but not the same person., 
and that it would be wrong to hold the general responsible for what 
the boy d id. Locke wou ld have to deny that the pattern of overlap­
ping memories described by Reid leads to the conclusion that the boy 
is the same person as the general. 
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Dates 

1632 born in Wrington, Somerset. 
1689 publishes An Essay Concerning Human Understanding and 

Two Treatises of Govemment (although the date printed on 
the books is 1690). 

1704 dies in Oates, Essex. 

Glossary 

corpuscularian hypothesis: Boyle's theory that all matter is 
composed of minute particles (corpuscles). 

empiricism: the view that our knowledge is derived from our sensory 
experience. 

epistemology: the branch of philosophy which investigates questions 
about knowledge and how it is achieved. 

homunculus: a liHie person. Locke's theory of the mind seems ro 
have the consequence that there wou ld have to be a homunculus 
inside tbe head interpreting ideas (and one inside that 
homunculus's bead, and so on). 

idea: for Locke, any thought whatsoever, including a perception. 
The seventeenth-century use of 'idea' was much broader than 
ours. 

innatism: the view that our knowledge, or at least a substantial part 
of it, is inborn. 

persona l iden tity: what makes someone the same person despite 
bodily or psychological changes. 

primary qualities: properties of objects including shape and solidity, 
but. not c.oJour and coldness (which are secondary quaut.ies). 
T he ideas of primary qunulies resemble those quaulies (not. so 
with secondary quali ties). The corpuscles of which an object 
consists themselves have primary qualities but not secondary 
qualities. 

rationalism: the belief that we can acquire knowledge simply through 
the exercise of our reason. 

secondary qualities: powers to produce ideas. Secondary qualities 
are a product of the corpuscular texture of objects and the 
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sensory faculties of the perceiver. Unlike ideas of primary qua l­

i ties, ideas of secondary q ualities do not re-semble the qualities 
themselves. Secondary qua lities include such qua lities as colour 
and coldness. 

Further reading 
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Stephen Priest The British Empiricists (London: Penguin, 1990) is a clear, 
well-structured book. It includes a chapter on Locke. 

E. J. Lowe Locke on Human Understanding (London: Roulledge, 1995) 
provides a delailcd examination of the main themes of Locke's EsS(I)', 
bringing out the continuing relevance of much of his thought 

J. L. Mackie Problems from Locke (Oxford: Oxford Universily Press, 1976) 
is a series of essays on tbe most important topics raised in the Essay. 

For information about Locke's life. see Maurice Cranston John Locke: A 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985). 
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John Locke 

Second Treatise 

of Government 

We hold U1ese truths to be self-evident, that a ll 
men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creato r with certain unalienable rights, 
that among these are life, liberty and the pursu it 
of happiness . .. that whenever any government 
becomes de:slruc.tive of these ends, it js the right 
of the peo111e to alter or to abolish it. 

T hese resounding lines from the American Declaration 
of Independence of 1776 paraphrase the message a t the 
heart of Johr1 Locke's Second Treatise of Government, 
written almost a century earlier. Locke publ ished h.is Two 
Treatises of Government anonymously in ·1689, but there 
is e.vidence that he. wrote them in the early 1680s when 
the idea that the pe.ople had a right ro overthrow an 
unjust government would have been considered radical 
treason and could easi ly have incurred the death penalty. 
Much of the detail of the 7iwJ Treatises is directed a t 
the turbulent po litical events of the 1680s; but the Secoad 
Treatise, with its attempt to establish basic human rights, 

9 1 



PHI LOSOPH Y; THE CLASSICS 

has had an influence which extends we ll beyond the concerns of the 
seventeenth century. 

First and Second Treatises 

Of the n.,o Ti·eatises, the second is by far the more interesting. The 
First Treatise .is a lmost enrirely negative: it is a critical attack. on the 
ideils of Sir Robert Fi lmer. Filmer ilrgued that the monarchy's power 
was God-given and had nothing whatsoever to do with the consent of 
the people, a view known as the d ivine right of kings. Ada m, the l'irs t 
man, had been g iven authority over the whole earth by God; the 
authority of present-day rulers c.ould then be traced back to this initial 
gift. The peop le's duty to obey their rulers was a duty to God since 
the rulers wet·e there by God's will as a result of a subdivision of the 
world si nc.e the time of Adam. What the people wanted was beside 
the point. Everyone had an absolute duty to obey the monarch and 
this duty was, indi rectly, a duty to obey God. 

In the First Treatise Locke demolishes the detai l of Filmer's 
argument; in the Second 1'rearise he outl ines his positive ilCCOunt of 
govenunent. The question that Locke addresses there is, 1What are 
the sourc.es and Lim its of legitimate politica l authority?' Or, to put. it 
in a more practical f'onu. 'Why should we obey our ru lers, and under 
what circumstances might we be justified in opposing them?' 

The state of nature and laws of nature 
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ln order to answer U1ese questions, Locke, like many political phi loso­
phers before and since, imagined what life wou ld be like in a stare 
of nature, rhat. is, in a world with no government.·imposed laws and 
no organi sed society. This sort of thought experiment is nor usually 
intended 10 give an account of what life. was actually like at some 
particular point in lime, but rather is a story invented t.o bring out the 
philosophical justifications for fonning a society with a government 
and laws. Hobbes U10ught U1at in a state of nature we would be in a 
state of pennanent war against each other, competing for scarc-e 
resources; Locke's state of nature, in contrast, is a far more attractive 

prospect. For Hobbes individuals in the sta te of nature would be driven 
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by their appetites and desires, and for them prudence wou ld dictate 
that they took pre-emptive action against any would-be competitors. 
Locke, however, believes that even in a state pre-existing any o rganised 
society human beings would be bound by what he calls the laws of 
nature, and that these prohibit banning others. 

The laws of nature are God-given laws which any human being 
is capable of discovering by retlect.ioo. In Locke's state of nature indi­
viduals are both equal and free. T here is no natura l hierarchy that sets 
one human being higher than another: everyone counts the same as 
everyone else and is equal before God. Individuals are also free, but 
this liberty should not be confused with licence (freedom to do what­
ever you want). Your freedom, even in a state of nature, is limited by 
the self-evident God-given laws of nature which prohibit you from 
committing suicide (si nce God clearly in tended you to live out your 
natural Ufespan), and fwm harming otber people (s.ince God created 
us as equals not to be used by one another). 

One reason why Locke's s tate of nature appears so much more 
congenial than Hobbes' bruta l war of a ll against a ll is tbat Locke 
believes that the laws of nature can be enforced by any individual. 
This includes meting out punishment for breaking the laws of nature. 
Even outside society the God-given laws bold aod are enforceable. If. 
for example, you were to attack me without good reason, then, since 
the law of nature forbids harming anyone without justification, I would 
be within my natural rights to punish you, both in order to get some 
kind of reparation and to restrain you from further violence. This right 
to punish extends to those who are not directly invo lved. Someone 
else might learn that you had anacked me, and choose to punish you 
according)y. Obviously in the state of oature there wou ld be a danger 
that individuals would be biased in the ways they upheld the laws of 
nature. They wou ld tend to pwmote their own interests under the guise 
of applying the laws of nature. T hat is one of the reasons why joining 
togerher and forrning a govermnent is ao improvement on the natural 
state, since a govenunent can set up an independent judiciary. 
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Property 

Ooe of the fundamental rights that everyone in the srate of nature has 
is a right to property. Locke sometimes uses the word 'property' to 
cover more than what we wou ld understand by the word (land, build­
ings, personal belongings and so on). For Locke we also have a 
properLy in ourselves. that is, we own ourselves and have a right to 

do what we wiU provided that we don't hann others or take our own 
lives. Locke's account of the origin of property in the state of nature 
only deals with property in the familiar sense, and principally with 
land and the fruits of agricu lture. Unfortunately be nowhere explains 
how it is 1ha1 each of us has a property in ourse lves. 

How, then, do individuals acquire rightfu l claims on land, partic­
ularly in view of the religious doctrine that God handed the world 
over to Adam to be held in common by all humanity? The essence 
of Locke's answer is that human labour, which adds to the value of 
the land. gives a rigbt of property in the state of nar.ure. provided tbat 
no one else has a prior claim on the land. The labourer who 'mixes' 
his or her labour with the land is entitled to that land. Imagine someone 
in the sla te of nature who Jives by fomging for nuts and seeds from 
wild trees and plaors. [f be col lecrs a bag fuU of lhis meagre food, 
then it rightfully belongs to bim in virtue of the work he has put into 
gathering the foodstuff. Similarly, someone who mixes her labour with 
the land, who digs, planls and reaps a harvest, bas a rightful entitle­
ment 10 lhe land and irs crop. However, there are stricl Jimils on the 
quant ity of goods wbicb can be acqu ired in this way: the li mit set by 
the law of nature is lhal no one should take more than they can actu­
ally use. If the forager's nuts and seeds go mouldy before he gets 
round to consuming them, or the planter slores away crops which 
spoil. then lhey are both liable to punishment for transgressing the 
Jaw of nature which li mits an individual's property to what he or she 
can use. ln effect, the forager o r planter who takes too much 
encroaches on his or her neighbour's share. 

Money 
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However, because of the inherent perishability of so many of lhe 
necessities of human existence, particularly food, human beings 
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typically agree to give value to some Jess perishable objects such as 
gold or silver. By mutual consent, individuals in the state of nature 
undertake to exchange perishable goods for these non-perishable 
objects. Thus money is invented. And money transforms the possi­
bilities of property-acquisition in the state of nature since it allows 
individuals to amass large amounts of property without risking 
spoilage. For example, a farmer can grow large amounts of corn and 
then exchange anything that be doesn't eat for money. Thus be 
acquires a valuable and lasting commodity which can be exchanged 
for the necessities of life as required. He also helps to feed other 
members of the community. By tacitly agreeing to the institution of 
money, Locke believes, we have all accepted the material inequality 
between individuals which almost inevitably follows from it. 

Civil society 

So far we have just looked at what Locke has to say about the state 
of oature, a situation governed by God-g iven laws of nature. However, 
one of his main aims is to show bow what he calls a civil society o r 
a commonwealth (he uses the tenns interchangeably) can come into 
being, and how the members of such a society stand to benetit by its 
existence. 

The principal motivation for leaving the state of nature is a need 
for protection: protection of life, liberty and property, and especially 
the last of these. Although in the state of nature everyone is entitled to 
punish anyone who breaks a Jaw of nature, inevitab ly self-interest 
affects the partiality of those who are asked to judge their neighbours. 
]Jl order to guarantee a peacefu l life it is necessary to move from the 
stare of nature into ao organised socier.y. This involves giving up some 
of the rights you have in the state of nature. 1J1 particular it involves 
waiving the right to mete our punislunent for transgressions of the laws 
or nature. By mutua l agreemem members of a society give up this right 
because of the greater safety they stand to gain by doing so. They put 
tbe power of making and enforcing laws in the hands ol' some individ­
ual or group of people entnosted to act for the conunon good. 

The only way in which individuals can give up some of the 
freedoms of the state of nature is by g iving their consent. Locke writes 
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of the 'compact' that individuals make one wilh another, by which he 
means the agreement or contracl: it is his term for what is usually 
known as the social contract. If thi s compact is entered into freely 
and explicitly, it is what he calls an express agreement; when the 
compact is simply implied by behaviour rather than explicitly agreed 
on. it is a tacit agreement. 

You rnigbt object that you weren't born into a state of nature, 
but ra1her found yourseU' in the midst. of an organised society with 
laws and government already in place. How, then, can you have 
consented to g iving up some of your basic rights? The notion of 
govenunent by consent might seem implausible, given that you 
have never consciously consented to the present situation. Locke's 
response is that anyone who benefits from the protection of their 
property in a civil society, or enjoys the other benefits which such 
an organisation can bring, has thereby made a tacit agreement to give 
up some natural rights. Once the social compact has been made, 
the individual impl icitly agrees to be bound by the decision of the 
majori ty. 

However, this doesn't mean that individuals in civil society put 
themselves under an obligation to obey the dictates of arbitrary tyrants. 
T he most controversial aspect ol' Locke's Second TreaTise at the lime 
of publication, and no doubt one of the reasons why he chose to 
publish it anonymously, was his view that it can sometimes be right 
for citizens to overthrow and replace their ru lers. 

Rebellion 
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T he whole point of joining together to form a civil society is the 
protection of life, liberty and property. When a ruthless government 
o r ruler oversteps its leg)timate role and ceases to act for the public 
good in these respects, then, Locke argues. it is acceptable for the 
people to rise up and overtbrow that govemmeot or ruler. Tbe govern­
ment or ruler is g iven a position of trust; when that trust is betrayed 
all ob ligation on the part of the people is dissolved. By failing to act 
for the public good the govenunent or ru ler forfeits the power which 
the peop le bestowed upon it by their social compact. This follows 
from Locke's belief that all legitimate government is government 
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by consent. To the accusation that this sounds like an incitement to 
rebellion, Locke replies that it surely cannot be right to defer to robbers 
and pirates: the implication being that those who rule without the 
people's consent and act contrary to the common good are the equiv­
alent of criminals and do not deserve to be obeyed. On Locke's 
account, no government or ruler has any right to abso lute power 
over its ci tizens. The limits on power are tbc limits of serving tbc 
conunon good. 

Criticisms of Locke 

Role of God 

One obvious criticism of Locke's position is that it is heavi ly depen­
dent on the existence of the Christian, or a t least the Old Testament, 
God. The notion of a law of nature, which is fundamental to his U1eory 
of government, is derived from orthodox Cluistian doctri ne. Without 
God's e.xistence we might expect the state of nature to be something 
much closer to the state of war of everyone against. everyone described 
by Hobbes. Whilst atheism was a comparatively rare pheuomcnou 
when Locke wrote his Trewises, it is a common position today. 
Many people are convinced that there is no god, Christian or o ther­
wise. For such atheists Locke's account will be unconvincing unless 
non-U1eological premises can be found for it. 

No consensus about Jaws of nature 

Even Christians might have worries about Locke's account of the Jaws 
of nature. These Me supposed t.o be God-giveo and readily d iscover­
able simply by reflecting on what it would be rational to do. But it 
is by oo meaos obvious that such laws ex ist. Locke assumes t:hatt.hey 
exist and that they are easi ly discerned. Yet. the range of incompatible 
principles of action that various ph.ilosophers have claimed to discover 
by reflection suggests tbat there is little agreement about what the 
supposed laws of nature actua lly dictate. Lf tbere are no laws of nature, 
o r if there is serious confusion about what they are, then Locke's 
theory of govemment will founder. 
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Class bias? 

Some of Locke's critics have singled out bis discussion of property 
for special aucntion. They argue that it reveals him to have been 
concerned to justify the status quo in relation to land ownership, 
serving the intere.sts of the property-owning classes at the expense of 
those who bad nolhing to sell but their labour. Tbere is some textual 
supporl for this position , particularly when Locke comment.s thai the 
land which has been worked by his servant becomes his (rather than 
his servam's). Indeed, despite his insistence that in the state of nature 
everyone is free and equal, the Seco11d Treatise seems to be a justifi­
cation for extreme inequalities of property ownership. 

Dates 

See previous chapter. 

Glossary 
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civil society: another term for 'commonwealth'. 
commonwealth: a group of individuals who have, either explicitly 

or implicitly, g iven up some of their freedoms in return for 
protection by the state. 

divioe right of kings: the belief that monarchs have a God-given 
authority to ru le. 

Jaws of nature: God-given laws which apply to all human beings 
even in the stare of narure. 

licence: complete freedom to do as you desire wilh no constraints 
whatsoever. 

social contract: ao agreemenl to give up cenain freedoms in rewrn 
for state prolection. 

state of nature: the hypothetical state of humanity before any social 
contract has been made. T he laws of nature supposedly apply 
even in the state of nature. 
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Further reading 

John Dunn Locke (Oxford: Oxford University Press. Past Masters series, 
1984) is an excellent short introduction to Locke's life and work, focusing 
on his political thought. 0. 1\. Lloyd Thomas l:Ccke 011 G01··emme111 
(London: Routledge, 1995) provides a more detailed examination of Locke's 
Second Tret11ise. 

Ian Hampsher-Monk ' John Locke' , chapter 2 of A HistOI)' of Modern 
Political Thought (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992}, sets Locke's 1\vo Treatises of 
Gow:rnment in their historical context. as does Maurice Cranston's biog­
raphy of locke (see Further reading, p. 90). 
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C h apter 1 0 

David Hume 

An Enquiry 

Concerning Human 

Understanding 

Hume was a sceptic. But, unl ike some ancient Greek 
sceplics. he did not advocate suspending judgement on 
every issue. He believed that nature bad equ ipped us 
well for life, and that ar a certain point inslinct and 
feeling take over and philosophical doubts, rightly, seem 
absurd. Hume questioned the traditional view that human 
beings are essentially rational. He argued that the role 
of reason in human life is very limited, ti1r more limited 
than most previous philosophers had supposed. 

T he rigour and o riginality of his work are star­
tling, but particu larly so in the Ugbt of the fact that he 
had worked out. and published most of his pbi losopllical 
ideas by the time he was 25 years old. His fi rs t book, 
A Treatise of Hu11um Nature, re.ccived far Jess attention 
than be bad hoped; he described it. as having fallen 'dead­
born from the press'. The Enqui1y Concerning Human 
Understanding is a rewrilten and extended version of rhe 
Treatise intended to make its content more accessible. 
He felt that readers had been put off by his style of 
expression, but was, for the most part, happy with the 
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content of the Treatise. It is d ifficult to imagine a present-day philos­
opher going to such lengths for the sake of the reader. 

Like Locke, Hume is usually described as an empiricist; like 
Locke he believes that the entire contents of the mind are ultimately 
derived from experience. Hume is an empiricist, not just in tenns of 
his conclusions about the o rigins of our thoughts, but also in his 
methodology. Rather thao attempting to deduce from first principles 
wbat human beings must be like. be relies on observation, usually in 
the fonn of introspection. His aim is to produce a coherent scienti fie 
view of humani ty. 

Many or his views on rbe mind and ils relation to the world 
are influenced by Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 
but Hume took them a stage further. One aspect of his philosophy 
which is very similar to Locke's is his reliance on the theory of 
ideas. Hume, however, introduced several new tenns. Where Locke 
just used the word ' idea', Hume talks of 'perceptions', 'impressions' 
and 'ideas'. 

The origin of ideas 

10 2 

Hume uses the word 'perception ' for any contents of experience: the 
equ ivalent of Locke's ' idea'. Perceptions occur when we are seeing, 
feeU ng, remembering, imagining and so on: a much wider range of 
mental activity than is covered by our present-day use of the word. 
For Hume perceptions are of two basic ki nds: impressions and ideas. 

Impressions are the experiences we get when we see, feel, love, 
hate, desire or wi ll anyth ing. Hume describes them as more 'lively' 
than ideas, by which he seems to mean tbat they are clearer and more 
detailed. Ideas are copies of impressions; they are tbe objects of our 
thought when we recollect our experience or exercise our iJ11agina­
tion. 

So, for example, I now bave an idea of my pen moving across 
my page and of someone turning the pages of a book behind me in 
the library. I also have an impression of the texture of the paper under­
neath my hand. These sensory experiences are vivid: it would be 
difficult to convince me that I am simply rememberi ng previous expe­
riences, or that I am dreaming. Later, when I type these lines into my 
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computer 1 wi ll no doubt think back to this moment and recollect 
my impressions. Then I will be having ideas rather than impressions, 
ideas which won' t have the same vividness (or 'liveliness' in Hume's 
terminology) as do the present sensory impressions of which they 
arc copies. 

Hume recasts Locke's assertion that there are no innate ideas 
as all our ideas are copies of impressions. ln other words, it is im­
possible for us to have an idea of something whicb we have not. first 
experienced as an impression. 

How, then, would Hume cope with my ability to imagine a 
golden mountain even though I bave never seen one and so never had 
an impression of one? His answer relies on a distinction between 
simple and complex ideas. Simple ideas are all derived from simple 
impressions. They are ideas of such things as colours and shape, ideas 
which cannot be broken down into composite parts. Complex ideas 
are combinations of simple ideas. So, my idea of a go lden mountain 
is j ust a complex idea composed of the simpler ideas of 'a mountain' 
and of 'golden'. And these simple ideas are ultimately derived from 
my experience or mountains and of golden things. 

Support for the belief that aU our ideas derive from earlier 
impressions comes from the suggestion that any of our ideas can on 
reflection be broken down into its component parts wbich can then 
be seen to have come from impressions. Further suppon for this 
account comes from the observation that a man who had been 
completely blind from birth would be incapab le of having an idea of 
the colour red since be wou ld have bad no visual impression of the 
colour. Similarly, and more contentiously, Hume declares that someone 
who was selfish wouldn't be able to form an idea of feelings of 
gcnerosily. 

However, though Hume thir\ks that, for the most part, his refine­
ment of Locke's theory of ideas wi ll be able to explain the origin of 
any particu lar idea, he does nevenheless identify an exception to this 
principle. The exception is the missing shade of blue. Someone who 
has seen a wide r-dnge of shades of blue may never have bad an impres­
sion of one particular sbade. Despite this, he can fonn an idea of this 
missing shade of blue. According to Hume's theory this shou ld be 
impossible since he will have had no simple impression to which the 
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idea of the colour corresponds. However, he is not undu ly worried 
about this apparent counterexample because it is so exceptional and 
hence he does not refine his basic principles in the light of it. 

The association of ideas 

Hume suggests three types of Link between ideas. These provide an 
explanation of how it is that we move from one thought to another. 
They are: resemblance, contiguity, and cause and effect .. 

If two things resemble each other, then our thought of one natu­
ral ly leads us to thoughts of the other. So, for example, when I look 
at a picture of my daughter, my thoughts are naturally led to my 
daughter herself. If two things are contiguous in time or place, that 
is, if they occur close to one another, then, simi larly, an idea of one 
will lead to an idea of the other. So, if I think about my kitchen, then 
my thought will move easily to the adjoining living room because 
they are close together. Lastly, if two things are related because one 
is the cause of the other, then thoughts about the cause wil l lead us 
to thoughts about the effect. For instance, if I bave an idea of stub· 
bing my toe, then, as this is the cause of pain, my thoughts will move 
easily to ideas of pai n. 

Anned with his distinction between ideas and impressions and 
the three principles of the association of ideas, Hume believes he can 
account for all the workings of our conscious minds. 

Causation 

104 

Oue bi lliard ball strikes another and causes it to move. That is what 
we see and that. is how we describe it.. But what does it mean to say 
that one thing causes another? This is a fundamental question for 
Hume since, as he points out, aU our thi nking about matters of fact 
involves arguiog from knowo causes to expected effects, o r from 
perceived effects to probable causes. For instance, if I found a watch 
on a desert island I wou ld assume that the cause of its being there 
was that someone had once left it on the island. Jf 1 heard a voice 
speaki ng in the dark I would assume there was someone there. These 
are examples of reasoning from effects to their causes. When I see 
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one bi lliard ball rolling towards another, I anticipate its effect when 
it makes contact, thus reasoning from cause to probable effect. Scienti­
fic reasoning too is based on reasoning about cause and effect. 

Yet, rather than take the relations between cause and effect 
for granted, as we inevitably do most of the time, Hume questions 
where we get our idea of it from. No matter how many times I watch 
collisions of bil lia rd balls, I will not be able to discern anything in 
the first ball that means that tbe second ball must move in a certain 
d irection. Hume believes that the source of all our knowledge about 
causal relations is experience. Until we have observed two bi lliard 
balls colliding (or at least some similar event). we will have no idea 
about what will happen . Adam, the first man, wou ldn ' t have been able 
to tell that the effect of submerging his head in water would be that 
he would drown. Unti l he had experience of water he would not have 
had any way of knowing its effects. 

Once Adam learnt something about the effects of water, he 
would have predicted that it would contin ue to behave in the same 
way. This type of reasoning about the future based on past regulari­
ties is known as induction. Similar causes produce similar ellect:s. 
and we cannot help assuming that in thi s respect the future will be 
like the pasr. However, it is at this point that tbe so-called problem 
of induction becomes apparent. Our justilication for assuming that the 
future will be like the past is tlimsy. Yet it is the basis of all our 
thought. l can't use the fact that the assumption of regularity in nature 
has served me well in the past as a j ustification of inductive reason­
ing about the future: that would be a viciously circular argument 
using induction to justify induction. T he fact is that it is just a habit 
that human beings have, a lbeit one that, on the whole, serves us well. 
It is custom and habit that guide us througb life. not our powers 
of reason. 

Our knowledge of cause and effect, when closely examined, 
amounts to an assumption that if two things are c.onstantly found 
together with one occurring prior to the other then we will call the 
fi rs t a cause of the second the effect. Beyond what Hume calls 
'constant conjunction ' and prio rity in time of cause to effect, there is 
no necessary connection between a cause and its effect. It's not that 
Hume wants us to abandon our trust in relations between causes and 
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elfect>s: that would be impossible for us anyway. Rather he is demon­
strating how litlle our behaviour is dependent on reason, and how 
much on our inherited nature and habits. 

Free will 

10 6 

Traditionally human free wi ll has beeo thought to be incompatible 
with al l our actions being caused. If every human acrioo is simply the 
ellect of some prio r cause, then our sense of having control 
over our actions is misleading. Free wi ll on this view is just an illu­
sion. And without free wil l there can be no room for moral 
responsibility and culpability: if all our actions are caused and are 
thus outside our control, it cannot be appropriate to praise or blame 
us for them. 

Hume opposed this way of thinking, arguing both that all our 
actions are in some sense caused and that we have free will . This 
view is usually known as compatibilism. Hume's argument is some­
what sketchy. He stresses that human beings are just as much subject 
to oarural laws as is physica l matter. For instance, simi lar motives 
teod to produce similar actions: there is the same sort of constant 
conjunction of cause and effect found in the human world as in the 
material one. Someone who leaves a purse full of gold on the pave­
ment at Charing Cross wou ld no more expect to find it there when 
he re turns than he wou ld expect it to sprout wings and fly. There is 
a predictable regularity in human behaviour, and this is evident 
throughout history and in every nation. T his regularity in human nature 
in no way undem1ines the possibi lity of each of us choosing what we 
wi ll do. There is, then, for Hume no contradiction involved between 
our act ions being predictable and their being freely chosen. 

Hume considers the suggestion that his account of human behav­
iour has the consequence that either nooe of our actions are wrong, 
since they cao be traced back to God as their cause; o r e lse our evil 
actions ultimately spring from God. With a certain amount of irony 
Hume rejects both options as obviously absurd and suggests that the 
answer to this problem is beyond the scope of his phi losophy. 
However, most of his readers wou ld have appreciated that he was 
presenting a thinly concealed attack on the notion of God. If there is 
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no God, or if God is not as the theologians describe him, then there 
may be no problem about attributing responsibility for evil human 
actions. 

His sceptici sm about various arguments for the existence of 
God continues in two in1portant chapters, one on the so-caUed 
Argument from Design. and the o ther on miracles. These chapters 
were not included in the Treatise. They were considered extremely 
controversial when published in the Enquiry Concerning Hwn(m 
Understanding, and the discussion of mirac les was the subject of many 
pamphlets from enraged theologians. As the chapter on the Argument 
from Design overlaps substantial ly wirb the argument in his Dialogues 
Concerning Natllral Religion (the subject of the next chapter in this 
book), I will not discuss it here. 

Miracles 

The basic principle that Hume asks us to accept is that a wise person 
wi ll always proportion hi s or her belief to the evidence avai lable on 
any issue. This uncontroversial princip le is the starting point for his 
dismissal of the suggestion that we shou ld believe s.incere accounts 
by those who claim to have witnessed miracles. 

Hume is very clear about what a miracle is. It is a transgres­
sion of a law of nature, and one which is usually presumed to have 
been caused by God. Miracles shou ld not be confused with merely 
extraordinary occurrences. For example, it would be a miracle if I 
suddenly began to hover two feet above the ground with no supp01t 
and nothing physically keeping me there. It would be merely extra­
ordinary if [ were to win the lo ttery. Hovering above the ground 
involves defying tbe established laws of physics; winning tbe lonery 
is no miracle (unless, perhaps, 1 were to win it w.ithout holding a 
ticket): it is just a relatively unlikely occurrence given tbe massive 
odds against it:s happening to me. 

Many people claim to have witnessed miracles in the above 
sense. However. Hume argues that we shou ld never believe their testi­
mony unless it would be more miraculous that they were lying o r 
deceived than that the miracle occurred. We should always believe the 
lesser miracle, and always prefer an explanation that relies on the 
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merely extrnordinary to one which is based on the occurrence of 
something miraculous. T lli s is the sensible policy of someone who 
proportions belief to the available evidence. 

Hume suggests that the evidence should always incline us to 
believe that no miracle has happened. This is because any law of 
nature has been confim1ed by numerous observations of it holding. 
Given tbe principle of believing in proportion to the available evidence, 
Hume mainta ins that particular eye-witness testimony of miracles 
is insufficient evidence on which to base the view that a Jaw of nature 
has been transgressed. His position is bolstered by facts of psychology 
such as that human beings get a great deal of pleasure from emotions 
of amazement and wonder, the kinds of emotions that are typically 
aroused by reports of miracles. This can be a stimulus to self-decep­
tion about whether what you are wimessing is a miracle or not. Most 
of those who claim to have witnessed miracles stand to gain a great 
deal: they are likely to be given special treatmem and to be thought 
of as specia ll y chosen by God. This can act as a strong incentive to 
deceive ei ther others or themselves. 

All these factors c.ombioe to make it much more likely in any 
particular case that a miracle didn't take place than that it did. Burne 
does no1. rule out lhe logica l possibility of mirac les occurring; but he 
does suggest lhal a wise person should never believe a reporl of one. 

Hume's Fork 
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Hume ends Ius Enquiry with a forceful condemnation of phi losophical 
writing which does not meet up to his stric t empirical principles. 
Of any book he asks two questions. The dichotomy set up by these 
two questions has come 10 be known as Hume's Fork. The two ques­
tions are: first, does it contain any abstract reasoning of the sort found 
in malhematics or geometry? If n01. docs il contain any factua l state­
menrs of a kind that can be observed or lested? If neither. he declares. 
'Commit it then to lhe !lames; for it can conlain nothing but sophistry 
and illusion.' 
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Crit icisms of Hume 

Presupposes theory of ideas 

Hume's philosophy, especially his account of induction, has been 
remarkably resilient in the face of criticism. However, one part of it 
which has been rejected by almost all present-day philosophers is the 
tbcory of ideas. Humc d.id not rea ll y argue for this account of the 
mind, but r-ather took it for grnnted and refined it. Yet, there are 
numerous difficu lties which arise for th.is sort of representative theory, 
some of which were mentioned in the chapter on Locke's Essay, sucb 
as the homunculus problem. 

The missing shade of blue presents a counterexample 

As we have seen, Hume does consider the example of the missing 
shade of blue as a possible coumerexample to hi s view that all our 
ideas come from prior impressions, but he di smisses it as an excep­
tional case. However, the same sort of example could be constructed 
for any of the five senses: the missing note in a musical scale, the 
Tuissing taste between two known tastes, the m.i ssiog texture, the 
missing smell that fa lls between two perfumes. This sort. of example, 
if taken seriously, pre.sent:s a greater threat to Hume's account of the 
mind than he seems to rea lise. 

T here are. however, a t least two ways in which Hmne might 
re-spond to this sort of criticism. First, be cou ld simply deny the possi­
bility of havi ng an idea of the missing shade of blue (or any of its 
equ ivalents). He chose not to do this. Secondly, he might consider the 
idea of the missing shade a complex idea, perhaps a combination of 
the ideas of blue and of the relation of being lighter than. However, 
because of a commitment to the supposition that ideas of colours are 
always simple ideas, he chooses not to do tbis either. 
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Dates 

1711 born in Edinburgh, Scotland. 
1739-40 Treatise of Human Nature published. 
1748 Enqui1y Concerning Human Understanding published. 
1776 dies in Edinburgh. 
1779 Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (see next chapter) 

published posthumously. 

Glossary 

compatibilism: the belief lhal aU our actions bave prior causes and 
yet that we do genuinely have free will and not j ust an illusion 
of it. 

constant conjunction: when two or more things are always found 
together. 

contiguity: closeness, for example, in time or in space. 
Idea: a copy of an impression. Notice that Hume's use of this term 

is more restricted than Locke's. 
impression: any direct perception. including of our own feel ings. 

JJ11prcss.ions are, according to Hume, more vivid ('lively') than 
the ideas they give rise to. 

induction: generalising on the basis of a limited range of case.s. You 
use induction when you predict the future on the basis of what 
bas happened in the pas!. 

miracle: a transgression of a law of nature attributed to God's inter­
vention. 

per ception: Hume's tem1 for any thought, whether an impression or 
an idea. 

scepticism: philosophical doubt. 

Further reading 

1 1 0 

John Passmore's interview with Bryan Magee in Bryan Magee The Omtll 
Philosophers (Oxford: Oxford University Press,1988). provides a clear 
overview of some of Hume's central themes, as does the relevant chapter 
of Stephen Priest's The British Empiricists (Harmondsworth: Pengu in, 
L990). 
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Barry Stroud Hume (London: Routledge, Arguments of the Philosophers 
series, 1977) is a more advanced book that emphasises the constructive as 
well as sceptical aspects of Hume's philosophical project. 

E. C. Mossncr's biogrnphy David Hwne (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2nd edn, L 980) makes fascinating reading. 

1 1 1 
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C h apter 11 

David Hume 

Dialogues 

Concerning Natural 

Religion 

Apart from Plato, very few philosophers have written 
successfu lly in dialogue fonn. David Hume is the 
most impressive exception. His Dialogues Concerning 
Narural Religion is a masterpiece both of pbi losoph.ical 
argument and literary execution. Unlike Plato, who 
gave Socrates all the best li nes, Hume shares the good 
arguments between the three main speakers, Demea, 
Cleanthes and Philo, though it is clear that his sympa­
thies, on the whole, lie with the last of these. The effect 
is to draw the reader into the debate. The 'correct' view 
is uot clearly labelled as such, and must be discovered 
through the cut and thrust of the dialogue, a technique 
he borrowed from the Larin author Cicero. 

Hume did not publisb this work in his lifetime: 
he feared persecution from the re lig ious authorities. 
However, he took great pa.ins to make sure that it was 
pub lished posthumously. The central topic of the book 
is the Design Argument for the existence of the Christian 
God. The Design Argument was the mainstay of advo­
cates of natural religion, that is, those who based their 
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reHgious beliefs on scientific evidence. Natural re ligion was usually 
contt11sted with revelation. Revelation was the supposed proof of God's 
ex istence and attributes provided by the Gospels, with their accounts 
of miracles performed by ChJ:is t, and in particular his resurrection. 
Hume had already mounted a sustained attack on the claims of 
revelation in his controversial essay 'Of Miracles' . which appeared in 
his An Enquiry Conceming Human Understanding (discussed .i n the 
previous chapter). In the Dialogues, natu ral re ligion comes under lire, 
though in a more oblique way since the arguments are g iven by 
fictional chamcters rather than in Hume's own voice. 

The characters 

1 1 4 

Although five characters are mentioned by name in Lhe Dialogues. the 
debate is all carried by the three main speakers: Cleanthes, Demea and 
Phi lo. The whole conversation is reported by Pamphilus to his friend 
Hermippus, but neither of them joins in the philosophical discussion. 

Each of tbe three main characters defends a recogni sable posi­
tion. Cleantbes believes in the Design Argument, the view that the 
apparent design in tbe uni verse proves the ex..istence of God. He is, 
then, a defender of natura l reugion. Demea is a fideist: tbat is, he 
does not put his trust in reason, but makes a commitment of faith that 
God ex ists and that he has the attributes ascribed lo him. However, 
he also believes that the so-ca lled First Cause Argument provides 
concl usive proof of God 's existence. Philo, whose arguments are, with 
one possible exception, the arguments that Hume himself wou ld have 
been happy to use, is a mitigated sceptic. His principal ro le in the 
Dialogues is to criticise tile positions put forward by Lhe other two 
maio characters and thereby demonstrate that reason can reveal 
nothing significant about God's attributes. ln particular, his critique 
of tbe Design Argument and the conclusions which can be drawn from 
it is devastati ng. For most or the book it would be easy to take Philo 
to be an atheist. However, he does slate that he thinks it is obvious 
that God exists and that the important questions are about which attrib­
ute.s he has. Whether o r not this was an ironic touch added by Hume, 
to prevent the authorities banning the work as a defence of a theism, 
is unclear. 
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The Design Argument 

Cteanthes puts forward the 'argument a posteriori' which is now 
bcner known as tbc Design Argument. A posteriori. arguments arc 
arguments from experience. This is the argument that we can prove 
the existence of an a ll-powerfu l, aU-knowing, benevolent' God by 
considering rhe narural world. [f we look around us we li nd that every 
aspect of the natural. world bears the marks of apparent design. It a ll 
fits together like a machine. For instance, the human eye is brilliantly 
suited to seeing; the lens, cornea and retina seem to have been thought 
Ull by a superior in telligence and the design and construction of the 
eye is more skilfu l than anythi ng made by human hands. The conclu­
sion that Cleanthes draws from this sort of observation is that the 
natural world must have been designed by an intelligent creator. This 
creato r must have had an intelligence in proportion to the magnitude 
and grandeur of his work and so must have been God as tradi tionally 
conceived. In other words, Cieanthes draws an analogy between 
nature and human artifacts, and on the basis of this concludes not 
only that God exists, but that he is a ll-powerful, all-knowing and 
benevolent. 

To lend further support to his argument, Cleanthes uses several 
memorable examples. If we were to bear a voice speaking intelligently 
in the dark we would certainl y, and quite reasonably, conclude that 
there was somebody rhere. The articulare voice in the dark would be 
sufficient evidence for this conclusion. The works of nature provide, 
according to Cleanthcs, at least as mucb evidence for God 's existence 
as would an articu late voice speaking in the dark for the presence of 
a speaker. 

Anotber example Cleanthes uses is the vegetating Ubrary. 
Imagine books were Jiving things which could reproduce like plants. 
If we d iscovered a book with its markings (words arranged in a mean­
ingful order), then we wou ld treat this as conclusive proof of its having 
been wrilt'en by an inrell igent being. Even if books reproduced 
themselves, this would not detract from the evidence they present that 
they contain the traces of thought. S imilarly, Cleanthes a lleges, we 
can read intelligence and design in the works of nature. Only a blind 
dogmatist would deny the evidence that nature provides for God's 
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ex istence and attributes. Or so Cieanthes believes. However, much of 
the Dialogues is taken up with Philo, and to a certain extent Demea, 
attacking Cleanthes' argument. 

Criticisms of the Design Argument 

Weakness of analogy 

One argument that Philo uses against the Design Argument is that it 
rests on a relatively weak ana logy between the na tu ral world, or pa rts 
of it, and human creations. Arguments from analogy rely on there 
being pronounced simi larities between the two things being compared. 
If the similarities are relatively superficial, then any conclusion drawn 
on their basis will be weak and will require independent evidence or 
argument as supp01t . 

If we examine a house, then it is quite reasonable to conclude 
from its structure that it has been designed by a builder o r an archi­
tect. This is because we have had experience of similar effects (other 
build ings} being brought about by this sort of cause (being designed 
by a bui lder or an architect). So far we are on fi rm ground when 
we use an argument. from analogy. But when the entire universe is 
compared to something like a house the d issimilarity between the 
things compared is so striking that any conclusions based on the 
alleged analogy between the two can be nothing more than guess­
work. Yet Cleanthes treats this sort of argument from analogy as 
conclusive evidence for God's existence and attributes. 

Limitations on the conclusion 

1 1 6 

T he basic principle that underlies the Design Argument is that similar 
effects are produced by similar causes. Because the parts and whole 
of the natural world resemb le a machi ne in some respects. it is reason­
able to conclude that they originate from the same sort of cause as 
does a machine, namely intelligent design. However, if this principle 
is applied rigorously, as Phi lo points out, Cleanthes would be forc-ed 
into an extreme form of anthropomorphism (the tendency to a ttribute 
human characteristics to non-human thi ngs, in thi s case to God). 
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For instance, traditional theology teaches that God is perfect. 
But if we take the analogy between divine and human designers seri­
ously, we can't be justified in claiming that God is perfect, since 
human designers, mani festly, are not perfect. ln which case, even if 
tbe design argument does prove the existence of a creator, it is spec­
tacularly uninfonnative about his attributes, which is the declared 
subject matter of the conversation between Cleanthes, Demea and 
Philo. 

To take another example: traditional theology is monotheistic. 
However, most complicated large-scale human projects are achieved 
as a resu lt of teams of designers and builders worklng together. If we 
make strict use of analogy when trying to explain the creation of the 
universe, then we will have to take seriously the suggestion that the 
uni verse was created by a team of gods. 

Alternative explanations 

Phi lo also suggests several altemative exp lanations of the apparent 
o rder and design in the world. Some of these are far-fetched, and 
deliberately so. His point is that if we scrutinise the evidence prov.ided 
by the Design Argument it can't ru le out these alternatives. There is 
a t least as much evidence for them as there is that the Christian God 
is the source of order and design in the universe. 

For instance, at one point Phi lo gets very close to suggesting a 
theory of evolu tion on the lines of natural selection. He conjectures 
that apparent design could have arisen from the fact that those animals 
not well adapted to !he environment in which !hey find themselves 
simply die. Tbus, he suggests, we should not be surprised to find 
animals weU adapted to their surroundings. Since Darwin put forward 
his ideas about evolution, almost a century after Hume's Dialogues, 
most scientists b.ave taken the theory of an impersonal natural selec­
tion as the best available explanation of the apparent design exhibited 
by animals and plan t.s. 

Another alternative exphmation that Pttilo tOys with is that ol' a 
g igantic spider spinning the universe from its abdomen. His point is 
that order and apparent design don't necessarily stem from an intel­
ligent brain. Spiders spin webs with order and design, yet they spin 
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Evil 

1 1 8 

from their abdomens. The analogy between a spider and a creato r of 
the universe may seem absurd, Philo agrees. But if there were a planet 
inhabited solely by sp iders, then it would seem the most natural expla­
nation of order, as natural as it seems to us that all apparent design 
stems from human-like thought. 

The most destructive criticism of the Design Argument is prov ided 
by the problem of evil. How could a benevolent God have designed 
a world in which there is so much suffering? Philo paints a picture 
of human life beset with pain. Cleanthes' response is that such pain 
might be the lesser of two evils. His claim is that the reason God 
designed a world with so much potential for pain and suffering built 
into it was that any alternative world would have been even worse. 
But, as Phi lo insists, an omnipotent God could have created a better 
world. Or at least that's how it seems to mere mortals. Phi lo identi­
fies four principal causes of suffering, none of which seem necessary, 
but all of which are part of the human condition. 

First, we are so constituted tbat pain as well as pleasure is in 
some cases needed to stir us into action. We seem to have been 
designed so that, for instance, the discomfort of extreme thirst gives 
us a strong incentive to fi nd some water; whereas, Philo thinks, we 
cou ld have been driven purely by the desire for pleasure of varying 
degrees . Secondly, the world, inclurling the human world, strictly 
follows what be calls 'general laws'. These are the laws of physics. 
A direct result of th is is that all sorts of calamities occur. Yet surely 
a good and onltlipotent God cou ld intervene to stop such events. A 
few minor adj ustments (such as in the present cent.ury removing a few 
pans of Stal in 's and Hitler's brains) would have produced a much 
bener world wi th far less suffering in it. But God chose not to inter­
vene. Thirdly, narure equips us witb the bare minimum that we need 
to survive. T his makes us vulnerable to the slightest fluctuation in our 
circumstances. Philo suggests that a benevolent parent-like God would 
have provided more generously for us in such things as food and 
natu ral s trength. Fourth ly, Philo points to the bad workmanship evident 
in the design of the universe, a t least when it is seen from a human 
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perspective. Thus we lind that although rain is necessary to help plant>s 
g row and to give us drink, it frequently rains so hard that flooding 
results. This and numerous other 'design faults' lead Philo to the 
conclusion that t11e creator of the uni verse must have been indifferent 
to human suffering. Certainly the Design Argument does not provide 
sufficient evidence to warrant a belief in a benevolent creato r. 

The First cause Argument 

Although most of the discussion in the Dialogues focuses on the 
Design Argument, this is not the only aUeged proof of' God 's ex is­
tence and nature that is brought up. Demea is an ardent defender of 
what he calls the 'simple and sublime argument a priori', better known 
as the Cosmological o r First Cause Argument. This is the argument 
wbich begins with the assumption that anyth.ing that ex ists must have 
had a prior cause which explains its ex istence. If we trace the chain 
of effects and causes back in time we must either keep on going in 
what is known as an infinite regress; o r e lse we wiU fi nd an uncaused 
cause, one that necessarily exists. Demea thinks tbe tirst option absurd. 
and so concludes that the necessarily existing uncaused cause is the 
first cause of everything and is God. Cleantbes' response includes the 
argument that if we are looking for a first cause of everything we 
needn' t go back further than to the universe itself: there is no need 
to postulate a cause preceding that. Or, to put it another way, even if 
the First Cause Argument proves that there is a necessarily existing 
being, it does not prove that that being is God as traditionally 
conceived by Christians. 

Was Hume an atheist? 

I have already mentioned the difficul ty of unravelling precisely wb.at 
Hume believed about religion on the basis of tbe Dialogues. Philo, 
despite being the character closest intellectually to Hume, is not simply 
a mouthpiece for the pttilosopher. Many of Hume's contemporaries 
took it for granted that he was an atheist, and no doubt if the Dialogues 
had been published during his lifetime it would have been h·eated as 
conclusive proof of this. However, Hume was genuinely shocked when 
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he met unashamed atheists in Paris in the I 760s, though his views 
might have changed by the end of his life. 

His official doctrine was mitigated sceptic ism: a moderate form 
of scepticism which takes noU1ing on trust but does not go to the 
absurdi ties of those sceptics who attempt to live as if nothing what­
soever cou ld be taken for granted. Mitigated scepticism applied to 
questions of reli gion points in the direction of atheism, but s tops short 
of it. The mitigated sceptic would not accept the Design Argument 
as proof of the Christian God 's ex istence o r anributes. But saying that 
there is insufficient evidence on which to base a belief in God's exis­
tence is not the s~une as asserting that God definitely does not exist. 
Hume might have considered atheism itself a dogmatic position, that 
is, one for which there is insufficient evidence. Perhaps, then, Hume 
really did believe, a long with Phi lo, that the universe had some kind 
of intelligent creato r. However, he certainly believed that human 
reason was insufficient to give us detailed knowledge of what that 
creator, if there was one, might be like. He died wiU1out holding out 
any hope of an afterlife. 

Dates 

See previous chapter. 

Glossary 

12 0 

analogy: a comparison between two things. Arguments from analogy 
rely on the supposition that if two things are alike in some 
respects, they arc likely to be alike in others. 

anthropomorphism: a ttributing human qualities to non-humans, in 
this case to God. 

argument a p osteriori: argument from ex1>erienc.e. In the Dialogues 
Hume uses this phrase to refer to the Design Argument. 

a rgument a priori: argument from reason raU1er than experience. In 
the Dia.logttes Hurne uses this phrase to refer to the First Cause 
or Cosmological Argument. 

a theism: U1e belief that no God or gods exist. 
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Cosmologica l Arg umen t: an argument for God's existence based on 
the notion that if God didn' t exist nothing would exist. 

Design Argument: an argument for God's ex is tence based on the 
evidence of design in the natural world. 

fidelsm: tbc positio n of those who rely o n faith in God's existence 
rather than on reason and argument. 

First Cause Argument: an argumen t for God's ex istence based oo 
the c la im that there must have been a first uncaused cause of 
everything and that that is God. 

monotheism: be lief in the exis tence of one God. 
naturnl re ligion: the be lief that there is scientific evidence for God's 

existence; usually contrasted with revealed religion. 
polytheism : belief in the existence of more than one god. 
revealed r eligion: the bel ief that God's existence is demonstrated by 

the testimony of miracles, especially in the scriptures. 
theism: bel ie f in the existence of one God who is all-knowing, a ll ­

powerfu l and supremely benevolent. 

Further reading 

I. C. A. Gaskin Hume 's Philosophy of Religion (London: Macmillan, 2nd 
edn, 1988) provides a clear overview of this aspect of Hume's philosophy 
and contains extended discussion of the arguments used in the Dialogues. 

I. L. Mackie The Miracle oj'Tireism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982) 
provides an excellent introduction to the philosophy or religion and includes 
a discussion of Hume 1S Dialogues. 

Humc's 'Of a Particular Providence and of a F"uture State', which is chapter 
XI of An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. overlaps significantly 
with the discussion of the Design Argument in the Dialogues, in terms of 
both content and literar)' technique. 

Michael Ignatieff gives a moving account of Hume's death in 'Metaphysics 
and the 1\·lark.etplace' , in his Tire Needs of Stmngers (Loudon: Vintage, 
1994). 
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Chapter 12 

Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau 

The Social Contract 

'Man was born free, and everywhere he is in chains.' 
This, the opening line of The Social Contract, has stirred 
tbe heart of many a revolutionary over tbe past two 
hundred years. Yet it is balanced in the same book by the 
d isconcerting thought that those who fail to act for the 
general good of the state should be 'forced to be free'. 
T his sounds like a licence for oppression given the diffi­
culty of ascertaining what is genuinely for the good of 
the state. Both these ideas convey the uncompromising 
nature of Rousseau's philosophy: he was ne\•er afraid to 
express controversial and even dangerous views. In an 
age when the convention was ro publish such views 
anonymously, Rousseau wrote under hi s own name. As 
a result maoy of his works were banned and he lived in 
perpetua l fear of perseculion, several rimes hav ing ro tlee 
his home for a safer retreat. ln the circumstances it is not 
surprising that in la ter years he became paranoid, believ­
ing that he was the viclim of an international conspimcy. 

Rousseau 's central aim in The Socia./ Comract is 
to explain the sources and limits of legitimate authority. 
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He believes that our duties towards the state stem from a social 
conh-act, or social pact, as he sometimes calls it, by means of which 
groups of individuals are transfom1ed into a body politic: a whole 
which has its own general will which isn' t necessari ly simply a sum 
of the individual wills of the people of which it is composed. 

Social contract 

12 4 

Like most writers in the social contract tradition, including Hobbes 
and Locke, Rousseau describes the social contract as if it. were a histor­
ical even!. However, he does not mean by this to unravel how actual 
states were created; rather it is simply a device to bring out the under­
lying structure of the state. He is not saying that there was a moment 
in hi story when people actually got together and made a deal with 
each other, but only that the relations between citizens and the state 
can best be understood by considering the hypothetical origins of the 
association. 

The basic agreement made by members of a state is that they 
shall unite for their conunon good. There is a great deal ro be gained 
by co-operating as part of a society rather than li ving alone. Society 
can provide protection of life and property. So individuals have a 
strong incentive to collaborate and fonn a stare. 

At first glance it might seem that Rousseau entertains two 
incompatible ideals since he both praises the freedom that all humans 
have, even outside society, and emphasises the great benefits of life 
within society. Our natural freedom is a necessary part of our 
humanity: if we give up our freedom entirely, o r become slaves, then 
we cease to be fu ll y human. If society were to take away our freedom 
entirely then there would be no point in joining it, since in the process 
we would lose our hu manity. Rousseau sets himself the task of 
explaining how we can form a state without sacrificing freedom. This 
may seem impossible since the esseoce of li fe in society is tbat you 
give up most of your natural freedoms in order to reap the benefits 
of protection. However, Rousseau believes that his particular version 
of social contract theory does provide a formula that combines genuine 
freedom with the fru its of society. Cenh-al to his account is his doctrine 
of the general will. 
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The general will 

Once individuals have been transfonued into a state by means of a 
social contract, tbey are united by common goals. The genera l wil l is 
the wish of the sta te as a whole: the gene ral will pursues the common 
good. 

T he concept of the general will is pro bably easie r to understand 
when it is compared with that of the will of all. lt may be that all the 
individuals who together make up the state de-sire a certain outcome 
because they stand to gain individually by it: for instance, they might 
aU desire a red uction in mx.atioo. Thus tbe will of all the individua ls 
is to lower taxes. However, if the who le state s tands to gain by keeping 
taxes high, then that is the general will, even though the individuals 
with their personal inte rests do not wish to pursue this policy. For the 
co n\mon good, taxes should be kept h.igb and anyone who resists this 
shou ld be 'forced to be free'. Simila rly, I rnight as an individual bave 
a vested interest in a new road not be ing built through my back garden. 
However. if tbe new ro ute rums out to be the best one for the common 
good, then as part of the state J must wi ll tltis. 

Rousseau's philosophy draws a sharp dis tinction between indi­
vidua ls with their personal interests and desires, which are largely 
self-serving, and those same indi viduals as parts of the s tate. In the 
latter public role, there is no scope for dissent from the general will: 
that wou ld be like turning against your own better self. The self-inter­
ested desires that you have as an indi vidual shou ld a lways be 
subservient to the higher aims o f the general will. The general will 
is for the commoo good, and the contioued existence of the state 
depends opon its members seu:ing as ide their private interests wbere 
they conflict with the state's interests. 

Freedom 

This might seem to leave little room for freedom, at least as the 
term is gene rally understood. If you have to sacrifice your personal 
desires for the greater good of the state, then it seems that your free­
dom to act will often be limited . We have already seen that Rousseau 
is happy to advocate forcing people to be free when they refuse to 
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acknowledge the force of the general will. However, Rousseau main­
tains that far from diminishing freedom, this organi sation of the sta te 
prov ides it. Acting in accordance with the general will is the most 
important form of freedom. It is civil freedom, as opposed to the mere 
desire-satisfaction permissible outside society. For him there is nothing 
paradoxical about achiev ing such freedom by means of force. 

The legislator 

T he success and longevity of a state depend on the nature of irs consti­
nnion. Good and appropriate laws are needed for its continued 
survival. Rousseau suggests that tl1ese laws shou ld be created by a 
legislator. l11e good legislator is a remarkable individual who brings 
about a transformation of the people by making a flourishing state 
possible. Rousseau argues that the legislato r's only function should 
be to write the laws of the state. A legisla to r who was also a sover­
eign might be tempted to s.k.ew the laws in the direction of hi s interests, 
knowing that he would have the power to gain by this. Nor should 
the legisla tor draw up an ideal set of laws wi thout taking into account 
the nature of the people and land for whom be is working. Laws have 
10 be tailored to circumstances. 

Government 

126 

Government should be clearly distinguished from the soverergn. 
Government's role is purely executive. Tllis means that the govern­
ment is tile group of individuals who put into action the general 
policies that have been provided by the sovereign. The sovereign is 
the name Rousseau gives to the state when it is actively pursuing the 
general wilL In less than perfect states tl1e sovereign may take another 
form, but in Rousseau's idea l state it is composed of every citizen. 
His use of the word 'sovereign' can be quile confusing because for 
us it can simply mean 'monarch' . But Rousseau was thoroughly 
opposed to the idea that sovereign power should rest with a monarch. 
One reason why 1J1e Social Contract was considered to be subver­
sive was its defence of ru le by the people and its open attacks on the 
idea of a hereditary monarchv. . -
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Three types of government 

Rousseau considers three possible types of government, though he 
recognises that most actual states employ a mixture of types. 
T he three basic types are democracy, aristocracy and monarchy. 
Unlike many political theorists, Rousseau does not prescribe one fonn 
of government for every state: a certain flexibi lity is appropriate, taking 
into account tl1e circumstances, the size of the state, the nature and 
customs of rbe people, and so on. However, be does rank 
the types of governmem and clearly prefers an elecli\•e aristocracy 
above lhe rest. 

Democracy 

Although the governments of the United Kingdom and the United 
States are often described as 'democratic', for Rousseau they 
would more likely be coumed as elective aristocracies. By 'demo­
cracy' he meant direct democracy, that is, the system by which every 
citizen is entitled ro vote on every issue. Clearly such a system could 
only work in a very small state and with relatively simple business 
to decide, o therwise the logistics of getting the whole citizen-
ship together and getting through the business of goverrunent would 
rhwan al l other activity. Rousseau recognises the anmctiveness of such 
direct democracy when the practical difficulties can be overcome, 
but points our that 'so perfect a govemment' is beller suited to gods 
than mortals. 

Aristocracy 

Rousseau recognises three types of aristocracy: natural, elective and 
hereditary. We usually only use the word to describe the last of these. 
He thinks hereditary aristocracy the worst kind of aristocracy. and 
electi ve t:he best .. Elective aristocracy is goverrunenr by a group of 
individuals who have been eJected on grounds of the.ir suitability for 
the job. Eleclions mi nimise the risk of those who pur private interests 
before the conunon good exercising their power for long. 

12 7 
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Monarchy 

Monarchy puts the power of government into the hands of an 
individual. This system has many inherent dangers. For instance, 
Rousseau maintains that monarchs tend not to appoint competent 
officers, but select on the basis of their u1ak.ing a good impression a t 
coUI't rather than aptitude for the job. The resu lt is bad government. 
He is particularly scathing about hereditary monarchies, which, he 
says, a lways run the risk of banding over supreme power to chi ldren, 
monsters or imbeciles, a view that would not have been sympatheti­
cally heard by those who believed in the d ivine right of kings, the 
idea that inherited monarchy was God's will. 

Criticisms of Rousseau 

Freedom 

Ooe common crit ic ism of Rousseau's The Social Contract is tbat it 
seems to legitimise oppression of an extreme kiud; that far from 
providing the conditions for freedom, it g ives totalitarian governments 
a j ustification fo r removing them. This view is lent support not just by 
the sinister iruplicalions of the phrase 'forced to be free' but also by 
Rousseau's suggestion tbat the state should employ a censor whose 
responsibilit)' it is to enforce morality. The civil freedom that Rousseau 
celebrates may turn out to be extreme oppression, it cettainly needn' t 
include the toleration that the word 'freedom' seems to hint at. Whether 
this is or is not so wil l depend on the nature of the general will. 

This is not to say that Rousseau was deliberately providing 
a framework for oppression. His sincere aim was 10 describe a situa­
tion which would provide both freedom and the benefi ts of society. 
However, it is a weakness o r nis system that it could support oppres­
sion. 

How do we discover the general will? 

12 8 

Even if we concede that we should sacrifice our individual interests 
for the sake of the general will, there s tjJI remains the problem of 
discovering what that general will is. Rousseau suggests that if the 
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people voted on any issue without consulting each other, then the 
majority vote would be in the direction of the general wi ll, minor 
d ifferences of interest, as it were, cancelling each other out. However, 
this seems implausible: it wou ld at the very least require a fully 
informed populace. Besides, to expect tbe people to vote without 
forming factions is unrealistic. So we are left with the practical 
problem of deciding wbat is for the common good. Without the possi­
bility of discovering the common good, Rousseau's ent ire theory 
would crumble. 

Dates 

1712 born in Geneva, Switzerland. 
1762 publishes The Social Contract. 
1778 dies i.n Enncnonville, Frao.ce. 

Glossary 

aristocracy: an elite group of rulers who may owe their position to 
nature, election, o r else beredity. 

democracy: for Rousseau t:his usual ly means the direct participation 
of all citizens in any major decision. 

executive: those responsible for putting state policies into action. 
general will: whatever is in the common good. Not to be confused 

with the wi ll of al l. 
legislator: the exceptional individual entrusted to write the sta te's 

constitution. 
monarchy: a state which entrusts its fate to a monarch, usually 

selected on tbe basis of heredity. Rousseau strongly opposed 
monarchy. 

social contract: tbe agreement of individuals to come together to form 
a srate held together by their common interest:s. 

SO\'ereign: not to be confused with a monarch. For Rousseau the 
sovereign is, idea lly, the sta te pursuing the geneml will. 

will of all: the sum of what particular citizens happen to de.sire. This 
need not coincide with the general will: the wi ll of all may not 
be in the general interest as individuals often choose selfi shly. 

129 
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FURTHER READING
Robert Wokler Rousseau (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Past Masters series, 1995) is a brief
introduction to Rousseau’s thought.
Timothy O’Hagan Rousseau (London: Routledge, Arguments of the Philosophers series, 2000) is a more
substantial analysis of Rousseau’s philosophy.
N. J. H. Dent A Rousseau Dictionary (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992) is a very useful reference book which
gives clear explanations of all Rousseau’s major philosophical concepts.
Rousseau’s autobiography, Confessions (first published in 1782, several translations available), gives
some remarkable insights into his life. Maurice Cranston’s three-volume biography also provides a rich
source of information about Rousseau the man.
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C h apter 1 3 

Immanuel Kant 

Critique of Pure 

Reason 

Immanuel Kant describes his approach as a 'Copernican 
Revolution ' in philosophy. Copernicus put. forward the 
tbeory that the eartb moves round the sun rather than 
vice versa. Kant's revolu tionary idea is that the world 
that we inhabit and perceive depends on qualities of the 
perceiver's mind, rather than simply existing indepen­
dently of us. 

If you look at the world through rose-tinted spec­
tacles, then everything will appear pink. Before Kant, 
many phi losophers assumed that we were, for the most 
part, passive recipients of .information about the world. 
Kant, in contrast, argued that as perceivers of the world 
we impose certain features on all our experience. It is a 
condition of baving any experience at aU that we expe­
rience the world as including relations of cause and 
effect., being ordered in time, and that the objects we 
perceive are related spatially to each other. Cause 
and effect., and time and space, are contributed by the 
perceiving subject rather than being out there in the 
world, existing independently of us. The 'spectacles' that 
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we wear colour all our experience. To carry the analogy further, we 
would not be able to experience anything at all if we removed the 
'spectacles' . 

The Critique of Pure Reason is, as its title suggests, an attack 
on the idea that by reason alone we can discover the nature of reality. 
Kant's conclusion is that knowledge requires both sensory experience 
and concepts contributed by tbe perceiver. Eitber witbout the o ther is 
useless. In particular, metaphysical specularion about what lies beyond 
the realm or appearances is worthless unless it is grounded in expe­
rience. Pure reason wiU not. provide the key to tbe ultimate nature of 
a transcendent reality. 

T he book is complex and difficult to follow de-spite its carefully 
designed 'architectonic' or structure. Part of the difficulty stems from 
the intrinsic difficulty of the subject matter, the fact that Kant is inves­
tigating the limits of human knowledge; but much of it is a d irect 
consequence of his use of technical language and his convoluted style. 
Another feature which makes it difficult to read is the intercotuJect­
edness of the parts; a full understanding of the work would involve 
knowing all its parts and bow they interrelate. Here there is only space 
to sketch some of its major themes. 

The synthetic a priori 

132 

Empi ricist philosophers, such as David Hume, distinguished two 
sorts of knowledge: relations of ideas and matters of fact. Relations 
of ideas gave knowledge that was true by definition, such as that 
all kangaroos are animals. We can be sure of the truth of this inde­
pendently of having any experience of kangaroos. It simply follows 
from the definition of 'kangaroo'. If someone clainls t.o have 
discovered a kangaroo that isn't an an imal, we know in advance 
of checking their story that they are confused about tbe meani ng of 
'kangaroo'. Kanr calls statements like 'all kangaroos are animals' 
'analytic'. 

An example of the o ther so1t of knowledge that Hume recog­
nised is 'some bachelors have collections of etchings '. The way to 
determine whether or not such a statement is true is to make some 
sort of observation. You can't tell whether or no t it is true indepen-
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dently of such observatio n. lt is a s tatement about an aspect of the 
world. For Hume there are only these two possibilities: s tatements 

have to be either analytic or empirical. lf they are neither, they make 
no contribution to human kn.owledge. 

Kaot, wbo describes bimself as having been roused from his 
'dogmatic s lumbers' by reading Hume's work, recognises a third type 
of knowledge, knowledge of what be ca ll s tbc synthetic a priori. 
'Synthetic' is used in contrast with 'analytic' . If a statement is oot 
true by de(i nition, then it is synthetic. A priori is a La tin phrase which 
Kant uses to refer to a ny knowledge which is known to be true inde­
pendently of experie nce; it is contrasted with the pbrase a posteriori, 
which means acquired from expe rience. For a n empiric ist like H ume, 
the notion of the synthetic a priori would seem strange. He took it 
as obvious that if a statement was a priori it must be analytic. Kant 
thoug.ht o therwise. 

lt is perhaps easiest to understand what Kant means by looking 
at some more examples. Where Hume allowed for o nly two possi­
bilities, Kant a llowed for three: the analytic a priori. tbc synthetic a 
posteriori and the synthetic a priori. The analytic a priori incl udes 
judgements such as that all kangaroos are animals; it does not give 
us new knowledge about tbe world. The idea of being an animal is. 
as Kant puts it, 'contained' in the idea of a kangaroo. T he synthe tic 

a posteriori, in conh-ast, is the realm of empirical j udgements suc h as 
that all philosophers wear g lasses. This requires observatio n in order 
to verify or falsify it. The synthetic a priori, Kan t's main inte rest in 
the Critique of Pure Reason, consists of judgements which are neces­
sari ly true, and can be known to be true independently of experie nce, 
yet wh.ich give us genuine knowledge of aspects of the world. Kant's 
examples of tbe synthet ic a pri.ori include most. of mathematics (sucb 
as, for instance, the equation 7 + 5 = 12) a nd 'every event must have 
a cause'. Kant c laimed that we know 'every event must have a cause' 
a nd '7 + 5 = 12' are both necessarily true; yet they are informative 
about the world, so neither of them is ana lytic. The a im of the Critique 
of Pure Reason is to investigate how suc h synthetic a priori j udge­
ment.s are possible. The answer m11ounts to an explanation of what 
must be true if we, or any other conscious beings, are to have a ny 

experience at a ll. 

133 
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Appearances and the thing-in-itself 

Kant distinguishes between the world we experience (the world of 
phenomena), and the underlying rea li ty behind it. The underlying 
reality consists of noumena, about which we can say nothing a t all 
because we have no access to them. We are restricted to knowledge 
of phenomena; noumena must for ever remain mysterious to us. Hence 
most metaphysi.cal speculation about the ultimate nature of reality is 
misguided, since it purportS to describe features of the noumcoal 
world, and our lot is to dwell entirely in the phenomenal one. 

However, we are not simply passive recipients of sensory infor­
mation about the world. Perceivi ng involves more than receiving data. 
What is received has to be recognised and o rganised. In Kant's tenni­
nology, intuitions are brought uoder cooceprs. Without concepts 
experience wou ld be meaningless; as he puts it, 'Thoughts without 
content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind'. I couldn' t 
have knowledge of the word-processor in from of me without the intu­
ition (the sensory experience of it); but I a lso need to be able to 
recognise and re-recogni sc it for what it is, and that involves bringing 
it under a concept. T he faculty of my mind which deals with intu­
itions is the sensibi lity; the one which deals with concepts is the 
understanding. It is through the collaboration of the sensibi lity and 
the understanding that knowledge is possible at a ll. 

Space/time 

13 4 

Space and time are, in Kant's tenninology, fonns of intuition. They 
arc necessary features of our experience rather than quali ties found 
in the tbiog-in-itsell'. They are contributed by rhe perceiver. In other 
words, when J look out of the window at the street and see chi ldren 
playing, a lthough it seems to me that the space in which the children 
are playi ng is simply a feature of reality, rather than something I 
contribute, Kant's point is that in order to have knowledge of what is 
going on I have to organise my perception in tenns of space. I couldo ' t 
have a non-spatial perception. Similarly, the ordering of events in time 
is someth ing that [ briJlg to bear on intuitions rather than an intrinsic 
quality of what I perceive. 

Copyrighted material 



KAN T CRITIQUE 

The categories 

Kant identifies twelve categories. including those of substance and of 
cause and effect. These are what allow us to bring our intuitions under 
concepts. They are a priori concepts. They are the contribution of 
the perceiver to experience. It is not just a marrer of fact that a ll our 
experience, for instance, can be understood in tenns of causes and 
effects; this is a necessary cond.ition of having experience at all, and 
something that we, as perceiving subjects, contribute rather than 
simply discover in the world. The categories together with the fonns 
of intuition (space and time) are the rose-rimed spectacles that we all 
must wear if we are to have any experience at a ll; but they don't ex ist 
as a feature of the world independent of all subjects of experience. 
They are contributed by conscious subjects, not real features of the 
thing-in-itself o r noumenal world. 

The transcendental deduction 

One of the most imponam sections of the Critique of Pure Reason 
is, unJ'orruoately, also one of the most obscure and difticult ro unravel. 
This is the transcendental deduction of the categories. If successful. 
this argument demonstrates that scepticism about the external world 
(the philosophica l doubt about whether anything that we perceive 
exists objectively) is self-defeating. What Kant attempts is to prove 
that any experience whatsoever must conJ'orm to the categories and 
that the experience that is thus produced is o r an objective world, not 
a merely personal subjective creation of each individual. Sceptics 
about the external world begin from their own experience and argue 
that they can't prove that it is really experience of an external world 
rather than a pure illusion. Kant argues rbat because they begin from 
experience, such sceptics underntine their own approach: the existence 
of an objective external world, always perceived in tenns of thecate­
gories~ is a condition of our having any expedence at all. 

The trauscendeotal deduction of the categories is an example of 
the type of argument that Kant uses throughout the book, namely 
a transcendental argument. It is important not to confuse it with 
the word 'transcendent', which Kant uses to mean what lies beyond 
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appearance. A transcendental argument is one which moves from some 
aspects of our experience to conclusions about what must necessarily 
be so if we are to have thi s sort of experience. In o ther words, it 
brings out what is presupposed by the very fact that we have the sorts 
of experiences that we do. 

Criticism of the Critique of Pure Reason 

Transcendental deduction fails through incomprehensibility 

Despite the a ttentions of numerous interpreters and reconstructors, 
Kant's transcendental deduction and its conclusion remain hopelessly 
obscure. This is unfortunate. lf Kant had succeeded in refuting scep­
tici sm about our experience and its sources, and had done this in a 
way intell ig ible to mortals, then this would have been of immense 
significance. 

Inconsistent about metaphysics 

136 

Much of Kant's Critique of Pure Reason is directed agai nst rationalist 
metaphysics, that is, speculation about reality based on the assump­
tion that you can g lean know ledge about a transcendent reality by 
pure thought alone. Yet Kant is in plac.es guilty of the very charge 
he lays against o ther metaphysicians. He postu lates the ex istence of 
noumena; but that is, as Berkeley had shown, going beyond what can 
reasonably be concluded from our experience. In other words, by 
supposing that noumena exist behind the vei l of appearance, Kant was 
un wittingly indulging in the sort of speculative metaphysics which he 
elsewhere makes clear that he abhors. 

Although this inconsistency might seem a devastating criticism 
of Kant's interconnected system of thought, several recent commeo­
tators have suggested tbat a great many of Kant's phi losophical 
insights are salvageable and can be reconstructed in a consistent and 
enlightening form. 
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Dates 

1724 born in Konigsberg, Prussia. 
1781 publishes Critique of Pure Reason. 
1785 publishes Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals. 
1804 dies in Konigsberg. 

Glossary 

a posteriori: that whlch is discovered empirica ll y. 
a priori: whatever we know independently of experience. 
analytic: true by definition. 
the categories: very general concepts which (unlike many more ordi­

nary concepts) have to be applied to experience. For Kant there 
are twelve such categories including cause and effect, and 
substance. 

concepts: classification-rules which allow us to recognise similar 
intu itions and to make sense of our experience. 

the forms of intuition: space and time. 
Intu itions: the raw data of experience. 
noumena: things-in -themselves. The inaccessible reality which lies 

behind appearances. 
phenomena: the things which we can perceive. The phenomenal 

world is the world as it appears to us. It is contrasted with the 
noumenal world, the world as it really exists behind appear­
ances. 

synthetic: not true by definition. 
transcendenta l argument: any argument from what actually ex ists 

to what therefore must exist. 
transcendenta l deduction: Kant's argument which is supposed to 

demonstrate the ex istence of an objective reality independent of 
perceivers. 
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Further reading 

138 

T. E. Wilkerson Kant 's Ctitique of Pw1! Reason: A Commelllwy f or Student,· 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976; 2nd, revised edo, London: 
Thoemmes, 1998) is a very useful introduction to this boo.k. lt is lucid and 
stimulating and relates Kant's ideas to rcccnl debates. 

Roger Scruton Kalil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Past Masters series, 
1982) and S. Korner Kant (Harmondsw011h: Penguin, 1955) are bolh good 
introductions to Kant's philosophy as a whole. 

Sebastian Gardner Kant and the Ctitique of Pw1! Reason (London: 
Routledge, Philosophy Guidebook Series. 1999) IS a more thorough 
inlro duction lO The Critique of Pure Ret1son. 
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C h apter 14 

Immanuel Kant 

Groundwork of 

the Metaphysic 

of Morals 

Good intentions count. The moraUty of an action is oot 
detenuined by its consequences, only by the intentions 
behind it. Morality is objective: it's not a matter of taste 
o r culture. but. appl ies equally 10 all rational beings. 
The point of lnunanuel Kant's Groundwork of the 
Meta physic of Morals is to make these claims plausible 
by establ ishing what he calls 'the supreme principle of 
momlity', namely the categorical impemtive. The book 
was wri tten as a short prelude to his more complex and 
detailed work on moral phi losophy. It has stood the 
test of ti.me as a succinct statement of a duty-based or 
dcontological moral theory. 

The good will 

The only thing in the world which is good without qual­
ification is a good wil l. What Kant means by this is that 
good intentions are good unconditionally. Everything 
else which is good is only good under certain circum­
stances. So, for example, courage might be considered 
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a good attribute to have, but on its own, it is not necessarily good: it 
requires good intentions, that is, a good wi ll, to guarantee its good­
ness. Power, wealth and honour may be good; but equally without a 
good will , they can all serve evil ends. 

A good will is good in itself, not because of anything else 
that it gives rise to. So, Kant tells us. provided that we have 
good in tentions, it doesn' t matter from a mora l point of view if 
a 'niggardly endowment of step-motherly nature' prevents us achiev­
ing what we set out to do . Even when all our good intentions are 
thwarted by events outside our contro l the good will still shines 
like a jewe l. 

T his view contntsts sharply with consequentialist moral theories, 
such as .John Stuart Mill's utilitarianism (discussed in a later chapter). 
These judge the moral worth of an action by its actual or probable 
consequences. For Kant, however, this is a mistake. Consequences are 
irrelevant to assessmems of moral worth, though they are, of course, 
relevant to most other aspects of life. 

Duty and inclination 

140 

T he only appropriate motive for moral action is a sense of duty. Some 
people's actions conform outwardly with their duties, but inwardly 
they are acting only from self-interest. So, for example, a shrewd 
shopkeeper won ' t overcharge an inexperienced customer because he 
knows that ultimately this is bad for business. This is not acting from 
duty, but only from prudence: enlightened self-interest. Acting from 
a motive of duty is acting simply because you know that this is the 
rigbt thing to do, uot from auy otller motive. 

Duty stands in contrast to mere inclination. Some people happen 
to have compassionate natures; if they see o thers in need, they are 
moved to help them. Kant says that actions done solely from com­
passionate inc linations bave no moral worth whatsoever. Tbe motive 
of duty is a ll-important. Someone who bas no natural inclinations to 
sympathy or compassion, yet who helps others out of a sense of duty, 
is morally praiseworthy; those who act purely out of incl inations, no 
matter how admirable those inclinations happen to be, are not acting 
morally at all. 
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Kant's reason for these surprising stn tementos is that momlity is 
open to every rational being; yet our inclinations are outside our 
conscious control. Ultimately it is a matter of luck whether or not you 
happen to have a compassionate nature. He reinterprets the Christian 
'Jove thy neighbour' , argu ing tbat here the relevant kind of love is 
what he calls a practical one, that is, acting out of a sense of duty. 
rather than pathological Jove. wh.ich is the emotiona l attitude wbicb 
more usually goes by that name. In otber words, Jesus Christ wasn't 
telling you how you should feel about your neighbour when he said 
'Jove thy neighbour' , but rather instructi ng you to act from your sense 
of duty. 

Maxims 

It is the underlying principles motivating an action which deter­
mine itos moral worth, not the end result. Kant calls such principles 
maxims. T he same behaviour cou ld be the outcome of very different 
maxims. You might tell the truth on a particular occasion while acting 
on the maxim 'Always tell the truth ' ; but your behav iour would on 
this occasion be indistingu ishable if you were acting on the maxim 
'Always tell the tru th unless you are sure you can get away with telli ng 
a lie.' Only the first maxim is a moral one. Kant provides a way of 
identifying mor-al from other maXi ms with his categorical imperative. 

The categorical imperative 

Our moral duty arises from our respect for the moml law. The moml 
Jaw is detenni ned by what Kant calls tbe categorical imperative. 
A hypothetical impemtive is a statement such as 'If you want to 
get other people's respect, then you should keep your promises': it 
is a conditional statement. A categorical imperative, in contr-ast, is a 
command such as ' Keep your promises': it applies unconditionally, 
irrespective of your goals. Kant thinks that rhere is ooe basic 
categorical imperative fuelling all our moral actions. He provides 
several f01mulations of thi s imperative. 

1 4 1 

Copyrighted material 



PH I LOSO P HY: THE C LASS I CS 

Universal mora/law 

The first formulation of the categorical imperative is 'Only act on 
a maxim that you could will should become a uni versal law.' 'Wi ll ' 
here is very different from 'want': it means rationally intend. By 
' law' he means a moral ralher than a legal law (many actions which 
transgress moral laws are perfectly legal). Tbe idea is that if a maxim 
is a genuinely moral one, then it ought to apply to everyone in rele­
vantl y similar circumstances: it should be universalisable. It should 
also be impersonal inasmuch as it shouldn't make a special exception 
for you. [f an action is morally wrong, it is morally wrong for 
everyone, including you. lf an action is morally right, it is morally 
rigbt for anyone in relevantly similar circumslances. 

ln order to explain the implications of this fonnula tioo of the 
categorical imperative, Kant uses the example of making promises 
you don' t in tend to .keep. You might fi nd it convenient to make such 
promises sometimes, but, he says, you could not rationally wi ll the 
maxim 'Break your promises when you are hard pressed ' for everyone. 
If the max im were taken up universally, rben tbe whole instirutioo of 
promising would be undermi ned. This would be self-defeating. You 
wouldn't be able to trust anyone to .keep their promises. So the maxim 
can't be a moral one; you could not will it as a universal Jaw. Thus 
the categorical imperati ve provides a way of distinguishing between 
moral and non-moral maxims. [f you can't rationally universalise a 
maxim, it isn' t a moral one. 

Treat people as ends 

14 2 

T he second fonnula tioo ol' the categorical imperative is 'Act so as 10 
treat o thers aod yourself always as ends, never simply meaos to ends.' 
Rational beings are persons, that is, they are ends in themselves; they 
have the.ir own lives to lead, and we should oot simply usc them for 
what happens to suits us. We should recogni se them as indi viduals 
capable of leading their own lives. To treat someone merely as a 
means to my own ends is tantamount to denying their essential 
humani ty. Another way of putting tbis is that we should respect other 
people's autonomy. Jt would be treating someone as a means to an 
end if I promised to pay b.im back the money he Jeant me. eveo tbougb 
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I never really intended to do so. Recognising him as an end in himself 
would entai l intending to and actually keeping my promise. 

The kingdom of ends 

A further formulation of the categorical imperative is expressed in 
terms of a ldogdom of ends: 'Act as if through your max ims you were 
a law-maki ng member of a ki ngdom of eods.' A kingdom of ends is 
an imaginary sta te whose Jaws prote(:t individual autonomy. allowing 
everyone to be treated as an end rather than as a means to an end. 
Here Kant makes clear that morality is not just a maner of individual 
conduct, but also the foundation of societies. Kant's approach is 
designed to discriminate between principles which rational agents 
would adopt for their ideal state and those which they would reject. 
A principle which you could not wjli to be a Jaw in this ideal state 
fai ls to pass this test, and so is not a moral princip le. 

Kant, Aristotle and Mill 

Kant's approach to moral action contrasts sharply botb with Aristotle's 
and Mil l's. Kant treats emotions as either irrational or irrelevant 10 
moral action; only the practical emotions, which aren't emotions 
in the ordinary sense of the word, have any direct part to play in 
morality. Aristo tle, in contrast, argues that the cultivation of appro­
priate emotional responses is a central aim of moral education. 
Aristo tle's philosophy is flexible, based on sensitivity to circum­
stances; Kant's is rigid in its adherence to general principles which 
admit of no exceptions. 

Kant's approach to mora lity also contrasts with a utilitarian 
one such as Mill's. Kant disJttisscs the consequences of actions as 
irrelevant 1.0 our mora l assessment of tbem; whereas for Mi ll the coo­
sequences o r an action determine its moral worth. Mill's approach 
gives guidelines for d iscrintinating between competing mom! claims: 
assess the consequences and choose the option which will maxintise 
aggregate happiness. Kant's moral phi losophy gives no method of 
choosing between two actions both of which are moral; or for that 
matter between two actions both of which are immoral. 
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Aristotle, Kant and Mill provide three distinctively different 
approaches to morality. Like Aristotle's and Mill's, Kant's theory is 
open to a number of criticisms. 

Criticisms of The Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals 

It Is empty 

A common criticism or Kant's mora l theory is that it doesn' t provide 
any content to e thics. It c.oncentrates on the struc t.ure of moral judge­
ment:s. their uni versalisability and impersonality. rather than helping 
us to discover precisely what we ought to do. Worse sti ll, using Kant's 
own test for moral judgements, it seems that we could quite easily 
uni versalise some quite obviously immoral principles, such as 'Always 
use the most efficient means of farming regardless of animal welfare': 
there is nothing inconsistent about wil ling thi s principle. Because most 
animals would fail to meet the appropriate threshold of rationality for 
Kant, the version of the categorica l imperative which enjoins us to 
treat others as ends aod oot menos would oot save tbem bere. So Kaot 
would bavc to say that thi s maxim was a mora l one. 

Even the example of promise-breaking that Kant uses seems 
open to criticism. If you have a maxim ' Break your promises when­
ever you can get away with if, then, provided that no one else knows 
that this is your policy, it might appear that there is nothing self­
contradictory in willing it. lf everyone acted on the same maxim, the 
institution of promising could still survive. However, Kant's response 
would be that breaking a promise is abso lutely wrong and that you 
cou ld not rationally will the maxim in question. Th.is is because wiUing 
such a max.im would entai l wil ling not only that I break promises 
when I can get away with it, but also that o ther people treat their 
promises to me in the same fashion. So I wou ld, in wiiUng the maxin1, 
eiTective ly be wiiUng that [ have promises broken to myseiL 

The role of emotion 
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Kant's moral philosophy treats the emotions and individual character 
traits as irrelevant to our moral assessments of individuals. It doesn' t 
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matter for Kant if you are hard-hearted, provided that you act out of 
a reverence for the moral Jaw. Yet, for many of us, genuine compas­
sion is the core of moral ity, not a potentially distracting quirk of 
individual psychology. We admire people who have a special capacity 
for sympathy and compassion, and this admiration seems to be an 
admiration of qualities relevant to them as moral beings. Kant's 
approach, which focuses 0 11 what any rational being shou ld do, ignores 
the centrality of emot ions to human moral inter<tcrion. The practical 
emotions which he want>s to substitute for the pathological ones 
scarcely seem to merit the label 'emotion' at all. 

A caricature of Kant's atrllude to emotions suggests that be 
always considers them obstacles to genuine moral action. However, 
in fact what he argues is that emotions and incli nations can cloud the 
issue of whether or not you are acting morally. This is particularly 
relevant if you find yourself in a situation in wb.ich you happen to 
feel a strong emotional inclination to act in the way that the cate­
gorical imperative indicates anyway. 

For example, you might, when wa lki ng around London, be 
approached by someone begging for money. Tbe sigbt of tbis person 
stirs up feelings of compassion that bave you reaching for your 
purse; but you also recognise a moral duty, following from the 
categorical imperative, enjoining you to g ive money to this person. ln 
such a situation it may be difficu lt o r even impossible to tell 
what your real motivation for g iving money is: is it an inclination, 
o r is it reverence for the moral Jaw? However, if your immediate 
response to being asked for money was revulsion and irritation, 
yet you still acted according to the categorical imperative, then 
you would have no trouble in knowing that you had acted morally. 
Kant doe.sn't rule om the possibi lity that those who feel compassion 
also act from reverence for the moral law; what he does say is 
tbat acting from compassion alone wi ll not make your action a moral 
one. 

Nevertheless, Kant's dismissal of emotion dehumanises moral 
relat ions. The co ldly rational responses which be points to as models 
of moral behaviour seem to be less human and less desirable than 
appropriate) y emotional ones. 
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Dates 

See previous chapter. 

Glossary 

autonomous: being able to choose and act for oneself. 
categorical imperative: Kant's term for our basic moral d uty, which 

is absolute. 
consequentla lism: any ethica l theory which determines the rightness 

or wrongness of an action on the basis of the consequences 
which ensue from it rather I han, say, tbc molivation with which 
it was carried out. 

deontological e thical theory: a duty-based e thical theory. Duties 
rather !han consequences determine the rightness or wrongness 
of an action. 

hypothetica l impcrath·c: any statement of the form ' if you want x 
do y'. 

kingdom of ends: an imaginary s tate whose laws prolect individual 
autonomy. 

maxim: the general principle underlying any action. 
pa thological lo,·e: love consisting simply of emotion. 
practical lo,·e: a rational attitude based on respec t for the moral law. 
unJ versa llsablllty: if a principle is universa li sablc, this means tbat it 

could consistently be willed in any Olher relevantly simila r s itu­
ation. For Kant a ll moral judgemenls are universalisab le. 

Further reading 

14 6 

H.J. Paton's translation of the Gmwulwork of The Merap/!ysic of Morals, 
which is published under lhe title The Mort1/ Law (London: Routledge, 
1991) conlains a useful section-by-section summary of Kant's argumenl. 
H. B. Aclon KaJl/ ·,, Moral Philosophy (London: Macmillan, 1976) is worth 
consulling if you can fi nd a copy of it. 

Roger Scruton KanT (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Past Masters serie.~ , 
1982) and Stephan Korner K"nt (Harmondswortb: Penguin, 1955) are both 
good introductions to Kant's philosophy as a whole. Both include discus­
sions of his moral philosophy. 
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Arthur Schopenhauer 

The World as 

Will and Idea 

The World as Will au<i l<iea has oflen been compared to 
a symphony in four movements. Each of its four sections 
has a dislinclive mood and tempo, and Schopenhauer 
returns to and develops themes touched upon in 
earlier sections. The book opens with an absh-act discus­
sion of our relation to the world we experience, the 
world as we represent it to ourselves (the world as idea). 
In the second section this discussion broadens out, 
suggesting that there is a deeper real ity than the world 
which science describes; this world, the thing-in-itself 
(the world as will), can be glimpsed when we observe 
our own willed bodily movements. The th ird section is 
an optimistic and detai led discussion of art. Here 
Schopenhauer develops bis claim that art can provide an 
escape from the relentless wi lling that is the nom1al 
human condition, whilst revealing aspects of the deeper 
reality, the world as will. Finally, a darker pessimism 
takes over in the fourth section, in which be explains 
why we are doomed to suffering by our very nature. Yet 
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there is a glimmer of hope if we are prepared to live a life of asceti­
cism, relinquishing our desires. 

The world as idea 

When Schopenhauer begins The 1<10rld as Will and Idea with the line 
'The world is my idea', be means that experience is always from the 
perspective of a perceiving consciousness. We represent the world to 
ourselves rather than have immediate access to the underl ying nature 
of rea lity. But the world as idea doesn ' t yield knowledge of the true 
nature o r things. If we rest satisfied with appearances we are like a 
man who goes round a caslle trying to find its entnmce, stopping every 
now and then to sketch the walls. According to Schopenhauer, this is 
all philosophers unti l now have done. His phi losophy, however, 
purports to give us knowledge about what lies behind the walls. 

The question of the ultimate nature of reality is the central 
question of metaphysics. Schopen.hauer accepts lnuttanuel Kant's divi­
sion between tbe world as we experience it, what Schopenhauer 
caUs the world as idea, and the underlying reality of the tbiog-io­
itself. Kant calls the reality behind experience tbe ooumenal world; 
Schopenhauer cnl ls it the world as wi ll. We aren't simply passive 
recipients of sensory infonnalion; rather, we impose the categories of 
time, space and causation on all our experience. But at the level of 
the thing-in-itself, the world as will, these categories do not apply. 
The world as will is an indivisib le whole. What Schopenhauer calls 
the principium in.dividuation.is, the division into pm1icular things, only 
occurs in the phenomenal world. The world as wi ll is the enti rety of 
aU that ex ists. 

The world as w ill 

148 

It might seem that the world as wi ll is by definition inaccessible to 
human beings, since it would seem not to be accessible through expe­
rience. However, Schopenhauer declares that in our experience of 
willing, the power we have to move our bodies, the world as will 
shows itself. The will is not separate from bodily movement: it is an 
aspect of that movement. When we are conscious of our own will ing, 
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we go beyond the world as idea and can get a glimpse of the thing­
in-i tself. We experience our own body both as idea, another object 
encountered in the world, and as wi ll. 

For Schopenhauer it is not j ust human beings who are mani fes­
tations of wil l: ultimately everything is ao expression of wi ll. ln otber 
words, he uses the word 'will ' in an extended sense. A lump of rock., 
for instance, is an expression of wil l. The wi ll that he describes is oot 
an intelUgeoce; it is a blind, directionless striving which condemns 
most human beings to live.s of suffering. 

Art has a pre-eminent pos1110n in Schopenhauer's phi losophy. The 
contemplation of works of art a llows us to escape momentari ly from 
tbe relentless grind of willing that is otherwise inevitable. Art allows 
us a disinterested aesthetic experience. When we contemplate a work 
of art we can, and should, set aside any practical concerns and cares, 
any notion of the work. of art serviog a function for us. We lose 
ourselves in contemplation. The same is true of our experience of 
beauty in nature: we can achieve tllis state of peaceful contemplation 
looking at a waterfall or a mountain just as mucb as at a gre:~t painting. 

Artistic geniuse.s can achieve this sta te of disinterested contem­
plation of objects and events, and have the intellectual ability to 
communicate their emotion to audiences of their work. Such geniuses 
have the capaci ty fo r pure knowing: they can experience the Platonic 
Forms of what they perceive. Plato famously believes that the chair 
I'm sitting on is an imperfect copy of an ideal chair, the Fonn of the 
chair. For Plato, an artist who paints the chair puts the view at several 
removes from tbe rea l chair, tbe Platonic Ponn. This is one of his 
reasons for banning artists from his ideal republic: they deal in distant 
copies of reauty, and distaoce us from the Ponns. Scbopeohauer, in 
contrast. believes thai artistic geniuses cao, through their work. reveal 
the Forms or Platonic Ideas of the particu lar things which they depict 
o r describe. Thus artislic geniuses allt>w us 10 escape from the power 
of will and achieve an impersonal knowledge of the Plalonic Forms. 

Beautiful objects and scenes are well suited to jolt us out of the 
endless stream of desiring. Some depicted objects, however, are better 

Art 
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suited to this than others. We can contemplate the beauty of depicted 
fruit, for example, but our practical interest may make it very diffi­
cult to remain disinterested, particu larly if we are hungry. Similarly, 
some paintings of nudes are easier to contemplate disinterestedly than 
others; some tend to arouse the viewer sexually, thereby reasserting 
a practical interest. 

Subli me objects and scenes, in contrast to those wllich are 
simply beauriJ'ul, are ones which are in some way hosti le to tbe human 
will . They threaten with their immensity or power. Black thunder­
clouds, huge bare crags, a river rushing in torrent: al l these can be 
sublime. Tbe aesthetic experience of the sublime is achieved by 
consciously detaching yoursel f from the will, lingering pleasurably 
over what would otherwise be terrifying. This again reveals the 
Platonic Fonns of the objects contemplated. 

TI1e Platonic Forms revealed in the aesthetic contemplation of 
art and nature are important to Schopenhauer because they allow us 
a k ind of knowledge of the thing-in-itself, the world as wil l. We can' t 
get d irect knowledge of the thing-in-itself by thi s means; but the 
Platonic Fom1s give 'the most adequare obje<::tificarion of the will'. 
T his simply means that tbe world they reveal is nor subjectively 
distorted, but is as close as is possible to rhe thi ng-in-itself. 

Music 

1 50 

Music d iffers from other arts in that it doesn't represent the world as 
idea. It doesn' t usually represent anything a t a ll. Yet it is undeniably 
a great art. Schopenhauer g ives it a special place in his system. Music, 
he says, is a copy of the will itself. Thi s explains its profundity: it 
can reveal to us the nat.ure of rea lity. 

Music which is sad doesn't express a particular person's sadness, 
or suggest sadness in a particular context: it expresses sadness in its 
essential nature, removed from particular circumstances. Ultimately, 
though, it is a copy of the will. A consequence of this view is that 
music is a ki nd of unconscious metaphysics. It gives us a picture of 
the thing-in-iloself, just as the metaphysician attempts to explain to 
us what lies behind the vei l of appearance. Schopenhauer is well 
aware that his views on music and its relation to the thing-in-itself 
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are unveriliab le: there is no way of comparing a Beethoven string 
quartet with the thing-in-itself to see if he is correct. However, he 
presents his account as a plausible explanation of music's power, and 
suggests that the reader shou ld try listen.ing to music bearing in mi nd 
tbc theory. 

Free will 

Al l phenomena are bound by the principle of sufficient reason. 
the principle that for everything there is a reason why it is as it is . 
This appUes as much to human beings as it does to rocks and 
plants. Our behaviour is, then, entirely determined by biology, past 
events, our character. We only have the illusion of acting freely. 
However. the will, the thing-in-itself, is entirely free. So human beings 
are both detenuined and free. The suggestion that we are, even if 
onl y at the phenomenal level, detennined is a pessimistic one. The 
stream of pessimism that runs through the whole book becomes a 
,..aging torrent when Schopcnhaucr focuses on the nature of human 
suffering. 

Suffering and salvation 

Here he draws heavily on a tradition of Asian philosophy, including 
Buddhist and Hindu teachings. Sustained periods of happiness are an 
impossibi lity for human beings. We are so constructed that our live.s 
involve constant willing, seeking satisfaction. When we achieve what 
we desire, we may enjoy momentary happiness, which is nothing more 
tban the relief from wanting what we were seeking. But this is 
inevi tably short-Uved. We either sink into a state of ennui (ao intense 
state of boredom), o r else find that we still have unfu lfil led desires 
which drive us on to seek their satisfaction. Al l human Ufe is, then, 
tossed backwards and forwards between pain aod boredom. 

However, if we gain insight into the true nature of reality, if we 
see through the veil of Maya (i.e. ga in knowledge of the world as 
will) , then there is a chance of salvation and of a permanent escape 
from suffering, a state which is a t least as blissful as the temporary 
states of aesthetic contemplation which art can afford. 

1 5 1 
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A first s tep in this d irection is the recogmt•o n tha t inflicting 
hann on others is a kind of self-i njury, s ince at the level of will, the 
person who infl icts hann and the person who suffers it are o ne. It is 
o nly at the level of phenomena that we perceive them as di fferent. If 
we see this, then we will recognise all suffering as in a sense our 
own, and be motivated to prevent such suffering. We will recognise 
that when one person barms another it is as .if tbe wi ll were a crazed 
beast which sinks its teeth into its own Oesb, not realising that it was 
inj uri ng itself. 

The more extreme move which Schopenhauer outlines at 
the end of l11e World os Will and Idea is asceticism, a deliberate 
denial of the will to life. The ascetic lives a life of sexual chastity 
and poverty, not in order to he lp others, but rather to extinguish 
desire, and ultimately to mortify the will. By thi s extreme po licy, 
the ascetic escapes the otherwise inevitable suffering of the human 
condition. 

Criticisms of The World as Will and Idea 

Fragile metaphysical foundations 

152 

Schopenhaue r's book set:s out a system of thought which has fragile 
metaphysical foundations. The entire framework relies on our gaining 
knowledge of the thing-in-itself, or at least some access to it, via our 
awareness of our own willed bodily movements. But if Schopenhauer 
is mistaken about the possibility of such access to the world as 
will, then the entire work is undermined. It seems a t times that 
Schopenhauer wants to have his cake and eat it: he warns to say l>oth 
that the veil of Maya prevents us from knowing about the ultimate 
nature of reality and that we can see through this veil. 

However. even if we reject the metaphysical foundations of 
Schopenhaue r's thought, there a re many iosight:s about art, experience 
and suffering that can be gleaned from this book. The fact that the 
system as a whole may be flawed does not prevent Schopenhauer from 
providing us with a rich source of ideas and speculatio n. ll is not 
surprising that practising artists have found Schopenhauer's work 
inspiratio na l. 
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Hypocrisy 

Schopenbauer preached asceticism as the route to salvation and an 
end to the suffering that would otherwise be an inevitable feature of 
the human condition. Yet he didn ' t practise what be preached: be 
d idn't practise sexual chastity, and he enjoyed a good meal. So why 
shou ld we take such a hypocrite seriously? 

T his attack doesn't seriously damage Schopenhauer's philos­
Oilhy: it is entirely possible for someone ro recognise the route ro 
salvation without actually pursuing it himself. Whi lst hypocrisy is an 
unat.tractive character trait, it docs not affect the strength of his argu­
ment:s. If Schopenhauer was right that asceticism provides a way of 
eliminating suffering, then this is completely independent of bow he 
actually chose to Jive his life. 

Dates 

1788 born in Danzig (now Gdansk). 
1819 publ ished The World as Will and Idea. 
1860 dies io Frankfurt. 

Glossary 

ascetlclsm: a way of li vi ng which involves extreme self-denial. 
disinterestedness: the attitude of someone who has no practical moti­

vation for looking at something. 
ennui: boredom, Listlessness. 
idea: the world as we represent it to ourselves. Contrasted witb the 

world as wiU. 
Idea (P la tonic): tbe perfect Form of anything. Plato believed that, for 

instance, the perfect Fonn of a chair exists. AJI the chairs we per­
ceive are simply imperfect copies of this Form or Platonic ldea . 

metaphysics: the study of the ultimate nature of reality. 
phenomena: Kant's teml for the world we experience, in contrast to 

noumena, which lie behind appearances. 
principium individuationis: the division of reality into particular indi­

vidual things: this does not occur at the noumenal level, the 
level of tbe world as wil l. 

153 

Copyrighted material 



PH i lOSOPHY: THE ClASS ICS 

sublime: that which is threatening to humanity yet which, when made 
the object of aesthetic experience, reveals its Platonic Idea. A 
thunderstonn, for example, can be sublime rather than merely 
beautiful. 

Veil of Ma ya: the barrier which prevents us perceiving the world as 
will, the world as it really is. 

will: the thing-in-itself, the u ltimate reality wl:lich lies behind 
phenomena, for the most part inaccessible to us, but which is 
glimpsed when we will bodily movements. and mirrored in 
music. 

Further reading 
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Christopher Janaway SclwpenJwuer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Past 
Masters series. 1994) and Patrick Gardiner Schopenhauer (Ham10ndswonh: 
Penguin, 1963) are both good introductions to Schopenhauer's work. Both 
concenh·ate on The World as \41/1 a11d Idea. 

Bryan Magee Tire Plrilosoplry of Sclropenlrauer (Oxford: Clarendon, rev. 
edn, 1997) is particu larly good on Schopenhauer's influence on creative 
artists; it also provides a wide-ranging introduction to Schopcnhaucr's work. 
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John Stuart Mill 

On Liberty 

My freedom to swing my fist ends where your face 
begins. That, in essence, is tbe message of Mil l's 011 
Libert)•. Tbe only ground for preventing me from doi ng 
wbat I want to do, or forc ing me to do something against 
my will , is that someone else would be banned by my 
actions. My private life is my business, and as long as 
I don' t actually hann anyone else by what I do, then it 
is not for the sta te o r society to interfere. Anyone who 
has reached adulthood and is capable of maki ng 
infonned decisions should be free to pursue their version 
of the good life without any in terference. Even iff harm 
myself througb my aaions, this isn't sufficient grounds 
for state intervention. J can, for example, decide to 
neglect my physical hea lth and degenerate into a couch 
potato, and shou ld be fre.e to do this. Paterna lism, tbat 
is, controlling what people do on the grounds that you 
know better tban they do wbat is good for them, is only 
justified towards chi ldren and those who, because of 
mental illness, are incapable of making responsible 
decisions for themselves. Mi ll also, more controversially, 
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believes that paternalism is justified towards 'uncivilised' peoples who 
are incapable of judging what is best fo r them. TI1e rest of us, however, 
shou ld be g iven a free rein because that's the best way of increasing 
the overall level of happiness in the world. 

Authorship 

Although On Liberty is a lways referred to as by John Swart. Mil l, in 
his introduction to the book and in his autobiography he emphasise.s 
that it was in fact co-writ.ten with his wife. Harriet Taylor, who died 
before it was finished. Historians of philosophy dispute the degree of 
influence she had on the content of the finished book, but it is clear 
that Mi ll himself saw her role as co-author {though he d idn't go so 
far as to include her name on the title page). 

The Harm Principle 

1 5 6 

In his autobiography Mi ll describes On Liberty as 'a kind of philo­
sophic textbook of a single tru th'. The single truth is usua ll)' known 
as the Hann Principle or tbc Liberty Principle. This is the idea outl ined 
above that potentia l harm 10 other pe.ople is tbe onl y acceplablc ground 
for preventing me from doing whatever I want to do. This is very 
different from arguing for unlimited freedom. Mill thought that life 
in socie ty would be impossible without imposing some restrictions on 
freedom: the queslion be addressed was where lo draw the line 
between whal shou ld and shou ld not be tolerated. 

T he Harn1 Principle is underpinned by Mill's commitment to 
utilitarianism, the view that tbe rigbt action in any circumstances can 
be calculated by assessing its coosequeoces: whalever is likely to give 
rise to the greatest happiness just is the morally right thing to do 
(though not aU types of happiness are given equal weight in Mil l's 
calculation). Mill argues that if individuals are al lowed space to pursue 
what interests them, lhe whole society benefits. I know betler than 
other people the sort of life that is best for me. Even if I'm mistaken 
abou1 lhis, choosing for myself is probably preferable to being forced 
to accept someone else's conception of the good life 'off the peg'. 
Mill believes that a situation in which individuals are allowed 10 pursue 
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a wide range of incompatible lifestyles is far preferab le to one in 
which they are coerced into a pattern of social conformity. He is an 
empiricist, and as such believes that the way to discover the truth on 
most matters is by experiment. Only by trying out di fferent solutions 
to tbe human predicament will a society flourish; this was the route 
to social improvement. He approved of what he called 'experiments 
of li ving'. In contrast, unthinking conformity leads to stagnation and 
a cramping of choice, the net result of which is misery aod a Sllmting 
of human potential. It is important to realise that Mill is not arguing 
that we all have a natural right to liberty: he does not believe that the 
idea of natural right:s makes sense at a ll. For convenience we might 
talk about a ' right' to freedom, but, for Mill, this must always be 
translatab le into a generalisation about what is most likely to promote 
happiness. Utilitarianism rather than a natural rights theory underpins 
tbe policies of On Liberty. 

On Liberty is partl y directed at those who want to impose laws 
to restrict what consenting adults do in private (and consequently it 
has in recent years provided intellectual support for law refonn on 
such issues as tilm censorship and homosexuality). Bu t it is also 
directed at what MiU caUed 'tbe tyra•my of the majori ty', the way 
tbat socia l pressures inlposed by majority views can prevent some 
people from carrying out experiments of living even though there is 
no law which prohibits them from doing so. If my neighbours are 
affronted by the eccentric way I choose to live, even if nothing I do 
directl y banns them, they may well make my life intolerable and 
thereby effectively prevent me from exercising the freedom I have 
within the law. The social pressure to confonn can, Mill believed, 
undermine freedom and level everyone down to an unthirlking medi­
ocrity that is in the end worse for al l. 

T his brings out clearly a point that some people who want to 
use Mill's Harm Principle fi nd convenient to ignore, namely tb.at 
merely causing offence ro other people doesn' t cotml as harming them. 
lf you are offended by the knowledge that I choose to live in an uncon­
ventional way, with several homosexual partners. or as a nudist, 
perhaps, or maybe as a transvestite, then that doesn't provided suffi­
cient grounds for coercing me by law or by social pressure to behave 
o therwise. Mi ll's principle would have been completely implausible 
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if it had allowed offence to count as hann since almost every style 
of life is found offensive by someone or o ther. What exactly Mill 
does mean by 'hann' is not always clear and has been the focus of 
much discussion; but he is explicit in rejecting the idea that causing 
offence to others counts as hann. The sort of toleration that Mill advo­
cates does not mean that you have to approve of other people's 
eccentric life choices. You arc entitled to be di sgusted by how 
others Jive. You can try to educate them into making better choices; 
and the state is justified in imposing an education system on children 
that will make them Jess likely ro pursue self-destructive lives as 
adu ll:s. But your disgust a t the way other adults have chosen to Jive 
is never on its own enough to justify any intervention forcing them 
to behave differently. A mark of a civi lised society is that it can 
tolerate diversity. 

Mi ll's principle is not meant to be an abstract philosophical 
ideal with no relevance to real life. He wants to change the world for 
the better. To that end he focuses on applications of the princi ple. The 
most important of these is his discussion of freedom of thought and 
discussion, usually known as freedom of speech. 

Freedom of speech 
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Mill is a passionate defender of free speech. He argues that thought, 
speech and writing should only ever be censored when there is a clear 
risk of incitement to violence. The context in which words are uttered 
or written can affect their dangerousness. As Mil l pointed out, it would 
be acceptab le to print in a newspaper the view that corn-dealers starve 
the poor. However, if the same words were spoken to an angry mob 
outside a corn-dealer's house then we would have good grounds for 
si lencing the speaker. The high risk of inciting a riot would justify 
!.he interveotion. Today's debates about freedom of speecb often focus 
on pornography or on racism; for MiU, writing in the nineteenth 
century, the central concern was with writing or speech which criti­
cised orthodox views in religion, morality or politics. He thinks that 
greater damage is caused by suppressing a view, even if that vjew is 
false, than by allowing it to be freely expressed. In On Liberty he 
gives a detailed justification of this stance. 
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If someone expre.sses a controversial opinion, there are two basic 
possibilitie.s: that the view is true, or that it is false. There is also a 
Jess obvious thi rd possibility: that, though false, it contains an element 
of truth. Mill considered each of these possibi lities. If the view is true, 
then suppressing it invo lves denying us the opportunity of ridding 
ourselves of error. His assumption is that truth is better than false­
hood. lf the view is false, then to silence it without giving it a heari ng 
undermines the possibi lity of providing a public refutalion of the view 
in which, he believes, truth would be seen to be victor in its col lision 
wi th error. So, for example, Mi ll would tolerate the expression of 
racist opinions. provided that they d id not incite vio lence, because 
they can then receive a public refutation and be demonstrated to be 
false (assuming that the views were indeed false). 

If the view expressed contains an element of truth, si lencing it 
can prevent the true part becoming known. For example, a racist nl(ght 
point to the fact that members of a particular ethnic group on average 
left school with fewer quali fications than the norm. The racist might 
take thi s as evidence that members of that ethnic group were innately 
inferior. However, even though this view is very probably false, rbe 
evidence might contain some truth: the truth here might be that 
members of this ethnic group do acwa lly leave school with fewer 
qualilications. The true explanation of the evidence might be that they 
are discriminated against by the education system, not that they are 
innately inferior. Mill thinks that by silencing op inions that you are 
convinced are false you run the risk of overlooking the fact that even 
false opinions can contain elements of truth. 

In order to silence a view you must be confident of your own 
infall ibility (inability to make mistakes). But none of us can have com­
plete confidence in this respect. No human being is inunu ne from mis­
tak.es about what is true. Histo ry is brimming with examples of truth 
being suppressed by people who genuinely believed the suppressed 
view to be misguided nonsense. Tbiok of tbe suppression by the Churcb 
of the view that the earth goes round the sun mther than vice versa . 
Gal ileo and his followers were persecuted for rheir bel iefs; their per­
secutors were convinced that their own views were correct. 

But surely censors are justi fied in making judgements on the 
basis of probability? They may not be infallib le, but in some cases 
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surely they can be almost certain that they are right'? There are very 
few issues on which we can achieve absolute certainty: won't a 
demand fo r certainty paralyse us into inaction? Mill's response to this 
is that allowing others the freedom to contradict us is one of the prin­
cipal ways in which we gain confidence in our judgements. We can 
be more confident about a view which survives scrutiny and criticism 
than one which has never been challenged. Besides, even if a view is 
obviously true, the act ol' defending it against false views keeps 
the true view alive and prevents it from becoming a dead dogma 
incapable of stirring anyone to action. 

If a view is neither entirely true nor entire ly false, by silencing 
it we will run the risk of jettisoning the element that is true along 
with the false part. The true element may never enter the public debate, 
thus setting back the cause of truth in the name of suppressing false­
hoods. 

Criticisms of Mill's On Liberty 

Religious objections 

160 

Despite the fact that Mill was very keen 10 promote reUgious to lera­
tion. his views on liberty are sometimes a ttacked on religious 
grounds. Some religions teach that pmt of the state's role is to enforce 
the God-g·iven moral code. For members of such religions it may 
be inconceivable that they could be misled about their religious duty. 
If, for example, you are a member of a religion which dictates that 
all homosexual activity is a sin, and your religion is the official state 
relig ion, then you may believe that the state should prohi bit all homo­
sexual activity despite the fact that it does no direct hann t.o anyone. 
Whether or not this prohibition would be conducive to happiness is 
irrelevant, you might think. In contrast, Mill would argue that because 
this prohibition wou ld teod to de(:rease bappiness and restrict human 
potential il shou ld not be imposed. The two views are in such d irect 
contradiction that there is no obvious compromise between them. 
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Vague notion of harm 

The Hann Principle provides the core of On Liberty, but Mill is vague 
about what he means by hann. He rules out being offended as not 
counting as being banned. However, a t one point in the book he allows 
that some acts which arc permissible and harmless in private (presum-
ably he is thi nking of sexual acts) should be prevented from taking 
place in pub lic. This seems inconsistent with what he says elsewhere 
in the book, since he argues there that only if an action causes bann 
is there any justification for intervention. And in the example 
mentioned the only possible hann that can occur would be that 
members of the public find it offensive. Furthermore, it is not clear, 
even with physical harms. what threshold of hann needs ro be reached 
before imervention becomes justified. 

In Mil l's defence, his On. Lil>erty was nor intended as the last 
word on the subject. 

Private immorality harms society 

One alleged j ustification for state intervention ro prevem some activ­
ities which are carried out in private and hann no one or else only 
consenting adult partic ipants is that a society only ex ists in virtue of 
a common underlying set of moml principles. lf these principles are 
undermined, whether in public or private, then the society's cominued 
existence tUlly be threatened. So intervention may be necessary, for 
the preservation of society, which is the basis of the possibi lity of 
individual happiness. 

The assumption that th is last sort of criticism is based on is 
controversia l. There is a great deal of evidence that societies can 
tolerate moral d iversity without disintegrating. 

Not utilitarian 

Mill is explicit about the theoretical justification of the doctrines of 
On Liberry: utilitar.ian.ism provides the ultimate justification for the 
Harm Principle. However, a number of critics have pointed our that, 
at times, Mil l seems to be arguing for freedom as something having 
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i11trin.sic value whether or not it contributes to overall happiness. 
Intrinsic value is usually contrasted with instrumental value. Intrinsic 
value is the value that something has in itself; instrumental value is 
the value that it has because it can be used to get someth.ing else 
(money, for example, has instrumental value because its value to us 
lies in its use rather than in the coins or notes themselves). A uti li­
tar.ian believes that the onJy thing that has intrinsic value is human 
happiness: everything else wllich is of value is of instrurnentaJ vaJue 
in bringing about human happiness. So, we would expect a uti litarian 
to say that the onJy va lue in freedom is that. it is conducive t.o happi­
ness. But such a view does not obviously lead to l\llill's conclusion 
that we should always pre-serve individual freedom except in cases 
where hann to others is likely. Indeed, a s trict uti litarian might claim 
that, for example, regarding freedom of speech, in certain specific 
cases there might be good g rounds fo r silencing some true views 
because happiness would thereby be increased. If I have reliable 
information that the whole of humanity wj)) be destroyed by a comet 
wllicb will collide with our planer in the next few weeks, you 
might have good uti litarian grounds for suppressing my freedom of 
speech. If it were general ly known tbat our species was about to be 
wiped our it. is fairly obvious that the overa ll level of buman unhap­
piness would increase significantly as compared with a situation of 
ignorant bliss. 

Mill suggests that freedom of speech is a lways for the best 
except in the situation where there is a serious risk of di rect hmm as 
a result. It is not obvious that utilitarianism provides a theore t­
ical justi fication for such a strong position. This sort of objection 
doesn' t necessari ly undermine Mi ll 's cooclusions, but just points 
to the fact that he has not provided a convincing uTiliTarian justifica­
tion for them. 

Over-optimistic 

162 

Many of Mill's views about freedom and its consequences are 
optimistic, some, perhaps, over-optimistic. For example, he assume.s 
that adults are generally in the best position to know what is likely 
to promote their own happiness. But is this obviously so? Many of 
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us are experts at self-deception and easily seduced into short-lenn 
grati fication at the expense of the chance of long-tenn happiness. 
We tell ourselves sto ries about what wi ll make our lives go well which, 
on sober reflection, often turn out to be convenient fi ctions. lf this is 
so, it's possible that someone else, wbo is not so involved in tbe 
matter, might be better suited to assessing how I shou ld live. However, 
any benefi ts which might ensue from letting other people choose how 
I live will have to be offset against the accompanying loss of my 
own seU'-direction. 

Another area in which Mi ll is perhaps over-optimistic is that of 
freedom or speech. He assumes that in the coll ision between truth and 
error, truth will tri umph. But this may not be the case. He underesti­
mates the power of irrationality in human li fe. Many of us are strongly 
motivated to bel ieve thi ngs which aren't true. Allowing false views 
to be circu lated freely may actually allow them to take root amongst 
the gull ible in a way that they would not have done had they been 
silenced. Also, changes in tech.nology have resul ted in a much wider 
d issemination of views. There is oo evidence whatsoever tbat amongst 
tbe d iverse and widely d isseminated views there has been a strong 
tendency for truth to triumph over error. In tbe circumstances, some 
people might think that there are good grounds for censorship. 
However, any would-be censor will have to race up to J\ilill 's point 
that if you suppress someone else's opinion this involves an assump­
tion that you are infall ible and that the beneficial effects of si lencing 
the view outweigh the detrimental ones. 

Positive freedom 

A further criticism of Mill's account of fre.edom is that, by concen­
trating on freedom from interference and by making the case for 
tolerance, he missed a more important sense of the tenn 'freedom'. 
Mil l pro vided an account of what is usually koown as negative 
freedom, or freedom from; what is needed, some of his critics believe, 
is ao account of positive freedom or freedom ro. T hose wbo defend 
positive freedom argue that since society is imperfect, simply allowing 
people space to get on with their Jives isn't sufficient to guarantee 
them freedom. There are numerous obstacles to achieving freedom, 
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ranging from lack of material and educational resources to psycho­
logical obstacles to success. T hose who argue for the positive sense 
of freedom believe that in order to fulfi l your potential as a human 
being and thereby be genuinely free, all kinds of state intervention 
may be necessary, and at times this may resu lt in individuals having 
their range of activity curtailed, even though it does not directly ham1 
anyone else. Some of the more ex treme defenders of positive freedom 
even believe 1ha1 it is acceptable to force people to be free, and tbat 
there is no contradiction involved in this notion. In contrast, in 'Mil l's 
terminology, if you are forced to do something then you cannot, by 
del'inition, have done it freely. 

Dates 

1806 born in London. 
1859 publishes On Liberty. 
1863 publishes Uti/iwrianism. 
1873 dies in Avignon, France. 

Glossary 

164 

coercion: use of force to make someone do something. 
fallibility: the fact that we are prone to make mistakes. 
the Harm Principle: the only justification for coercing another's ac­

tions is that they are o therwise likely to harm someone else. 
Sometimes known as the Liberty Principle. 

negative freedom: freedom from constrai nts. The principal kind of 
freedom advocated by Mill. 

paterna lism : forcing someone to do or refrain from something for 
their own good. 

positive freedom: freedom actually to do what you really want to do. 
Obstac les to positive freedom can be internal as well as external: 
for instance, weakness of will can prevent you from being free 
in this sense. 

toleration: allowing people to conduct their lives as they wish, even 
though you disapprove of the choices they have made for them­
selves. 
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utilituriunism: the moral theory which declares that the morally right 
action in any c irc ums tances is the one which is most likely to 

maxim ise happ iness. 
utlUty: for Mill ' utility' is a technical term meaning happiness rather 

than usefulness. If an action increases utili ty, thi s s imply means 
that it increases happiness. 

Further reading 

Isaiah Berlin 'John Stuart Mill and the Ends of Life' and Two Concepts 
of Freedom' , both in Isaiah Berl.io Four Essays Oil Freedom (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1969) are two important essays which addre-ss the central 
issues raised in Oil Uberty. 

Alan Ryan ed. Mill (New York: Norton, 1997) includes the texts of On 
Liberty and The Subjection. of 11\Jmeu, together with a selection of commen­
taries. It also includes an annotated bibliography. 

John Skonopski Jolm Stuart Mill (London: Routledge, Arguments of the 
l'h.ilosophers series, 1.989) provides a deta iled account of MiH's philosophy 
as a whole and includes a discussion of 011 Liberti•. 

Nigel Warburton Freedom: Au /ntmdua ion with Readings (London: 
Routledge and the Open University. 2001). This book, originall)' written as 
part of an Open University philosophy course, includes an examination of 
Mill's arguments in On Liberty. 

For details of Mill's Life, see Michael StJohn Packe The Life of John. Stuan 
Mill (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1954), or M'ill's own very readable An 
Autobiogmphy (first published in 1873, London: Penguin. 1989). 
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John Stuart Mill 

Utilitarianism 

Maximise happiness. That is a caricature of utilitari­
anism. but it captures sometb.iog true and central to the 
tbcory. John Stuart Mi ll is the most famous utilitarian 
philosopher; in his book Uliliwrianism he develops and 
relines the cnoder version of the theory which bad been 
put fo rward by his mentor Jeremy Bentham. In order to 
understand Mill's approach it is important to see how it 
d iffers from Bentham's. 

Bentham's utilitarianism 

For Bentham, tbe. morally rigbt action in any circum­
stances is the one that will tend to maximise total 
happiness. He conceives of happi ness as a blissful mental 
state: pleasure and the absence of pain. The more of t:b.is 
that occurs in the world, the better. It doesn't matter how 
the ple:tsure is produced: Bentham famously declared 
that pushpin (a pub game) was as worthwhile as poetry 
provided that they produced equal amounts of pleasure. 
Each individual counts equally in the calculation of how 
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much pleasure is produced by an aclion, and the total of pleasurable 
states is summed to determine how we should act. This is utilitarian­
ism in its most straightforward fonn. 

So. for instance, if a utilitarian wanted to decide whether to 
leave her money to one poor relative or divide it between twenty 
reasonab ly well-off friends, she wou ld calculate how much total plea­
sure wou ld be produced by eacb. Although the inheritance might make 
the poor relarive very happy, tbc total amount of happiness may still 
be less than making twenty reasonably well-olf friends moderately 
happy. If tbis were true, tbe woman shou ld leave the money to the 
friends rather than the relative . 

Mi ll shared many of Bentham's beliefs. Mill's Greatest 
Happiness Principle, for example, is simply 'actions are right in 
proportion as they tend to promote happi ness. wrong as they tend 
to produce the reverse of happiness'. Both Bentham and Mill were 
hedonists in the sense that their approach to ethics was founded 
upon the pursuit of pleasure (not, however, merely the pursuit of 
individua ls' own pleasure, but rather tbe pursui t of the greatest overall 
pleasure). Actions for both phi losophers were to be judged according 
to their probable consequences, not according to any religious 
code or set of binding principles 10 be followed whatever consequences 
ensued. 

The phrase 'the greatest happiness of the greatest number' is 
sometimes used to describe the uti litarian approach to ethics, but 
this can be misleading. What both Bentham and Mi ll were inter­
ested in was achieving the greatest aggregate happiness (that is, the 
largest total sum of happiness) irrespective of how that happiness 
was distributed. It would be consistent witb thls approach to th.in.k 
that it would be better 10 make a few pe.ople extremely happy 
than to make a much larger number slightly happier. provided that 
the sum of happiness in the first case was larger than the sum in 
the second. 

Mi ll 's utilitarianism dilfers from Bentham's in that he gives a 
more sophisticated account of happiness. For Mi ll, there are qualita­
tively different sorts of pleasure: higher and lower pleasures. Higher 
pleasures are to be preferred to lower ones. Bentham, in contrast, 
treats all pleasures as on a par. 
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Mill on higher and lower pleasures 

One common criticism of simple versions of utililarianism, such as 
Bentham's, is that they reduce the subtleties of human life to a s tark 
calculation of animal-like pleasures, with no concem for how these 
pleasures are produced. UtWtarianism of this kind was ridiculed as a 
doctrine only worthy of swine. 

Mi ll meets such criticisms with his dlstiocrion between higher 
and lower pleasures. As he puts it, it is better to be a dissatisfied 
human being than a satisfied J>.ig; and better to be a dissatisfied 
Socrates than a satisfied fool. Human beings are capable of intellec­
tual pleasures as well as the brute physical ones; pigs cannot have 
inte llectual pleasures. MJII argues that the intel lectua l plensures, those 
he ca ll s higher pleasures, are intrinsically more valuable than the phys­
icnl lower ones. His argument in support of this is that those who 
have felt both kinds of pleasure will cerlainly prefer the iluellectual 
kind. This leaves him with the awkward fact that some people who 
are capable of experiencing sublime intellectual pleasures throw them­
selves into lives of debauchery and sensua l gratification. His response 
to this sort of case is that they are led astray by the temptation of 
immedlate sensual gratification; they know full we ll that the higher 
pleasures are more worthwhile. 

The 'proof of utilitarianism 

The obvious question to ask is 'Why maximise happiness?' Mill's 
answer is controversial, though it is importaot to realise that he ocvcr 
claims that it provides a conclusive justification for his theory: he does 
not believe that a theory such as uti litarianism can be proved to be 
!'rue. 

Happiness, he says, is pursued as an end in itself. The ultimate 
end of all human activity is happiness and the avoidance of pain. 
Everything else which is desirable is desirable because it contribute.s 
to such a life. If you spend your life collecting beautiful works of art, 
this activity is a way of getting pleasure. If someone, for example, 
argues against Mill by claiming that they pursue virtue as an end in 
itself independeotly of any happiness that might arise from it, Mill 
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answers that virtue is then an ingredient in their happy life; il becomes 
pan of that person's happiness. 

The Greatest Happiness Principle claims that the end or pu rpose 
of all human life is happiness and the avoidance of pain. These are 
the only things that are desirable as ends; everything else desirable is 
desirable as a means to these ends. So the question 'Wh y max imise 
happiness?' is really j ust a question about what makes happiness desir­
able. MiU suggest>; an analogy to answer this question. The onl y way 
that we can prove that an object is visible is by demonstrating that 
people act.ua lly can see it. Analogously, he claims, the only evidence 
we can give that happiness is desirable is that people actually do desire 
it. &~ch person fi nds his or her own happiness desirable, so general 
happiness is the sum of the individual happiness, and itself desirable. 

Criticisms of utilitarianism 

'Proof' Is based on bad arguments 

1 70 

Mil l's attempt to justify the belief that we ought 10 max imise happi­
ness contains some aUegedl y bad arguments. Most of tbese were 
pointed out by Henry Sidgwick. First, the move from what is visible 
to what is desirable is misleading. Mill suggests that because we can 
tell what is visible by identifying what is seen, it fo llows that we 
can tell what is desirable by identifying what people actually do 
desire. But on closer inspection the analogy between 'visible' and 
'desirable' does not hold. 'Visible' means 'can be seen', but 'desir­
able' doesn ' t usually mean 'can be desired': what it usually means is 
'should be desired ' or 'is worthy of being desired', and that is certain ly 
the sense in which Mill employs it. in his argument.. Once the weak­
ness of the analogy between the two words has been pointed out. it 
is difficult to see how describing what people actually do desire is 
likely to reveal anything about what people should desire. 

But even if Mill bad established that happiness is desirable in 
the appropriate sense, this would lead logically to a fonn of egoism, 
each person pursuing his or her own happiness, rather than the more 
benevolent approach of utilitarianism which makes the greatest happi­
ness possible its aim. Mill thinks that because each individual wants 
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his or her own happiness, the total of all the individual happinesses 
can simply be added up to give an aggregate which would then itself 
be desirable. But this does not follow at all. He needs a far stronger 
argument to prove that the general happiness, rather than just our own 
individual happiness, is something tbat we all ought to pursue. 

Difficulties of calculation 

Even if Mill had estnblished that there were good grounds for adopt­
ing a utilitarian approach to ethics, there are still some objections 
to rbe theory and its app lication which he wou ld need to meet. One 
practical difficu lty is that of calculating which of the many possible 
actions is most likely to produce the most happi ness overall. This 
might be a particular!)' vexing issue when you had to make a moral 
decision quickly - for instance, if you were faced with a di lemma 
about whom to save from a burning building, g iven that you could 
onl y save one person and there were three people trapped inside. ln 
such a silUation you just would not have time to sit down and calcu­
late probable consequences. 

Mi ll 's response to thi s sort of objection was that throughout 
human history people bave been learning from their experience about 
the probable courses of diJTerent sortos of action. The solulion is to 
come up with some general principles about which sorts of actions 
tend to maximise happiness, rather than to go back to the Greatest 
Happiness Principle whenever you are faced with a mom) decision. 
Mill, then, suggests that the rational approach to life involves adopting 
such general principles rather than forever calculating possible conse­
quences. Thus his utilitarianism bas two stages: the der ivation of 
general principles on utilitarian grounds, and then the application 
of those principles to particu lar cases. 

Higher/lower pleasures 

Mil l's d ivision of pleasures into two categories creates problems 
of several sorts. Because these pleasures are d ifferent in kind rather 
than j ust degree it makes the calcu lation and comparison of conse­
quences of actions far more complex. Higher and lower pleasures are 
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inconunensurable: that is, there is no common currency in which both 
can be measured and compared. So it is not at all clear bow we are 
to apply Mill's version of utilitarianism in circumstances where both 
higher and lower pleasures enter into the calculation. 

Furthennore, the higher/lower pleasure distinction looks like a 
self-serving one. It is no surprise to find an intellectual defending the 
idea that intellectual activity produces pleasures of a more satisfy.ing 
kind than merely physical ones. This in itself doesn't prove the theory 
is false: it just reveals the fact that Mil l might have had a vested 
interest. in the intellectual pleasures being intrinsically more va luable 
than others. 

Unpalatable consequences 

1 7 2 

The sh·ict application of utilitarian principles in some cases has conse­
quences wh ich many people wou ld find unacceptable. For example, 
if there had been a gruesome murder, and the police had found a 
suspect who they knew hadn't committed the murder, there might be 
uti litarian grounds for framing him and punishing him accordingly. 
Presumably most members of the public wou ld be very happy that 
the culprit had been caught. and punished; they would remain happy 
j ust as long as no one found out that he was in fact innocent. The 
innocent man's suffering would be great for him, but in the calcula­
tion of consequences wou ld be far outweighed by the sum of pleasure 
that many mi llions of people would feel al seeing what they believe 
to be j ustice to have been done. Yet, this consequence of uti litarian 
morality would be unpalatable for most of us: our intu itions are that 
pu nishing the innocent is unj ust and should not be pennitted what­
ever the beneficia l consequences of this practice. 

One response to th is sort of criticism is to modify utilitarianism 
into what is known as rule uti litarianism. Here general principles of 
conduct are worked out on util itarian grounds, such as that in general 
punishing innocent people produces more unhappiness than happiness . 
These general principles are then adhered to even in the few partic­
ular cases in which, for example, punishing an innocent person would 
in fact produce the greatest sum of happiness possible from available 
options. Some have claimed that Mi ll is himself a ru le uti litarian. 
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However, it is more plausible that what Mill says about working out 
general guidelines of behaviour before you are faced with a situation 
in which you must act quickly (rather than having to do a calculation 
on the spot) is only intended to produce ru les of thumb, generalisa­
tions which can be broken in particu lar cases and are not binding 
principles of conduct. 

Dates 

See previous chapter. 

Glossary 

altruism: being helpful to o thers fo r their own sake rather than any 
more selfish motivation. 

egoism: acting solely from one's own interests. 
Greatest Happiness Principle: the basic tenet of utilitarianism, 

namely that the morally right action in any circumsL,nces is the 
one wbicb is most likely to maxitttise happiness. 

hedonism: pursuit of pleasure. 
higher pleasures: the more intellectual pleasures of thought: and 

artistic appreciation . Mill assigns these much higher val ue than 
the lower physical pleasures. 

lower pleasures: the physical pleasures which animals as well as 
humans can experience, such as those whjch come from eating, 
or from sex. 

rule utilitarianism: a variety of utilitarianism which. instead of 
focusing ou particular actions, looks at the kinds of action which 
tend to maxin1ise haflpiness. 

utiUtarianlsm: the moral theory which declares that the morally right 
action in any circumsL,nces is the one whicb is most likely to 
maximise happiness. 

u tility: for Mil l 'utility' is a technical temt meaning happiness rather 
than usefulness. U an action increases uti lity, this simply means 
that it increases happiness. 
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Further reading 

1 74 

Roger Crisp Mill 011 Utilitarianism (Loudon: Routledge, J997) is a clear 
critical suody of Mill's moral philosophy. 

Jonathan Glover (ed.) Utilitarianism a11d its Critics (New York: Macmillan, 
1990) is an excellent selection of readings on the topic of utili tarianism. It 
contains relevant extracts from all the major utilitarian writers to dare, 
including Mill, and provides brief and lucid introductions to each reading. 
For further reading on Mill. sec the recommendations at the end of the 
previous chapter. 

Copyrighted material 



C h apter 1 8 

SBren Kierkegaard 

Either/Or 

Either/Or is more like a novel than a pb.i losophical 
treatise. And Uke most novels it is resistant to para­
phrase. Nevertheless, its central concem is clear: it is 
tbe question asked by Aristotle, 'How should we 
Ji ve?' Kierkegaard 's answer to this question is oblique 
enough to leave a trail of contradicto ry and sometimes 
confusing interpretations in its wake. On the surface, a t 
least, it explores two fundamentally d ifferent ways 
of life, the aesthetic and the e thical. But it does this from 
within: the views are not summarised, but rather 
expressed by two characters who are the fictional authors 
of the work. 

Pseudonymous authorship 

Kierkegaard 's writing has a playfu l quality. One aspect 
or this is his use of pseudonymous authorship: it is not 
just that Kierkegaard writes under a series of pseudo­
nyms; rather he creates fictional characters, different 
from his own, in whose voices he writes. 
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The tone of Either/Or is set in the preface. T he narrator, who 
is called Victor Eremita, tells the sto ry of how he came by the 
manuscripts which are published as Either/Or. He had bought a 
secondhand writing desk, an escritoire, which he had long admired 
in a shop window. One day, just as he was leaving for a holiday, a 
drawer of the desk jammed. In despair he kicked the desk, and a secret 
panel sprang open revcaUng a hoard of papers. These, which appeared 
10 be written by two people whom he labelled 'A' and 'B ', he put 
imo order and pub lished. It emerge.s that B is a judge called Wilhelm: 
we never Jearn the identity of A. This story is, of course, a fiction; 
and A and B are fictional characters. T he story of the escrito ire 
provides a metaphor for a central theme of the book: the discrepancy 
between appearances and reality, or as Kierkegaard usually puts it, 
'the inner is not the outer' . 

TI1e technique of using pseudonymous authors allows Kierke­
gaard to di stance himself from the views explored and expressed in 
the book and to hide his own position behind that of his characters. 
But it also allows him to get inside the various positions be evokes; 
to investigate them from tbe point o r view of the inner life of imag­
ined individuals rather than by means of tbe cool abstractions which 
philosophers typica lly employ. This is an aspect of Kierkegaard's 
method of indirect communication: a self-conscious at.ternpt to convey 
truths about Jiving human beings by showing aspects of their Jives 
rather than describing abstract and impersonal concepts. 

Either 
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T he first part of the book, called £i1her • . is the part that is usually 
read. Most readers find that A's writi ng is more interest ing and diverse 
than the solid, somewhat laborious section written by B. Very few of 
those who enjoy Either bother to slog through every page of Or, even 
in the abridged versions in which it usually appears. Nevertheless. 
parts of Or provide a detailed if biased commentary on A's approach 
to life, the aesthetic approach, while defending B 's own ethical 
approach. A's wri l'ing does not provide a d irect description of his 
approach to life; rather it exempli fies it through its concerns and style 
of writing. 
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The aesthetic approach to life 

lJl simple terms the aesthetic approach to life has at its heart the hedo­
nistic pursuit of sensua l pleasure. But this does oot adequately 
characterise Kierkegaard's use of the tenn, since it suggests a bru tish 
craving after physical satisfact.ion; whereas for Kierkegaard the 
aesthetic approach includes the more refined pleasure-seeking of tbe 
intellectual aesthete. Tbe aesthete 's pl.easures may come from the 
contemplation of beauty, aod the refi ned appreciation of works of art; 
or they may include delight in the sadistic exercise of power, an atti­
tude revealed in the section of Either called 'Tbe Seducer 's Diary' . 
Al l these pleasures are sought by A. 

For Kierkegaard the aesthetic approach to life involves a rest­
less seeking after new pleasures, since the worst that can happen to 
someone who adopts this way of li fe is that they become bored. 
Boredom for tbe aesthete is the root of al l evil. So A suggests a 
half-serious strategy for avoiding boredom, which he jokingly labels 
'Crop Rotation' . 

Crop Rotation 

Crop Rotation invo lves arbitrarily changing your attitude to life, 
o r 10 whatever you happen to be involved in. Like tbe method by 
which farmers replenish the soil's nutrients, the arbitrary shifting 
of viewpoint should replenish the individual and help stave ol'f 
boredom. A's example is of having to listen to a bore: as soon as 
A started concentrating on the drops of sweat runn ing down the 
bore's nose the bore ceased to be boring. At this point Kierkegaard 
seems to sow the seeds of surrealism in his celebration of arbitrary 
and perverse approaches to ufe: be suggests just going to the middle 
of a play, or reading only the third part of a book, thereby getting a 
new and potentially stimulating angle on what cou ld otherwise be 
tedious. 

The restless shifting of topics and styles in the essays that make 
up Either reflects the constant search for new stimulation character­
istic of the aesthetic approach to life. Tbis is most apparent in the 
opening section, called Diapsalmata (Greek for 'refrains'), which is 
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a series of fragmentary conunents and aphorisms. Other parts of Eiflrer 
are presented as quasi-academic papers, or else, most notab ly, in one 
case as a djary. 

'The Seducer's Diary' 

1 78 

'The Seducer's Diary' is a novella within Either. It is a brilliantly 
wd tten accoun t of the cynical seduction of a young woman, Cordelia, 
incorporating, as the title sug_gests, a d iary, but also letters from the 
woman to her seducer. It stands as a work of literature in its own 
right; but within Either/Or it provides a case study of one way of 
Jiving within tbe aesthetic approach, an attempt to li ve life poetically 
rather than ethically. 

In the preface to Either/Or, Victor Eremita, the fictional 
editor of the whole work. introduces tbe diary, which he claims 
to have found amongst the papers in the escritoire; but there is a 
further level of concealment of authorshi p in that the diary itself has 
a preface, allegedly writ.ren by someone who knew the protagonists. 
Eremita draws attention to what be calls tbis Chinese box. suggesti ng 
that the diary's editor might well be a fiction used by the seducer to 
distance b.imself from what it describes. Of course as readers of 
Either/Or we are immediately at a further level of remove from the 
events than was Eremita, well aware that Eremita is simply another 
mask worn by Kierkegaard, and that the events that the diary describes 
are almost certainly creations of the philosopher's imagination rather 
than a description of something that actually happened. We might also 
rake his accoun t of this distancing technique to apply equally to 
Kierkegaard's own use of pseudonyms and puzzles of authorship 
throughout Eitlter!Or: Eremita describes Ns attitude to 'The Seducer's 
Diary' as possibly being like someone who scares himself as he re­
counls a frightening dream. suggesling lhat this migbr be wby he has 
to hide behind the mask of an imagined editor. 

The seducer's aim is to get a particular young woman to fall in 
love with him. He succeeds in this, and then withdraws all affection. 
His pleasure is not a simple physical gratification but a kind of psycho­
logical sadi sm. 
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Seduction is the quinte.ssentia l pastime of those who adopt the 
aesthetic approach to life, and it is significant that an ead ier essay in 
Either, 'The Immediate Stages of the Erotic' , is devoted to an exam­
ination of Mozart's Don Giovanni, an opera which follows the fortunes 
of a serial seducer. For A, Don Giovanni is the supreme achievement 
of a great composer. The underlying suggestion is that A is drawn to 
this opera because in important ways the central character's lifestyle 
mirrors his own. 

The ethical approach to life 

Whereas in Either the reader has to work hard to extract a sense of 
the view tbat tbe writing il lustrates and exemplifies, in Or views are 
stated explicitly and mostly directed against aspects of Ns lifestyle. 
T he pseudonymous author of Or, B, or Judge Wilhelm, not only sets 
out his own approach to life, but also criticises A's own: thus, a far 
clearer picture of Either's meaning emerges when you read Or. 

In contrast to A's life spent in pursuit of pleasure, B advocates 
a life in which the individual chooses his or her actions. As B describes 
it. the life of the aesthete puts the individual at the whim of outside 
events and circumstances, since we cannot. simply choose the sources 
of our pleasure, but must rely on aspects of the world to stimulate us. 
The ethica l approach, in contrast, is always motivated from within: it 
is not a matter of learning a set of rules and obeying them, but rather 
of transforming yourself into someone whose choices coincide with 
duty. From this point of view, the aesthete A is merely biding behind 
a set of masks, shirking responsibi lity for his freedom . B believes that 
such an approach requires a kind of self-deception. The ethical 
approach requires self-knowledge. T he point of adopti ng it is to trans­
form yourself into what B cal ls 'the universal individual', that is. 
somehow to choose to become a model of humanity. 11tis, B claims, 
reveals the true beauty of humanity, in a way that the aesthete's 
purported pursuit of beauty never can. 
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Readings of Either/Or 

An existentialist interpretation 

According to the existenlialist interpretation of EitheJ!Or, the reader 
is faced wi th a radical choice between the two approaches to life. 
There are no guidelines which indicate how to choose: we must choose 
one or the other, and thereby create ourselves through that choice. 
However, contrary to tbc views which dominated tbc Enlighteru11ent 
period, there is no such thing as a 'right' answer to the question 'How 
shou ld I live?' The reasons for choosing the ethical above the aesthetic 
only make sense if you are already conunitted to the ethica l approach 
to life; to suggest that the aesthetic approach is evil is to imply that 
you have already accepted that there is a good/evil distinction to be 
drawn. 

Similarly, the justifications for the aesthetic approach only 
appeal to the aesthete, and would be ruled out as inconsequential by 
one committed to the eth.ical way of life: the pleasures of seduction, 
for example, would count for nothing in Judge Wilhelm's reckoning .. 
On thi s reading Either/Or refl ects the angu ished position of all 
humanity. We find ourselves fo rced to choose, and through our choices 
we create what we are. T hat is the human condition. Ex istentia lists 
have thus seen EiTher/Or as a key text in the history of the existen­
tialist movement. On this view Kierkegaard was one of the fi rst 
phi losophers to recogn.ise the importance of radical choice in the face 
of a world in which no pre-ordained value can be discerned, thereby 
anticipating many of the themes which would occupy Jean-Paul 
Sarrre a century later. It is certain ly true tbat most twentieth-cent.ory 
ex istentialists have been influenced by Kierkegaard's writing. 

The case for the ethical 

180 

Whilst there is much in Kierkegaard's text which supports the exis­
tentia list reading, some interpreters have seen the book as a thinly 
veiled advocacy of the ethical above the aesthetic. n sees through 
A's aestheticism and presents him with a solid, if staid, alternative. 
Only tbrough seizing control of your life and putting it beyond 
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conlingent events can you fulfil your nature. The ae-sthete is more 
or less at the whim of what happens; the ethical approach ensures 
that the self remains intact, even if chance events t111vart your goals 
and desires. 

One point against this interpretation of EiTher/Or is that it 
contradicts his claim that there is no didacticism in the book. A further 
objection .is that so skilfu l a wr.iter as Kierkegaard would not bave 
presented his favoured approach to life in so dry and unpa latable a 
form. ll is far from obvious why he would have g iven the aesthete A 
all the best lines, and invented the staid and pontificating Judge 
Wi lhelm as the defender of his favoured view. 

Thinly veiled autobiography 

Klerkegaard met Reg)ne Olsen when she was only 14; he was 21. Not 
unl ike the seducer in 'The Seducer's Diary' he befriended her family, 
and even her suitor. When Reg.ine reached 17, Klerkegaard asked her 
to marry him and she accepted. However, Klerkegaard could not go 
tbrough with tbe marriage aod broke off the engagement in 1841. just 
two years before EiTher/Or was pubUshed, leaving Regine humiliated 
and in great distress. Some commentators bave seen parts of EiTher/Or 
as a response ro his siwation: of more psychological than philosoph-
ical interest. 

On th is reading, Either presents the life of sensual pleasures 
that Kierkegaard had led in his youth and wou ld have to relinquish 
if he married; Or, on the other hand, presents the case for marriage 
and the acceptance of social responsibi lities that that entails. The book 
Either/Or can thus be seen as a Jjterary expression of the torment that 
led to the broken engagement; the philosophical surface is sinlply 
another screen scarcely concealing the agonised soul in tunnoil at the 
most significant choice he bad to make in hi s life. 

T his interpretation of Either/Or may well be accurate. but is 
entirely compatible with either of the two interpretations ske tched 
above. It is interesting and informative to team these biographical 
facts about the man Kierkegaard. But ultimately his writing stands or 
falls independently of its rela tion to his life and the psychological 
motivations which gave him the energy to write. 
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False dichotomy? 
It is not obvious that the two ways of life exemplified by A and B cover all the 
options. There may be C, D, E, F and G to take into account. In other words, 
Kierkegaard seems to suggest that if you reject the aesthetic the only option is 
the ethical, and vice versa. However, this is a simplistic reading of 
Kierkegaard’s position. Kierkegaard, or at least the character Victor Eremita, 
considers the possibility that one person has written the texts of both Either 
and Or, suggesting that perhaps the two positions need not be as 
incompatible as they initially seem. And Kierkegaard need not be read as 
suggesting that these are the only two options available: indeed, in 
subsequent writings he explicitly outlines a third approach, the religious 
attitude to life. 
Indeterminacy 
It should be clear by now that Either/Or is open to a wide range of 
interpretations and that his original intentions are by no means easy to 
discern. It is a book which seems to have a profound message; yet critics are 
not agreed upon what that message is. Some say that this is because 
Kierkegaard is unacceptably indeterminate about what he means. This is a 
consequence of the style of writing he has chosen, with fictional characters 
exploring lived philosophical positions. Since characters exemplify rather 
than state their positions, there is some latitude for interpretation. Those who 
want simple views clearly stated in unambiguous prose will be disappointed 
by Kierkegaard’s more poetic approach to philosophy. 
DATES 
1813 born in Copenhagen, Denmark. 
1843 publishes Either/Or. 
1855 dies in Copenhagen. 
GLOSSARY 
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Glossary 

aesthetic approach: a way of life built on the pursuit of sensual plea­
sure, inc luding sensual pleasure of more intellectual kinds. 

Crop RotaUon: A's technique for s taving off boredom, involving arbi­
trarily changing your attitude to li fe. 

ethical approach: the way of life advocated by Judge Wilhelm. A 
life of responsible cho ices. 

hedonism: rhe pursuit of pleasure. 
pseudonymous authorship: Kierkegaard's techni.q ue of attributing 

the various parts of his texts to fictiona l authors. 

Further reading 

Patrick Gardiner Kierkegaartl (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Past 
Masters series. 1988) gives a concise account of Kierkegaard's work. 
including Either/Or, setting it in its philosophical background. 

Donald Palmer Ki.erkegaard for Begi1111ers (London: Writers and Readers, 
1996) provide.~ a light-hearted, accessible and informative overview of the 
central themes of Kierkegaard's phi losophy. 
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C h apter 19 

Karl Marx and 

Friedrich Engels 

The German 

Ideology, Part One 

We are what we ~re as a result of our position in the 
economic situation of our lime; in particular, our rela­
tion co the meaos of material production shapes our lives 
and thoughts. There is oo rime less, unchanging human 
nature. We are products of the historical period io which 
we find ourselves. This is the message at the heart of 
the first part of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels' The 
Germa11 Ideology, a book which sets out the theory of 
historical materialism. Most of the book is negative, 
auacking almost line by line the work of some Get'lllan 
reinterpreters of Regel's philosophy, the so-called Young 
Regel ians. M ucb of it is devored to a discussion of 
Ludwig Feuerbach, a writer who, togetller with Georg 
Regel, exercised a powerfu l influence on Marx's intel­
lectual developmem. 

Most present-day readers of 71te Ger ma11 ltfeology 
concentrate on the positive theories set out in rhe first 
part of the book. before tbe authors get immersed in the 
minutiae of their opponents' work. Isaiah Berlin's assess­
ment of the book as a whole acknowledges its more 
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tedious aspects while justifying its status as a classic: 'This verbose, 
ill-organised and ponderous work, which deals with authors and views 
long dead and justl y forgouen, comains in its lengthy introduction the 
most sustained, imaginative and impressive exposition of Marx's 
theory of history'. 

When reading The German Ideology it is important to recog­
rlisc the radica l approach that Marx and Engels advocated, an approach 
encapsulated in the last of Marx 's 'Theses on Feuerbach', which he 
wrote around the time that he was working on The German Ideology : 
'The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; 
the point is to change it.' It is not good enough simply ro recognise 
that capitalism tmps many people in a life of meaningless work and 
impoverished home life. What is needed is a revolution: a complete 
overturning of the status quo. No one can deny that Marx and Engels 
succeeded in their aim of changing the world. Unlike many of the 
writers discussed so far, these two managed to have a profound effect 
not just on acadernics, but on the world a t large. Almost miraculously, 
their writings inspired successful revolu tions, the after-effects of which 
are sti ll being felt today. 

Historical materialism 

18 6 

Marx and Engels' theory of historical materialism, or 'the materialist 
conception of histo ry', as they prefer to call it, is the theory that your 
material circumstances shape what you are. 'Materia lism' bas several 
uses in philosophy. In the philosophy of mind, fo r instance, it is the 
view that the mind can be explained in purely physical terms. This is 
not how Marx and Engels use it. Rather for them 'materia li sm' refers 
to our relationship with materia ls of production: a t its most basic, this 
amounts to the labour that we have to do in order to feed attd clothe 
ourselves and our dependants. In more complex societies it takes in 
the property that we may or may not own and our relationsh.ip to the 
means of producing wealth. 

Materia lism in this sense is directl y opposed to the kind of 
philosophy that forgets the nature of real human life and hovers in a 
world of abstract generalisations. It concentra tes on the harsh reali­
ties of most human life, which perhaps explains its wide appeaL T his 
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materialism is historical in the sense that it recognises that material 
circumstances change over time, and that, for example, the impact of 
a new technology can completely transfom1 a society, and thus the 
individuals who compose it. For instance, the abolition of slavery was 
made possible by the invention of the steam engine, a machine wbicb 
cou ld work harder and longer than a hundred slaves. 

Division of labour 

As soon as human beings begin to produce what they need to survive, 
they set themselves apart from animals . The particular demands of 
what they produce and bow they produce it shape their lives. Associ­
eties grow, so the social rela tions necessary for successful production 
become more complex; the more developed a society, the greater divi­
sion of labour that occurs. 

Division of labour is simply the allocation of different jobs to 
different people. For example, in a very simple society each individual 
might fann, hunt and build for him- or herself. In a more developed 
one eacb of these roles would be Ukely ro be carried out by diiTerent 
people. 

Marx and Engels saw the extreme division of labour character­
istic of capitalist economies as a powerful negative influence on what 
human life can be. It gives rise to alienation, the distancing of an indi­
vidual's labour from his or her life. The division of labour renders 
individuals powerless victims of a system that enslaves and dehu­
manises them. This is particu larly damaging when the d ivision of 
physical and intellectual labour occurs. since it reduces the chances 
of those who only do harsh and tedious physical work of achieving 
a fu lfi lled ex istence. More important ly, for Marx and Engels, it goes 
against the common interest. The vision that Marx and Engels put in 
its place is of a world in wbicb private property bas been aboUshed 
and each individual is free to lake on a oumber of roles in the course 
of a working day. As they put it, in such a society it would be possible 
for me 'to do ooe !bing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the 
morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after 
d inner, just as 1 have a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisher­
man, herdsman or critic ' . This is a vision of work as a freely chosen 
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and fu lfi lling activity rather than as an enforced treadmill the only 
alternative to which is starvation. Marx and Engels' sympathies 
always lie with the working-c lass labourer trapped in a job which is 
unsatisfying; a victim of a faceless economic system. 

Ideology 

All religious, moral and metaphysical beliefs are as much a product 
of our material rela tions as are any other aspect:s of our lives. The 
dominant ideas of an age, which have traditionaUy been treated as 
independent of class interest, are in 1\'tct nothing more than the inter­
ests of the ruling classes writ large and rationalised. 'Ideology' is the 
word Marx and Engels use to refer to these ideas which are the by­
product of a particular economic and social system. Those who are 
in the grip of ideology typically see their conclusions as being the 
outcome of pure thought. In this they are simply mistaken: their ideas 
are the outcome of their hi storical and social circumstances. 

Revolution 

188 

When the proleta riat , that is, tbe class of workers wbo own no prop­
erty but their own labour, become sufficiently disgruntled with their 
condition and with the ideologies used to suppress them, revolution 
is possible. Marx and Engels were fervent advocates of revolution: 
they saw it as inevitable and praiseworthy, When the conditions of 
the proletariat become sufficiently impoverished and precarious, this 
is the time for them to rise up and rebel agai nst the system that 
enslaves them. After tbe revolution, private property would be banned, 
leaving the way open for communal ownership. Tbis vision of the 
future was. according to Marx and Engels, a prediction based on hard 
empirica l evidence about the patterns of history aod tbe et'fects of 
alienation. It follows directly from their historical materialism: the 
way to change people's ideas is to change the system of material 
production that g ives rise to them. 
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Criticisms of The German Ideology 

Deterministic 

One critic ism often levelled at Marx and Engels' historical materi­
alism is that it is deterministic. It does not leave any room for free 
will sinc-e what we do is entirely shaped by our roles in a complex 
web of causes and effects. T he causes are to do with the individual's 
socio-economic position. Who aod what you are is outside your 
control. You are a product of the situation in which you find your­
self. 

T his sort of criticism on ly makes sense if you hold that human 
beings do genuinely have free wi ll of some kind, and not just the 
ill usion that they have it. Marx and Engels might have been bappy to 
have had their theory labelled 'determinist', provided that it is recog­
nised that determi nism can be a matter of degree, rather U1an 
an 'all or nothing' concept. Marx and Engels clearly believed that 
you could choose to revolt against an oppressive system, and that 
human choices cou ld accelerate the turning of the wheels of history. 
To this extent, then, they were not complete detenninists about human 
behaviour. 

Unrealistic vision of work 

A further criticism of The German. Ideology is that it paints too rosy 
a picture of work in the future and fails to recognise the importance 
of division of labour to the state. The idea that you cou ld pick and 
choose jobs as you felt like it in a true c-ommunist society is absurd. 
Division of labour is often based on a division of skills: some people 
just are IJet.ter at woodwork than others, so it makes sense to Jet those 
who are good become carpenters, and to steer the botchers into some 
o ther task. 

If I were to try to make a dining table, tltis could well take rue 
five or six times as long as it would mke a carpenter to do the same 
job; :md anyone employing me or relying on me to produce a table 
would run the risk of gett ing a badly made piece of furniture. The 
carpenter works with wood every day and has acquired the ski lls 
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needed to make tables . J only occasionally work with wood, and never 
produce anything of worth. So of course it makes sense to divide jobs 
up amongst those who are best su ited to them. It wou ld be absurd to 
suggest that you could be a surgeon in the moming, a train driver in 
the afternoon and a professional footballer in the evening. 

It Is Ideological Itself 

Marx and Engels' theory cannot escape being ideological. If the 
theor)' is correct, tben the theory ilself must be a product of the system 
of material production in which it arose. It might seem as if the 
theory is purely the outcome of rational thought about the nature of 
history and of work, but this is an illusion. It is the consequence 
of an industrial economy in which large numbers of people were 
employed on low wages doing jobs which gave them little control 
over their lives. 

Marx and Engels would no doubt happily accept that their own 
theories were ideological, so drawing auention to their ideological 
nature doesn't necessarily undenuine tbeir approach. Presumably wbat 
distinguishes tbeir work from the bourgeois ideologies they were so 
keen to expose is that theirs is an expression of a pro letariat ideology. 
Their views serve the interest:s of the working class and so redre.ss 
the balance. 

Nevertheless, if we accept that the views expressed in The 
German Ideology are themselves ideological, this does have the con­
sequence that it would be a mistake to expect them to hold for all 
human beings in all material circumstances. As societies, and in partic­
ular the modes of materia l production, chaogc. so must phllosophical 
theories about humao nature and society. 

Incites revolution 

190 

The German Ideology, like many works by Marx and Enge ls, did not 
stop short of advocating revolu tion. It was intended to change the 
world, not simply describe it. Some critics see this as a step too far. 
You can recognise the deficiencies of the current system without 
suggesting that it needs to be overthrown by force. Revolution causes 
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bloodshed. T he cost of revolution in human tenns can outweigh any 
benefits that would ensue from its having taken place. Add to this the 
very high risk of fai lure, and the revolutionary aspects of Marx and 
Engels' thought can seem irresponsible. 

T his cri ticism does oot undermine their argumentS so much as 
q uestion the morality of advocating revolution. On ly if the commu­
nist .ideal could genuinely be achieved would tbe human cost of a 
revolution be worth paying. Tbe his torical evidence of recent decades 
is that the ideal is not so easy to achieve, let a lone maintain, as many 
of its admirers believe. 

Dates 

1818 
1845-6 
1883 

born in Trier, Prussia. 
with Engels, publishes The German Ideology. 
dies in London. 

Marx 

Engels 

1820 born in Barmen. Prussia (now Germany). 
1895 dies in London. 

Glossary 

alienation: the dis tanc ing of labour from other aspects of an indi­
vidual's life with a deb.i litating effect. 

diYision or labour: the assigning of differem jobs ro different people. 
histor ica l materialism: the theory that your relation to the means of 

production dete rmines your life and tbougbt. 
ideology: ideas which are the by-product of a particular economic 

system. Those in the grip o f ideology often see their thought as 
the outcome of pure thought when in fact it is a product of class 
inlerests. 

proletariat: the worki ng c lass who have nothing to sell but the ir own 
labour. 
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Further reading 

192 

David .McLellan Karl Marx (London: Fontana, Modern Mastel'$ senes, 
L975) is a brief and accessible introduction to Marx's thought. 

Ernst Fischer Mm:t in !tis Own Wonts (Hannondsworth: Pengu in, 1970) 
provides an introduction to th.e key concepts in Marx's thought largely 
through a selection of quotations. 

Isaiah Berlin Karl Marx (London: Fontana, 4th edn, 1995) is an interesting 
biography which a lso serves as a lucid critical inn·oduction to all of Marx's 
major work.s. 

Francis Wheen Karl Marx (l..ondon: Fourth Estate, 1999) is a highly enter­
taining recent biography. 
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C h apter 20 

Friedrich Nietzsche 

On the Genealogy 

of Morality 

According to Sigmund Freud, Friedrich Nietzsche had 
a more penerrating knowledge of himself than any 
o ther man wbo ever lived or was ever likely to live. This 
deep seU'-knowlcdgc is revealed in a string of books 
which have stood the test of time both as literature 
and as philosophy. They are idiosyncmtic, fmgmentary, 
infuriating, and at times exhilarating. They defy simple 
analysis, and summaries cannot do justice to the rich­
ness and diversity of their contents. Most contain 
passages which, it must be said, are linle more than 
tbc ranting of a 111adman and whicb anticipate bis even­
tual menta I breakdown. A shadow is cast over all of 
them by the fact that anti-semites and fascists have, 
by selective quotation, found support for their views 
in tberu; however. tbe ideas that some Nazis found 
so attractive are, for the most part, caricatures of 
Nietzsche's philosophy. 

On the Genealogy of Mora/ily , which is one of 
the most important of Nietzsche's works, is the closest 
in style to a conventional philosophical treatise, at least 
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at lirst g lance. In other books, such as Thus Spake Zaratlws tra, 
Nietzsche re.sorted to aphorisms: sh01t , pithy remarks which force the 
reader to pause and reflect, and which demand a special kind of 
reading. On the Genealogy of Morality, in contrast, consists of th.ree 
essays, each on a related theme. T he central theme is the origins of 
morality: the literal translation of the book's title is On the Genealogy 
of Morality, though it has sometimes been translated as On the 
Genealogy of Morals. The implicit argument is that the moral concepts 
we have inherited from a Christian tradition are now obso lete and 
inferior 1.0 their pagan predecessors. Nietzsche bad declared the death 
of God in his earlier book, The Gay Science: 'God is dead: but given 
the way of men, there may still be caves for thousands of years in 
which his shadow will be shown' (Gay Science, section 108). On the 
Genealogy of Morality is in part a working out of the implications of 
the absence of any God and the consequences for morality. We have 
inherited outmoded moral concepts based on Christianity's false 
beliefs. Laying bare the o rigins of these concepts in bitter resentful 
emotions, Nietzsche seems to believe, wil l allow us to sec them for 
the soul-cramping injunctions that they are. and free us to replace 
them witb a more life-enhancing approach. Tbis, it must be stressed, 
is implicit rather tban explicit in the text: most of the book is devoted 
to an analysis of the o rigins, both psychological and historical, of 
several key moral concepts. 

But Nietzsche's aim is not simply to replace one morality with 
another; be wants to call into question the value of morality itself. (f 
moral goodness is little more than the product of envious and resentful 
emotions, and the response of particu lar groups to Lheir circumstances 
rather Lhao some unchanging part of the natural world, what ultimate 
va lue does it have? It is not clear that Nietz,sche provides an answer 
to this question, but th is is ll.is aim. His basic methodology is genealog­
icaL Bur wbat does this mean? 

Genealogy 

194 

Genealogy is literally the activity of tracing your ancestors, e.stab· 
lishing your pedigree. Nietzsche means by it tracing the origins of 
particular concepts, largely by examining the hi story of the changing 
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meanings of words. His trai ning in phi lo logy (the study of languages 
and the origins of words) equipped him to trace the changing 
meanings of the words he investigates. His application of the genealog­
ical method in On the Genealogy of Morality is intended 
to show that received opinion about the source of morality is mis­
leading, and that, historically, concepts such as moral goodness, gui lt. 
pity and self-sacr.ifice originated in bitter emotions turned against 
orhers, or aga insL ooeseu~. 

Genealogy, however, is meant to provide not just a history 
of these concepts, but also a critique of them. By uncovering their 
true orig ins, Nietzsche intends to reveal their dubious pedigrees 
and thereby question their exalted place in the morality of his day. 
The fact that moral concepts have a history undennines the view 
that they are absolute and app ly to all people a t a ll times. This 
approach to moral ph.i losophy is, like most of Niet7.-sche's thought, 
highly controversial, both as a methodology and in tenn s of its a lleged 
fi ndings. 

First essay: 'good and evil' and 'good and bad' 

In t:he fi rst of the three essays that constitute the book, Nierzsche puts 
forward his theory about the origins of our basic moral tenninology 
of approval and disapproval: the words 'good' and 'evil' when used 
in a moral context. He develops his ideas by criticising the views of 
English psychologists who claimed that 'good' was originally applied 
to unselfish actions not so much because the actions themselves were 
good, but because they were usefu l to those who benefited from them, 
those to whom goodness was shown. Gradually people forgot the 
term's origins and came to think of unselfish actions as good in them­
selves rather than because of their effects. 

Nie12sche anacks this account, which, tikc his own, provides a 
genealogy of a moral concept. He main rains that: tbe tenu 'good' was 
fi rst used by the nobility, who applied it to themselves in order to set 
tbemsel ves apart from the commoo people. They had a sense of their 
own self-worth; anyone who cou ld not live up to their nob le ideals 
was obviously inferio r and so 'bad'. ln this essay, Nietz.sche's use of 
the good/bad distinction (as opposed to the good/evil one) is always 
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from the point of view of the nobility: the actions of nob les are good; 
those of the common people, in contrast, bad. 

His account of how the word 'good' came to stand for what is 
unselfish is in terms of ressentiment. Nietzsche uses the French word 
for resentment to refer to the psychological orig ins of modern uses 
of the terms 'good ' and 'evi l'. Notice that when Nietzsche refers to 
the contrast between good and evi l (as opposed to good and bad), he 
is seeing things from the perspective of tbe common people rather 
than the nobility: be is referring to the modern use of 'good' as 
unselfish and 'bad ' as selfish action. 

Ressentiment 

19 6 

Ressentiment is the emotion felt by the oppressed. Ressentiment as 
Nietzsche uses it is not synonymous with ' resentment'; rather it is a 
specific kind of resentment. It is the imaginary revenge wreaked by 
those who are powerless to react to oppression with direct action. 
From hatred and a desire for vengeance felt by those who were kept 
in check by the nobility came the lofliest va lues of compassion 
and altruism, according to Nietzsche. This is intended both as a hi stor­
ical descriplion of what acrual ly happened and as an insight into 
the psychology of those who brought it about. T he conunon people, 
who cou ld not aspire to the lifestyle of the nobility, in their frus­
tration overtu rned the good/bad value-system. In place of the nobility's 
perspective on morality, the common people put their own, which 
subverted the status quo. The morality of the common people declared 
the nobility's approach to life, based on power and the ethos of 
wardors. to be evil; the wretched, the poor and tf1e Jowly were the 
good. 

Nietzsche attributes this 'radical revaluation of theiJ enemies' 
va lues' 1.0 t.he Jews and the subsequent Christian tradition, and calls 
it. the first slave revolt in morality. We have, without. reajjsing it. inher­
ited the consequences of this revolt., a revolt that served the interest.s 
of the oppressed. For Nietzsche morality is not something fixed 
for all time to be discovered in the world; rather it is a human creation, 
and as a consequence moral terms have a history, a history which 
is influenced by human psychology as well as by the interests of 
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particular g roups . In Nietzsche's metaphor, the lambs decided that 
birds of prey were evil, and so they thought to themselves that the 
opposite of a bird of prey, a lamb, must be good. His comment on 
this is that it is absurd to deny those who are powerful the natural 
expression of their power. His choice of language througbout tbe book 
makes it c lear that his sympathies lie with the birds of prey rather 
tban with the lambs. 

Second essay: conscience 

The main theme or the second essay is the evolution of consc ience. 
and specifically of bad conscience. Bad conscience is the sense of 
guilt with which modern humanity is burdened yet which is neces-
sary for life in society. 

T he essence of Niet~sche's argument is that tbe psychological 
source of the sense of gu ilt is frustrated insti ncl. Human beings instinc­
tively get pleasure from their powerful actions, and particu larly from 
infl icting suffering. But wben, through socialisation, a block is put on 
acting on our desires to intlict cruelty on others, the expression of the 
desire .is thwarted and turned inwards. We torture ourselves inwardly 
with guilly feelings because society would punish us if we tried to 
torture o ther people. This is a particular instnnc.e of Nietz.sche's general 
principle that all instincts not ctischarged outwards turn inwards, a 
principle which Sigmund Freud wou ld later elaborate. 

In the course of his discussion of the origin of conscience, 
Nietzsche points out that punishment was originally independem of 
any notion of responsibility for one's actions: you would be punished 
simply for breaking an agreement whether or not it was your fau lt. 
The o riginal meaning of the Gennan word for guilt was 'debt' . Tbe 
gui lty were those who had failed to repay their debts. Yet 'guilt' bas 
become a moral concept. Tbe hidden hi story of the concept whicb 
Nietzsche unveils is supposed to reveal the conringency of the modem 
use: it could have been otherwise and is not a natural 'given'. The 
unstared implicat ion of this and the earlier discussion of tbe o rigins 
of 'good ' seems to be that the meanings of key moral concepts are 
not fixed for all time but can be transformed by an inunense creative 
act of will. 
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Third essay: asceticism 

The third essay is Jess focused than the first two and meanders from 
topic to topic. Nevertheless, the central theme is reasonably clear. 
Nietzsche addresses the question of bow asceticism, the philosophy 
of life which encourages abstinence and self-denial, cou ld have arisen. 
Ascetics typically advocate chastity, poverty, self-flagellation (either 
literal or metaphorical) and so on; they deliberately tum away fwm 
the pleasures and fulfi lrnents tbat life offers. Niensche identifies 
ascetic impulses in artists, philosophers and priests. Indeed, he 
suggests that viewed from a distant star, ea rth would be seen to be 
Ieeming with creatures riddled with self-loathing and disgust, rheir 
only pleasure being to inflict as much hann on themselves as they 
possibly can: not on each other, but on themselves. How could such 
a widespread trend have evolved'? How could life have so turned 
against itself? 

Nietzsche's answer is, once more, in tenns of genealogy. Self­
denial was the last resort of the almost powerless. Frustrated in their 
attempts to exert in fluence on the world, rather than ceasing to will 
anyU1ing at a ll, they directed their power against themselves. One of 
Nietzsche's characteristic psychological insights is the joy that human 
beings take in inflicling cruelly. This cruelly is not just directed at 
o thers: we even take delight in inflicting it upon ourselves. The ascelic 
impulse, which for Nietzsche is an apparently absurd drive to self­
destruction, is a kind of seU'·torture which was tbe last resort of those 
who cannot exert their will in the world, yet it has become an ideal 
to be celebrated. 

Criticisms of Nietzsche 

The genetic fallacy 

198 

A fundamental criticism of Nietzsche's methodology in On the 
Genealogy of Morality is that it commils the genetic fallacy. 
The genetic fallacy is the unrel iable method of reasoning from what 
something at one stage was to what it now is. For instance, from the 
fact tbat tbe word 'nice' originally meant 'fi ne' , in the sense of fi ne 
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distinctions, it in no way follows that this will reveal anything important 
about present uses of the term. Or, to take another example, from the fact that 
oak trees come from acorns we cannot conclude that oak trees are small 
greenish brown nuts, or that they have much in common with them at all. 
Some of Nietzsche’s critics have argued that the genealogical method always 
commits this fallacy, and so sheds little or no light on current uses of moral 
terms. However, in On the Genealogy of Morality, although in places 
Nietzsche does seem to be suggesting that because certain moral concepts 
originated in bitter emotions their ultimate value is undermined (and so here 
might be accused of committing the genetic fallacy), for the most part his 
method is intended to reveal that moral concepts are not absolute and that 
revaluations of value have taken place in the past, and so might do so again. 
The genealogical method is particularly good at revealing that concepts 
which we have taken to be fixed for all time can be changed. This use of the 
method does not involve the genetic fallacy. In order to cast doubt on the 
absolute nature of moral uses of the word ‘good’, for instance, it is sufficient 
simply to show that it has been applied very differently in the past. There is 
no need to suggest that because it was used differently in the past this past 
meaning of the word must somehow affect present uses. 
Lack of evidence 
A more serious criticism of Nietzsche’s approach in On the Genealogy of 
Morality is that in each of the three essays he provides scant evidence for his 
hypotheses. Even if we accept that ‘good’ might have been used differently in 
the past, or that conscience and asceticism evolved from thwarted desires, 
Nietzsche’s evidence for the specific accounts of these genealogies is 
extremely thin. Although psychologically astute, his discussions are, as 
historical accounts, virtually unsupported. Without the historical evidence to 
back up his assertions about the origins of moral concepts, we have no reason 
to believe that his accounts reflect what actually happened. The best that 
could be said in Nietzsche’s defence on this point is that if he has provided 
reasonably plausible accounts of what might have happened, then he 
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has succeeded in raising doubts about the allegedly fixed and 
unchanging moral concepts that we have inherited. Perhaps the impor­
tant point is to understand that moral concepts can change their 
meaning. that they are human creations. rather than part of the natural 
world waiting to be discovered. 

Evil uses of his ideas 

Perhaps the most frequent cntJCJsl!l of Niet'L.sche 's philosophy as a 
wbole is tbat it. has been cited approvingly by anli-semi tes and fascists. 
For instance, some Nazis fe lt that bis ideas were in tune with theirs. 
Some comments in On the Genealogy of Morality if taken in isola­
tion could be thought anti-semitic: though he shows a grudging 
admiration of the Jews' transvaluation of values. he stresses that it 
was the last resort of the weak. He cannot disguise his own sympathy 
for the noble morality of the powerful. Throughout his philosophy, he 
repeatedl y celebrates power even at the expense of the weak. 

However. there arc two important points to consider in relation 
to the criticism that his ideas have been used for evil ends. First, many 
of those who have used Nietzsche's philosophy in this way have 
had to distort it to ach.ieve this. For instance, a lthough isolated 
sentences of Nietzsche's writing might be taken to be anti-semitic, 
the.se have to be balanced by o ther passages which are explicitly 
opposed to anti-semitism. T he second point is that the fact that his 
ideas appear to glorify power does not thereby prove them wrong. 
One of the reasons why reading Nietzsche's work can be so chal­
lenging is that he is constantly gnawing at our most cherished beliefs. 
Even if he hasn' t succeeded i.n uudennining these be liefs, his writ­
ings force us to reflect on the foundations and assumpt ions on wbicb 
all our lives are bui lt. 

Dates 

1844 born in Rocken, Prussia. 
1887 publishes On the Genealogy of Mora lily. 
1900 dies in Weimar, Germany. 
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GLOSSARY 
altruism: being helpful to other people for their own sakes. 
asceticism: self-denial as a way of living. 
bad conscience: a sense of guilt that arises from frustrated instinct; inward 
self-torture. 
genealogy: the method of explaining a concept through an analysis of its 
ancestry. 
ressentiment: a specific kind of resentment felt by the oppressed. The 
imaginary revenge wreaked by those who are powerless to act against their 
oppression. 
FURTHER READING 
Richard Schacht (ed.) Nietzsche, Genealogy, Morality (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994) is a wide-ranging collection of articles about On the 
Genealogy of Morality. Some of the articles are quite difficult. 
Brian Leiter Nietzsche on Morality (London: Routledge GuideBook series, 
Routledge, 2001) gives a useful critical analysis of the major themes of On the 
Genealogy of Morality, setting it in its intellectual context. 
Aaron Ridley Nietzsche’s Conscience: Six Character Sketches from the ‘Genealogy’ 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998) is an original interpretation of the 
book. 
See also the suggestions for further reading at the end of the previous 
chapter. 
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C h a pte r 21 

A. J. Ayer 

Language, Truth 

and Logic 

Most people ta lk and write nonsense some of tbe time; 
and some people talk and write nonsense all of the rime. 
But it can be d ifficult to detect precisely who is talki ng 
and writing nonsense when. In Ltmguage, TruTh ond 
Logic Ayer presents what he believes to be an infallible 
nonsense detector, a two-pronged test for meaningful­
ness which he calls the Verification Principle. With this 
test he demonstrates that a huge swathe of phi losoph­
ical writing doesn' t deserve to be called phi losophy at 
all, since it is simply nonsensical. He suggests that we 
set it aside and get on with the real business of phi los­
Oilhy, which is to clarify tbe meaning of concepts. The 
subject that is left after be has wielded his Verification 
Principle is very much slimmer than phi losophy as tradi­
tionally conceived: there is no place for metaphysics. for 
example. 

Language, TruTh ond Logic, which Ayer published 
before his 26th birthday, is, then, an iconoclastic book, 
one which attempts to transform the nature of philos­
ophy and of philosophising. The book is not itself wholly 
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o riginal, since most of its ideas are to be found either in the work of 
David Hume, or else in that of the .so-called Vienna Circle, a g roup 
of intellectuals who met regu larly in the late 1920s to discuss philos­
ophy and who founded the school of thought known as logical 
positivism. Nevertheless, Ayer's was the first, and best-known, 
synthesis of these ideas to appear in English. 

The Verification Principle 

204 

It. is tempt ing to think that all stat.cments are either true or false. 
However, there is a tbird important. c lass of statements, namely t.hose 
which are neither true nor false, but literally meaningless. Ayer's 
Verification Principle is designed to pick out this third class of sta te­
ments. So, for example, it is true that I am typing this on a word 
processor; false that I am writing it by hand; and meaningless to say 
'colourless green ideas sleep furiously' . Thi s last statement is the 
equ ivalent of saying 'blah': although it uses words, it can be neither 
true nor false since it is impossible to come up with any criterion for 
derenuining whet.her it is true or t>11se. 

The Verification Principle asks two questions of aoy statement. 
First, 'Is it true by defini t:ion?' And secondly, if not, 'Is it in principle 
veriliable?' Any sta tement which passes the test, that is, is either true 
by definition or else in principle verifiable, is meaningfu l. Any sta te­
ment which fai ls the test is meani ngless, and so should not be taken 
seriously. 

Actually, Ayer usually does not talk of sta tements, but rather 
of propositions. Propositions are the underlying logical structures of 
statements: the point is that The cat sat on the mat' expresses a propo­
sit.ion which could equally weU be expressed in another language. 
It doesn't affect the truth of the statement if it is in French or Swahili. 
So statements made in different languages can express the same propo­
sition. Also, Ayer usual ly ralks of 'putative' propositions: bere the 
word 'putative' is used so as to leave open the possibi lity that they 
might not be propositions at all (i.e. that they might be nonsensical}: 
'putative' just means 'supposed'. 

Let's consider the fi rst prong of the Veri fication Principle, the 
question 'Is it true by definition? ' An example of a proposition that 
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1s true by definition is 'Al l bache lors are unmarried men.' There 
is no need to conduct a survey to establish that this statement is 
true: anyone who purports to be a bachelo r and yet is married has 
simply misunderstood the meaning of the word 'bachelor' . The state ­
ment is a tauto logous ooe, that is, one that is logically true. Anotber 
example of a statement that is true by definition is 'All cats are 
animals.' Again, there would be no need to conduct any research 
in o rder to assess whether or not this statement is true: it is true s imply 
by virtue of the meanings of the words. This ki nd of statement is 
sometimes a lso called an analytic tru th ('analytic' is used here in a 
te(:hnical sense). 

In co ntmst, statements such as 'Most bache lors are untidy' or 
'No cat has ever lived lo nger than thirty years' are empirical state ­
ments. Some ki nd of observatio n is needed in order to assess whether 
o r not they are true . You can't tel l conclusively whether o r not they 
are true unless you do some research into the ma tter. T hese state­
ments purport to be factua l ones . They are not just about the meaning 
of words, but report o n features of tbc world referred to by tbe words. 
They are the sort of s ratemeor covered by the second proog of tbe 
Verificatio n Principle. 

Ayer asks of empirical statemen ts sucb as those given in the 
previous paragraph 'Are they in principle verifiable?' Here 'verifiable' 
simply means capable of being shown to be true or false. The word 
'verifiab le' is s lightly confusing si nce in ordi nary language to verify 
something is to show that it is true; however, Ayer a llows tha t showing 
something to be false is also a case o f verifying it. He inc ludes the 
words ' in principle' in the questio n because there are very many mean­
ingful statements that cannot practica lly be tested. Fo r instance, prior 
to space travel, a scientist could have c la imed that the moon was made 
of limes to ne. Thi s might have been practically difficul t to refute; 
ncvcrtbelcss, in principle it is easy to see how it could be refuted: get 
a specimen of moon rock and see if it is limestone. So it is a mean­
ingful statement, despite the fact that at the time o f being uttered it 
was not possible to test it. Simi larly, even so absurd a statemen t as 
'The moon is made of cream cheese' is meaningfu l since it is o bvious 
how it can be shown to be false. Again it is important to recognise 
that Ayer is using the word 'meaning ful' in a specialised sense, since 
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in ordi nary language we rarely call s ta tements which we know to be 
false 'meaningful'. Statements about what happened in the past can 
be paot icularly difficu lt to verify in practice; specifying that these need 
only be verifiable in principle gets around the problems that would 
o therwise arise in assessing the status of such statements. 

What emerges from this is that, when considering any putative 
proposition, for Aycr there arc just three possibil ities: that it is mean­
ingful and true; that it is meaningful yet false; and tbat it is completely 
meaningless. The last category, that of completely meaningle-Ss 
utterances, is his main target in La11guage, Truth """ Logic. 

According to Ayer many phllosopbers have been duped into 
believing that they were making meaningful s ta tement.s when in fact, as 
application of his Verification Principle reveals, they have been writing 
nonsense. His favourite word for such nonsense in the realm of philos­
ophy is 'metaphysics'. A metaphysical sentence is one which purpoits 
to say something genuine (i.e. meaningful) but, because it is neither 
true by definition nor empirically verifiable, is actually meaningless. 

Strong and weak senses of 'verifiability' 

2 0 6 

One problem that wou ld arise for Ayer iJ he demanded that mean­
ingful statements that weren' t true by definition bad to be conclusively 
verified is that general empirical c laims are not subject to conclusive 
proof. For instance, take the general s ta tement 'All women are mortal'. 
However many case.s of mortal women you observe, you will never 
prove once and for all that this statement is true, only that it is very 
probably true. T hi s is good enough for practical purposes. But if Ayer 
had adopted what he calls the strong sense of verifiabil ity, that is 
demanded CQnclusive empirical proof for aoy empirica l genera lisation 
to be meaningful, he would have set too ll.i.gh a standard. 

Instead be adopts a weak seose of 'verifiabiUty'. For an empir­
icnl statement to be menningful there need only be some observations 
which would be relevant to detemlining whether it was true or li1lse. 
These observations need not make it certain that it is true or that it 
is false. 

Some critics of Ayer's work have pointed out that the distinc­
tion between strong and weak senses of verification is itself a 
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meaningless one since no empirical statement could ever in practice 
o r in principle meet the rigorous demands of the strong principle. 
Ayer, however, in the introduction to the second edition of the book, 
suggests that there are what he ca lls 'basic propositions' which can 
be conclusively verified. Tbese are the kind of proposition expressed 
by statements such as '1 am in pain now' o r 'th is lemon tastes bitter 
to me' . These are incorrigible, mean.ing that you cannot be nlistakeo 
about them. 

A Y ER 

M etaphysics and poetry 

One line of defence for metaphysics is to claim that although liter­
ally meaningless it can have the same sort of effect as poetry and thus 
be a worthwhile activity in its own right. Ayer is scathing about 
thls attempt at a justification of metaphysics. First. he poin ts out. thi s 
attempted justification is based on a misapprehension about poetry. 
Poetry is rarely meaningless, though it sometimes expresses false 
propositions. And even wben it is meaning less. the words bave 
been chosen because of their rhythm or sound. Metaphysics is intended 
to be meaningful and true. Metaphysicians don' t attempt to write 
nonsense. It is just an unfortunate fact that th is is what they do. 
No defence in terms of irs poetic qualities will mask this fact. 

Ayer's main aim throughout Language, Truth and Lagic is to elimi­
nate metaphysics. He focuses on language, because he believes that 
language frequently misleads us into believing that we are making 
sense when we are not. This concentration on language is a distinc­
tive feature of a great deal of phi losophy whlcb was written in Britain 
and tbe United States in tbe first ha lf of this century. and is some­
ti mes referred to as the linguistic 111m in philosophy. 

Here we' Jl examine the coosequeoccs of Aycr's radical approacb 
to meaning. But first, what does Ayer understand by 'philosophy'? 
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Philosophy 

For Ayer philosophy has a very narrow role. Philosophy is not an 
empirica l subject: th.is is wbat distingu ishes it from the sciences. 
Whereas the sciences involve statements about the nature of the world, 
and rhus contribute factual knowledge, philosophy's role is one of 
clarification of the impucations of definitions of concepts, and partic­
ularly of the concepts used by scientists. Phi losophy is focused on 
language rather than on the world described by language. It is essen­
tially a branch of logic. In fact the activi ties that Ayer is engaged in 
within La11guage. Trurh a11d Logic, namely the clarification of our 
concept of 'meaningfu lness' and following through its implications, 
are paradigm instances of ph ilosophical activity. 

The problem of induction 

208 

Ayer's treatment of the problem of induction provides a good example 
of his approach to tmditional philosophical disputes. The problem of 
induction as it is usually understood is the difficul ty of corning up 
with a satisfactory justification for our be lief that empirica l genera li­
sations based on past observations will hold good for the future. How 
can we be sure that the future will be like the past? The sun rose 
yesterday, and every day that anyone ever observed before that, but 
this docs not prove conclusively that it wi ll rise tomorrow. Yet we all 
of us confidently rely on inductive generalisations of this kind, and 
they are the basis of a ll science. 

Since David Hume first fonnu lated the prob lem in the eigh­
teenth century, phi losophers ha\•e been attempting to justify Lhe use 
of inductive reasoning. Ayer's approach is very different. He attempts 
simply to dissolve the problem. He d ismisses it as a pseudo-problem, 
not a genuine problem. He docs so on the grounds Lhat there could 
nor possibly be a meaningful answer to rhe question. Since every 
genuine question can in princip le be answered meaningfully, and this 
one cannot, we should set it aside. 

His reasoning is as foUows. There are only t.wo possible t.ypes 
of meaningfu l justification of induction, and both are non-starters. The 
first wou ld be to give a justification based on truth by definition , 
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perhaps on the delinition of 'induction' , or of 'true'. However, this 
is a non-starter because to attempt such a justi fication would be to make 
the fundamental mistake of assum ing that any factual conclusions can 
be derived from statements about definition. Statements about defini­
tion simply infonn us about the use of words o r other symbols. 

The second type of justi fication would be an empirically veri­
fiab le one. For .instance, someone might argue that induction is a 
reliable method of reasoning since it has worked well for us in the 
past. But this, as Hume saw, wou ld be to use induction to justify 
induction. Clearly this cannot be acceptable either, since it begs the 
question; it assumes that induction is reUable when this is the very 
point at issue. So, Ayer concludes, no meaningfu l solution is possible. 
The problem of induction so-called is not, then, a genuine problem. 

AYER 

Mathematics 

It is clear that the propositions expressed in mathematics must. on the 
wbole, be meaningful ones. lf they did not come out as meaningful 
on Ayer's analysis we would have very good grounds for dismissing 
his theory. How, then, can he show that they are meaningful? He bas 
only two choices: tbey must be either true by definition or else empir­
ically verifiable (or perhaps a mixlUre of the two) . 

Very few philosophers have claimed that 7 + 5 = 12 is simply a 
generalisation based on adding together seven things and five things 
and getting twel ve each time. This is a highly implausible view to 
hold. So Ayer is left with the consequence that 7 + 5 = 12 is true by 
definition, simply a question of how we use the symbols '7', '+'. '5' . 
'=', and '12'. But if 7 + 5 = 12 is true by definition in the smue way 
that 'AU bachelors are unmarried men' is true by definition, Ayer 
needs to explain how we can be surprised by IUathematical 'discov­
crie.s' since. according to tbis theory, the solution must be implicit in 
tbe phrasing of the problem. Ultimately a ll equations will be the equiv· 
alent of the obviously tautologous A = A. So bow can we have a sense 
of making a discovery in mathematics? 

Ayer's answer is that although mathematical statements are true 
by definition, some mathematical truths are not obviously true at first 
sight. For instance, take the equation 91 x 79 = 7, 189. This is far less 
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obvious than 7 + 5 = 12. Yet il is slill lrue by deli nil ion. We need to 
use calculation to check that it is true; this calcu lation is ultimately 
nothing more than a tautological transfonnation. Bu t because we 
cannot immediately see that the answer is correct, we find it in ter­
esting, although ultimately it does not g ive us any new factual 
infonnation. 

Ethics 

2 10 

Ayer's treannent of ethics is one of lhe most controversial aspects of 
Language, Trmll and Logic. His basic belief is that judgements about 
right and wrong are for the most parr simply expressions of emotion 
and as literally meaningless as the expressions 'Boo!' and 'Hooray!' 
He arrives a t this extreme conclusion by application of hi s Verification 
Principle. 

Examining ethical phi losophy he finds four types of statement. 
First, there are defin.itions of ethical terms; for instance, we might fi nd 
in a book of e thics a detai led definition of 'responsibil ity'. Secondly, 
there are descriptions of mora l phenomena and their causes; for 
instance, a description of pangs of conscience and how they might 
originate in early moral or religious training. Thirdl y, there are what 
Ayer calls 'exhortations to moral virtue' . A simple example of this 
would be a plea for readers to keep their promises. And las II y, there 
are 'actual e thical judgements'. These are sta tements such as 'Torture 
is a moral evil.' 

Ayer examines each of these four types of statement. T he fi rst 
class. of definitions, is the only one which he considers acceptable as 
ethical phi losopby. Tb.is class (the definitions of e thical terms) con­
sists of statements wbicb are true by definition aod so pass his test 
for meaningfulness. The second class of statement, descriptions 
of moral pheoomcna, although passing the second prong of tbc test, 
and so meaningful, are oot the province or phi losophy. They are empir­
ically verifiable, and so their treatment belongs to a bmnch of science, 
in this case either psychology or sociology. The third class of sta te­
ment, exhortations to moral virtue, can be neither true nor false and 
are thus literally meaningless. They cannot belong to either science 
or phi losophy. 
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T he last class, the e thical judgements, Ayer treats at g reater 
length. These are the statements that are usually thought to constitute 
e thical philosophy, and have traditionally been assumed to be mean­
ingful. Ayer agues that they are neither true by definition nor empiri­
caUy verifiable, and so are literally meaningless. If I say 'You acted 
wrongly in breaking into my house', then I am saying the equivalent of 
'You broke into my house' in a particular tone of voice. The claim that 
you acted wrongly adds nothing meaningful to the statement. If I make 
the generalisation 'House-breaking is wrong', provided that 'wrong' is 
being used in an ethical rather than a legal sense, then I make a 
completely meaningless statement, one whlch is neither true nor false. 
It is simply an expression of an emotional attitude towards house-break­
ing, an expression which may also be calculated to arouse a similar 
emotional attitude in the listener. If you turn back to me and disagree, 
saying 'There .is nothlng wrong with bouse-breaking', there is no fact 
of the matter which will decide between us. You would simply be 
expressing an alternative emotional attitude towards house-breaking. 

T his account of ethlcal judgements, known as emotivism, bas 
tbe consequence that it is impossible to have a genuine dispute about 
wbether an action is wrong. What seems like a dispute wi ll always 
turo out to be a series of expressions of emorion; and there is no point 
of view from which we can judge the truth or falsity of the e thical 
positions since the positions are not capable of being either true or 
false. They do not express genuine propositions at all. 

AYER 

Religion 

Ayer's treatment of the sta tement 'God exists ' is at least as cha llengJng 
as bis dismissal of most of ethlcal ph.ilosophy. He claims that the 
statement is neither true by definition uor empirically verifiable even 
in principle. It can't be true by definition, siuce defi ni tions onl y indi ­
cate word use. and so cannot show the existence of anything. Ayer 
rejects out of hand the idea that there could be an empirical proof of 
God's e.xistence. Consequently, be declares. 'God ex ists' is literally 
meaningless and can be neither true nor fa lse. 

This view does not have a name, but it differs signi ficantly 
from the traditional approaches to the question of God's existence. 
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Traditionally individuals either believe in God's existence, are atheists 
(i.e. believe that God doesn't exist), or else are agnostics (i.e. claim 
there is insufficient evidence to decide the issue either way). However, 
Ayer's position differs from all three of these since they all take the 
statement 'God exists' to be meaningfu l and, respectively, true, false 
o r unproven. 'God exists' is, then, a metaphysical statement, one which 
Ayer concludes .is completely nonsensica l and so should not be 
addressed by philosophy. Thus, at a stroke, the problem of whether 
o r not God exists, one which has occupied the greatest phi losophers 
for thousands of years, has been dismissed as unanswerable, and so 
not worth exerting any philosophical energy upon. 

Criticisms of Language, Truth and Logic 

Practical difficulties 

2 12 

Even if we were to accept Ayer's Verification Principle as a way 
of discriminating between meaningfu l and meaningless statements, 
there are some quire serious practica l difficu lries which would 
have to be met. How, for example, are we to determine whether or 
not a proposirion is verifiable in principle? In other words, what 
does 'in principle' mean in this context? With a bit of imagination 
someone might claim that the statement ' Reality is one', an example 
Ayer uses of a metaphysical statement, is in principle verifiable. 
Imagine that the veil of appearances dropped for a split-second, and 
that we got a g limpse of the true nature of reality; then we would 
be ab le to make an observation relevant to the assessment of whether 
or not 'Reality is one' is true or false. Does this mean that 'Reality 
is one' is verifiable in principle? Ayer does not give us enough in­
formation about what 'verifiable in princip le' means in practice to 
determine in particular cases whether or not a statement is meta­
physical. 

A further pmctical difficulty about applying the Verification 
Principle is that of identifying non-obvious tautologies. In his discus­
sion of mathematics Ayer allows that some statements can be true 
by definition even though we cannot immediately appreciate that this 
is so. A consequence of this sort of view is that we might easily 
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overlook the tauto logous nature of many seemingly metaphysical 
statements. 

AYER 

Treats propositions In Isolation from each other 

A di fferent sort of objection which can be level led at Ayer's general 
approach is that it treats propositions as if they cou ld be separated 
out from the complex web of meanings in which they are in fact 
embedded. This point has been made by the philosopher W. V. 0 . 
Quine (b. 1908-2000). 

For example, Ayer seems to suggest that 1 could detennine 
the truth or falsehood of the statement 'Gravity caused the spaceshuttle 
to fall back towards earth' in isolation from other sta tements. How­
ever, in order to detennine whether or not this was a metaphysical 
statement I would need to draw on scientific theory and a range of 
o ther assumptions, many of them built into the way we use language. 

Self-refuting 

The most serious cntJctsm of Ayer's book is that tbe Verificatioo 
Principle does not seem to pass its own test for meaningfulness. Is 
the principle itself true by deli nition? Not obviously so. Is it empiri-
cally verifiable? It is hard to see how it could be. So, according to its 
own dictates it is itself nonsensical. lf this criticism holds, then the 
whole of Ayer's project c.ollapses since it all depends on the truth of 
the claim that any meaningful proposition wi ll pass the test. 

Ayer's response to this criticism is that the Verification Principle 
is true by definition. Like tbe mathematical equation 91 x 79 = 7,189, 
it is not obviously true by definitioo: that is wby it can be found inter­
esting and is a discovery. However, Ayer does not demonstrate from 
what be derived this Verification Principle, nor does he provide any 
equ ivalent of mathematical calculation by which we can check to see 
if he came up with the correct answer. 

Or perhaps the Verflcatioo Principle is simply a proposal , a 
reconunendation that we ought to use 'meaningl'ul' in the way that 
the princip le indicate.s. But if this were so, it would by its own stan­
dards be a metaphysical statement equivalent to the expression of an 
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emotion: exactly the sort of statement that Ayer is so keen to elimi­
nate from philosophy. 

So, on either account, the criticism that his Verification Principle 
is self-refuting has a devastating force. 

Dates 

1910 born in London. 
1936 publishes Language. 1i·uth and Logic. 
1989 dies in London. 

Glossary 

2 14 

emotivism: the theory that moral judgements are meaningless expres­
sions of emotion which can be neither true nor false. 

empirical: derived from experience. 
logical positivism: the school of philosophy that advocates rigorous 

usc of the Verification Principle. 
meaningful: either t:rue by definition or else verifiable in principle. 
metaphysics: for Ayer this is always a term of abuse. It is for him 

synonymous with 'nonsense'. 
problem of induction: the problem of justifying our widespread 

reliance on inductive reasoning. Logically we have no guarantee 
that the future will be like the past, yet we act as if we had 
such a guarantee. 

proposition: the thought expressed by a sentence. The same propo­
si tion can be expressed in different languages. 

pseudo-problem: uot a genuine problem; something that has tradi­
tiona il)' been thought to be a problem, but isn ' t. 

tautology: a statement which is necessarily true, such as 'Whatever 
is, is' or 'AU bachelors are unmarried men.' 

Verification Principle: the rwo-pronged test for meaningfu lness that 
dismjsses as meaningless nonsense any statement which is 
neither true by definition nor, in principle, empirically verifiable 
or falsifiable. 
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Further reading 

Stephen Prie-st 111" British £ mpirici,·ts (Hanuondsworth: Penguin, 1990) 
includes a chapter on Ayer's work. 

Bryan Magee Men of Ideas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988) 
include.s an interview with A. J. Ayer. 

Oswald Hanfling Ayer (London: Phoenix, 1997) gives a brief overview of 
Ayer's phi losophy and its importance. 

Ben Rogers A. J. Ayer: A U.fe (London: Vintage, 2000). This biography 
provides an introduction to Ayer's philosophy in the course of giving a 
sensiti ve portmjt oJ the man. 
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C h apter 22 

Jean-Paul Sartre 

Being and 

Nothingness 

Being and Norhb•g,zess is tbe bible of existentialism. Yet 
despite it:s centra lity in tbe movement which swept 
through Europe and North America in the postwar years, 
it is surprisingly obscure. Few of the cafe existential ists 
cou ld have read and understood much of this book. ln 
pmticular, the introduction is fiendishly difficu lt to make 
sense of, especia lly if you don' t have a background in 
continental philosophy. Yet despite the initial feelings 
of hopelessness that most of those who attempt to 
read the book from cover to cover experience, it is 
worth persevering. Being and Nothingness is one of very 
few philosophical books written tllis cent.ury whicb 
genuinely grapp le with fundamental questions about the 
human predicament. In its more lucid passages it can be 
both enUgbtening and exllilarating. Sartre's experience 
as a novelist and playwright is apparent in the memo­
noble descriptions of particu lar siruarions which form a 
substantial part of the book. 

The central theme of Being and Nothingness 
is encapsulated in the enigmatic line ' the nature of 
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consciousness simullaneously is to be what it is not and not to be 
what it is' . Whi lst this might on fi rst reading sound like pseudo­
profundity, it is in fact a summary of Sartre's account of what it is 
to be human. The full meaning of the line should become apparent 
in the course of this chapter. 

What is existentialism? 

Existentialism is a philosophical movement which exercised an inOu­
ence on many of the arts as well as on philosophy and psychology. 
Existential ist thinkers are qu ite diverse in their beliefs. However, in 
Existentialism and Humanism (given as a lecture in 1945), Sartre 
suggests that what they all have in common is a belief that for human 
beings 'ex istence precedes essence'. By this he means that existen­
tialists emphasise that there is no pre-existing blueprint of humanity 
to which we must confonn : human beings choose what they become. 
In Same's version of existential ism, there is no God in whose 
mind our essence lies. We exist fi rst and la ter make of ourselves 
wbat we will. A penknife is detennined by its funclion: if it won' t 
cut and hasn't got a fold ing blade, tben it isn't a penknife. Tbe essence 
of the penknife, what makes it a penknife and not something else, 
was in the mind of its maker before it was made. A human being is 
different from a penknife in that there is no pre-detenn ined function, 
no givens, no maker in whose mind our essence cou ld have been 
determined. 

Tltis is the view expressed in Existentialism and Humanism., but 
at the time of writing Being and Nolhingness, Sartre did not think of 
himself as an existentialist: his prime concern was to shed tight on 
the human condition. His approach was heavi ly influenced by a school 
of phi losophy known as phenomenology. 

Phenomenological approach 

2 18 

A distinctive feature of Smtre's writi ng in Being and Nothingness is 
its focus on real or imagined situations described at some length. This 
is not just a stylistic quirk but rather a feature of Sartre's phenome­
nological approach. Sartre is influenced by the philosopher Edmund 
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Husser! (1859-1938). Husser! believes that by describing the content>s 
of consciousness, setting on one side the question of whether or not 
what appears to consciousness actually exists, insight into the essence 
of things can be achieved. For Husser! an important part of philos­
ophy is descriptive: we should describe our experiences, not simply 
reflect at an abstract level. 

Sartre accepts tllis last aspect of Husserl's thought, but rejects 
the assumption that scru tiny of the contents of our consciousness 
reveals the essential nature of wbat is being thought about. What 
phenomenological method means in practice for Sartre is that be 
concentrates on life as iris lived and fell., rather than on human beings 
as described by science or empirical psychology. The result is a stnmge 
mixture of highly abstract discussion interspersed with vivid and 
memorable novelistic scenarios and descriptions. 

Being 

The whole of Being and Nothingness rests on a fundamental distinc­
tion between different forms of ex istence. Sartre draws attention to 
tbe difference between conscious and non-conscious being. T he former 
he caUs 'being for-itself'; tbe latter, 'being in-itself'. Being for-itself 
is the kind of existence chamcleristically experienced by human 
beings, and most of Being and Nothing11ess is devoted to explaining 
its main features. Unfortunately Sartre provides no answer to the 
question of whether or not non-human animals can reasonably be 
categorised as examples of being for-itself. Being in-itself, in contrast, 
is the being of non-conscious things. such as of a stone on a beach. 

Nothingness 

Nothingness. as the title of the book suggests, plays a key role in 
Sartre's work. He characterises human consc iousness as a gap at the 
heart of our being, a nothing. Consciousness is always consciousness 
of something. It is never simply itself. It is what al lows us to project 
ourselves into the future and to reassess our past. 

Concrete nothingness is experienced when we recognise that 
something is absent. You arrange to meet your friend Pierre in a cafe 
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at four. You arrive a quarter of an hour la te and he is not there. You 
are aware of him as a lack, an absence because you expected to see 
him. This is very different from the a l>sence of, say, Muhammad 
Ali from the cafe, since you had not arranged to see him there: you 
cou ld play an intellectual game listing all the people who weren't in 
the cafe, i>ut only Pierre's absence in this case would be felt as a 
genuine lack, since only Pierre was expected. Thi s phenomenon, the 
ability of human consciousness to see things as missing, is part. of 
what San re calls the transcendence of c-onsciousness. It is linked 
up with his idea of freedom, since it is our abil ity to see things as 
unrealised, o r as to be done. that reveals to us a world brimming 
with possibi lities. Or rather in some cases it reveals to us such a world; 
in o thers the peculiar kind of self-deception that Sartre labels 'bad 
faith ' gets a g rip, and we don't let ourselves recognise the true extent 
of our freedom. 

Freedom 

22 0 

Sartre believes that human beings have free wiU. Consciousness is 
empty; it does DOt detennine what we choose. We are DOt constrained 
by tbe cboices we have made in the past, though we may feel tbat 
we are. We are free ro choose whatever we wish. It is true that the 
world won' t always allow us to fulfi l our wishes. But that, Like the 
facts of when we were born and who our parents were, is an aspect 
of what Sartre terms our 'facticity', those aspects of our Ji ves which 
are given. Yet even though we can't change these things, we can 
choose to change our attitude to them. 

Sartre takes an ex treme position on the question of indivi­
dual freedom, disregardi ng any theory wbicb suggests that human 
beings arc entirely shaped by their genetic endowment and their 
upbringing. For Sartre buman beings are characterised by thei r ability 
to choose what tbey become. However. Sarrre does point out tbal 
things aren't guite so simple: human consciousness is constantly 
fl irting with what be calls bad faith, which is at bottom the denial 
of our l'reedom. 
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Bad faith 

Sartre's discussion of bad faith is justly celebrated as one of the 
classic passages in twentieth-century philosophy. Here his sk.i lls as 
philosopher, psychologist and novelist are combined most success­
fully; here his phenomenologica l method yields fruit in a way that so 
many barren and abstract philosophical discussions of self-deception 
have fai led to do. 

It is important to realise that Sartre is nor interested in self­
deception as a general philosophical topic: bad faith is a particular 
kind of self-deception which ooly makes sense within a theory whicb 
postu lates free will . Bad faith is a lie to oneself wnich is chosen as 
a flight from freedom. It is a condition to which human conscious­
ness is particu larly prone. 

Consider Sartre's description of a woman on a first date with a 
man wbo has sexual intentions towards ber. She is aware of tbe oature 
of his interest, yet denies it to herself. lies to herself about the signif­
icance of such comments as 'I find you so attractive!', turn ing them 
into innocuous non-sexual compliments. S he manages to sustrun her 
self-deception throughout the conversation. But then he takes her hand. 
To leave her haod in his would be to flir t with him; to take it away 
wou ld 'break the troubled and unstable hanuony which gives the hour 
its charm' . What does she do? She leaves her hand there. but inert. 
a thing, neither consenting nor resisting, whi le she talks loftily of her 
life, emphasising herself as personality rather than as body. She is in 
bad faith because she deceives herself about the nature of the man's 
intentions. She pretends to herself that he is really interested in her 
mind in order to avoid admitting the possibi lity that she might reci­
procate his desire. But she is also in bad faith because she denies that 
she is her body and in doing so denies her freedom to act, and the 
responsibility sbe has for her actions. Sbe attempts to make of ber 
hand an in-i tself rather than accept that it is her hand in his. 

Sartre's most famous example of bad faith is of a cafe waiter. 
This waiter seems detenuined by his role as a waiter. It is as if he is 
acting a role. His movements are exaggerated: the way he bends 
forward ro the customer, or balances his tray. It is aU a kind of cere­
mony, an elaborate dance. Sartre points out that the waiter, however 
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hard be tries to become his role, cannot be a waiter as an inkwell is 
an inkwell. A fo r-itself cannot by an act of wi ll power metamorphose 
into an in-itself (except, perhaps, by conunitting suicide) . Sartre diag­
noses the waiter as someone trying to deny his freedom, as if he didn' t 
have the choice of staying in bed rather than getting up at 5 o'clock, 
even though that would mean getting the sack. His mechanical move­
ments betray a desire to be what he cannot be, an in-.itself. Tbus the 
waiter is in bad faith because he is deceiving himself about the Limits 
of his freedom. 

In a di fferent example, Sarrre describes a homosexual man who 
will not admit to his friend or indeed to himself that he is a homo­
sexual. True, his pattern of conduct has been that of a homosexual. 
But he plays on two senses of the word ' is' when he claims he is not 
a homosexual. In his own eyes he cannot be a homosexual because 
no human individual is strictly determined by his o r her past in the 
way that a red-haired man is red-haired. As a being for-itself he cannot 
simply make of h.is character an in-itself. Yet, in a•<other sense, g)ven 
his past beha\•iour, be clearly is a homosexual: bis past sexual Liaisons 
have been witb men. Tbe honest answer to tbe question 'Are you a 
homosexual?' would be 'In one sense no, and another yes.' 

His friend demands that tbe homosexual be sincere and come 
out as homosexual. Yet the friend is as much in bad l~1ith as the homo­
sexual since the demand for sincerity is a demand to make of yourself 
an in-itself, to deny your freedom to act differentl y in the future 
from the way you have done in the past. So sincerity is itsel f a kind 
of bad faith. 

T he term 'bad faith' suggests that there is something bad about 
being in this condition, that it is, perhaps, a mora l fault. It also suggests 
that autbenricit.y, t.he opposite of bad fait.h, might be a virwe. However, 
in Being and Nothingness Sartre's approach is to descr ibe rather than 
to judge: tbis is not an instruction manual on how to live but an 
account of what it is like t.o live. Sartre promised to write a sequel to 
Being and Nothingness in which he would present an ex istentialist 
ethics; however, he never published such a book. Neve1theless, it is 
diHicult to read Same's account of bad fai th without concluding that 
Sartre thought that, on the whole, bad faith was culpable and a denial 
of what we tru ly are, namely free individuals. 
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Bad fai th is possible because human beings are both transcen­
dence and facticity. Transcendence refers to our ability to think beyond 
the facts of what is happening now and project ourselves into future 
possibilities; facticity refers to the facts of our past, of what is now 
happening, lhe givens of our existence whicb we can' t change at wilL 
We maintain ourselves in bad faith by keeping our transcendence and 
factic.i ty separate from each o ther, by thinking of ourselves either as 
wbolly di fferent from our bodies (denying an aspect of our facticity, 
as, fo r example, does the woman on her date) o r else as wholly 
d ifferent from our possibilities (pretending to be an in-itself, as, for 
example, does the cafe waiter). 

This d iscussion of tnmscendence and facticity goes some way 
to explaining the meaning of the quotation about consciousness 
given earlier in the chapter: ' the nature of consciousness simultane­
ous) y is to be what it is no t and not to be what it is' . We are in one 
sense our possibil ities, our transcendence: not what we are now 
but what we may become (i.e. consciousness '.is what it is not'). And 
yet we aren't simply our facticity, a product of where we were born, 
how we were brought up, what c.olour hair we bave, how tall we are. 
how intell igent, and so on. 

Critique of Freud 

Freud's theory of the unconscious cou ld have provided Sartre with a 
convenient account of how it is that an individual can lie to him- or 
herself. According to Freud the psyche is divided into a conscious 
and an unconscious part. Unconscious motives and thoughts are 
censored and transfonned before they can enter consciousness. The 
censor represses some lhoughls al10getber, a llowing 01hers t.o emerge 
into consciousness in disguised fonn, particularly .in dreams or in so­
caUed 'Freudian slips'. Psychoanalysts frequently talk of the patients' 
resistances to certain interpretations which get near to tbe truth; these 
re.sistances are the work of the censor. lf Sartre had accepted this 
Freudian account, he could have explained bad fait h as arising from 
unconscious beliefs and their conscious denial. On this model the 
human mind is fundamentally divided, almost the equivalent of two 
people, so it is relatively easy to understand how someone could lie 
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to him- or herself and yet believe the lie: it wou ld simply be the 
unconscious lying to the conscious. 

Sartre criticises the Freudian picture of the mind. He argues 
that if there were a censor between the unconscious and conscious 
aspects of our minds, then this censor would have to be conscious of 
both sides of the di vide. In order to censor effectively. the censor 
would have to know wbat is .in the unconscious mind in order to 
repress or transform it. If the censor is part of tbc unconscious, then 
there is a consciousness within the unconscious. The Freudian is left 
with tbc absurd situation of the conscious censor as part. of the mind 
being aware of what is in tbe unconsc ious in order to appear unaware 
of what is in the unconscious (i.e. in o rder to repress all knowledge 
of it). In o ther words, the censor would find itself in bad faith. So the 
problem of how bad faith is possible would sti ll remain for a Freudian; 
the notion of the unconscious solves nothi ng since the problem is 
simply moved on to the censor. 

Shame 

22 4 

Shame is an emotion which particularly interests Sartre because of wbat 
it reveals of our rela tions with o ther people, or ' the Other' , as he usuaUy 
expresses this. 1 see a man walking by some benches in the park. 
My awareness of him as another for-itself causes me to reorganise my 
experience of the park; I am suddenly aware of the fact that he sees the 
grass and the benches from his own conscious point of view, one which 
is not directly accessible to me. It is as if the Other steals the world from 
me. My confident position at the centre of my world is destabilised. 

The impact of other people on our consciousness is IUOst appar­
ent when we are aware of being watched. Being seen by !he Otber 
forces me to be awafe of myself as an object viewed by someone else, 
as the following example from Being and Noriliflgness illustrates. 
Moved by jea lousy, I peer through a keyhole to see whal is going on 
on the o ther side of the door. I am completely immersed in what I see. 
In this mode of consciousness, which Sartre labels non-thetic, or pre­
reflective, I am not aware of my self as a se lf, but only of what I see 
o r am thinking about. My mind is as it were entirely in the room behind 
the door. 
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S uddenly, I hear foots teps in the hall behind me. J am aware 
that someone is there looking at me. I am thrown into shame, judged 
by this other person. J am jolted into an awareness of myself as an 
object viewed by another consciousness: my own freedom escapes me 
as I become objectified by the look of this other person. 

lJl love too there is the danger that our freedom will escape us. For 
Sartre love is a kind of contlict: a struggle to enslave another without 
becoming enslaved yourself. Yet the lover does not simply want to 
possess but wants to be desired, and so needs tbc beloved to be free. 
The complex play of wiUs can lead to masochism. the desire to be 
an object for your lover. Yet even in masochism, the impossibility of 
transformi ng yourself into an in-itself is apparent. Alt.emat.ively, 
sadism, which flirts with the idea or turning the other person into 
pure llesh, is equally futile in its goals. A glimpse into the eyes of 
the o ther person reveals that he or she exists as a free individual, and 
that total enslavement of that freedom is not possible. 

Love 

My death 

It can be tempting to think of death as part of life, as, perhaps, the 
fi nal chord of a melody givi ng meaning to what has gone before. 
Sartre rejects this view. He thinks death is absurd: it has no meaning 
at all. It is in almost every case impossible to be absolutely sure when 
you will die. Sudden death is always a possibi lity; but it is not my 
possibilit.y. It. is rather t.he remov-al of al l my possibilities in rhe sense 
that it takes away what makes me human: my abi lity to project myself 
towa rds the future. It takes away all meaning for me since the ooly 
meaning my life can have is that which I cboose to give it. At deatb 
we become 'prey to the living' . What this means is that, though while 
living we choose tbe meaning of our actions, at death our actions are 
interpreted and given meaning by other people: we cease to have 
any responsibility for them, and other people can make of them what 
they will. 
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Existential psychoanalysis 

As we have seen, Sartre rejects out of hand the idea that there is a 
spUt between the unconscious aod tbe conscious mind. He wants to 
replace Freudian psychoanalysis with his own freedom-based 
approach. to the mind, wbicb he cal ls 'existential psychoanalysis'. 
Cemral to tbis is his notion of a fundamental choice of being or o rig­
inal pwject. This is the core around which each of us organises his 
o r her persona lity, a choice about what fundamentally we are. It is 
the aim of existential psychoanalysis to lay bare th.is original project, 
a cboice wbicb infonns tbe individual's every subsc<1uent choice. 
Ex istential psychoanalysis differs from most o ther approaches to 
human psychology in that it makes the individual entirely responsible 
for his or her choice of being. We are not simply the products of 
society or our genes, according to Sanre, but rather of our own choices. 
That is what makes us human. 

Criticisms of Being and Nothingness 

Overestimates human freedom 

226 

A major critici sm of Sanre's ex istentialism is that it presupposes a 
degree of freedom that human beings don't in li1ct have. He some­
times writes as if we could choose to be aoyth.ing; as .if we could 
think beyond the limitations imposed on us by our social situation 
and upbringing. We make the choices that we do because of what we 
are, and we are what we are bec<tuse of what bas happened to us. 
Sartre's focus is almost enti rely on the individual and the choices he 
or she makes, rather thao on the social cootext in wbicb groups of 
people live. For many people, social, political and economic pressures 
arc far more constra ining tban Sartre seems to acknowledge. 

T bis son or detenuinislic criticism would not have discouraged 
Sartrc: he would simply deny that it is true, and probably suggest tbat 
you reflect on your experience and see wherher o r not it. really was 
true of your life, o r whether the adoption of the belief that it is is a 
kind of bad faith in the face of extreme freedom. A reply to this might 
be that feel ing free is not necessari ly the same as being free. We might 
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simply have the illusion of free will rather than the genuine item. 
Perhaps all our actions are completely determined by what bas 
happened to us, and yet we have misleading feelings that they are 
freely chosen. 

Too pessimistic? 

Wrulst Sartre's treaunem of human freedom is perbaps over-optimistic, 
his account of human relations is extreme ly pessimistic. We are 
constantly on the brink either of turning the other person into an 
object, an in-itself, o r of attempting to turn ourselves into objects for 
him or her. He even goes so far to describe humanity as 'a useless 
passion'. Perhaps this is an overly bleak description of what it is 
to be human. Sartre simply disagrees. Jn his defence it must be said 
tbat for many readers rus account of freedom and bad faitb has a 
liberating effect and a direct influence on their Jives. They take respon­
sibility for what they are rather than trying to find excuses for faili ng 
to achieve wbat they want from their Jives. 

Dates 

1905 born in Paris. 
1943 publishes Being and Nothingness. 
1980 dies in Paris. 

Glossary 

bad faith: a particular ki nd of self-deception that involves denyi ng 
your own freedom. 

belug for-Itself: Sartre 's term for any being capable of self-conscious­
ness. 

being In-itself: Sartre's tenn for inanimate object:s, and anything 
which lacks self-consciousness. 

existentialism: a Jlhi losoprucal movement based oo the belief that for 
conscious beings ex istence precedes essenc-e. 

fact.iC-ity: those things which are givens, which cannot be changed, 
such as where you were born, or who your parents were. 
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no n·thetic consiousness: be ing aware of something without being 
aware that you are aware. 

origina l p roject: the basic cho ice you make about the direction of 
your li fe which colours most of your other choices. 

phenomenologica l approach: a philosophical approach which was 
based on the idea that if you gave an accurate description of 
your experience, this would somehow reveal the essence of the 
things you were experiencing . 

tra nscendence: the capacity of the for-itself to project itseU' into the 
future. 

Further reading 
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Donald Palmer Smtre for Beginners (London: Writers and Readers, 1995) 
is a readable introduction to Sartre's work in comic-book form. Arthur C. 
Oanto Sattre (London: Fontana Modern Masters series, 1975) provides an 
introductory overview of Sartre's main themes . 

Joseph P. Catalano A Commenlaty on Jean -Paul Sat1re's Being and 
Noihingness (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980) is useful. It 
explains the book section by section. Though quite difficult in places, it is 
never as difficult as Being and N01hingness itself. 

Eric Matthews 1kentieJh Cenr~try French Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press . .1 996) sets Sartre in lbe context of a French tradition. It 
provides a clear and interesting account of a number of notoriously diffi· 
cult philosophers. 

Annie Cohen-Solal Sartre: A Life (London: Heinemann, 1987) and Ronald 
Hayman WriJing Against: A Biogmphy of Sartt-e (London: Wcidenfcld & 
Nicolson, 1986) are two absorbing accounts of Snrtre's very fu ll life. His 
own much briefer autobiography is Won.1s (Harmoodsworth: Penguin, 1967). 
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Ludwig Wittgenstein 

Philosophical 

Investigations 

Ludwig Wittgenstein did not want to spare o ther people 
tbe trouble of thinking for themselves. Plrilosoplri.cal 
lnvestig(l!ions was intended to stim ulate his readers to 
have tbcir own thoughts rarher tban to present: them 
with pre-packaged ideas for convenient consumption. 
This is reflected in the style of writing, which is frag­
mentary and oblique, fl itting from one topic to the next 
and back again. The answers to philosophical ques­
tions are not given in a straightforward way, but rather 
suggested through particular examples and stories. 
Clues are provided, but their implications aren't usually 
spell out; metaphors abound, but it is up to the reader 
to unpack them. 

Instead of chapters, Wittgensteio uses shorter 
numbered sections. Tbe organisation of the book is not 
all due to Wittgenstein: it was published in 1953, two 
years after his death, and is based on a manuscript he 
was working on for a number of years. 
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Relation to Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 

The only book of Wittgenstein 's to be published during his lifetime 
was his Tracratus Logico-Philosophicus, which appeared in 1921.. 
This austere series of numbered statements managed to combine a 
poetic style with a serious treatment of logic and the limits of human 
thought. It is most famous for the concluding pronouncement 
'Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must remain silent.' This 
wasn't a practica l adage, but rather a summary of tbe views about the 
limits of thought. Most of what is important in human life lies outside 
the realm of what can be said meaningfu ll y; it is inexpressib le, but 
no less important for that. In many ways Philosophical fnvestigations 
is a critig ue of the views expressed in the Tractatus, and Wittgenstein 
even suggested that the Tractatu.s should be published as a preface to 
Phi/osoplricat Investigations to bring out wbat was distinctive about 
his more recent ideas. 

The nature of philosophy 
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In Plritosophical Investigations Wittgenstein sees his role as le tting 
the fl y out of the fl y-bottle. What he means by thi s is that philoso­
phers buzz around trapped by their attempts to make language do wbat 
it cannot do. T hey are bewitched by language. As he puts it, 
'Phi losophical problems arise when language goes on holiday' 
(section 38). In other words, philosophical problems arise from using 
words in an inappropriate context. 

Wiugenstein's approach is designed to dissolve such problems 
by attending to the actual use of language and thus letting the tty out 
of the fl y-bottle. Hence his phi losophical approach is often charac­
terised as a therapeutic one: phi losophy is the illness that needs to be 
cured. Philosophy examines 'bumps that the understanding has got 
from running up against tbc linlits of language' (sect.ion 119). The 
cure is to look at bow language actually funcl.ions, not how we imagine 
that it must function. But his analysis of actual uses of language is 
not an exercise in social antllropo logy. By mapping out some of the 
ways in which language is used Wittgenstein draws attention to the 
limi ts of thought and meaningfulness. A large part of this enterprise 
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involved eliminating misleading theories about the nature of language. 
Another reason for focusing on particular uses of language was his 
belief that large-scale theorising is misguided in that it rests on the 
false assumption that we can d iscover the essence of the th ing being 
investigated. 

Meaning as use 

A significant pan of Philosophical lnvestig(llions is d irected against 
what Wittgenstein thinks is a simplistic account of the nature of 
language. He takes Saint Augustine 's account o r language-learning by 
pointing to objects and naming them as representative of this view. 
Holders of this Augustinian pic ture of language believe that words 
are names of objects, and that combinations of words have the sole 
function of describing reality. 

For example, on this view, in order to learn the meaning of the 
word 'apple ' we present a ch.i ld with an apple and say ' this is an apple' . 
Th.is is called teaching by ostensive definition: pointing to tbe object tbat 
is named. Wittgensrein does not deny that such ostensive defi ni tion goes 
on, but draws attention to a number of difficulties with tbe view that tbis 
is tbe basis of al l language-learning. For example, such ostensive deH­
nition requires a certain amount of stage-setti ng. The child might not 
understand the institu tion of pointing at an object, or e lse might think 
that you were pointing out the colour or the shape of the apple. Every 
case of ostensive definition allows for a varie ty of interpretations of what 
is being picked out. Furthermore, even if the child understands the par­
ticular case of ostensive definition, he or she might not be able to make 
tile transWon from thls case to others li ke it. 

Language is not simply a medium we usc to rcpreseot the world. 
Rather it is more like a tool kit containing a wide range of imple­
ments which we usc for different purposes. Or. to borrow another of 
Wit.tgenstein's metaphors, language is Uke the levers in the cabin 
of a locomotive. Words resemble each o ther, so we have a tendency 
to think tbat they all do the same son of thing. However, Uke the 
levers in the locomotive the similarity is superficial : one lever oper­
ates a valve, another the brakes; one bas only two positions, 'off' and 
'on' ; another can be moved continuously. 
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Jf we exami ne the nature of actual language, we very quickly 
fi nd that the Augustinian picture is inaccurate. The meaning of words 
is given by their use rather than by what they might refer to. Language 
does not have an underlying essence, a common denominator, a unique 
function. Rather, if we examine language we fi nd a pattern of over­
lapping functions which it serves in d ifferent contexts. Wittgenstein 
talks of ' language games' . He doesn ' t meao by this phrase that us.i ng 
language is a maner of being playful, but that there are many diJ1'ereot 
rule-governed activities within which language functions. Language 
is embedded in our fonns of life, the social conveotioos which have 
grown up around its various uses. The meanings of words are governed 
by how we happen to use them; isolated from a context of use, a form 
of life, they are meaningless. 

Family resemblance terms 
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One conunon way of being bewitched by language is to assume that 
if we correctly use a word to refer to a raoge of cases. every case 
must have something in conunon with the others. We often assume 
that, for example, there is an essence of games, so that whenever we 
use the word 'game' we are alluding to the common feature that the 
activity in question shares with other game.s. Wittgenstein believes 
this to be a mistake. It is a mistake to assume that there must be an 
essence shared by all games as much as it is a mistake to assume that 
all language uses must have somethjng in common. 

Wittgenstein's defence of this view is based on an analogy with 
fami ly resemblances. Blood relations often resemble each o ther. But 
that doesn' t mean tbat every member of the family shares one or more 
conunon feat.ures: what usually occurs is that there is a pattern of 
overlapping resemblances rather than a sjngle common feature found 
throughout. You might resemble your sister with respect to hair colour 
and your mother with respect to eye co lour. Your sister and mother 
may have the same shaped nose. Jn this simple example no single 
feature is shared by all three members of the fami ly, but this does 
not prevent there being a visible fami ly resemblance. Simi larly, there 
is no common essence shared by all the things we call 'games': board 
games, football , solitaire, throwing a ball against the wa ll, and so on. 
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But we can nevertheless use the word ‘game’ meaningfully. Wittgenstein 
uses the phrase ‘family resemblance’ to refer to this sort of overlapping and 
criss-crossing resemblance. 
THE PRIVATE LANGUAGE ARGUMENT 
By far the most influential part of Philosophical Investigations is the group of 
comments and examples known as the Private Language Argument, 
although there is still some controversy about precisely what Wittgenstein 
meant by them. It is worth bearing in mind that Wittgenstein didn’t use the 
phrase ‘Private Language Argument’, and it is only his commentators who 
have suggested that a series of his comments should be interpreted as a 
cumulative argument.  
Nevertheless, it does seem reasonable to group his thoughts together in this 
way and to extract an argument from their progression. In order to begin to 
understand this argument, we need to get clear what Wittgenstein was 
attacking.  
Most philosophers since Descartes have assumed that a proper study of the 
nature of the mind must begin from a consideration of the first-person case, 
that is, from one’s own experience. I can be more certain that I am in pain, for 
example, than that you are. I have privileged access to the contents of my 
own mind that does not extend to the contents of yours. It is as if I have 
special access to a private cinema in which my thoughts and feelings are 
displayed; no one else has any idea of what happens within my private 
cinema. My experience is private to me, and yours to you. No one can really 
know my pain or my thoughts. I can describe my inner experience to myself, 
and no one else is able to judge whether or not my descriptions are accurate.  
Wittgenstein’s Private Language Argument undermines the view which 
props up the idea that my thoughts and feelings are fundamentally 
inaccessible to anyone else. The idea rests on a belief in the possibility of a 
private language. Wittgenstein shows that no such language is possible. By 
‘private language’ he doesn’t mean a private code, nor does he mean a 
language spoken by only one person, as, for instance, a Robinson Crusoe 
figure might devise to talk to himself about his life on a desert island. Rather, 
a private language, for
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Wittgenstein, is one that is in principle unshareable because it is used 
to refer to an individual's a llegedly private experiences. 

Someone who bel ieves in the possibi lity of such a private 
language might argue that it would be possible for me to keep a diary 
recording my sensations. I have a particu lar sensation which r decide 
to call 'S'. I put an 'S' in my diary. The next time I have the same 
sort of sensation, I put another 'S' in the diary, and so on. Wittgenstein 
argues that t:his account is incoherent. There is 'no criterion of correcr­
ness' for the reidentification of my 'S' sensations, no way of proving 
that I was correct. or incorrect. in any case where I thi nk I have reiden­
tified a fee ling of 'S' . It is like checking the time a train leaves by 
call ing up your memory of the timetable, but with one important d iffer­
ence: there is no actual timetable out there in the world to serve as 
the touchstone of correctness. Where there is no possible way of 
checking up to see if I am correct in my application of a tenu, the 
term cannot have any meaning. Consequently, Wittgenstein's conclu­
sion is that giving names to your private experiences by acts of private 
ostensive definition is a nonsensical notion. Language is publ ic, and 
the criteria for the application and reapplication of words are public. 
No private language of the sort envisaged above .is possible. 

This is not, of course, to deny rhat people bave sensations and 
experiences. However, from the point of view of the meaning of 
language, if these experiences were necessarily private, they would 
have no relevance. Imagine a situation in which everyone owned their 
own box with something in it which we call a 'beetle'. No one can 
look inside anyone else's box, and everyone claims to know what a 
beetle is by looking inside their own box. ln this sort of case, 
Wittgenstein says. it wouldn' t n1atter wiletiler everyone had the same 
sort of thing in their box, or nothing at. aU. The thing in the box 
doesn' t affect the meaning of 'beetle'. 

The consequence of Wittgenstein's argument is that tbc picture 
of the mind suggested by Descartes is untenable. We don't each inhabit 
o ur own private cinema. Rather, language sets the limits of our 
thought, and language is an intrinsically publ ic phenomenon. This 
argument also undennines the view of the mind presented in the 
empiricist tradition, including that given by Locke and Hume. Like 
Descartes, these phi losophers implicitly assume the possibility of 
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describing one's own sensations in a private language: in parlicu lar, 

Locke's view of language relies on the possibility of reidentifying 
privately labelled sensations. 

Wittgenstein's Private Language Argument isn't entirely nega­
tive. In place of the tradi tional account of tbe rela tionship between 
our experiences and the language we use to describe them, he offers 
an alternative hypothesis. Perhaps words like 'pain' are not names of 
priv-;tte sensations, but are rather part of our learnt pain-behaviour, 
with public criteria for their correct application. A child hurts herself 
and cries; adu lts teach the child to articu late the pain. What this means 
is that the chi ld learns to speak about pain as a substitute for crying. 
Speaking about pain, however, is not simply a matter of de-scribing a 
sensation. According to Wittgenstein, speaking about pain is another 
way of expressing pain. 

Seeing aspects 

In tbe second part of Pili/osopilical f11vesrigatitms one topic wbicb 
Wit.Lgenstein d iscusses involves the familiar example of the duck­
rabbit: a figure wbicb cao be interpreted as a drawing either of a duck 
o r of a rabbit, but not both simultaneously. I look at the figure and 
see il as a duck; then, 1 see a new aspect of it: il looks like a rabbit. 
This change of aspect bas not been brought about by any change in 
what is reflected on the back of my retina. Precisely the same visual 
stimuli give rise to my sense tlmt I am looking at a pic ture of a duck 
as when I am seeing it as a rabbit. This seems paradoxical: the aspect 
changes when no line of the picture has been altered. It suggests that 
seeing involves a kind of judgement about wbat is being seen, and 
that tbis can be influenced by what we expect to see. 

Cr iticisms of Philosophical Investigations 

Philosophical problems don't all dissolve 

Many philosophers remain unconvinced that all phi losophical 
problems arise when language 'goes on ho liday'. For example, few 
contemporary ph ilosophers of mind investigating the nature of human 
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consciousness feel that all they need do is point to some of the ways 
we use language in order to rid ourselves for ever of the phi losoph­
ical problem of how matter could g ive rise to thought and self­
awareness. Wittgenstein's claims about letting the fly out of the fly­
bottle are seductive; but traditional phi losophical d isputes continue to 
perplex and challenge philosophers. despite his attempts to explain 
them away as bewitchment by language. Wittgenstein, presumably, 
would respond to this by pointing out that the philosophers in ques­
tion are still in thrall to the language they are trying 10 force into 
doing jobs that ir just can't do. 

Oracular pronouncements 
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A qu ire serious criticism of Wittgenstein's style in Philosophical 
Investigations is that it resu lts in a book which is open to many 
conflicting interpretations. In many places it is not a t all clear what 
the precise point of an example or parable is, nor is it a lways obvious 
that some of tbc views he seems 10 be attacking have ever been held. 
Often we seem to be gett ing just the tip of a submerged iceberg and 
arc left to ourselves to work out what must lie beneath the surface of 
a remark. Although in recem years Wiugcnstein's notebooks and his 
students' lecture note-s have been made widely avai lab le, there is s ti ll 
fierce debate about some of his cenh-al doctrines. 

Wittgensrein is surely responsib le for the ambiguities and 
indeterminacies in his work, not all of which can be put down to the 
difficulty of presenting such radical and original ideas. Some of 
the di fficulties stem directly from his piecemeal approach. There 
is no doubting tbe elegance and imaginative appeal of Wittgenstein's 
examples, but the Jack of cohereot argument or clarificatory passage.s 
leaves the reader with a great deal of work to do. 

In Wiugenstein's defence, he was very open about his desire 
that his readers think for themselves rarher than have views d ished 
out to them by an authority. So in that sense contemporary 
disputes about interpretation are a tribute to his success, si nce 
they indicate that phi losophers are having to think through what 
Wittgenstein could possibly have meant in o rder to make sense of the 
work at al l. 
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Nevertheless, Wittgenstein's oblique and poetic s tyle attrnct>s 
d iscipleship. There has never been a shortage of ardent followers who 
ci1e paragraph numbers from Philosophical Investigations with all the 
enthusiasm of religious zealots. These followers for the most part are 
happy to get their ideas secondband from the master, apparently 
unaware that that is precisely what he said he didn't want to happen. 
The oracu lar style of much of Philosophical /nvesligations seems to 
invite a reverentia l r<lther than critical approacb, and so may under­
mine the aim of making its readers think for themselves. 

Wittgenstein himself was never satisfied enough with his draft.s 
of Philosoplrica.l Investigations to publish rbe book in llis own life­
time. Perhaps, then, it is fairer to treat it as work in progress, rather 
than as his definitive views in the form he wou ld have most liked 
them to have reached the world. 

Dates 

1889 born in Vienna. 
1951 dies in Cambridge. 
1953 Philosophical /nvestigaiions publi shed posthumously. 

Glossary 

duck-rabbit: a drawing which can be interpreted either as a duck or 
as a rabbit, but not both simultaneously. Wittgenstein uses this 
example to explain aspect-seeing. 

essentialism: belief that, for example, a ll the things referred to by a 
particu lar word must have something in conunoo. 

family resemblance: a pa11em of overlapping and criss-crossing 
resemblances with tlO conunon feature shared by all members 
of a fami ly. 

form of life: tbe culture and socia l conventions within whicb language 
games are embedded. 

language game: a set of conventions about hmguage use in a partic­
ular context. 

ostcnsh·c definition: defi ni ng things by pointing to them and saying 
their name. 
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prh·ate langua ge: for Wittgenstein, a language which necessarily 

cannot be understood by o thers. He thinks that such a language 
is an impossibility, but is neverthe less implied by some erro­
neo us pictures of U1e mind. 

Further reading 
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A. C. Grayling Wirrgensrein (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Past Masters 
series, 1988) gives a brief overview of Wittgenstein's philosophy. 

Anthony Kenny 'Mttgenstein (Hannondsworth: Penguin, 1973) provides a 
more thorough and more sophisticated introduction. 

Hans-Johann G lock A Wiugcnstcin Dictionaty (Ox.ford: Blackwell, 1996) 
is an extremely useful guide which explains Wittgcnstcin:s central ideas. 

Ray Monk Ludwig Wiugen.\'lein: The Duty of Genius (London: Vintage, 
L 99 I) is an excellent biography. It provides a compelling account of the 
personal life and thought of this unusual man. 
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John Rawls 

A Theory of 

Justice 

What kind of a society would you cboose to live in 
if you didn't know tbe posilion you would occupy witbin 
it? John Rawls' A Theory of Justice provides the 
principles for constructing a fair and just society by 
imagining a reasonable person's response to this ques­
tion . The book, first published in 197 1, transformed 
political philosophy. 11 rejuvenated the social contract 
tradition established by Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau. 
T hough a complex and in places rather dry book, it is 
one of the most widely read works of political phi los­
ophy of the twentieth century. Its most distinctive aspect 
is its use of the notion of the 'original posilion' to arrive 
at conclusions about fairness and justice and how we 
should achieve them in our social institutions. 

The original position 

If you were to choose the principles which should 
govem the best possible society you might be biased in 
various ways towards your own class, profession, sexual 
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orientation, and so on. Rawls' way around this is to set up a thought 
experiment, a hypothetical situation in which all the facts about your 
self, and your particular desires, are hidden from you behind a veil 
of ignorance. You have to imagine not knowing whether or not you 
have a job, what sex you are, whether you have a family, where you 
live, how intell igent you are, whether you are an optimist, a pessimist, 
a d rug addict. Yet at the same t.ime you have a good grasp of poli ­
tics and economics, the basis of social o rganisation and the laws of 
human psychology. You know that there are basic goods required for 
almost any lifestyle, and these incl ude certa in freedoms, opportunity, 
income and seU'-respect. Rawls calls this situation of ignorance about 
your own place in society ' the original position'. 

In this hypothetical state of the o riginal position, which princi­
ples would it be rational for someone to adopt for the o rganisation of 
socie ty? T he idea of asking this question is to e liminate all the non­
relevant features of our actual lives which o therwise tend to intrude 
in our assessment of what sort of socie ty there should be. Rawls 
assumes that principles rationaUy chosen under the conditions of the 
o riginal position would have a special claim to being just. ones, and 
that, other thi ngs being equa l, we should adopt them. 

The principles which emerge from tbis process should not be 
controversia l since if we have carried out the thought experiment effec­
tively, there should be no d ifference between any individuals engaging 
in it. This is because in the orig inal position all the elements that 
distinguish us one from another should have been removed. The prin­
ciples then, should be ones on which rational participants would agree. 
Carrying out this thought experiment, Rawls comes up with two basic 
principles, one concerned with Uberty, the other with the just distrib­
ution of goods. These principles embody his basic poiHical conclu­
sions which are liberal and egalitarian. 

Unlike some social contract theorists Rawls is not saying tbat 
we must. aU have impUcit:ly agreed to these principles; rather he uses 
the thought experiment of the origina l position as a way of generating 
basic principles for the ordering of a just socie ty and then compares 
the.se with pre-existing intuitions in order to make fine tunings . Rawls 
believes that the principles for ordering society that emerge together 
merit the name 'justice as fairness' since they have been arrived a t 
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by a rational and impartial process. The first of the two principle-s 
thus generated is the liberty principle. 

The liberty principle 

The liberty principle sta tes that 'Each person is to have an equal right 
to the most extensive total system of equal basic Liberties compatible 
with a simi lar system of liberty for all' . In o ther words, choosing 
behind a veil of ignorance a rational person would want everyone in 
the society to have the same right to basic liberties as anyone else. 
Otherwise rhar person migbr end up a victim of discrimination. l-o r 
example, liberty of conscience, freedom to entertai n whatever religious 
o r secular beliefs you may fi nd convincing, is a basic freedom that 
the state is no t justified in curtailing. Only when your actions threaten 
o thers' li))erties would state intervention be justified, since your liberty 
in this respect would not then be compatible with equal liberty for 
everyone else. Even the intolerant have a right to liberty up to the 
point at wbicb they endanger the equal liberty of others. Tbe ru le of 
law is necessary to guarantee the various liberties which each member 
of a society has a right to. 

Rawls stipulates that the principles he puts forward as the 
rational choices of anyone in the original position are o rdered lexi· 
cally. What this means is that they are ranked in such a way that the 
first princip le has to be satisfied before considering the second; 
the second before moving on to the third and so on. Here this means 
that the right to equal liberty is the most basic principle in his theory, 
and always takes priority. T he demands of this principle must be met 
first, and are more important than the demands of the second prin­
ciple. Rawls' picture of a just society is, then, one in which a right 
to equal liberty for all is upheld and enforced by Jaw. 

The fair equality of opportunity principle and 
the difference principle 

Rawls' second principle, one concerned with the just d istribution of 
primary goods, really consists of two principles: the fair equality 
of opportunity principle and the difference principle. As a whole, this 
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second principle has lexical priority over any principles of efficiency. 
What this means is that j ustice is more important than utility. 

The fair equality of opportunity principle states that any social 
o r economic inequalities associa ted with particular offices or jobs can 
only exist if these offices o r jobs are open to everyone under condi­
tions of fair equa lity of opportunity. No one should be excluded from. 
for instance, the best -paid jobs. on non-relevant grounds such as 
sexual orientation or race. For Rawls equality of opportunity is more 
than mere anti-discrimination. It includes, for example, provision of 
education to allow aU people to develop their talents. The equality 
of opportunity principle takes lexical priority over the other part of 
Rawls' second principle, the difference pri nciple. 

The difference principle insists that any social or economic 
inequalities shou ld onl y be tolerated on condition that they bring the 
greatest benefi ts to the most d isadvantaged members of society. This 
is an implementation of a s trategy known as 'maximin' . Maximin is 
short for 'maximise the mitumum', which means choose the option 
which g ives the best dea l for the worst case. This is probably easier 
to follow if we take the example of fair wages in a just society. Imagine 
two situations. In the fi rst, most people earn a high wage, but ten per 
cent of the popularion can barely earn enough to survive. In the second 
case, a lthough the average standard of living is far lower, the worst 
off ten per cent of the population have a reasonable standard of living. 
For someone choosing in the orig inal position, Rawls claims, the 
second of the two situations is preferab le because it guarantees that 
everyone in the society will be achieving a reasonable standard of 
living: the worst off aren't that badly off. In the first case, however, 
although there is a good chance of ending up quite well off, there is 
also a significant risk of being on a wage that barely a llows you to 
survive. Adopting the maximin strategy, we shou ld minimise the worst 
risks, and so should opt for the second case. It just isn' t worth the 
gamble to risk living a life in abject poverty. 
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Criticisms of A Theory of Justice 

The original position 

A major crilicism of the notion of tbe original position is tbat it is 
psychologically impossib le to rid yourself of the knowledge of who 
and what you are, even in a thought experimen t. Inevitably your llrej­
udices evade the censor. Some critics of Rawls ' approach have claimed 
that a ll Rawls has really done with the thought experiment of the orig-
inal position is contirmed hi s pre-existing uberal prejudices and given 
them the aura of rationally chosen principles. Jt is unrealistic to think 
that you can simply in1agine away what you know and wbat is so 
central to your individual ex.istcnee. 

In Rawls' defence it might be argued that a ll this shows is the 
difficulty of using the thought experiment effectively. It may yet be 
the best device we have for generating principles for ordering society, 
even if , because of features of human psychology, it is likely to be 
inlperfect in many respects. Rawls never claimed that his ructbod was 
infall ible. But it is easy to see that it cou ld eliminate some biased 
principles as obvious non-starters. 

Nevertheless, the original position has built into it some basic 
assumptions. Rawls derives principles from it that present a vision of 
a liberal, tolerant society within which people can live side by side 
and pursue their own conception of what: is good and right. The way 
the thought experiment is set up gives a high priority to autonomy, 
our capacity to make decisions for oursel.vcs about how our li ves 
shou ld be Jed. T hose from cultural or religious traditions which put 
a higher emphasis on hierarchy, tradition and obedience might see 
little reason for engaging in the thought experiment of the o riginal 
position since it: has this built-in bias towards a liberal and Kantian 
conception of what it is to be a rational moral agent. 

Utilitarian objection 

Utilitarians might object to Rawls' principles on the grounds that they 
don ' t necessari ly maximise happiness. Utilitarians believe that the 
morally right action in any circumstance is the one that is most likely 
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to produce the maximum amount of happiness. One of Rawls' main 
aims in writing A Theory of Justice was to develop a coherent alte r­
native to thi s sort of uti litarian calculation. Defending a range of rights 
to freedom, and in particular implementing the difference principle, 
is unlikely to max imise happiness. A direct consequence of insisting 
that the only grounds for inequal ities are that they benefit the worst 
off .is that many soc.ial solutions which. produce a far greater total or 
aggregate happiness will be ru led ou1. 

Rawls' response ro utilitarian approaches 10 society is that since 
you do not know what position in soc iety you will occupy when you 
choose in rhe o riginal position. rhe rational approach is ro eliminate 
any risk of your leading an unpleasant life. UtiHtarianism, at least in 
its simplest fonn s, doesn't safeguard basic human rights and li berties; 
it would not be rational for you to choose it in the orig inal position. 
Rawls' approach emphasises that there can be more important goals 
than simply achieving the highest possible aggregate happiness. 

Gambling versus play ing safe 

Adopting the maximi n strategy is a way of playing safe. It guaran­
tees that the worst off benefit from any ine(lualities built into social 
institutions. Yet many of us see the point in gambling. and will risk 
some discomfort for the chance of a substantial pay off. Why is it not 
rational in the orig inal position to choose a society in which there is 
a high probability that I will do very well, even though I may in li1ct 
do badly? To a gambler this may seem preferable to the safe bet of 
the restric ted inequal ities that arise from application of the difference 
principle. 

Rawls' response is that rhe gambler's strategy is roo risky; bur 
then the gambler thinks that Rawls' approach is too conservative. 

Libertarian object ion 

24 4 

Libertarian philosophers, such as Robert Nozick ( 1938- ), have argued 
that beyond pre.serving some basic right.s, the state should not be 
heavi ly involved in controlling socia l institutions. Nozick argues that 
only a minimal s tate is j ustified, one which protects individuals against 
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theft and enforces contracts, but that any more extensive activity than 
this will vio late some people's rights not to be coerced. Rawls' just 
society, in contrast, would, for example, tax property in a way that 
corrects the distribution of wealth. 

Here Nozick assumes that tbe right not to be coerced is more 
fundamenta l than rights to equal ity of various kinds, and that rights 
such as property rights override any other considerations. Rawls makes 
dil'ferent assumptions: he thinks that his principles, and in particular 
his principle of a right to equal liberty, are the bedrock of a just 
society. These represent two contrasting and incompatible approaches 
to political philosophy. 

Dates 

1921 John Rawls born. 
1971 Publishes A Theory of Justice. 
1993 Publishes Political Liberalism in which he further develops 

his tbeory of justice. 

Glossary 

difference principle: the principle that any social or economic 
inequalities should on ly be tolerated on condition that they bring 
the greatest benefi ts to the most disadvantaged members of 
society. 

libertarianism: a fonn of liberalism which stresses free choice above 
al l. Libertarians oppose constraints on free choice imposed by 
political institutions and argue for a minimal state that simply 
protects aga inst the usc of force and theft.. 

maximin prluclple: short for 'maximise the min imum', which means 
choosing tbe option which gives the best dea l in tbe worst case. 

original position: the situatioo of ignorance about your place in 
society which is the starting point for Rawls' thought experi­
ment. 

primary goods: the basic requirements for a reasonab le life, such as 
food and shelter, but also various freedoms, opportunities and 
self-respect 
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u tilitarianism: the view that lhe morally right action in any circum­
stance is the one which will maximise happiness. 

veil of ignorance: in Rawls' thought experiment when we choose the 
kind of society we want we do not know what o ur positio n will 
be in that society: he uses the image of concealment with a veil. 

Further reading 

24 6 

Chandran Kukmhas and Philip Petit Rawls: A Theory of JusTice and Its 
Critics (Cambridge: Polity. 1990) is a clear introduction to Rawls' work; it 
includes an assessment of some of his publications s ince A Theory of Justice. 

Norman Daniels ed. Reading Rawls: Critical Studies of A Theory of Justice 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1975) is a wide-ranging collection of articles, some 
quite difficult. 

John Rawls Political Liberalism ( 1993) is Rawls' revision of his theory. 

Ben Rogers outlines the salient features of John Rawls' life and also gives 
an overview of his phi losophy in his article 'Behind the Veil: John Rawls 
and the Revival of Liberalism' in Lingua. Fnmca, July/August 1999. pp. 
57-64. 
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Second Treatise of Go••emment: 
9 1- 99 . . 102. 103. 124. 234; 

civil society 95-96; First and 
Second Trealises 92; money 
94--95; property 94; rebellion 
96-97; the state of nature and 
laws of nature 92-93 

Second T realise of Go••ermnefl/, 
criticisms of: 97-98; 

class bias? 98; no consensus 
about laws of nature 97; role 
or God 97 

logical positivism 204 . .2.1.4 
Jove 75, 141, 145 l4fi 

Machiavelli, N. 
Discourses on U••y 4:1 
The Prince: 39-46; 

Cesare Borgia versus 
Agalhocles .42; human nature 
40-1; ••irlL) 4 1-2 

The Prince, crit icisms of: .:t:i. 
advocates immorality 45: 100 
cynical 45 

The Prince. interpretations of: 
43-4; 

amoral? 43: dirty hands in 
politics 44;. Macltiavelli's 
originality 44; satirical'? 4:1 

machiave!Uan 4ll 
magnificent myth see also Plato, 

myth of the metals 
man, concept of 84, 88 
Marx, K. T heses on Feuerbach' I R6 
Mark, K. and Engels, F. 

The Gem1an Ideology, Part One: 
185-192; 

division of labour 187-188, 
189, 191; historical 
materialism 185. 186-187, 
188. 189, 191: ideology 188. 
190, L91 

The German Ideology. Part One, 
criticisms of: 189- 191 

deterministic 189; incites 
revolution 190- 191; 
ideological itself 190; 
unrealistic vision of work 189 

mathematics 209- 210 
maximin principle 242 
maxims 14 1, 142. 223,246 
meaningfu lness 203. 205. 208. ill 
Medici family 32 
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Metliuuions see Descartes, R. 
metaphysics 72. 136. 148. 150, 

152. 153, 203. 206.214 
method of doubt see Descartes, 

Cm1esian Doubt 
Mill , J.S. 

On U/Jetty: 1 55- 165; 
authorship 156: freedom of 
speech 159- 16 1, 163. 164: 
harm principle 156. 158. 161 , 
164. 

On. Liberty, cri ticisms of: 
160-164; 

not utiUtarian L61; over­
optimistic 162; positive 
freedom 163- 164; private 
immoralit)' harms society 161; 
religious objections 160; vague 
notion of harm 161 

Utilitaritmism: J 40, 143-J 44, 
167-174: 

Bentham's utilitarianism 
167- 168, 169: Mill on higher 
and lower pleasures 168. 169. 
17 1- 172, 173: 'proof ' of 
utilitarianism 169- 170 

Utilitaritmism, criticisms of: 
170-173; 

d ifficu lties of calcu lation 171: 
'proof ' based on bad 
arguments 170-17 1; 
unpalatable consequences 
172-173 

miracles 83-84, .ll.Q 
monarchy ll 76, 126. 127, 128, 

129. 
monism 58, 72 
monotheism I. I 7 
Mo7.art, Don Giovanni 179 
music 140- 141 
myth of the metals see Plato 

natural Jaws see Hobbes, law of 
nature: Mill 

I NDEX 

nam ral religion 114 
natural rights :U..ll 78, ill 
Nazism 193, 200 
Neo-Piatonism 34 
Nicomachean Ethics see Aristotle 
Nietzsche, F. 

The Gay Science 194 
On I he Genealogy of Moraliry: 

183- 20 1 
first css3y: 'good and evil' and 
·good and bad' 195-196; 
genealogy 194. 198. 199, 20 1; 
ressemiment 196-197, 20 1; 
second essay: conscience 197: 
third essay: asceticism 12£ 

On the Genealogy o.f'Morality, 
criticisms of: 198-200; 

evil uses 200: genetic l~llacy 
198-199; lack of evidence 
199-200 

Thus Spake Zaratllustra 194 
noble lie 10. 16. 17 
non-thetic consciousness 224. 228 
nothingness 219 
llOUmetw 134. 135, 136 . .1 37, 148 
Nozick, R. 244-245 

o tigarchy 14 
Olsen, R. l8.l 
011 Uberty see Mill, J.S. 
On rhe Genealogy of Morality see 

Niet2schc, F. 
ontological argument 53. 56-57 
Orco, R. de 42. 
original position see Rawls, J. 
original project 226, 228 
ostensive delioition 232, 234. ill 
the Other 224 

Pamphil us I 14 
pantheism 72-73, 76 
parable of the cave see Plato 
parable of the ship 12-13; see aL<o 

Plato, philosopher kings 

2 53 
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passions 14. 
paternalism 155. 1M 
pel'ceptions I 02. ll.!l. 
personal ideorit.y 83--85. 
phenomena. 134. 151. 152. 153 
phenomenology 218, 221. 226 
Philo 113, I 14 
philosophical doubt see scepticism 
Philosophical Investigations see 

Wingcnstcin, L. 
phronimos 24, 29-30 
Plato 

influence on Boethius 34-35. ;rr 
The Republic: 5- 18, 113. 149; 

against art 14-15; cave 5--6, 
13; division of labour 8- 9; 
examples of injustice ll;, 
individual and state &;. just 
stale and unjust individual !..L. 
myth of the metals 10: 
philosophel' kings 12-13: Plato 
and Socrates 6-7. S. 1.3;, l'ole 
of women I 0: ntlers, 
auxiUaries, workers 9-10: 
the<>ry of Forms 12- 14, 1.7. 
26. 149- 150; Thrasymachus 
and Olaucon 7- 8; three parts 
of the soul I .1- 12 

The Republic, criticisms of: 
15-17; 

equ ivocates about ·justice' .lll;. 
involves deception I 6-17; 
justifies totalitarianism I 7; 
only l'u lel's can be just .lll;. 
state/individual analog)' 15; 
theor)' of Forms is implausible 
17 

Platonism sel! Neo-Piaton ism 
plea~ures, higher and lower 168. 

169. 171-172, 173 
pluralism see value pluralism 
polytheism ill 
pre-reflective consciousness see 

non-thetic consciousness 

predestination 36 
principium. ituJividuatiouis 148! 

1.53 
prisoners' dilemma see Hobbes. T. 
private language argument 

233- 235, 2.3& 
proletariat 188. 190, 191 
promise-keeping 40. .1.42. 
property in ourselves .24 
property, right of .24..lli 
proposition 204. 206, lli 
pseudo-problem 210, lli 
pseudonymous authorship 

I 75- 176. 1&3. 
psychoanalysis 223- 224, 226 
punishment 35, ill 

Quine, W. V.O. 21.3. 

rationalism 52, 72. 76. 19. 
Rawls, J. 

A Theory of Justice: 239-246; 
difference principle 241- 242; 
fair equality of opportunity 
principle 241- 242; liberty 
principle 241: original position 
239- 24 1 

A Th<!Of)' of.lusric", criticisms 
of: 243-245; 

gambling versus playing safe 
244: libertarian objection 
244-245; original position 
243; utilitarian objection 
243--244 

realism 83 
rebellion 96- 97 
Reid, T. 88 
Republic, l11c SCI! Plato 
resemblance .ll\4 
ressemimelll 196- 197,201 
revealed religion 114 
revolution 186, I 88. 

190-19 1 
rights of nature 1ll 
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Rousseau, J-J. 
on Machiavelli :!.3. 
The Social Contract: 123-130; 

aristocracy 127: democracy 
127; freedom 125- 126; 
general will 124. 125, 126, 
128; government I 26-L 28; 
legislator 126: monarchy 126, 
127. 128; social contrdct 124; 
three types of government l11 

The Social Contract , criticisms 
of: 128-129; 

freedom 128-129; how do we 
discover the general wi ll? 
128-129 

rule util.i tarianism 172- 173 

sadism 178 
Sartrc. J-P. 

Being and Nothingness: 21, 75, 
180. 217-226; 

bad faith 220, 221-223, 224, 
226, 227; being 1'19; critique 
of Freud 223-224; exhtential 
psychoanalysis 226; freedom 
220, 221, 222; love 225; my 
de.alh 225; nO[hingness 
119- 120; phenomenological 
approach I 18-1 19; shame 
??4 2?5· h . -- - - , W at IS 

existentialism? 118 
Being and Nothingness, 

criticisms of: 226-117; 
overestimates human freedom 
226- 227; too pessimistic? 227 

Existetltialism and Huma11ism 
2 18 

scepticism 10 1, 107, !lQ, 1.14, 
120 

scepticism, mitigated 120 
science 208, 210. 219 
Second Treatise of Government see 

Locke, J. 
secondary qualities 82-S3, 87 

'The Seducer's Diary' see 
Kierkegaard, S. 

self-deception see bad fai th 
self-help, philosophy as 3!1. 
sensibility ill 
s hame 224- 225 
Sidgwick, H. Ul1 

INO EX 

social contract69, 71 ,72-73, 14. 75, 
78, 96. 124. 125, 121. 239. 

The Social Contract, The see 
Rousseau, J-J. 

social pact see social contJ·act 
Socrates 6-7. 8. 113, 1.62. 
sovereign 126. 129. 
.sovereign assembly 73. 76 
space and time ill 
Sparta li 
speculative principles 80 
Spinoza. B. 

Ethic's: 71-77; 
freedom and human bondage 

73-74: God and pantheism 
72- 73; love of God 75; 
mind and body ll title 1.2. 

£11Jics, criticisms of: 75- 76 
denies genuine freedom 75; no 

need l'or God 75; over­
optimistic about reason 76 

state of nature 70-71 , 72..14. 75, 
77, 78, 92-98 

Stoicism li 
sublime 150. 154 

tautology 205, 210,212-213, lli 
Taylor, H. 15n 
theism 97; see also benevolent 

creaLor 
A Theory ofJuslice see Rawls, J. 
Thus Spake Zartuhustra see 

Nietzsche, F. 
rime 36. ill 
timocracy .1.4 
toleration 158. 1M 
totalitarianism t 7. 76-77. 128 

255 
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Tractaflls Logico-Pitilosoplticus see 
Wittgenstein. L. 

trademark atgument 52-53, 56. 57 
transcendental argument 135. 137 
transcendental deduction 135-136, 

137 
tyranny il 
t)•ranny of majority ill 

unconscious 223-224 
universalisability see Kant, 

Groundwork of the 
Metaphysical Morals. 
universal moral law 

utility 165. 173 
Utilitmianism see Mill, J.S. 
utilitarianism 140. 143-144, 156 

157. 16 1. 162, 164. 167-173 

value pluralism 44 
veil of Maya 151. 153, 154 
Verification Principle see Ayer, A.J. 
Vienna Circle 204 
vimi 41-42 
virtues, the see Aristotle 

Wilhelm, Judge 176. 179. ISO l.&l 
will 147. 148- 149, 150. 154 

will of all see Rousseau, general 
will 

\Vittgenstein, L. 
Philosophical Investigations: 

229-238; 
family resemblance terms 
232-233, 237: meaning as use 
23 1-232; na!ure of philosophy 
230-231; private language 
argument 233-235; relation to 
Tractatus 230; seeing aspects 
215. 

Philosophical Investigations, 
criticisms of: 235-237; 

oracular pronouncements 
236-237: phi losophical 
problems don't all dissolve 
235-236 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 
230 

wotld as idea 147. 148-149 
wotld as will 147. 148-149, 

150 
The World as Will and Idea see 

Schopenhauer. A. 

Young Hegelians see Hegel, G. 
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