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This book is concerned with the history of metaphysics since Descartes.
Taking as its definition of metaphysics ‘the most general attempt to make
sense of things’, it charts the evolution of this enterprise through various
competing conceptions of its possibility, scope, and limits. The book is
divided into three parts, dealing respectively with the early modern period,
the late modern period in the analytic tradition, and the late modern period
in various non-analytic traditions. In its unusually wide range, A. W. Moore’s
study refutes the still prevalent cliché that there is some unbridgeable gulf
between analytic philosophy and philosophy of other kinds. It also advances
its own distinctive and compelling conception of what metaphysics is and
why it matters. Moore explores how metaphysics can help us to cope with
continually changing demands on our humanity by making sense of things in
ways that are radically new.

A. W. Moore is a Professor of Philosophy at the University of Oxford and
Tutorial Fellow of St Hugh’s College, Oxford. He is the author of three previ-
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Infinite in Faculty: Themes and Variations in Kant’s Moral and Religious
Philosophy (2003). He is also the editor or co-editor of several antholo-
gies, and his articles and reviews have appeared in numerous other scholarly
publications.
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In memory of Bernard Williams
(1929-2003)



‘William! you’ve been playing that dreadful game again,’ said Mrs Brown
despairingly.

William, his suit covered with dust, his tie under one ear, his face begrimed
and his knees cut, looked at her in righteous indignation.

‘T haven’t. I haven’t done anything what you said I’d not to. It was “Lions
an’ Tamers” what you said I’d not to play. Well, Pve not played “Lions an’
Tamers”, not since you said I’d not to. I wouldn’t do it — not if thousands of
people asked me to, not when you said I’d not to. I -

Mrs Brown interrupted him.

“Well, what have you been playing at?’ she said wearily.

It was “Tigers an’ Tamers”,” said William. ‘It’s a different game altogether.
In “Lions an’ Tamers” half of you is lions an’ the other half tamers, and the
tamers try to tame the lions an’ the lions try not to be tamed. That’s “Lions
an’ Tamers”. It’s all there is to it. It’s quite a little game.

“What do you do in “Tigers and Tamers”?’ said Mrs Brown suspiciously.

Well =’

William considered deeply.

“Well, he repeated lamely, ‘in “Tigers an’ Tamers” half of you is tigers —
you see — and the other half -

It’s exactly the same thing, William,” said Mrs Brown with sudden spirit.

T don’t see how you can call it the same thing,” said William doggedly.
“You can’t call a lion a tiger, can you? It jus’ isn’t one. They’re in quite
different cages in the Zoo. “Tigers an’ Tamers” can’t be ’zactly the same as
“Lions an’ Tamers™.

“Well, then,” said Mrs Brown firmly, ‘you’re never to play “Tigers and
Tamers” either...

(Richmal Crompton, Just William, pp. 134-135)
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Preface

The story is familiar, even if it is not true. Some 250 years after the death
of Aristotle, Andronicus of Rhodes produced the first complete edition of
Aristotle’s works. One volume, dealing with nature, was called Physics.
Immediately after that Andronicus placed a volume of works which became
known as ‘ta meta ta physica’: the ones after the ones about physics. And so
the corresponding discipline acquired its name.

Whether or not the story is true, the name is peculiarly apt. For ‘meta’ can
also be translated either as ‘above’ or as ‘beyond’, and metaphysics is often
reckoned to lie at a level of generality above and beyond physics. Come
to that, it is often reckoned to be a subject that should be studied ‘after’
physics.

Aristotle himself described what he was undertaking in that volume as
‘first philosophy’, or as the search for the first causes and the principles
of things, or again as the science of being gua being (see, respectively:
Metaphysics, Bk T, Ch. 2, 1004a 2-4; Metaphysics, Bk A, Ch. 1, 981b
28-29; and Metaphysics, Bk T', Ch. 1, 1003a 21). These descriptions vari-
ously indicate both the fundamental character of his undertaking and its
abstractness. In its approach, the volume was a miscellany. It comprised his-
torical and methodological reflections, a survey of problems and aporiai to
be addressed, and a philosophical lexicon, as well as direct treatment of its
main topics, which included substance, essence, form, matter, individuality,
universality, actuality, potentiality, change, unity, identity, difference, num-
ber, and the prime eternal unmoved mover (God).

Plato had earlier dealt with many of the same topics, sometimes at the
same high level of abstraction. But he had perhaps shown greater sensitivity
than Aristotle towards the relevance of these topics to practical consider-
ations about how one should live. At the same time he had shown less con-
fidence in the power of theory, or even in the power of writing, to convey
what needed to be conveyed about them (see e.g. Phaedrus, 257ff.). Plato’s
approach to philosophy was very contextual and open-ended. He wrote in
dialogue form, allowing his protagonists, notably Socrates, to respond dir-
ectly to one another’s particular concerns. He also allowed them to probe

xvii
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ideas, to toy with them, and to tease out their consequences. For Plato,
philosophy was more of an activity than a science. That seems to me an
extremely important model for our own understanding of metaphysics.

This book belongs to a series entitled The Evolution of Modern
Philosophy. The brief of each contributor is to chart the evolution of some
branch of philosophy from the beginning of the modern era to the present,
my own assignment being metaphysics. To keep the project manageable 1
shall concentrate on the views of a select group of philosophers whose con-
tribution to this evolutionary history seems to me especially significant. And
I shall be more concerned with their views about metaphysics than with
their views within metaphysics — at least insofar as this is a sharp distinction,
and insofar as their views about metaphysics can be taken to include views
of theirs, perhaps within metaphysics, that have important consequences
about metaphysics, or even commitments of theirs, manifest in their prac-
tices, that have such consequences. What follows is therefore a kind of his-
tory of meta-metaphysics.

It is a remarkable history. In particular it contains remarkable cycles.
Periods of recession within metaphysics in the glare of hostility from
elsewhere in philosophy have alternated with periods of spectacular growth,
and these have been marked by striking repetitions. But there has been pro-
gress too. ‘Evolution’ is an apt word. Metaphors of fitness, progeny, and
mutation can all be applied in the description of how we have got to where
we now are.

What follows belongs, in the useful contrast that Bernard Williams draws
in one of his own prefaces, to the history of philosophy rather than the his-
tory of ideas (Williams (1978), p. 9). In other words it is in the first instance
philosophy, not history. This is reflected in the fact that it is organized by
reference neither to periods nor to milieux but to individual philosophers,
all of whom are reasonably familiar from the canon. I shall do little to chal-
lenge the canon. And I shall do little to challenge a relatively orthodox inter-
pretation of each of my protagonists. If I make any distinctive contribution
in what follows, then I take it to be a matter of the connections and patterns
that I discern and the narrative I tell.

Two points are worth making in connection with this. First, in telling that
narrative, I have tried to follow what I take to be a basic precept of the his-
tory of philosophy: always, when listening to what philosophers of the past
are saying to us, to ask how we can appropriate it. This precept applies even
when — perhaps especially when — we cannot hear what they are saying to
us as a contribution to any contemporary debate. It signals one of the most
important ways in which philosophy differs from science, whose history
is always in the first instance history, not science. (I shall have more to say
about this in the Conclusion.)

Second, in reflecting on the distinctive contribution that I may have made
in what follows, I am very conscious of the fact that I am a philosophical
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generalist. I do not know whether it will sound hubristic to say this or
apologetic, but it is true. To an extent it should sound apologetic. There are
very few of my protagonists on whom I would claim to be even a moder-
ate expert. In fact there are only three — or four if the early Wittgenstein
and the later Wittgenstein count as two. (I am not going to be any more
specific than that lest I give a hostage to fortune!) I am therefore beholden
throughout to others. And I owe an apology to all those whose expertise 1
may have propagated without acknowledgement, or mangled, or worst of
all ignored.

Still, whatever apologies may be consonant with my claim to be a gener-
alist, I make no apology for the fact itself. I lament the increased tendency to
specialism in philosophy. It is bad enough that there is an increased tendency
to specialism in academia, whereby philosophy itself is pursued without due
regard to other disciplines. But the narrowness of focus that we see now-
adays within philosophy poses a threat to its being pursued at all, in any
meaningfully integrated way. We of course need specialists. But — and here I
echo Bertrand Russell, in the preface to his History of Western Philosophy
(Russell (1961), p. 7) — we also need those who are concerned to make sense
of the many kinds of sense that the specialists make.

Ought I to apologize, if not for adding a non-specialist book to the mar-
ket, at any rate for adding a book to the market? It is a real question. As
Michael Dummett observes, in yet another preface, ‘Every learned book,
every learned article, adds to the weight of things for others to read, and
thereby reduces the chances of their reading other books or articles. Its pub-
lication is therefore not automatically justified by its having some merit:
the merit must be great enough to outweigh the disservice done by its being
published at all’ (Dummett (1991a), p. x). There is huge pressure on academ-
ics nowadays to publish, which means that there is a correspondingly huge
number of publications. People often complain that the result is a plethora
of very poor work. I think the situation is far worse than that. I think the
result is a plethora of very good work — work from which there is a great
deal to learn, work which cannot comfortably be ignored although there
is no prospect of anyone’s attending to more than a tiny fraction of it, yet
work which could have been distilled into a much smaller, uniformly better,
and considerably more manageable bulk. I do therefore need to confront
the question, as any author does, of what excuse I have for demanding my
readers’ attention.

I hope that there is some excuse in the generalism to which I have already
referred. Here I should like to single out one particular aspect of this, which
I have not yet mentioned. There would, I think, be justification in the pub-
lication of this book if it made a significant contribution to overcoming the
absurd divisions that still exist between — to use the customary but equally
absurd labels — “analytic’ philosophy and ‘continental’ philosophy. I do not
deny that there are important differences between these. Nor do I have
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any scruples about the fact that I am myself an analytic philosopher. But I
unequivocally distance myself from those of my colleagues who disdain all
other traditions. The ‘continental’ philosophers whom I discuss in Part Three
of this book are thinkers of great depth and power; they are knowledge-
able about philosophy, science, politics, and the arts; their work is rigorous,
imaginative, and creative; and it is often brutally honest. I despair of the
arrogance that casts them in the role of charlatans. Perhaps, if I were asked
to specify my greatest hope for this book, it would be that it should help to
combat such narrow-mindedness. Or, if that seemed too vague a hope, then
it would be that the book should help to introduce analytic philosophers to
the work of one of the most exciting and extraordinary of these ‘continental’
philosophers: Gilles Deleuze.

I have many acknowledgements. First, I am deeply grateful to the Trustees
of the Leverhulme Trust for awarding me a Major Research Fellowship for
the academic years 2006-2009, during which I carried out the bulk of the
work on this book. I am likewise grateful to the Principal and Fellows of
St Hugh’s College Oxford, and to the Humanities Divisional Board of the
University of Oxford, for granting me special leave of absence for the same
period. I am further grateful to the Principal and Fellows of St Hugh’s, and
to the Philosophy Faculty Board of the University of Oxford, for granting
me additional leave of absence for the academic year 2009-2010, during
which I finished writing the first draft of the book.

I am very grateful to Paul Guyer and Gary Hatfield for inviting me to
write the book. Paul Guyer in particular has provided invaluable help and
encouragement throughout the project, not least by supporting my appli-
cation for a Leverhulme Major Research Fellowship. For similar support
I thank David Bell and Alan Montefiore. And I am grateful to Stephanie
Sakson for her excellent copyediting and for her additional advice.

Many other people have helped me with the writing of the book. Especial
thanks are due to the following: Lilian Alweiss, Pamela Anderson, Anita
Avramides, Corine Besson, Kathryn Bevis, Jenny Bunker, Nicholas Bunnin,
John Callanan, John Cottingham, Paolo Crivelli, Susan Durber, Naomi Eilan,
Sebastian Gardner, Simon Glendinning, Béatrice Han-Pile, Robert Jordan,
Gary Kemp, Jane Kneller, Paul Lodge, Denis McManus, Joseph Melia, Peter
Millican, Michael Morris, Stephen Mulhall, Sarah Richmond, Gonzalo
Rodriguez-Pereyra, Mark Sacks (who died so tragically while I was still
writing the book), Joseph Schear, Murray Shanahan, Andrew Stephenson,
Robert Stern, Peter Sullivan, Alessandra Tanesini, Paul Trembath, Daniel
Whistler, and Patricia Williams. My greatest debt is to Philip Turetzky. His
friendship, advice, encouragement, and influence on my work have been
inestimable. I especially thank him for directing me to the work of Deleuze.
He read an early draft of the entire book and provided detailed critical com-
ments, for which I am extremely grateful.
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The influence of Bernard Williams on my thinking will doubtless be
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A.W. Moore
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book to chapters or sections (e.g. Ch. 5, §8) or to notes (e.g. n. 44) are
cross-references to material elsewhere in the book. Any other unaccompa-
nied references (e.g. pp. 208-214) are explained in the notes to the chapter
in which they occur.






Introduction

1. The Definition of Metaphysics

Metaphysics is the most general attempt to make sense of things. This is my
working definition, but I want to make clear from the outset how little, in
certain critical respects, I claim on behalf of it. An ideal definition, one might
think, would be at once crisp, substantive, and uncontroversial, as well as
correct. In fact, of these, I claim only that my definition is crisp. I do not
even say that it is ‘correct’; not if that means that it is answerable to some-
thing other than my own purposes in writing this book. And to have tried to
attain substance without controversy would have been foolhardy, because
the nature of metaphysics is itself a fiercely contested philosophical issue —
indeed, as I see it, a fiercely contested metaphysical issue.

What I aim to do with this definition, first and foremost, is to indicate
what my theme is. At the same time I aim to establish early connections
between concepts that will be crucial to my project, connections that are
intended to elucidate the definiens as well as the definiendum, though they
also commit me on certain matters of dispute as I shall try to explain in the
course of this Introduction. I hope that my definition is broadly in accord
with standard uses of the word ‘metaphysics’, at least insofar as these are
broadly in accord with one another, and I hope that I am singling out some-
thing worthy of the attention that I shall be devoting to it in this book. But
if T am wrong in the former hope, then I am prepared to defer to the latter
and accept that my definition is revisionary; while if I am wrong in the latter
hope, then the fault lies with the book, not with the definition.

How exactly, then, does this definition serve my purposes? What does it
provide that is not provided by other pithy definitions of metaphysics that I
might have appropriated, say

« the attempt ‘to give a general description of the whole of the Universe’

« the attempt ‘to describe the most general structural features of real-
ity ... [by] pure reflection’

« the attempt ‘to understand how things in the broadest possible sense of
the term hang together in the broadest possible sense of the term’

1
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« ‘a search for the most plausible theory of the whole universe, as it is
considered in the light of total science’

« ‘the science of things set and held in thoughts ... [that are] able to
express the essential reality of things’

or even
o ‘the finding of bad reasons for what we believe upon instinct’?"

All three of the expressions ‘most general, ‘attempt’, and ‘make sense of
things’ do important work for me. This is as much for what they do not sug-
gest as for what they do. I shall expand on each in turn. I shall also comment
on some significant structural features of my definition.

2. ‘The Most General ...

‘Most general’, or some equivalent, is the expression that is most likely to
be shared by any rival definition to mine. I have two observations about its
occurrence in my definition that primarily concern what sort of generality is
intended, two that are more structural.

The first observation concerning what sort of generality is intended is the
obvious one. The generality of metaphysics is in large part the generality of
the concepts that it trades in, concepts that subsume a wide range of other
concepts and whose application is prevalent, however implicitly, in all our
thinking. An unobvious way to appreciate this obvious point is to look at
the main section headings of the first part of Roget’s Thesaurus.” They are
‘Existence’, ‘Relation’, ‘Quantity’, ‘Order’, ‘Number’, ‘Time’, ‘Change’, and
‘Causation’. That is almost a syllabus for a standard course in metaphysics.

The second observation concerning what sort of generality is intended,
though less obvious, is no less important. Many people take metaphysics
to be concerned with what is necessary rather than contingent, typically
because they take it to be an a priori enterprise and they think that the
a priori is concerned with what is necessary rather than contingent. Others
are unsympathetic to the idea that there is any such necessary/contingent
distinction, although this lack of sympathy does not translate into a lack
of sympathy for the practice of metaphysics itself. I do not want to beg any
questions in this particular dispute. ‘Most general’ suits both parties, in the

These are taken, respectively, from: Moore (1953), p. 1, emphasis removed; Dummett
(1992), p. 133; Sellars (1963), p. 1; Smart (1984), p. 138; Hegel (1975a), §24, p. 36,
emphasis removed; and Bradley (1930), p. 10. But note that G.E. Moore is giving an
account of ‘the first and most important part of philosophy’ rather than defining meta-
physics, while Wilfrid Sellars, similarly, is defining philosophy rather than metaphysics. On
the relation between philosophy and metaphysics, see §6 in this chapter.

2 This part, or “class’ as it is called, is entitled ‘Abstract Relations’.
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one case because it can be interpreted as extending to all possibilities, not
just those that happen to obtain, and in the other case because it need not
be interpreted in terms of possibilities at all.?

The first of my more structural observations concerns the fact that ‘most
general’ in my definition qualifies ‘attempt’. To some ears this will sound
strange. ‘Most general’ will sound better suited to qualify ‘sense’. Thus in the
other definitions listed in §1 above, ‘most general’ and its cognates always
applied, in the search for some suitable representation of how things are,
either to the sought-after representation or to the object of that representa-
tion, never to the search itself.

I set no great store by my positioning of this expression. I might just as
well have defined metaphysics as the attempt to make the most general sense
of things, or indeed as the attempt to make sense of the most general things,
provided that in all three cases it was understood to be an open question
what ultimately conferred the generality. Whether there is generality in meta-
physical dealings with things because of the nature of the dealings or because
of the nature of the things, or because of both, or perhaps because of neither,
is another matter of dispute about which I do not want to beg any questions.
Using ‘most general’ to qualify ‘attempt’ strikes me as the best way of regis-
tering my neutrality, however clumsy it may be in other respects.

The second of my more structural observations concerns the fact that
‘most general’ is a superlative. In this context it selects from among all pos-
sible attempts to make sense of things whatever is at the highest level of
generality. So one immediate consequence of my definition is that there is
no denying the possibility of metaphysics. (This admittedly presupposes that
there is a highest level of generality.* But it would not make much difference
if the presupposition were rescinded. The definition could be amended in
such a way that a pursuit’s being a metaphysical pursuit admits of degree:
the more general, the more metaphysical. Still there would be no denying
the possibility of metaphysics, at least to some degree.) There is room for
dispute about whether metaphysics can be pursued in this or that way, or to
this or that effect, or in contradistinction to this or that other discipline, but
not about whether it can be pursued at all.

That is one controversy on which it suits me to take a stance from the
very beginning. Why do I call it a controversy? Because countless philoso-
phers have understood metaphysics in such a way that they have felt able
to deny that there can be any such thing: we shall see many examples in
what follows. Others, it should be noted, have gone to the other extreme of

3 It even suits those who accept the necessary/contingent distinction but who think that
metaphysics is fundamentally concerned with what is contingent: see e.g. Papineau (2009).
‘Most general’ can be interpreted as extending to all possibilities. It need not.

4 Tt also of course presupposes the possibility of attempting to make sense of things. On this,
see the next section.
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insisting that metaphysics is unavoidable. This view is less of an affront than
it sounds. It allows for the possibility, if it does not entail it, that the guise in
which metaphysics normally appears is one that would not normally count
as metaphysical, say the basic exercise of common sense. As Hegel puts it,
‘metaphysics is nothing but the range of universal thought-determinations,
and as it were the diamond net into which we bring everything to make
it intelligible’ (Hegel (1970), §246, ‘Addition’, p. 202); or again, as C.S.
Peirce puts it, ‘everyone must have conceptions of things in general’ (Peirce
(1931-1958), Vol. I, p. 229). (This is part of the reason why both Hegel and
Peirce, in the same contexts, urge us to be reflective in our metaphysics, lest
it has control of us rather than we of it.) But whether or not metaphysics is
unavoidable, I want to commit myself from the outset to its being at least
possible. For reasons that I hope will emerge, that seems to me the best way
of construing much of what those philosophers who have denied the possi-
bility of ‘metaphysics’ have themselves been engaged in.

3. “...Attempt...

I now turn to the word ‘attempt’. One significant feature of this word is
that it would be less likely to play the same role in the definition of a non-
philosophical discipline. True, we might define bioecology as the attempt to
understand the interrelationship between living organisms and their envir-
onment. But it would be at least as natural to define it as the science or
study of the interrelationship between living organisms and their environ-
ment. Is there any reason not to adopt something analogous in the case of
metaphysics?

There is. An immediate analogue would be to define metaphysics as the
most general science of things, or the most general study of things, and there
are many who would subscribe to just such a definition. But I want to leave
open the possibility that metaphysics is not appropriately regarded as a sci-
ence at all. Indeed I want to leave open the possibility that metaphysics is
not appropriately regarded as a study of anything either, not even a study
of ‘things’ in whatever liberal sense that already liberal word is taken. (One
of the virtues of the expression ‘make sense of things’, to anticipate some of
what I shall say in the next section, is that it can be heard as enjoying a kind
of indissolubility that accords with this.)

A second point in connection with the occurrence of the word ‘attempt’
is that it further ensures the possibility of metaphysics on my definition. Or
rather, it insures that possibility — against the impossibility of making sense
of things. For, as centuries of attempts to trisect an angle with ruler and
compass testify, it is possible to attempt even what is not itself possible.’

5 This is less straightforward than I am suggesting; but the main point survives. For discussion
of some of the complications, with specific reference to Wittgenstein, see Floyd (2000).
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A third and final point. The phrase ‘make sense of’ may admit of a ‘non-
success’ interpretation whereby it already signifies (mere) endeavour, as in
the sentence, ‘T spent the entire afternoon making sense of this passage, but
in the end I gave up.’ I am not sure how natural such an interpretation is.
But at any rate I want to exclude it. That is one thing that the word ‘attempt’®
enables me to do. By explicitly referring to endeavour in my definition, I
indicate that ‘make sense of’ is not itself intended to do that work. But this
is the only constraint that I want to impose on the interpretation of either
‘make sense of’ or its concatenation with ‘things’, as we shall now see.

4. “...to Make Sense of Things’

I turn finally to the expression ‘make sense of things’. This is an expression
with myriad resonances. They will not all be prominent in the course of this
book, but I do want them all to be audible throughout.

The ‘sense’ in question may be the meaning of something, the purpose of
something, or the explanation for something. This is connected to the fact
that a near-synonym for ‘make sense of’ is ‘understand’ and the range of
things that someone might naturally be said to understand (or not) is both
vast and very varied. It includes languages, words, phrases, innuendos, the-
ories, proofs, books, people, fashions, patterns of behaviour, suffering, the
relativity of simultaneity, and many more. Thus making sense of things can
embrace on the one hand finding something that is worth living for, perhaps
even finding the meaning of life, and on the other hand discovering how
things work, for instance by ascertaining relevant laws of nature. I do not
want to draw a veil over any of these. The generality of metaphysics will no
doubt prevent it from embracing some of them, but that is another matter.®

When ‘make sense’ is used intransitively, there is a further range of associ-
ations. It is then equivalent not to ‘understand’ but to ‘be intelligible’, ‘admit
of understanding’, perhaps even ‘be rational’. I mentioned parenthetically
in the previous section that ‘make sense of things’ can be heard as enjoy-
ing a kind of indissolubility. What I had in mind was the way in which the
sheer non-specificity of ‘things’ can put us in mind of simply making sense.
As I shall urge shortly, this point must not be exaggerated. ‘Make sense of
things’ does have its own articulation and we must not lose sight of this fact.
Nevertheless, I want the many associations of simply making sense, like the
many associations of making sense of, to inform all that follows.”

¢ T shall return to this matter at the very end of the enquiry, in the Conclusion, §5.

7 There is in any case the point that, when someone makes sense of things in a certain way,
and thinks and acts accordingly, then others who make sense of things in that same way can
make sense in particular of him or her: see further Moore (2003a), p. 124. (The whole of that
book is, in a way, a meditation on what is involved in making sense of things. My previous
book, Moore (1997a), is likewise deeply concerned with this theme (see e.g. Ch. 10, §1).)
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But the phrase ‘of things’ does make a difference. For one thing, it serves
as a check on the temptation, which must surely be resisted, to pursue meta-
physics as though it were a form of pure mathematics, to be executed by
devising abstract self-contained systems. The phrase may also, despite the
non-specificity of ‘things’, serve to distinguish metaphysics from logic, and
from the philosophy of logic, which are arguably concerned with making
sense of sense. (This is not to deny the relevance of the latter to the former.
There will be ample opportunity to witness such relevance in the course of
this book.) One other function that ‘of things’ serves is to reinforce some
of the resonances of ‘make’. For where simply making sense is a matter of
being intelligible, making sense of something is a matter of rendering intel-
ligible, with all the associations of productivity that that has. Indeed I want
to leave room for the thought, however bizarre it may initially appear, that
sense is literally made of things, as bread is made of water, flour, and yeast.

In general, it should be clear that my use of the expression ‘make sense
of things’ is intended to take full advantage of its enormous semantic and
syntactic latitude. I want my conception of metaphysics not only to cover
as much as possible of what self-styled metaphysicians have been up to, but
also to cover a range of practices which seem to me to be profitably clas-
sified in the same way even though the practitioners themselves have not
conceived what they were doing in these terms.® Thus, to take the most not-
able example, I believe that much of what Aristotle was engaged in, in his
Metaphysics, would count as metaphysics by my definition (see e.g. the first
two chapters of Book I'). It is worth noting in this connection that the open-
ing sentence of Metaphysics is ‘All men by nature strive to know, where the
Greek verb translated as ‘to know’ is ‘eidenai’, about which Aristotle else-
where says that men do not think they do that to something until they have
grasped the ‘why’ of it (Physics, Bk II, Ch. 3, 194b 17-19). It would surely
not be a strain to construe Aristotle as claiming that all men by nature strive
to make sense of things.’

Among the many important possibilities left open by the latitude of the
expression ‘make sense of things’ are

o that what issues from a successful pursuit of metaphysics is not knowl-
edge, or, if it is knowledge, it is not knowledge that anything is the case,

8 A word, incidentally, about the beginning of this sentence. Here we see the first explicit
reference in this book to a ‘conception’ of metaphysics. That makes this an apt point at
which to comment on my use of the two terms ‘concept’ and ‘conception’, each of which
will pervade the book. While I do not profess to have a rigorously defined distinction in
mind, my intention is roughly to follow John Rawls’ usage in Rawls (1971) (see in par-
ticular p. 5). On this usage, various relatively determinate ‘conceptions’ of a thing, such as
justice or metaphysics, can all be said to correspond to the same relatively indeterminate
‘concept’ of that thing.

Cf. Burnyeat (1981); and Lear (1988), Ch. 1.

©
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but rather knowledge how to reckon with things, or knowledge what it
is for things to be the way they are, or something of that sort'’

o hence that what issues from a successful pursuit of metaphysics is not
knowledge which can be expressed by descriptive declarative sentences'’

« relatedly, that metaphysics is not a search for the truth, still less for the
Truth, whatever honour the capitalization might confer

« that the best metaphysics involves creating new concepts

and

« that, on the contrary, the best metaphysics involves being clear about
extant concepts and about what it is to make correct judgments with
them.

I shall have more to say about some of these possibilities in §6 below
(and about all of them in the rest of the book).

Among the many pitfalls that the expression ‘make sense of things’ sig-
nals for the practising metaphysician, there are two that are worthy of
special mention. First, trying to make sense of things, or even for that mat-
ter successfully making sense of things, can be an unprofitable and even
destructive exercise, especially when it involves the analysis of what is
already, at some level, understood; jokes, metaphors, and some works of
art are particularly vulnerable to this kind of spoiling. As Bas van Fraassen
laments, ‘metaphysicians interpret what we initially understand into some-
thing hardly anyone understands’ (van Fraassen (2002), p. 3). The second
pitfall is that it simply may not be possible to make (some kinds of) sense
of things. We must take very seriously Adorno’s question of what the pros-
pects are for metaphysics after Auschwitz.'”

5. Metaphysics and Self-Conscious Reflection

Many people would say that metaphysics involves a significant element of
self-conscious reflection. Ought I to have included some reference to this in
my definition?

‘Most general’ already accounts for it. Or so I claim. To make sense of
things at the highest level of generality, I would contend, is to make sense of
things in terms of what it is to make sense of things; it is to be guided by the
sheer nature of the enterprise. To attempt to do that is therefore necessarily
to reflect on one’s own activity, and to try to make sense, in particular, of the
sense that one makes of things.

10 T am presupposing that not all knowledge is knowledge that something is the case; for
dissent, see Stanley and Williamson (2001).

1 Cf. Moore (1997a), Ch. 8.

12 See Adorno (1973), esp. Pt 3, SIII.
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If T am right about this, it helps to explain why so much great meta-
physics, perhaps all great metaphysics, has included some story about what
metaphysics is. By the same token it ensures that, insofar as what follows is
a kind of history of meta-metaphysics (as I put it in the Preface), it is at the
same time a significant part of the history, simply, of metaphysics.

But even if I am wrong — even if it is not true that whatever satisfies my
definition must involve a significant element of self-conscious reflection — the
fact is that it has done so. There will be examples of this throughout what
follows, especially when we come to the various traditions in the late mod-
ern period (that is, roughly, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries) where
much of the attention is focused on sense itself. But perhaps the most no-
table example, once again, is supplied by Aristotle, who, in the third chapter
of Book T of Metaphysics, identifies as the most certain principle of reality
that nothing can both be and not be, and who does so on the grounds that
no making sense of things can include believing something both to be and
not to be."”

There is however a further pitfall which such self-consciousness creates
and which I should mention in this connection. Self-consciousness and self-
confidence make notoriously bad bedfellows. It is hard, when we reflect on
the sense that we make of things, not to be afflicted by all sorts of doubts
about it, as will be evidenced from the very beginning of the historical nar-
rative that I am about to tell.'* This means that, to whatever extent making
sense of things needs a measure of self-confidence, there is a further danger
that metaphysics will turn out to be a forlorn endeavour: it will turn out to
be an attempt to do something that is subverted by the very methods used in
the attempt. And of course, any self-conscious attempt to rectify the prob-
lem, like an insomniac’s self-conscious attempt to fall asleep, will only make
matters worse.

6. Three Questions

My aim in this book is to chart the evolution of metaphysics from the early
modern period to the present. Because of its generality, metaphysics is the
one branch of philosophy that is not the philosophy of this or that specific
area of human thought or experience. It is ‘pure’ philosophy. That makes its
evolution peculiarly difficult to separate from the evolution of philosophy
as a whole. One way in which I hope to keep the project manageable is by
concentrating more on how metaphysics has been viewed during that time

13 For an interpretation of Aristotle whereby his work serves as an even more striking
example, see Lear (1988), Ch. 6, passim, but esp. §3.

* For some fascinating insights into the relations between self-consciousness and self-
confidence, specifically in relation to ethics, but with relevance to metaphysics too, see
Williams (20060), Chs 8 and 9.
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than on how it has been practised, although, for reasons given in the previ-
ous section, the two are not cleanly separated.

The story of how metaphysics has been viewed is a story of disagree-
ments about its scope and limits. There are three questions in particular,
about what we can aspire to when we practise metaphysics, that have been
significant foci of disagreement.

The Transcendence Question: Is there scope for our making sense of
‘transcendent’ things, or are we limited to making sense of ‘imma-
nent’ things?

The Novelty Question: Is there scope for our making sense of things
in a way that is radically new, or are we limited to making sense of
things in broadly the same way as we already do?

The Creativity Question: Is there scope for our being creative in our
sense-making, or are we limited to looking for the sense that things
themselves already make?!’

(a) The Transcendence Question

The Transcendence Question in turn raises all manner of further questions.
It suggests various contrasts between our making sense of what is ‘beyond’
and our making sense of what is ‘within’. But beyond and within what?
Who, for that matter, are ‘we’?'® While it is certainly true that there has
been fundamental disagreement about whether our sense-making can take
us over this boundary, the divisions between competing conceptions of what
the boundary itself comes to may have been even more fundamental. It has
variously been viewed as a boundary between:

e what is inaccessible (to us) through experience and what is accessible
(to us) through experience

o what is unknowable (by us) and what is knowable (by us)

e what is supernatural and what is natural

o what is atemporal and what is temporal

o what is abstract and what is concrete

« what is infinite and what is finite

15 There is a muffled echo in these three questions of a tripartite classification that Kant
imposes on his philosophical predecessors in the final section of Kant (1998). He classifies
them: first, with regard to what they take their subject matter to be (objects of the senses
or objects of the understanding); second, with regard to what they take the source of their
knowledge to be (experience or pure reason); and third, with regard to what they take
their methodology to be (an appeal to common sense or something more scientific and
more systematic). It takes only a little strain to hear the echo of these in the Transcendence
Question, the Creativity Question, and the Novelty Question, respectively.

16 This question will come to prominence in Ch. 10, §4, and again in Ch. 21, §7(c).
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o what bespeaks unity, totality, and/or identity and what bespeaks plu-
rality, partiality, and/or difference!”

and even, question-beggingly in the context of the Transcendence
Question,

« what we cannot make sense of and what we can.

There is also an important strand in the history in which it has been
taken for granted that, if there is scope for our making sense of transcendent
things, then it is only by operating at the level of generality that is charac-
teristic of metaphysics that we are able to do so, since it is only when we
are dealing with the most general features of what is immanent that we are
either obliged or indeed able to distinguish it from what is transcendent. The
Transcendence Question is then, in effect, the question whether metaphys-
ics has its own peculiar subject matter, radically different in kind from the
subject matter of any other enquiry. This possibility also suggests a potential
problem for those who think that we are limited to making sense of imma-
nent things, a potential problem whose significance in the history of meta-
physics would be hard to exaggerate: there may be no way of registering
the thought that our sense-making is limited to what is immanent except by
distinguishing what is immanent from what is transcendent, and thus either
doing the very thing that is reckoned to be impossible, that is making sense
of what is transcendent, or failing to make sense at all. We shall see plenty
of manifestations of this aporia in what follows."®

(b) The Novelty Question

The Novelty Question calls to mind P.F. Strawson’s famous distinction
between ‘revisionary’ metaphysics and ‘descriptive’ metaphysics, where
‘descriptive metaphysics is content to describe the actual structure of our

17 There is a hint here of what may have been an equally important fourth question: is there
scope for our making unified sense of everything, or are we limited to making separate
sense of separate things? Cf. the Archilochean distinction between ‘the hedgehog’, who
‘knows one big thing’, and ‘the fox’, who ‘knows many things’, a distinction developed
in Berlin (1978) and further exploited in Hacker (1996), Ch. 5, §1. (In the former Isaiah
Berlin argues that Tolstoy was a fox by nature, but a hedgehog by conviction. In the latter
P.M.S. Hacker argues that Wittgenstein, by contrast, ‘was by nature a hedgehog, but ...
transformed himself ... into a paradigmatic fox’ (ibid., p. 98). (Hacker is talking about the
transition from Wittgenstein’s early work to his later work: see Chs 9 and 10, esp. §2 of
the latter, in this book.) Another thinker in whom we find a similar contrast between tem-
perament and practice is David Lewis: in Ch. 13, §2, I shall cite a passage which shows
him to have been a reluctant hedgehog.)

18 The first clear manifestation of it will occur in Ch. 5, §8, when I introduce what I there

call the Limit Argument.
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thought about the world, [while] revisionary metaphysics is concerned to
produce a better structure’ (Strawson (1959), p. 9)."” Like the Transcendence
Question, but even more pivotally perhaps, the Novelty Question raises the
further question of who ‘we’ are. It is a platitude that people in different
cultures, and in different eras, make sense of things in different ways. But
the question of who ‘we’ are cuts deeper than this platitude. P.M.S. Hacker,
in an essay on what he calls ‘Strawson’s rehabilitation of metaphysics’, refers
to the ‘major structural features of our conceptual scheme that lie at the
heart of Strawson’s investigations’ and describes them as ‘partly constitutive
of our nature as self-conscious human beings, involving concepts and cat-
egories that we could not abandon without ceasing to be human’ (Hacker
(2001b), p. 368). Hacker’s intention is to defend a version of the view that
metaphysics has to be descriptive. But it is a real question whether ‘we’
should not be open to just such non-human possibilities, open, that is, to
possibilities that involve ‘us’ in transcending ‘our’ present humanity.*

Why then should anyone think that, as practising metaphysicians,
we are limited to making sense of things in broadly the same way as we
already do?

Well, the phrase ‘as practising metaphysicians’ is critical. One view would
be the following. Anyone operating at a lower level of generality, attempting
to make relatively specific sense of relatively specific things, can have occa-
sion to innovate in all sorts of ways, but the metaphysician, responding to
nothing but the sheer demand to make sense of things, should be concerned
only to protect whatever sense-making is already under way, in particular
to protect it from confusion: any innovation not prompted by some spe-
cific need merely carries the risk of new confusion. (That is not by any
means a crazy view, although it is always in danger of degenerating into a
conservative resistance even to non-metaphysical innovation — a resistance,
more specifically, to any departure, at any level of generality, from ‘ordinary
language’ — which really is crazy.’') Another view would be that, at the rel-
evantly high level of generality, there is only one way of making sense of

19 See further ibid., pp. 9-11. See also P.E. Strawson (1992), Ch. 1, where he distinguishes
a more negative version of the view that metaphysics has to be descriptive (metaphysics
as therapy) from a more positive version (metaphysics as conceptual analysis). And see
Davidson (1984a) for scepticism about the idea that there even are radically different
structures.

Note: in Ch. 17 we shall see reason not to link the Creativity Question too tightly to
Strawson’s revisionary/descriptive distinction (see n. 75 of that chapter).

20 T shall return briefly to this possibility in Ch. 21, §7(c).

21 For a more sensible conservative respect for ‘ordinary language’, see J.L. Austin (1970),
p- 185. At the end of that passage, Austin memorably summarizes his view in the fol-
lowing way: ‘Ordinary language is not the last word: in principle it can everywhere be
supplemented and improved upon and superseded. Only remember, it is the first word’
(emphasis in original). See further Ch. 10, n. 9.
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things that is available to us. Strawson himself holds a variant of this view.
He claims that descriptive metaphysics aims to ‘lay bare the most general
features of our conceptual structure,” adding that ‘there are categories and
concepts [which constitute that structure and] which, in their most funda-
mental character, [do not] change’ (Strawson (1959), pp. 9-10).

That raises the following question. How, if at all, does whatever counts as
descriptive metaphysics, on this conception, count as metaphysics on mine?
How does the endeavour to ‘lay bare the most general features of our con-
ceptual structure’ count as a general attempt to make sense of things, as
opposed to an anthropological or perhaps even historical exercise in depict-
ing the attempt(s) that we, whoever ‘we’ are, already make?

Many people, as we shall see, have thought that an exercise of this latter
kind is indeed a substantial part of metaphysics, even on roughly my concep-
tion — and Collingwood was quite explicit about its being a historical exer-
cise. The point is this. It need not be a detached, ‘meta-level’ exercise. It can
be an engaged, reflexive, self-conscious exercise in our own sense-making.
The aim of the exercise might be to elucidate that sense-making where it is
not clear, or to hone it where it is not sharp, or to reinforce it where it is in
danger of disintegrating, or to guard it against distortion and abuse; and its
methods might include making explicit what would otherwise be implicit or
imposing system where there would otherwise be an assembly of unordered,
disconnected parts. Consider the ancient paradoxes of motion, for example,
the most famous of which is that of Achilles and the tortoise.

The Paradox of Achilles and the Tortoise: Achilles, who runs much
faster than the tortoise, nevertheless seems unable to overtake it in
a race in which it has been given a head start. For each time Achilles
reaches a point that the tortoise has already reached, which is some-
thing he will always have to do as long as it is still ahead of him, it
has moved on.>

It would not be implausible to think that these paradoxes result from
our having an insecure grasp of our own basic preconceptions about the
nature of space, time, and the infinite. And if one did think this, one might
respond by using formal mathematical techniques in an effort to give new
and clearer expression to those preconceptions. That would certainly count
as metaphysics by my definition.

Very well, then, why should anyone give the opposite response to the
Novelty Question? Why should anyone think that, as practising metaphysi-
cians, we have license to make sense of things in a way that is radically new?

Because it is not clear that our most general way of making sense of
things cannot be radically improved. There is more to be said of course,

22 These paradoxes are generally attributed to Zeno of Elea and are reported by Aristotle in
his Physics, Bk VI, Ch. 9. We shall return to them briefly in Ch. 16, §6. For discussion, see
Moore (2001a), Introduction, §1, and Ch. 4, §3.
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but that is the very simple, very basic reason for taking revisionary meta-
physics seriously.”

Not that it is an entirely straightforward matter what revisionary meta-
physics is. There is an issue about how far we count as making sense of
things in a way that is radically new if we make judgments that are radically
new, but using old familiar concepts.”* Suppose we are inclined to say one
thing and a metaphysician urges us to say the very opposite. Is that revision-
ary because the metaphysician is challenging what we think? Or is it non-
revisionary because the metaphysician is acceding to the concepts we use?>
Is the metaphysician acceding to the concepts we use? Perhaps saying the
very opposite of what we are currently inclined to say would be so revolu-
tionary that, if any of us did that, he or she would have to be interpreted as
using old words to express new concepts (see further Ch. 7, §7). These are
familiar philosophical quandaries. And it is noteworthy, in this connection,
how unobvious the classification of metaphysicians as descriptive or revi-
sionary can be. Strawson, immediately after introducing his distinction, goes
on to classify Aristotle, Descartes, Leibniz, Berkeley, Hume, and Kant. It is
an interesting exercise for anyone who is familiar with these six thinkers,
but who is unfamiliar with Strawson’s classification or who has forgotten
it, to see how well they can anticipate his six verdicts! The fact remains that
there are some things that would indisputably count as instances of revi-
sionary metaphysics, the paradigm being the introduction of highly general
concepts enabling us to adopt beliefs that we could not so much as entertain
before. And the point is simply this. It is unclear why we should eschew any-
thing of that sort. It is unclear why we should think that nothing of that sort
could ever be to our advantage.

(c) The Creativity Question

To turn finally to the Creativity Question, there is a further issue in this case
about what is ‘scope’ and what are ‘limits’. In other words, the Creativity
Question might be better reversed: is there scope for our discovering the
sense that things themselves already make, and thus for being right, or are
we limited to inventing the sense that we make of things in a way that
admits of no distinction between being right and being wrong?>® The fact

23 We shall see other reasons in Part Three: see esp. Ch. 15, §6, and Ch. 21, §6.

24 Cf. Snowdon (2006), pp. 41-43.

25 Derek Parfit would say the former. He describes his own work, in which he challenges
many of our beliefs but retains the concepts we use, as revisionary: see Parfit (1984), p. x.

26 For a particularly robust defence of the first alternative, see Wright (2002), §9. A simi-
larly ‘realist’ position is defended in Lowe (1998), Ch. 1. The latter alternative is more
Wittgensteinian: see Hacker (1986), Ch. VII, and see below, Ch. 10, §3.

Note that, for convenience, I shall sometimes treat this reversal of the original question

as presenting the same pair of alternatives, though we should not rule out the possibility
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that the Creativity Question is equivocal in this way reflects the fact that
we can broach metaphysics with quite different aspirations. If we are lim-
ited to inventing the sense that we make of things, then that curbs our more
scientific pretensions; if we are limited to looking for the sense that things
themselves already make, then that curbs our more artistic pretensions. The
equivocality also reflects the fact that the Creativity Question allows for
endless variations on a theme. Do we find things intelligible or do we render
them intelligible? Does our sense-making inevitably reveal more about us
(our sensibilities, our commitments, our values, and suchlike) than it does
about the things we make sense of? To what extent can all rational enquirers
be expected to make the same sense of things? Can we make sense of things
in a way that is completely objective? Does our sense-making have infinite
scope? Can our sense-making be, in Edward Craig’s terms, a participation in
‘the mind of God’, or is it a product of ‘the works of man’?*” And of course,
underlying all of these, there is the recurring issue of who ‘we’ are.

Note that, as in the case of the Novelty Question, what is at stake is
what we can aspire to when we practise metaphysics. It would not be at
all outrageous to hold both of the following: that, when we practise phys-
ics, we can aspire to complete objectivity, indeed to what Bernard Williams
famously calls an ‘absolute conception’ of reality ([B.] Williams (1978), pp.
65-67), and, in line with what I suggested in the previous section, that our
attempting to make sense of things at a higher level of generality involves
an unavoidable element of self-consciousness which is in turn incompatible
with such objectivity.?

(d) The Significance of the Three Questions

These three questions, then, along with the three®” pairs of alternatives that
they present, have played an important role in shaping disagreement about
the scope and limits of metaphysics during the modern period. Those who
have accepted any of the more restrained alternatives (whichever that is in
the third case) have ipso facto repudiated certain activities as ‘off-limits’.
It is an extremely important fact about the story of metaphysics during

that there is scope both for our being creative in our sense-making and for our discover-
ing the sense that things themselves already make. Indeed it is clear that, in many projects
of non-metaphysical sense-making, there are elements of both. That is to say, there are
elements both of creation and of discovery: it is less clear whether there are any individual
elements that are elements of both. (See further Ch. 16, §6(c), and Ch. 18, §6.)

See Craig (1987). Craig himself would regard the Creativity Question, and the choice that
it presents between what he calls ‘the Insight Ideal’ and ‘the Practice Ideal’, as pivotal to
my historical project: see ibid., passim.

28 Cf. Williams (2006m).

2 But see the caveat in n. 26.
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this period that, very often, they have also thought of ‘metaphysics’ as pre-
cisely what they were repudiating. This is in part just a fact about their
use of the word, which, during the same period, has more often than not
served as a derogatory term.*’ But it is not only that. Throughout this period
metaphysics has been a source of suspicion, even among those who on my
broad conception count as metaphysicians. Time and again metaphysics has
been pilloried as something illegitimate by those who, had they been more
focused on their own activities and had their own conception been broader,
might just as well have championed it, and metaphysics has contracted as
a result. Yet each time it has subsequently expanded again. One of my aims
is to show that there is something in this recurrent systole and diastole that
can properly be regarded as ‘the evolution of modern metaphysics’, and not
just as a wearisome sequence of repeated mistakes.

I shall not make any effort to remain non-partisan. There would be a
limit to how well I could achieve the aim just specified if I did. In tandem
with telling the evolutionary story that I wish to tell, I shall develop my own
stance on these three issues. But I shall do so only incidentally and not very
thoroughly; that is not my main concern. For now I shall simply record,
without any of the necessary glosses, qualifications, or disclaimers, my own
three verdicts.

We are, in practising metaphysics, (a) constrained to make sense of imma-
nent things, (b) free to make sense of things in a way that is radically new,
and (c) engaged in a fundamentally creative exercise. Or, to put it glibly
and question-beggingly, but also, I hope, suggestively, we are, in practising
metaphysics, (a) constrained to make nothing but sense of things, (b) free
to make any sense of things, and (c) attempting, literally, to make sense of
things.’!

On this conception there have been real advances in the understanding
of what metaphysics is over the past four hundred years, and they have
been both liberating and restricting. They have been liberating to the extent
that they have revealed the capacity of metaphysics to deepen, broaden, and
enrich our understanding of reality (b and ¢). They have been restricting to
the extent that they have revealed the incapacity of metaphysics to carry

30 For some interesting observations on the use of the word as a derogatory term, see
Armstrong (1965). See also Locke (1965), Bk III, Ch. X, §2, for an early pejorative use
of ‘metaphysicians’ in the context ‘schoolmen and metaphysicians’. Hume famously cas-
tigates ‘school metaphysics’ in the final paragraph of Hume (1975a); for discussion, see
Ch. 4, §4 in this book. Kant, in Kant (2002a), 4:258 n., claims to find a much more com-
plimentary reference to ‘metaphysics’ in Hume: he cites a German translation of Hume
(1741-1742), Vol. 2, p. 79. But his quotation contains an ellipsis that somewhat distorts
Hume’s statement. (Here I am indebted to the editors’ n. 6 on p. 473 of Kant (2002a).)
For a similarly glib account of how making sense of things connects with the three ‘max-
ims of the common understanding” which Kant identifies in Kant (2000), 5:294-295, see
Moore (2003a), pp. 87-88.

3
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that understanding beyond its inherent finitude or to provide it with any
grounding in reality itself (a and, revealing the equivocality of the Creativity
Question, ¢ again).

My own combination of answers to these three questions, at least insofar
as those answers are conceived as choices between three pairs of alterna-
tives, is one of eight that are possible. I believe that we can find important
traces, within this four-hundred-year period, of all eight. This is not to say
that we can find eight thinkers who are suitable to act as their representa-
tives. It would be hopelessly simplistic and procrustean to think that we
could do that. There are very few thinkers, if any, whom we can straightfor-
wardly categorize in terms of their stance on these three issues, even once
the issues have been conceived in binary terms, and even once we have taken
into account developments in the thinkers’ ideas and the distinction between
what they practise and what they preach. Typically, it is more a question of a
given thinker wrestling with, and trying to work through, opposed tenden-
cies. For one thing, some combinations of views may be inherently unsta-
ble. Thus even if the view that our sense-making is invention rather than
discovery is not irreconcilable with the view that we are limited to making
sense of things in broadly the same way as we already do, it takes a peculiar
kind of philosophy to reconcile them, and a thinker inclined to accept both
may decide that subscribing to that kind of philosophy is too costly. The
same applies to the pairing of the view that we can make sense of transcen-
dent things with the view that our sense-making involves an element of self-
consciousness that precludes complete objectivity. A further complication
is that many thinkers have been suspicious, not so much of one of the two
rival answers to any given question, but of the idea that there is a genuine
focus of disagreement there. And a yet further complication, perhaps the
most serious of all, is that only a tiny proportion of the thinkers who can
usefully be classified with respect to any of these issues can usefully be clas-
sified with respect to all three.

For these and other reasons my references to the issues in what follows
will be infrequent and often oblique. Even so, the issues have been a sig-
nificant factor in my choice of protagonists, and they should be constantly
discernible in the background.

7. The Importance of Metaphysics

Metaphysics matters. Making sense of things is an integral part of simply
making sense and there is a fundamental nisus in all of us to do that.’” But
to what extent does metaphysics matter for its own sake? Only to a very
limited extent, I suggest. In (large) part this reflects my view of metaphysics

32 For defence of this idea, see Moore (2003a), esp. Variations Two.
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as a fundamentally creative exercise. If metaphysics were an attempt to find
the sense that things themselves already make, then an aphorism of Galileo’s
might apply to it: ‘He who looks the higher is the more highly distinguished,
and turning over the great book of nature ... is the way to elevate one’s gaze’
(Galileo (1967), Dedication, p. 3). But if metaphysics is an attempt to create
sense, then it needs to confront the question, ‘What is the attempt for?’ And
if the answer is simply, ‘For its own sake,’ then it is easy to understand the
charge of pointlessness that is so often levelled against metaphysics. I am not
denying that there is such a thing as creativity for its own sake. Nor am |
denying its importance. But creativity in the context of sense-making incurs
special commitments. The most general attempt to make sense of things is
part of the overall attempt to make sense of things, in all its diversity and
complexity, and with all its myriad specific concerns and its myriad specific
purposes. Unless the former subserves the latter, which is as much as to
say unless the former makes a difference, it will be like a wheel that can be
turned though nothing else moves with it.*> It may have some ornamental
value, but it will not perform the function that it purports to perform.*

Thus to broach the question of how many angels could dance on the
point of a needle, to take the hackneyed example,’ even if it were part of
an attempt to devise suitable conceptual apparatus for relating the incorpor-
eal to the corporeal, would straightway invite the further question, ‘Why?’
(That is, why bother? What turns on this? In what ways and to what ends
do we need to relate the incorporeal to the corporeal?) And it is an obvious
point, but still an important point, that this further question would be all the
more urgent for anyone who did not believe in angels.*®

Very well, then, how is metaphysics able to make a difference? One sim-
ple way, to which I alluded in the previous section in connection with the
Novelty Question, is by combating the confusion to which we are prone
when we indulge the urge that we already have to make the most general
sense of things. In other words, metaphysics can fulfil the function of rec-
tifying bad metaphysics. Nor should this function be taken lightly. Since
we are all, to a greater or lesser extent, natural metaphysicians, and since
we are prone to do metaphysics badly, there is a real need for something to
counteract the debilitating and damaging effects of our relatively instinctive,
relatively primitive efforts. There is a real need, that is, for good metaphys-
ics. On the other hand, the importance of this function should not be exag-
gerated either. Some philosophers take the view that this is the only function

33 Here I echo Wittgenstein (1967a), Pt 1, §271.

34 This view is stoutly defended by E.C.S. Schiller in Schiller (1912), an essay revealingly
entitled ‘The Ethical Basis of Metaphysics’. See passim, but esp. p. 1, n. 1, and pp. 7-8.

35 For an account of the history of this question, see Franklin (1993).

3 Cf. Bernard Williams® comments concerning arguments about God in Williams
(20060), p. 33.
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of metaphysics, that we would have no need for metaphysics if we did not
have a deleterious attraction to it. But, apart from anything else, that view
makes too great a mystery of the attraction itself.

A second way in which metaphysics is able to make a difference is by
combining with other endeavours and with other areas of enquiry, including
other branches of philosophy, in helping us to make more particular sense
of things. Of especial historical significance are the ways in which it has
combined with science, ethics, and theology — exemplified respectively in my
first three protagonists.’” There will be plenty of further examples in what
follows, but I shall here cite three comparatively simple and much more
recent examples to give an indication of what I have in mind. In each case, as
we shall see, metaphysics helps that with which it combines to ‘make sense’,
whether in the sense of assisting the latter in its own sense-making or in the
sense of helping to render the latter itself intelligible.

Metaphysics Combined with Science: There are various metaphys-
ical quandaries about the existence and nature of properties or
universals, such as redness. (Aristotle discusses many of these quan-
daries in his Metaphysics.) David Lewis urges that we do well to
acknowledge properties if we conceive them as classes of things,
actual or possible, and that we do well to acknowledge universals
if we conceive them as properties of a special kind. For a property
to be of this special kind, it must ‘carve reality at one of its joints’.
That is, it must have some relevance to causal laws; the things that
instantiate it must thereby genuinely resemble one another; and
suchlike. (On this conception, redness, though it is certainly a prop-
erty, is a poor candidate for being a universal.) It is in these terms,
Lewis holds, that we make the best sense of science, and more spe-
cifically of physics. For we can see the purpose of physics as being
to discover what universals there actually are (Lewis (1999b)).

Metaphysics Combined with Ethics: Another very old metaphys-
ical quandary is whether all propositions concerning the future
are (already) true or false. (Aristotle discusses this too, in On
Interpretation, Ch. 9.) Quine argues that, whatever else might be
said in favour of the doctrine that all propositions concerning the
future are indeed (already) true or false, that doctrine has serious
ethical payoff. His argument runs as follows. Consider the following
two principles: first, that conservation of the environment is nec-
essary for the sake of people as yet unborn, and second, that birth
control is necessary to combat overpopulation. Both have consid-
erable appeal. But to accede to them both seems inconsistent. For

37 But see Ch. 3, §2, for an important difference between the way in which it is exemplified
in the first two and the way in which it is exemplified in the third.
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it seems to involve recognizing the interests of those who have not
yet been born, while denying some of them the very right to life.
If we acknowledge that all propositions concerning the future are
(already) true or false, however, then we can dispel the apparent
inconsistency. We are free to adopt a tenseless understanding of the
phrase ‘there are’, and then to say that ‘there are’ people who have
not yet been born: their interests must be respected. By contrast,
‘there are’ no people who have not yet been born and who never will
be: birth control denies the right of life to nobody (Quine (1987b)).

Note that the ethical payoff here lies not in the doctrine’s helping us to
live better, nor yet in its helping us to decide what counts as living better, but
in its helping us to think more clearly and more effectively about our rea-
sons for deciding as we do. Note also that, on the view of metaphysics as a
creative exercise that admits of no distinction between being right and being
wrong, it would be possible both to accept Quine’s argument and to believe
that, for other purposes, including other ethical purposes, we do better to
deny that all propositions concerning the future are (already) true or false.
(Perhaps denying this helps us to think more clearly about our own commit-
ments and responsibilities for example.’®) This would be a little like choos-
ing to use the Celsius scale for discussing the chemical properties of water,
but preferring to use the Fahrenheit scale for discussing the weather.?

Metaphysics Combined with Theology: There is a doctrine, which we
can call the doctrine of relative identity, whereby it is possible for there
to be different things of a certain kind which are nevertheless the same
thing of some other kind. A case that is often cited is that of a piece
of bronze which is formed into a statue s;, say a statue of a man, then
melted down, and then formed into a quite different statue s,, say a
statue of a horse. In this case, an advocate of the doctrine would say,
although s, is a different statue from s,, they are nevertheless the same

38 Cf. Cockburn (1997), Ch. 9.

3 But only a little. For one thing, enormous philosophical work would be required to show
that neither of the philosophical doctrines in question had implications whose costs out-
weighed its ethical benefits. I do not for a moment want to downplay the complexities of
these issues, and I trust that my somewhat breezy presentation of this example is not mis-
leading in this regard. For a very illuminating discussion of some of the complexities, see
Gibson (2007). For a discussion of another example, in this case a metaphysical doctrine
whose ethical payoff is to help us to make sense of ethics itself, see Moore (2007a), esp. §4.
(Might a third example be idealism of the sort that Berkeley defends in Berkeley (1962a)?
Might that connect better than any realist alternative with our sense of importance, by
reducing the starry heavens in whose midst even our planet is a mere speck to tiny pack-
ages of information in our own voluminous, teeming minds? It might. But then again it
might place intolerable strains on our understanding when we properly think it through.)



20 Introduction

piece of bronze. This doctrine is defended by the Catholic philosopher
PT. Geach, one of whose own examples — surely the example that is
of primary concern to him — is that of the Trinity. The doctrine of rel-
ative identity allows Geach to say that, whereas the Father is a differ-
ent Person from the Son, they are the same God (Geach (1972); and
Anscombe and Geach (1961), pp. 118-119).

A third way in which metaphysics is able to make a difference, and the one
that seems to me the most important and the most exciting, is by providing
us with radically new concepts by which to live. Here I am presupposing that
we have scope, as metaphysicians, to make sense of things in ways that are
radically new. In other words, I am presupposing my stance on the Novelty
Question from the previous section. If I am wrong about this, then metaphys-
ics has far less to offer than I believe — though even then there is scope for it
to be involved in something similar, albeit less radical, namely the protection,
nurturing, adaptation, or rejection of concepts by which we already live.

When I talk about our ‘living by’ a concept, I am alluding to the fact that
some concepts are action-guiding in the sense that even to use them is to be
motivated in certain ways. The paradigms are what Bernard Williams calls
‘thick’ ethical concepts. By a thick ethical concept Williams means a concept
that has both a factual aspect and an ethically evaluative aspect. Thus to
apply a thick ethical concept in a given situation is to say something straight-
forwardly false if the situation turns out not to be a certain way; but it is also
ethically to appraise the situation. An example is the concept of infidelity. If
I accuse you of being unfaithful, I say something that T am obliged to retract
if it turns out that you have not in fact gone back on any relevant agreement,
but I also thereby register my disapproval of what you have done. Another
example is the concept of a promise, one of whose most striking features is
that its use not only directs us in our living, but creates new possibilities for
our living. You could not so much as make promises, still less confront deci-
sions about whether to keep them or not, still less be motivated to keep them,
if you were not part of a community that used the concept of a promise.*’

But even someone sympathetic to this idea of an action-guiding concept
might balk at the suggestion that metaphysics can provide us with such
things. The worry would be that action-guiding concepts are insufficiently
general for that. There are four points to be made in response to this worry.
First, insofar as the worry is based on the thought that thick ethical con-
cepts are insufficiently general, it is misplaced. For thick ethical concepts are
not the only action-guiding concepts. Indeed, on some ways of construing

40 See Williams (20060), pp. 140ff.; and Williams (1995a), pp. 205-210. I discuss action-
guiding concepts at greater length in Moore (2003a), esp. Variations One, passim. A help-
ful discussion is Diamond (1988), of which pp. 276-277 are especially relevant to what I
go on to say in this section.
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action-guidingness, all concepts are action-guiding.*' Second, it is anyway
not clear that thick ethical concepts are insufficiently general. The concept
of freedom and the concept of a person strike me as clear examples of thick
ethical concepts.”” Yet much traditional metaphysics has been concerned
with those very concepts. (It is noteworthy that one of the classic meta-
physical discussions of the concept of a person, namely Locke’s, includes
the famous observation that ‘person’ is a forensic term.*’) Third, we should
not forget a point which was implicit in something I said parenthetically in
§2, that whether a concept is a metaphysical concept may admit of degree.
This would allow for the possibility that metaphysics can provide us with
action-guiding concepts which, though they are less general than some other
concepts, are still metaphysical to some degree. Fourth, and most significant,
we should in any case not assume that the only concepts that metaphysics
can provide us with are metaphysical concepts. The concept of blasphemy
strikes me as another clear example of a thick ethical concept. It scarcely
counts as metaphysical, yet its very possibility depends on a certain kind
of metaphysics. Nor is this an isolated example. Among the most general
attempts to make sense of things, those that have had a religious dimension
have bequeathed innumerable non-metaphysical concepts by which people
have lived.

8. Prospectus

Finally in this Introduction I want to say something about the structure of
this book, and in particular about its division into three parts. The division
is partly chronological. The book deals with four centuries. Part One deals,
roughly speaking, with the first two. Parts Two and Three each deal, roughly
speaking, with the remaining two. It is the division between Parts Two and
Three that deserves special comment.

Part Two concerns philosophers belonging to the analytic tradition. The
common name for the complement of this tradition, within recent Western
philosophy, is ‘the continental tradition’. I have already intimated in the
Preface my unease both about the name (which makes a particular mock-
ery of the positioning of Frege and Collingwood, for example) and about
the normal associations of the name, in particular the implied opposition
between two fronts (which, as it happens, is again particularly problematical
with respect to Frege and Collingwood, the first because his work connects
in important ways with that of Husserl, the second because his work fails
to connect in important ways with that of anyone else on the non-analytic

41 See Moore (2003a), Variations One, §2, and p. 42. Cf. Wittgenstein (1967a), Pt I, §§569
and 570.

42 See Moore (2003a), pp. 83 and 95; and cf. Williams (20060), pp. 56-57 and 114-115.

4 Locke (1965), Bk II, Ch. 27, in which the observation occurs at §26.
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side). Since I have no quarrel with the idea that there is an analytic tradition,
I have reacted to this unease by designating its complement, quite simply,
‘non-analytic traditions’. And these are the focus of Part Three.

I hope that my artless title for Part Three does not err in the other
direction, by downplaying the many crucial connections and lines of influ-
ence between the philosophers whom I discuss there.* Certainly, the non-
analytic philosophy represented in that part is marked by some distinctive, if
broad, features. Two of these are worth emphasizing straight away, because
of their considerable importance in what is to come. First, there is a ten-
dency to prioritize difference over identity. This is in contrast to analytic
philosophy, where there is the opposite tendency. (Still, even here there
is a danger of exaggeration. ‘Tendency’ is the operative word. Let us not
forget that Wittgenstein considered using as a motto for his Philosophical
Investigations a quotation from King Lear: ‘I’ll teach you differences.””’) The
second feature, by contrast, does not distinguish the philosophy represented
in Part Three from that represented in Part Two. If anything, it distinguishes
both of them from the philosophy represented in Part One.* I have already
mentioned it in §5. I am referring to a tendency, within metaphysics, indeed
within sense-making more broadly, to focus attention on sense itself. The
impact of this on the nature of metaphysics has been profound. There are
times, as we shall see, when it has more or less reoriented the enterprise,
turning the most general attempt to make sense of things into something like
an attempt to make things of sense.

4 At one stage I toyed with borrowing an idea from Philip Turetzky and, instead of referring
to ‘the analytic tradition’ and ‘non-analytic traditions’, referring to ‘the spear side’ and
‘the distaff side’: see Turetzky (1998), p. 211 and p. 245, n. 1. This would have carried
a number of suggestions: principally, that there are links on the non-analytic side, just
as much as there are on the analytic side, but less obvious links; perhaps also, given the
sexism of the terms, that the distinction was being drawn from one particular, implicated
point of view. But the links that exist on the non-analytic side are not in fact less obvious,
unless the distinction is drawn from a point of view that is so blinkered as to be of no con-
cern to me. (I intend no criticism of Turetzky here; his use of the metaphor is importantly
different.)

45 This is reported by Maurice Drury: see Rhees (1984), p. 157. The quotation from King
Lear occurs in Act I, Scene IV, 1. 99-100.

46 Even that is not quite right. As we shall see in Chs. 4 and 5, it is a vital and signal feature
of both Hume’s philosophy and Kant’s philosophy.
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CHAPTER 1

*

Descartes

Metaphysics in the Service of Science

1. Introduction

René Descartes (1596-1650) held that some truths are beyond doubt.
Among these he held that some are necessary, in a sense robust enough to
mean that not even God could have made them false. And he held that meta-
physics consists largely in the pursuit of such truths.

You may already be taken aback. Have I not just contradicted two of the
best-known facts about Descartes’ philosophy? Surely, in his very method of
doubt, he showed that there was no truth that he took to be beyond doubt,
or no necessary truth.' And did he not famously insist that both the truth
and the necessity of any necessary truth depend on God’s free choice?

I admit that I have opened this chapter in a deliberately provocative way.
I do not deny either of these familiar facts, and in due course I must explain
how I reconcile my opening claims with them. But I have begun in this way
not just to be provocative, but also to highlight what seem to me crucial
features of Descartes’ conception of metaphysics. Descartes was committed
to the pursuit of truth, in the form of the pursuit of scientific knowledge or
scientia.” We might equally say, he was committed to the attempt to make
sense of things — on one good interpretation of that phrase. The most general
attempt to make sense of things is an integral part of this. It involves taking
a reflective step back, and enquiring self-consciously into the nature of the

! Perhaps he took it to be beyond doubt that he existed (see §3), but it is a contingent truth
that he existed.

2 For discussion of how the former pursuit assumes the form of the latter see Williams
(1978), Ch. 2. For Descartes’ use of the term ‘scientia’, see Replies, VII: 141, and the trans-
lators’ n. 2.

Note: throughout this chapter, I use the following abbreviations for Descartes” works:
Correspondence for Descartes (1991); Discourse for Descartes (1985b); Meditations for
Descartes (1984a), and First Meditation, Second Meditation, etc. for its separate parts;
FPassions for Descartes (1985d); Principles for Descartes (1985¢); Replies for Descartes
(1984b); and Rules for Descartes (1985a), and Rule One, Rule Two, etc. for its separate
parts. Page references are to the edition by Adam and Tannery as indicated in the margins
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enterprise as a whole, that is into the nature of the very attempt to make
sense of things. Its aim might be, and in Descartes’ case was, to provide a
systematic reconstruction of the methods used in the enterprise, vindicating
its claims to succeed in doing what it is an attempt to do. And this requires
reflection on what it would be to succeed in that respect, on what it would
be, in other words, to make sense of things. Such reflection fulfils its func-
tion, in Descartes’ view, because it involves careful attention to indubitable
truths — if they were not indubitable, metaphysics would stall at the point at
which they were being attended to — and because the truths in question are
truths about how things must be, in the strongest sense of ‘must’ — if they
were truths only about how things must be in a weaker sense of ‘must’, they
would not be indubitable.’ Hence my opening claims.

2. The Nature of the Project: Metaphysics as Providing
Science with Foundations

Before I expand on these claims, and on how I propose to reconcile them
with the two exegetical facts that are supposed to tell against them, I need
to say some more about Descartes’ overall project and the context within
which it arises.

Descartes is often said to be, among philosophers, the first great modern.
That is entirely apt. But there would also be some justice in calling him the
last great scholastic. He shares many of the concerns, attitudes, and basic
methodological tools of that distinctive combination of Aristotelianism and
Christianity which dominated European thought in the previous four centu-
ries. Here are some notable examples, to which we shall return. He retains

 a conviction that knowledge is capable of forming a systematically
interrelated whole, in other words a conviction that it is possible to
make unified sense of things (e.g. Rule One)

« the idea of substance and much of the apparatus that goes with it,
including a distinction between corporeal substance and incorporeal
substance (e.g. Sixth Meditation)

and

« the principle that ‘there must be at least as much reality in the efficient
and total cause as in the effect of that cause’ (Meditations, VII: 40).

of these works, with Roman numerals representing volume numbers and Arabic numerals
representing page numbers.

See Replies, VII: 144-146; and cf. Meditations, VII: 69. These remarks should become clearer
in §3. Note: I do not claim that all the indubitable truths to which Descartes attended were
truths about how things must be, in this strong sense. Again (cf. n. 1) there is an issue about
his own existence. I claim only that, where the indubitable truths to which he attended were
of this kind, their indubitability depended on that fact. (For an especially striking example
see Meditations, VII: 25, the pair of sentences beginning ‘But there is a deceiver...”.)

[
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True, there are issues about the extent to which he merely shares a vocab-
ulary with his predecessors and the extent to which he also shares an under-
standing of that vocabulary. For instance, he offers his own definition of
substance (which we shall consider in §6) and he insists, in opposition to
mainstream scholasticism, that God alone is a substance in the strictest
sense — though he also recognizes created substances in a less strict sense.
But there is no denying that he draws on his heritage in ways that are both
crucial in shaping his own philosophical system and, from the perspective of
contemporary philosophy, more or less alien.”

What earns him the title ‘the first great modern’ then? Perhaps, more
than anything else, a preparedness to reflect critically on his heritage and
to ask, using no other resources than are available from that position of
critical reflection, what entitles him to draw on his heritage in the ways in
which he does; a preparedness to question all authority except for that of
his own reason, his own faculty for ‘clear and evident intuition’ and the
‘certain deduction’ of its consequences (Rules, X: 366).° One effect of this
is an accentuation of epistemology, the study of knowledge, in the overall
attempt to make sense of things. Descartes seeks not merely to know, but
to know that he knows, and, as a means to that end, to know what it is for
him to know. If we find it puzzling that he nevertheless accepts, seemingly
uncritically, so much of what we find unacceptable, then we are probably
overlooking both the extent to which thinking in general, not just Descartes’
thinking, is determined by its historical and cultural context and the extent
to which what we find unacceptable is in any case, ironically, a long-term
effect of Descartes’ own iconoclasm.

Descartes’ critical step back leads, as I suggested in §1, to reflection on
the very idea of making sense of things and on the means to that end. Since
such reflection is itself part of the attempt to make sense of things, we can
see Descartes as aspiring to a single self-contained conception that will help
to explain how we are able to achieve that very conception. The conception
itself is to be pursued largely for its own sake. Descartes’ project is, to echo
the celebrated subtitle of Bernard Williams’ book on him (Williams (1978)),
a project of pure enquiry. Not that this flouts any of my reservations, aired
in §7 of the Introduction, about pursuing metaphysics for its own sake.® If
those reservations are justified, then metaphysics, the most general attempt
to make sense of things, should subserve the overall attempt to make sense

4 For more on the relations between Descartes and his predecessors see Williams (1978),
pp- 137-138; Cottingham (1986), pp. 4-6; and Ariew (1992). Husserl, in Husserl (1995),
§10, complains about ‘how much scholasticism lies hidden, as unclarified prejudice, in
Descartes’ Meditations. (We shall return to Husserl’s criticisms of Descartes in Ch. 17,
§3.) Heidegger echoes the complaint in Heidegger (1962a), p. 46/p. 25 in the original
German.

5 For more on Descartes’ use of the term ‘intuition’, see §4.

¢ Such reservations, in any case, have a largely non-Cartesian motivation.
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of things; but this leaves open the possibility that the latter can be pursued
for its own sake. For Descartes, the former does indeed subserve the lat-
ter. Metaphysics plays a foundational role in the overall endeavour. In a
well-known passage from the Preface to the French edition of his Principles
he writes:

The whole of philosophy is like a tree. The roots are metaphysics, the
trunk is physics, and the branches emerging from the trunk are all the
other sciences. (IXB: 14)”

This idea that metaphysics should be in the service of science has recurred
in various guises right through to the present day, where it still has many
adherents. What is far less common nowadays is the belief that this ser-
vice should take the form of providing foundations. One currently popular
view, deriving from Wittgenstein, is that metaphysics (as I am construing
it) is something of an altogether different kind from science, a search for
clarity of understanding rather than a search for truth, which is neverthe-
less capable of assisting science because scientific concepts themselves need
to be clearly understood. Another currently popular view, fundamentally
opposed to that and associated particularly with Quine, is that metaphysics
is entirely of a piece with (the rest of) science, save only for its generality; in
particular, it is as much supported by it as supportive of it.® In neither case is

7 Just before this passage Descartes gives his own explicit definition of ‘metaphysics’, which
I think conforms well with my own use of the term in application to him. He defines it as
‘the first part of philosophy ..., which contains the principles of knowledge, including the
explanation of the principal attributes of God, the non-material nature of our souls and all
the clear and distinct notions which are in us’ (ibid.). The rest of this chapter should help
to clarify the various elements in this definition.

For the idea that the overall attempt to make sense of things can properly be pursued for
its own sake, see Cooper (2002), pp. 59-60. Jonathan Bennett, in Bennett (2003), Ch. 20,
attributes an ulterior motive to Descartes, of which he thinks Descartes himself may have
an insecure grasp: he sees Descartes as ultimately seeking peace of mind, and he thinks
that, if there were a pill that would give Descartes this peace of mind, he might just as well
take it. There are passages that support this view: see e.g. the passage from Replies, VII:
145, quoted in Walker (1989), p. 46. (I mention this quotation by Ralph Walker because
he corrects the original translation. He replaces ‘alleged “absolute falsity”” by ‘absolute
falsity’.) Nevertheless, Bennett’s view seems to me to downplay Descartes’ concern with
self-understanding. Insofar as there are ulterior motives in Descartes’ overall attempt to
make sense of things — and it should be noted that such motives do not preclude his
making the attempt for its own sake as well — they are motives that he himself occasion-
ally acknowledges, for instance in Discourse, VI: 61-62, where he refers to ‘a practical
philosophy which might replace the speculative philosophy taught in the schools’ and says
that ‘through this philosophy we could ... make ourselves, as it were, the lords and masters
of nature.

8 Both views will receive further discussion: see Ch. 10, §1, and Ch. 12, §6, respectively.
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metaphysics reckoned to provide science with foundations. Descartes’ view
of metaphysics — as a kind of propaedeutic to science, designed to vindicate
it and thereby to enable it to be pursued in its own terms, with its own clear
rationale, and in good faith — is in that respect decidedly outdated, a linea-
ment, as it now appears, of early modernity.

There is perhaps no clearer indication of Descartes’ own deep commit-
ment to this view than his claim that this most general attempt to make
sense of things can be made, and should be made, once for all. (That sounds
very uncongenial to most contemporary ears.) As he says in the opening
sentences of his Meditations:

Some years ago I was struck by the large number of falsehoods that I
had accepted as true in my childhood, and by the highly doubtful nature
of the whole edifice that I had subsequently based on them. I realized
that it was necessary, once in the course of my life, to demolish every-
thing completely and start again right from the foundations if I wanted to
establish anything at all in the sciences that was stable and likely to last.
(VII: 17, emphasis added)

3. The Execution of the Project

Something that is ‘stable and likely to last’ is something that can withstand
any sceptical attack. Descartes is preemptive. He assumes the role of arch-
sceptic. He doubts everything. This is precisely in order to see whether there
is anything that cannot be doubted, anything that can somehow be used to
rebut his own universal doubt. If there is, then it is fit to serve as a foun-
dation for science. For whatever survives his own assault can survive the
assault of a genuine sceptic.

But surely Descartes’ strategy is self-stultifying? If he doubts everything,
then does it not follow, as a matter of simple logic, that there is nothing that
cannot be doubted (ab esse ad posse)?

It follows only if the antecedent and the consequent here are understood
as standing in a suitable relation of ‘esse’ and ‘posse’ to each other. There
are two ways in which Descartes could deny that this is how they are to be
understood. First, he could say that ‘doubt’ means different things in the
antecedent and the consequent, for example ‘call into question” and ‘regard
as a genuine candidate for falsity’, respectively. This is a less promising
response than it looks, however. To be sure, there is a distinction between
merely asking whether something might be false and asserting, thinking, or
supposing that it might. But Descartes’ universal doubt is not purely inter-
rogative. If it is to be characterized as calling everything into question, then
calling a thing into question had better involve some commitment to the
possibility that that thing is false. But how in that case does calling a thing
into question fall short of ‘regarding’ it as ‘a genuine candidate’ for falsity?
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It is not at all clear that there is any relevant substantive distinction to be
drawn between these.

More promising, it seems to me, and more in keeping with how Descartes
in fact conceives his strategy, is the second available response: to focus on
relativization in the notion of possibility.” Consider: there is an obvious and
clear sense in which somebody’s actually moving his rook diagonally in a
game of chess is no proof that he can do so, the sense in which the possibil-
ity in question is relative to the rules of chess.!” Likewise, I suggest, in the
Cartesian case, where there is relativization to giving full attention to the
matter in question. Thus what I can doubt when I prescind from an issue
and reflect in general terms on whether I might be mistaken in my beliefs is
different from what I can doubt when I give my full attention to the issue.
Perhaps, from that position of general reflection, I can doubt that one plus
two is three, say on the grounds that I might have been brainwashed into
thinking that it is, whereas when I focus on the mathematical issue itself I
can no longer doubt (see e.g. Meditations, VII: 35-36)."

This, incidentally, is how I reconcile my opening claim in this chap-
ter with the first of the two items of common exegetical knowledge. Yes,
Descartes adopts a method of doubt which shows that he takes nothing to
be beyond doubt'’ from the relevant position of general reflection. No, he
does not believe that each thing remains beyond doubt when full attention
1s given to it.

But does the indubitability of specific beliefs, when full attention is given
to them, provide Descartes with the secure foundation that he requires?
Surely, their dubitability from the position of general reflection is enough for
them to be vulnerable to sceptical attack? From that position a sceptic can
always ask, “Why should the fact that I cannot doubt something, when I give
it my full attention, mean that it is true?’ Call this question the Reflective
Question.

The concern implicit in the Reflective Question bears striking witness
to the tension between self-consciousness and self-confidence to which I
referred in §5 of the Introduction. Descartes is fully aware of this concern

9 Cf. in this connection Wittgenstein (1967a), Pt [, §183 (although the very last sentence of
that section stands in interesting tension with what Descartes says about believing what
is true and pursuing what is good (see Meditations, VII: 57-58)).

Some people would insist on using the word ‘may’ in such a context, rather than the word
‘can’, to emphasize that what is in question is a kind of permissibility. So be it: permissi-
bility itself is still a kind of possibility.

Cf. Williams (2006c¢), p. 240. Another relativization worth noting is the relativization to
effort: there are some things that I can doubt only with a certain degree of effort. Cf. the
final paragraph of First Meditation; cf. also Hume (1978a), p. 269. But this does not help
Descartes, for the simple reason that a genuine sceptic, against whose assault he is trying
to protect his edifice, is always liable to apply the requisite effort.

12 T use ‘beyond doubt’ and ‘indubitable’ synonymously.

1
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(e.g. Meditations, VII: 36). As part of his response to it he provides his own
account of what it is to give something one’s full attention. He talks in terms
of “clear and distinct perception’. Roughly, to perceive something clearly
is simply to attend to it; to perceive something distinctly is, in addition, to
attend to every aspect of it, thereby ensuring that the perception is not con-
fused with any other (Principles, Pt One, §§45 and 46)."° Note that there
are two requirements that the notion needs to satisfy if it is to play the foun-
dational réle that it is supposed to play for Descartes, and if he is to stand
any chance of providing a satisfactory answer to the Reflective Question.
The first requirement is that it should be possible for whoever clearly and
distinctly perceives something to be true to tell this introspectively. In par-
ticular, such a person has to be able to tell this without yet being able to tell
whether the thing in question is in fact true. This means that ‘clearly and dis-
tinctly perceives to be true’ must not be understood (as ‘knows to be true’ is
understood) in such a way that, by definition, it cannot relate a person to a
falsehood (cf. Discourse, VI: 38—-39 and Meditations, VII: 35 and 62'). The
second requirement is that there should be a normative dimension to the
notion. Being convinced that something is true when one is in no fit state to
have a view on the matter, for example when one has been drugged or when
one is suffering from some kind of delirium, had better not count as clearly
and distinctly perceiving it to be true (cf. Replies, VII: 461-462). The first
requirement is so that clear and distinct perception be serviceable in found-
ing science; the second requirement is so that it be effective in doing so. The
obvious problem, which I here simply note, is that the two requirements are
in tension with each other. Be that as it may, the Reflective Question can
now be formulated as follows.

Why should the fact that I cannot doubt something, when I clearly
and distinctly perceive it to be true, mean that it is true?

Those who embrace a certain kind of idealism will respond to this ques-
tion by appeal to a constitutive link between clear and distinct perception
and truth. And where metaphysical issues are concerned, this will include
those, or at least some of those, whose response to the Creativity Question
from §6 of the Introduction is to say that metaphysics is a fundamentally
creative exercise. But Descartes has no sympathy for anything of that sort."”
His own celebrated response to the Reflective Question begins with the one

13 The reference to clarity is thus pleonastic: distinctness entails clarity (ibid.).

14 In all three of these passages Descartes avers that, but for some guarantee which he
believes he can provide (see below), it is an open question whether that which is clearly
and distinctly perceived to be true is in fact true. (In the first passage the verb he uses is
‘conceive’ rather than ‘perceive’, and he talks of ‘ideas’ rather than ‘perceptions’, but the
point is the same.)

15 Contra Jonathan Bennett: see Bennett (1998), §VI.
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instance of it to which he can see an immediate answer, that in which what
is at issue is his own existence. Why should the fact that he cannot doubt
that he exists, when he clearly and distinctly perceives it to be true, mean
that it is true? Because if it were not true, he would not be in a position
clearly and distinctly to perceive anything, nor to doubt anything, nor to
be unable to doubt anything. In a word, he would not be in a position to
think.'® ‘I think, Descartes famously says, ‘therefore I am’ (Discourse, VI:
32; cf. Meditations, VII: 25).

What is distinctive about this case, we now see, is not that it is the one
case in which there is an indubitability. For, in the relevant sense of indubi-
tability, there are very many cases in which there is an indubitability. What is
distinctive about this case is that it is the one case in which the indubitabil-
ity, viewed from a position of general reflection, provides its own immediate
warrant.

But ‘the one case’ is the operative phrase. That Descartes has a guarantee
of his own existence does not advance his cause very much. How does he
proceed from here?

While he is contemplating his own existence he also focuses on vari-
ous characteristics of himself, including the fact that he has an innate idea
of God, an infinite Being whose infinitude, crucially, includes benevolence.
Drawing on some of his scholastic heritage, as advertised earlier in §1, and
in particular drawing on the principle that ‘there must be at least as much
reality in the efficient and total cause as in the effect of that cause’, he argues
that only God could have placed such a grand idea in him, and hence that
God must exist (Meditations, VII: 49-51)."” But God, granted His benevo-
lence, would not allow Descartes to be deceived when he is doing all within
his powers to discover the truth. So Descartes does after all have a general
answer to the Reflective Question: the fact that he cannot doubt something,
when he clearly and distinctly perceives it to be true, does mean that it is
true because the alternative would be contrary to God’s benevolence (Fourth
Meditation).

Plainly, Descartes could not have made any kind of progress here, even
in his own terms, had he not allowed himself to interrupt his general reflec-
tion on what he believes by directing his attention, as the need arises, to
principles that he clearly and distinctly perceives to be true, principles that
he cannot at the same time doubt, and then appropriating those principles.
Examples are the principle that his thinking implies his existing, and the
scholastic principle just mentioned about cause and effect (see e.g. Replies,
VII: 135 and 145-146). Before we consider a natural objection to which this

16 For Descartes’ very broad conception of ‘thinking’, see Principles, Pt One, §32.

7 Note that Descartes has another argument for the existence of God: see Meditations,
VII: 65-67. (In Replies, VII: 120, he claims that ‘there are only two ways of proving the
existence of God.)
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gives rise, it is worth pausing to consider what form the indubitability of
these principles takes. This will enable me to say how I reconcile the second
of my opening claims in this chapter with the second of the two items of
common exegetical knowledge.

The fact that we cannot doubt these principles, when we clearly and dis-
tinctly perceive them to be true, is of a piece with the fact that we can-
not conceive them to be false; that their falsity would, as Descartes puts it,
‘conflict with our human concepts’ (Replies, VII: 150). But for their falsity
to conflict with our human concepts, Descartes says in the same context,
just is for them to be necessary. That is how Descartes understands necessity.
Nor is there any suggestion that this is a relativized necessity, of the same
sort as the relativized possibilities considered earlier.'® So it follows that not
even God could have made one of these principles false. If it conflicts with
our human concepts that somebody should think without existing, or that
one plus two should not be three, then it conflicts with our human concepts
that God should have made somebody think without existing, or that God
should have made one plus two other than three (cf. Meditations, VII: 71).

What then of the item of common exegetical knowledge, that both the
truth and the necessity of any necessary truth depend on God’s free choice
(e.g. Replies, VII: 432 and 436; cf. ‘Letter to Mersenne’, dated 15 April
1630, in Correspondence, I: 145, and ‘Letter to Mersenne’, dated 6 May
1630, in Correspondence, I: 149)? There is simply no conflict. Dependence
here need not be understood in terms of the exclusion of possibilities. That
thinking implies existing; and that it is necessary that thinking implies exist-
ing, in other words that our human concepts conflict with thinking’s fail-
ing to imply existing: these can be regarded, for current purposes, as two
data. Descartes’ view is that, like everything else, they depend on God’s free
choice. The first holds because of how God has made thinking; the second
holds because of how God has made us. But we should not say that, in mak-
ing thinking thus, God has excluded other possibilities, nor that, in making
us thus, He has prevented us from grasping other possibilities. For there are
no other possibilities. To suggest that there are would simply be to violate
the second datum: that it is necessary that thinking implies existing.

(It is only fair for me to add that not everything that Descartes says fits
comfortably into this account of his views. Most notably, we find the follow-
ing in a letter to Antoine Arnauld:

I do not think we should ever say of anything that it cannot be brought
about by God. For since every basis of truth ... depends on his omnip-
otence, I would not dare to say that God cannot make [it] ... that one
and two should not be three. I merely say that he has given me such a

18 We shall return to the relations between relativized modalities and unrelativized modal-
ities in Chs 9 and 10. See §§4 and 3 of those chapters, respectively.
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mind that I cannot conceive ... an aggregate of one and two which is not
three, and that such [a thing involves] a contradiction in my conception.
(‘Letter to Arnauld’, dated 29 July 1648, in Correspondence, V: 224)

It seems to me that Descartes is being over-cautious here. I think he is at per-
fect liberty, by his own lights, to say what he ‘would not dare to say’.'” There is
admittedly the complication that we might be able to conceive, in the abstract
if not in detail, God’s making something true that conflicts with our human
concepts while changing our concepts so as to remove the conflict, or even,
for that matter, God’s making something true that conflicts with our human
concepts and allowing the conflict to remain — provided that in the latter
case we prescind from His benevolence. But neither of these, strictly speaking,
precludes our saying, of any particular thing that conflicts with our human
concepts, that God cannot make it true. These considerations about how our
human concepts and their relations with reality might have been different
would in any case have little impact on Descartes’ account of modality if that
account were intended, not as an analysis, but rather as some version of what
Simon Blackburn calls ‘quasi-realism’. On a suitably quasi-realist understand-
ing, ‘It is necessary that’ is not to be analyzed as (is not equivalent in meaning
to) ‘It conflicts with our human concepts that it should not be the case that’;
rather, the former serves as an expression of the conflict referred to in the
latter (see Blackburn (1993b)). This certainly allows for the necessity to be
as robust as I am suggesting it is on Descartes’ conception. For it allows for
statements of necessity which, because they do not have our human concepts
and what conflicts with them as their subject matter, are not under any direct
threat from considerations about how these might have been different.” I do
not however claim that Descartes himself has a quasi-realist understanding
of these matters. Not only would it be anachronistic to do so; it would make
the caution which already causes some exegetical difficulty for me cause even
more. One final point in connection with this caution: when Descartes refuses
to rule out the possibility that God should have made one plus two other than
three, even though such a thing is unintelligible to us, he provides the first hint
in this historical narrative of a general problem to which, or to one version
of which, I referred in §6 of the Introduction, namely that there is no way of
registering the thought that our sense-making is limited in this or that respect
except by transgressing the limit.)

19 In this respect I am less charitable to him than Jonathan Bennett, who tries but fails,
in my view, to justify the circumspection: see Bennett (1998), §VIL In other respects, I
should emphasize, I am greatly indebted to Bennett’s excellent essay. (Also very helpful is
James Conant (1991), pp. 115-123, though in various respects I am more charitable to
Descartes than Conant is.)

20 See Moore (2002b). And see Ch. 10, §3, for discussion of a similar idea in the later work
of Wittgenstein.
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Descartes allows himself to appropriate these principles which he clearly
and distinctly perceives to be true, then. But, as I intimated earlier, this gives
rise to a natural objection. The objection is simply that he cannot then
claim to be protecting his beliefs against any potential attack from a sceptic.
Consider the sceptic who remains at the level of general reflection, where
the Reflective Question arises, and who refuses to countenance any reli-
ance on any clear and distinct perception until that question has been given
some general answer. Descartes does have a general answer to the Reflective
Question, but only because he has already allowed himself to rely on clear
and distinct perceptions. (This is in effect the so-called Cartesian Circle.’!)
Does Descartes have a satisfactory reply to this objection?

No, not if a ‘satisfactory’ reply is a reply that will satisfy the sceptic.”
But it would be misleading simply to say, without further ado, that
Descartes has therefore been defeated in his project by the sceptic. The
person we are now calling ‘the sceptic’ declines to step down from the level
of general reflection, in other words declines to give his full attention to
anything, until he can be rationally persuaded to do so. But it is obvious
that he cannot be rationally persuaded to do anything unless he gives his
full attention to reasons that are put before him. Furthermore, we already
knew that at that general level everything can be doubted. It was precisely
Descartes’ strategy to begin at that level and to doubt everything. And
‘everything’ here includes his own existence, by the way. He did not find
even that indubitable until he eventually turned his attention to the issue
(Meditations, VII: 24-25). The person we are now calling ‘the sceptic’ is
like one of those tiresome children who, through no desire to learn but
simply in order to annoy, persists in asking “Why?’ every time an answer
is given to one of his questions. (Here a quotation from William James is
pertinent: ‘General scepticism is a permanent torpor of the will ... and you
can no more kill it off by logic than you can kill off obstinacy or prac-
tical joking’ (James (1978), pp. 273-274).>%) So, although we could say
that Descartes has been defeated in his project by the sceptic, there is at
least as much rationale for refusing to dignify this metaphysically uninter-
esting position with the label ‘scepticism’. And then the issue is what to
make of the undeniably sturdy structure — by any reasonable standards of
sturdiness — which Descartes has built.

21 For excellent discussions of the Cartesian Circle, see Williams (1978), pp. 189-204;
Cottingham (1986), pp. 66-70; Loeb (1992); van Cleve (1998); and Bennett (2003),
§149.

22 Cf. Hume (1975a), pp. 149-150.

23 That James refers to the will here rather than the intellect is noteworthy in the light of
Descartes’ theory of error (see §4). Cf. Bernard Williams’ reference to ‘wilful obstinacy’ in
Williams (2006¢), p. 244. Cf. also Spinoza (2002a), 77.
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4. The Shape of Descartes’ System. Its Epistemology

This is a structure in which we, who make sense of things, do so by appeal
to data which indicate how things, independently of our sense-making, are.
And this applies in particular to our most general sense-making, that which
we achieve when we successfully engage in metaphysics. We have seen that
Descartes talks in terms of perception where metaphysical matters such as
the scholastic principle about cause and effect are concerned. This is percep-
tion of a non-sensory kind. He also sometimes uses the word ‘intuition” for
it (see Rules, X: 368).>* Henceforth I shall do likewise. But the word ‘percep-
tion’ is entirely apposite. For intuition is in certain fundamental respects just
like sensory perception. Whether we intuit that something is so, or sensorily
perceive that something is so, there is a more or less metaphorical sense in
which we ‘see’ how things are, and in each case this is something that we are
able to do because we have the appropriate mental apparatus which sup-
plies us with data about how things are.”

Sensory perception can have its own relative clarity and distinctness.
Indeed it can be ‘sufficiently clear and distinct’ for its own purpose, which
is to serve as a rough guide to what benefits us or harms us (Meditations,
VII: 83). But it never has the clarity and distinctness of intuition. And there
is not the same indubitability in the case of sensory perception as there is
in the case of intuition. Nor should there be. For there is not the same reli-
ability either. Sensory perception often inclines us to believe what is not
true, for example when a square tower looks round from afar (Meditations,
VII: 76). This has two important corollaries for Descartes’ overall system.
First, Descartes insists that, in order to achieve insight even into the nature
of physical objects, we must appeal ultimately to intuition rather than to
sensory perception. The essence of a physical object, on Descartes’ view,
is its sheer spatio-temporality, and this is something that is revealed to us
by abstract mathematical reasoning from what we grasp in intuition (see
Meditations, XII: 30-31; cf. also Principles, Pt One, §§23ff.).?° The second
important corollary is Descartes’ account of error. He certainly needs an
account. For he needs an explanation of how, despite God’s benevolence, we
are not error-proof. Descartes’ explanation is that the fault when we err is
entirely ours. We judge how things are even where our perceptions do not

24 But intuition is not confined to such metaphysical principles, nor yet to necessities.
Descartes includes, among the examples of truths of which he has an intuition, that he
exists. Note that he also acknowledges a third kind of perception, which he calls ‘imagin-
ation’ (Principles, Pt One, §32).

25 Descartes himself emphasizes similarities between intuition and sensory perception in
Rules, X: 400-401. Cf. Kurt Godel’s celebrated comparison of mathematical intuition
with sensory perception in Godel (1983), pp. 483-485.

26 The idea that intuition, rather than sensory perception, reveals the nature of physical real-
ity is a dominant theme of Hatfield (2002). See also Loeb (1990).



Descartes: Metaphysics in the Service of Science 37

have the requisite clarity and distinctness and where it is within our power
to withhold our judgment. I see a square tower from a distance, say, and 1
jump to the conclusion that it is round. (See Fourth Meditation.) This does
nothing to impugn the assurance that Descartes has given us that, when we
do all that is within our power to avoid error, we shall avoid it.

The similarities between intuition and sensory perception are a crucial
part of Descartes’ overall conception, a conception in whose terms he seeks
to explain how we are able to achieve that very conception (see §2). If we
set aside any scruples that may still be lingering in connection with the
extravagant ‘scepticism’ considered at the end of the previous section, then
the idea that there is some troubling circularity here begins to look baseless.
Consider, as an analogy, the physiology of vision. This is concerned with a
variant of the Reflective Question: why is the fact that someone takes her
environment to be a certain way, when she enjoys a visual experience, symp-
tomatic of the fact that it is that way? The answer consists of a sophisticated
story about ocular irradiation, retinas, and suchlike. We would not think
to doubt such an answer just on the grounds that physiologists themselves
make use of their faculty of sight in arriving at it, for example when looking
at eyeballs or when looking at the readings on various instruments in their
laboratories.””

Ireferred in §2 to the Quinean view that metaphysics is entirely of a piece
with (the rest of) science. Part of that view is what Quine himself has fam-
ously called ‘naturalized epistemology’. This is a conception of epistemology
as ‘contained in natural science, so that, in ‘studying how the human sub-
ject ... projects his physics from his data, ... we appreciate that our position
in the world is just like his,” and ‘our very epistemological enterprise, there-
fore, ... is our own ... projection from stimulations like those we were met-
ing out to our epistemological subject’ (Quine (1969b), p. 83). As I indicated
in §2, Descartes’ foundationalism, whereby the scientific story needs to be
grounded in an independent metaphysical story, makes him one of Quine’s
principal targets, if not the principal target (e.g. Quine (1960), pp. 24-25).
And yet, ironically, if we prescind from that admittedly profound difference
between their conceptions, we see an equally profound similarity in what
remains. Descartes too views epistemology as part of his overall conception
of the world, a ‘projection’ from clear and distinct perceptions like those he
attributes to his epistemological subject.”

27 Cf. in this connection Descartes’ pervasive use of the metaphor of light. He often says
that what we intuit is manifest to us by ‘the natural light’ or ‘the light of nature’ (e.g.
Meditations, VII: 41), and what is manifest to us by the natural light is supposed to help us
see how the natural light makes things manifest to us. For further discussion of Descartes’
use of this metaphor, see Derrida (1982d), pp. 266-267, and Ayers (1998), esp. p. 1014.

28 Cf. van Cleve (1998), §X; and see the reference to Stephen Leeds in his n. 58. Cf. also
Quine (1969b), p. 71, where Quine insists that we can understand ‘the link between
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5. Analogues of Descartes’ Argument for the Existence
of God in Contemporary Analytic Philosophy

That Descartes has built a sturdy structure does not of course entail that he
has built a structure that is invulnerable to attack. Its real weak spot is the
argument for the existence of God. And I shall make no attempt to defend
this argument. Even here, however, it is worth pausing to reflect on analo-
gous arguments that command significant respect in contemporary analytic
philosophy.”’

These are arguments to the effect that it is impossible to explain the
existence of certain beliefs, perhaps even to understand those beliefs, with-
out oneself sharing them and indeed invoking them, or, relatedly, that it
is impossible to explain the existence of certain concepts, perhaps even to
grasp those concepts, without oneself taking them to have application in
reality and indeed having recourse to that very application; in sum, that it is
impossible to make sense of certain ways of making sense of things without
oneself making sense of things in those ways. This is obviously not in gen-
eral true. One can explain the widespread belief among children in Father
Christmas even if one does not oneself believe in him, perhaps only if one
does not oneself believe in him. But if these arguments are sound, then
such detachment is not always possible. Thus Hilary Putnam has argued
that one could not explain our basic belief in the existence of trees, say,
except with reference to trees, thereby defying a certain scepticism about
‘the external world” (Putnam (1981), Ch. 1).°° And Barry Stroud has argued
that one could not account for our concept of yellowness if, along with
certain physicalists, one subscribed to the view that nothing in the world is
‘really’ yellow (Stroud (2000)).°! But the most striking example, in the pres-
ent context, is supplied by Thomas Nagel. It is the most striking example
because, like Descartes’ argument, it involves our idea of infinity, albeit, in
Nagel’s case, in a mathematical guise. Nagel reflects on our use of reason —
‘a local activity of finite creatures’ (Nagel (1997), p. 70) — to arrive at the
idea of infinity. And as against those who think that this both can and must

observation and science’ by using ‘information ... provided by the very science whose link
with observation we are seeking to understand.” If ‘observation’ is understood as includ-
ing clear and distinct perception, and if ‘science’ is understood cognately with ‘scientia’
(see above, n. 2), then Descartes would agree. For a demurral, see Nietzsche (1967¢),
§486. And for a profound recoil from any such naturalism, see Ch. 17.

As I remarked in n. 17, Descartes has another argument for the existence of God. That
argument, which is often called ‘the ontological argument’, has found surprising appeal of
its own among analytic philosophers: see e.g. Russell (1998), p. 60, and Murdoch (1993),
Ch. 13.

Cf. Thomas Baldwin (1988), p. 36, where he explicitly compares this kind of argument
with Descartes’” argument.

31 For an interesting exchange on this argument, see Brewer (2004) and Stroud (2004).
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be understood in terms of our finite resources, without appeal to infinity
itself, he urges:

To get [the idea of infinity] we need to be operating with the concept of
numbers as the sizes of sets, which can have anything whatever as their
elements. What we understand, then, is that the numbers we use to count
things ... are merely the first part of a series that never ends.

... Though our direct acquaintance with and designation of specific
numbers is extremely limited, we cannot make sense of it except by putt-
ing them, and ourselves, in the context of something larger, something
whose existence is independent of our fragmentary experience of it....
When we think about the finite activity of counting, we come to real-
ize that it can only be understood as part of something infinite. (Nagel
(1997), p. 71, emphasis added)

This is really not so different from what we find in Descartes.>

Nevertheless, it is different. And it is different in one crucial respect.’’
Descartes’ idea of infinity is not primarily mathematical. That is, it is not
primarily a matter of the unending (cf. ‘Letter to Clerselier’, dated 23 April
1649, in Correspondence, V: 356). It is part of his idea of God. And it has,
under that more metaphysical guise, an evaluative aspect: it entails God’s
benevolence. So there is far more room for doubt about whether this style
of argument can apply to it. We routinely make sense of evaluative ways of
making sense of things without endorsing them, and certainly without tak-
ing the values in question to be realized.**

There is a related problem for Descartes. Just as his idea’s evaluative
aspect raises concerns about his argument, so too, ironically, it raises con-
cerns about his perceived need for any such argument. For the significance
of this evaluative aspect, in terms of Descartes’ overall project, is its relation
to his hope that, when he does all that is within his power to avoid error,
he shall avoid it. More specifically, Descartes hopes that, when he does all
that is within his power to avoid metaphysical error, he shall avoid it. And
the very fact that this arises for Descartes as a hope — the fact that he sees
a logical gap between how he takes things to be, when he tries his best

32 For a fuller discussion of the connections between them, with specific reference to
Wittgenstein, see Moore (2011).

33 T do not mean to suggest that it is different only in this respect. Another important dif-
ference is that, whereas Descartes argues that he must grant the existence of something
infinite if he is to explain how he has his idea, Nagel argues that we must grant the
existence of something infinite if we are so much as to characterize our idea. As regards
explaining how we have our idea, Nagel takes seriously the possibility that this is some-
thing we cannot do (Nagel (1997), p. 76).

34 Cf. in this connection Bernard Williams on the explanation of people’s ethical beliefs in
Williams (20060), Ch. 8.
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to make the most general sense of them, and how they really are — must
cast doubt on his claim to have made sense of how he takes things to be.
Consider, for example, the fact that, by his own reckoning, he has a clear
and distinct perception that he cannot think without existing. If this percep-
tion is answerable to a completely independent reality, and if, granted the
perception’s high level of generality, such answerability does not involve any
direct causal relation between him and that reality, then it is a real question
what makes this perception a perception that he cannot think without exist-
ing. In what relation does this perception stand to the ‘fact’ that he cannot
think without existing, but not to the ‘fact’ that one plus two is three, say?
This concern, which admittedly merits a far fuller and far less schematic
discussion than the little T have said here, is part of my own reason for
answering the Creativity Question, from §6 of the Introduction, in such a
non-Cartesian way, that is, for insisting that metaphysics is a fundamentally
creative exercise.’’

6. ‘The Disenchantment of the World’

The logical gap between metaphysical belief and metaphysical reality is not
the only logical gap that Descartes acknowledges. He also acknowledges a
logical gap between mind and matter. This is in part because, at the point
where he first registers the indubitability of his own existence, he takes the
existence of material objects to remain in doubt — perhaps he is in the throes
of some interminable dream — and concludes that he himself is not a mate-
rial object (Meditations, VII: 26-27). Rather, he is a thinking being, or a
mind, and his body, although it is ‘very closely joined’ to him, is nevertheless
independent of him (Meditations, VII: 78). This connects with Descartes’
views about substance. Substance, on Descartes’ definition, is ‘a thing which
exists in such a way as to depend on no other thing whatsoever’ (Principles,
Pt One, §51). He recognizes three kinds of substance. The first is Divine
substance, of which there is only one instance, namely God Himself. As
I commented in §2, Descartes takes God to be the only substance in the
strictest sense, for everything else is created and sustained by Him and is
therefore dependent for its existence on Him. Nonetheless, Descartes also
sees an independence among created things, which allows him to recog-
nize two further kinds of substance in a less strict sense. One of these is
material substance, or corporeal substance, of which again there is only one
instance, an infinite homogeneous fluid that is ultimately no different from

35 Cf. Nietzsche (1967c), §533; and Sullivan (2007), SIII passim. We shall return to this
issue, more or less directly, in several of the following chapters: see esp. Ch. 2, §5; Ch. 7,
§3; Ch. 10, §3; Ch. 15, §6; Ch. 16, §6(c); and Ch. 20, §3. I shall also have a little more to
say about my own response to the Creativity Question in the Conclusion, §§3-35.
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space (Principles, Pt Two, §11). The second is created thinking substance, of
which there are milliards of instances, perhaps even infinitely many, includ-
ing Descartes himself, you, and me.**

One consequence of this complicated scheme is that, on at least one
reasonable way of construing ‘transcendence’, Descartes allows us scope,
within metaphysics, to make sense of what is transcendent (see the
Transcendence Question in §6 of the Introduction). An obvious case in
point is when we engage in reflection on God. Note, however, that there
is just as much rationale within Descartes’ scheme, if not more, for saying
that we are making sense of what is transcendent when we engage in geom-
etry or physics. Such is the gap between mind and matter. For this reason
among countless others the scheme has had little lasting appeal. In the next
two chapters we shall see recoils of particular note on the part of Spinoza
and Leibniz.*”

Nevertheless, the indirect influence of the scheme has been immense. It
relates to what is perhaps Descartes’ most significant legacy, and what is
certainly a highly distinctive feature of the modernity that he helped to inau-
gurate: a dislocation of the self, or at least of the subjectivity of the self,
from the objectivity of its physical surrounds. If this can indeed be said to
be Descartes’ most significant legacy, then it can be said to be so only mal-
gré lui. For, as 1T have tried to emphasize in this chapter, Descartes’ vision
is a profoundly synoptic one. The problem is that it is also a profoundly
self-conscious one, and self-consciousness is always liable to make the envi-
ronment appear alien. The self, in Descartes’ vision, is autonomous. It is to
be conceived independently of its environment, and it directs itself indepen-
dently of its environment, despite the elaborate story that Descartes tells
about how each affects the other and about how the one can know the other
(e.g. Sixth Meditation).’® The environment is in turn, and by the same token,
to be conceived independently of the self, indeed independently of all inten-
tionality or purpose. The interaction of physical objects — which are parts of
the one infinite corporeal substance, and which are distinguished from one
another by their relative motion (Principles, Pt Two, §23) — is to be explained
in a strictly mechanistic way, in terms of the objects’ spatio-temporal prop-
erties (Principles, Pt Four, §200).%” This is in opposition to the prevailing

36 See Ch. 2, §2, for a brief account of Descartes’ considered reason for thinking that minds
and matter are separate substances.

37 Leibniz’ recoil, which involves denying the existence of material substance altogether, has
a celebrated echo in Berkeley: see Berkeley (1962a). Cf. Lloyd (1994), p. 39.

3% For more on the idea that the self is to be conceived independently of its environment,
and for criticism of the idea, see McDowell (1986), esp. §§5 and 6. For discussion of the
essential modernity of the idea, see Burnyeat (1982).

39 Their interaction is to be explained in this way. The same is not true of all of their behav-
iour: Descartes notoriously allows that some of their behaviour is to be explained by the
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Aristotelianism of Descartes’ day, whereby different sorts of physical object
have different ‘forms” which explain their interaction teleologically. It is in
this revolt against Aristotelianism that we see part of what has come to be
known, in a phrase due to Max Weber, as ‘the disenchantment of the world’
(Weber (1946), p. 155).

Here is the self, then, and there is the ‘transcendent’ world beyond the
self, each independent of the other. And for the former to make sense of the
latter, on the full Cartesian conception, is for the former to have clear and
distinct perceptions, which answer correctly to how the latter is, and then
to deduce their consequences. It is for the former to represent the latter.

I have already expressed reservations, at the end of the previous section,
about whether we can make sense of this relation of representation at the
highest level of generality. Because of the role that God plays in Descartes’
system, these must in turn become reservations about whether we can make
sense of the relation at any lower level either.*’ A fortiori they must become
reservations about whether we can actually stand in this relation to any-
thing, let alone knowingly do so, as Descartes requires. It is not just that
there is room for suspicion about whether science can be given metaphysical
foundations of the sort that Descartes describes, or about whether it needs
them. There is room for suspicion of a much deeper kind, about the very
idea of (Cartesian) representation.

What alternative is there? One radical alternative is to be found in a
vision of physical reality as itself making sense (the ‘reenchantment’ of the
world) and a concomitant vision of us, who aspire to make sense of phys-
ical reality, as being ourselves a part of it, as aspiring in effect to become
participants in its own sense-making. This makes the relation between us
and physical reality akin to the relation between a new member of a linguis-
tic community and the community as a whole. It also replaces the idea that
making sense of physical reality consists in representing it by the idea that
making sense of physical reality consists in actively expressing the sense that
it itself already makes. We shall see many variations on this theme in what is
to come. In particular we shall see one very distinctive variation on it in the
next protagonist, Spinoza.*!

Spinoza is a post-Cartesian philosopher.*” This of course means more
than that he succeeds Descartes. It means that many of his problems and

actions of the mind (Passions, Pt One, §34). For criticism of this idea, see Williams (1978),
pp. 287ff.

40 Cf. Husserl (1995), p. 83.

41 This reference to expression is the first hint of how much I shall be borrowing from
Deleuze: see esp. Deleuze (1990a). For a fascinating discussion of the idea and its histor-
ical importance, see Taylor (1975), Ch. 1.

4 Cf. Deleuze (1990a), p. 325.



Descartes: Metaphysics in the Service of Science 43

questions are Cartesian problems and questions, even when his doctrines are
not Cartesian doctrines, and that his own philosophy is shaped in inelim-
inable ways by his borrowing, developing, applying, amending, challenging,
and rejecting what Descartes passes on to him. It is a measure of Descartes’
greatness that there should be any such thing as post-Cartesian philosophy
in this sense.



CHAPTER 2

*

Spinoza

Metaphysics in the Service of Ethics

1. Introduction

One of the most striking and most significant features of Spinoza’s mas-
terpiece Ethics' is its title. Unless we see this as a work in ethics we do
not know the first thing about it. The fact that it is undeniably a work in
metaphysics as well tells us something about how Spinoza conceives both
ethics and metaphysics, and one of my aims in this chapter is to explain
these intertwined conceptions. As we shall see, the attempt to make sense
of things, for Spinoza, is itself an ethical enterprise; and the most general
attempt to make sense of things, for Spinoza as for Descartes, involves sur-
veying that very enterprise, making sense of making sense of things.”
Descartes too had an ethical vision that was tied, in its own way, to his
metaphysics. Having acknowledged different grades of freedom, and hav-
ing equated freedom of the highest grade with determination by reason
(Descartes (1984a), AT VII: 56ff.), he urged that our supreme happiness
depends on our being so determined, while its chief obstacle depends on
our being determined instead by our passions — where the contrast between
our being determined by our reason and our being determined by our pas-
sions is essentially a contrast between our being active and our being pas-
sive (e.g. Descartes (1991), AT IV: 267 and 295, and Descartes (1985d), Pt
One, §17).° Although Spinoza had no patience for the mind/body dualism

Throughout this chapter I use the following abbreviations for Spinoza’s works: Ethics for
Spinoza (2002c); Letter 1, Letter 2, etc., for individual letters in Spinoza (2002¢); Political
Treatise for Spinoza (2002d); Short Treatise for Spinoza (2002b); and Treatise for Spinoza
(2002a). All unaccompanied references are to the Ethics, for which I adopt the following
conventions: ‘IIp40s2’ names Pt II, Prop. 40, Schol. II, and so forth; ‘IVdd1,2’ names Pt IV,
Definitions 1 and 2, and so forth; ‘IVp23+pf* stands for Pt IV, Prop. 23 together with its
proof; and ‘acc’, as in “Ilp29+acc’, abbreviates ‘all accompanying material’.

For an excellent overview of why the Ethics is a work in ethics, see Lloyd (1996), Ch. 5.
For a helpful discussion of these matters, see Cottingham (1986), pp. 152-156. For a
discussion pertaining to the seventeenth century more broadly, highlighting its debts to
antiquity, see James (1998). In the last paragraph of Descartes (1984a), Third Meditation,

[
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in whose terms Descartes expounded this vision, and in whose terms he
tried to explain various techniques for mastering our passions,’ there was
much here that aligned them. They were both part of a rationalist tradition
that venerates the freedom and power of the mind. But there was a far more
carefully worked out and far more compelling development of that tradition
in Spinoza than there was in Descartes.’

Benedictus de Spinoza (1632-1677) was, in the memorable words of
Bertrand Russell, ‘the noblest and most lovable of the great philosophers’
(Russell (1961), p. 552). He produced work that was both a testament to
his nobility and itself ennobling. Deleuze describes Spinoza’s philosophical
method in the Ethics as follows:

It is opposition to everything that takes pleasure in the powerlessness and
distress of men, ... everything that breaks men’s spirits.... Spinoza did not
believe in hope or even in courage; he believed only in joy, and in vision.
He let others live provided they let him live. He wanted only to inspire, to
waken, to reveal. (Deleuze (1988a), p. 14)

In order to inspire, to waken, and to reveal, Spinoza sought to achieve a gen-
eral understanding of things which, on the one hand, would conduce to the
more particular understanding of things in which the mind’s ‘highest virtue’
consists (Vpp25-28) but which, on the other hand, and in contrast to that
more particular understanding of things, could also be communicated to
others (see §6). The pursuit of this general understanding of things, which
he undertook in the Ethics, was a metaphysical pursuit. In what follows I
shall try to substantiate these claims.

2. Substance

In §6 of the previous chapter we considered Descartes’ complex views about
substance, views which first separated God from His creation and then,
within that creation, separated freely rational conscious minds from the
inert, meaningless, mechanistically regulated material world. At the heart
of Spinoza’s vision is a profound recoil from this. Spinoza acknowledges

he tells us that our ‘greatest joy’ derives from ‘the contemplation of the divine majesty’.
This is a related idea which has echoes in what is to come (see §5).

4 See esp. VPref where, with somewhat uncharacteristic derision, Spinoza makes a series of
telling points against Descartes’ dualism. See also §2.

5 One interesting consequence of the differences between them is that, whereas Descartes’
dualism, together with his emphasis on ‘mastering’ our passions, makes his vision some-
thing of an anathema to mainstream feminism, Spinoza’s vision has attracted signifi-
cant interest and support among contemporary feminists: see e.g. Lloyd (1994), Gatens
(1999), and James (2012). I hope, in the course of this chapter, to cast light on the
reasons why.
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only one substance. (Descartes acknowledged only one substance ‘in the
strictest sense’. But in Spinoza there are no concessions.) This substance
is ‘absolutely infinite’. This means that it must encompass everything, lest
there be anything separate from it by which it is limited. Substance is that
‘in” which everything that is, is (Ial,p15). There are no fundamentally dif-
ferent domains of being for Spinoza, no fundamentally different levels of
being, no fundamentally different ways of being. To be, even in the case of
substance, is to be ‘in substance’. Substance is in itself (Id3).°

One of the ways in which Descartes distinguished between substances
was by means of their attributes, where an attribute of a substance is a prop-
erty of that substance that constitutes its essential nature (Descartes (1985c¢),
Pt One, §53). In the case of created substances he recognized two attributes:
that of thought, which each mind enjoys, and that of extension, which the
material world enjoys. And it was because he believed that a substance that
enjoys one of these attributes can always be conceived independently of a
substance that enjoys the other that he concluded that the one can always
exist independently of the other; in other words, that minds and matter are
separate substances (Descartes (1984a), AT VII: 78).”

Spinoza agrees that a substance that enjoys one of these attributes can in
some sense be conceived independently of a substance that enjoys the other.
But he does not think it follows that the one can exist independently of the
other. For there can be two ways of conceiving the same thing. Thus, to bor-
row Frege’s famous example, it is possible in some sense to conceive the even-
ing star without conceiving the morning star (Frege (1997c¢), p. 152/p. 27 in
the original German).® But it does not follow that the evening star can exist
without the morning star. Indeed, astronomical investigation has revealed
that the evening star is the morning star. This one entity can be observed,
and can be thought of, in two quite different ways, or from two quite differ-
ent points of view. So there is no reason, Spinoza insists, why thought and
extension should not be two attributes of a single substance (Ip10+acc). And
given his understanding of substance as all-encompassing, that is precisely
what he thinks they are. ‘Thinking substance and extended substance,” he
says, anticipating the Fregean analogy, ‘are one and the same substance,
comprehended now under this attribute, now under that’ (Ilp7s).’

¢ For discussion of how these remarks consist with Spinoza’s distinction between ‘Natura
naturans’ and ‘Natura naturata’ (Ip29s), see Deleuze (1990a), pp. 99-104. See further
Ch. 21, §2(a).

7 In Ch. 1, §6, I suggested that Descartes also took a cue from the fact that, when he first
registered the indubitability of his own existence, he held the existence of any extended
being to be in doubt. For discussion of the relation between that consideration and the
argument presented here in the main text, see Williams (1978), Ch. 4, esp. pp. 102-108.

8 We shall return to this example in Ch. 8, §4. As we shall see, Frege himself would put the
point somewhat differently.

? For an interesting note of dissent, see Nietzsche (1967¢c), §523. (We shall return to
Nietzsche’s view of Spinoza in Ch. 15, §7(a).)
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In the created realm, thought and extension were the only two attributes
that Descartes recognized. There is a sense in which they are the only two
attributes that Spinoza recognizes. They are the only two attributes that he
identifies. And he takes them to be the only two of which we are aware. He
nevertheless holds that there are infinitely many others, which somehow indi-
cate their existence to us (Short Treatise, p. 39, n. 3). What are we to make
of Spinoza’s commitment to all these further attributes? The first thing that
needs to be emphasized is that it plays no role in the Ethics. It is true that in
the Ethics he takes substance to have ‘infinite attributes’ (Id6,p10s,p11). But
in terms of how this relates to the rest of the work he might just as well have
taken substance to have all the attributes there are, leaving open how many
that is. Indeed, as far as the Ethics itself is concerned, he might reasonably be
interpreted as taking substance to have all the attributes there are: ‘infinite’,
in this context, can be heard as meaning ‘unlimited’ rather than ‘infinitely
many’.'” The conviction that there are infinitely many attributes other than
thought and extension, whose existence we can somehow register, is in any
case something of an anomaly in Spinoza’s overall system, his sole conces-
sion to the idea that we can ever make sense of anything transcendent. For,
absent that conviction, Spinoza shows absolutely no sympathy for this idea,
even on the least demanding conception of what it would be either to make
sense of something or for something to be transcendent. Spinoza’s meta-
physics is very definitely a metaphysics of the immanent.'

The notion of a single substance with different attributes of which we
are aware may itself suggest an unknowable transcendent reality set apart
from different known immanent representations of it. But that is not at
all how Spinoza intends the notion. He says that attributes ‘express’ the
very essence of substance, or again, that they express its very existence
(Ipp11,20+pf). He also says that a particular body expresses the essence of
substance qua extended, or, to put it another way, that a particular body
is a ‘mode’ by which substance’s extension is expressed, in ‘a definite and
determinate way’ (Ip25c and IId1). And he says the same mutatis mutandis
in the case of a particular thought (Ilp1pf). Some of the terminology here
may be bemusing, but the basic point is clear enough. The world with which

10 Cf. Bennett (2003), pp. 115-116.

Might it not also be heard distributively, as specifying a quality of each attribute, rather
than as applying to the whole group? Certainly the language itself allows for that inter-
pretation (the original Latin is ‘infinitis attributis’). And the proof of Ip21, which adverts
to Ip11, may even seem to demand it. But the explanation of Id6 and the proof of Ip14
are then problematical.

1 This is a dominant theme of Yovel (1989). See further nn. 22, 51, and 53. Note: my ref-
erence to ‘the least demanding conception of what it would be for something to be tran-
scendent’ reminds us that there are indeed different conceptions of this (see Introduction,
§6). On some conceptions, attributes other than thought and extension would not be
transcendent. Still, let us not forget that Spinoza is conceding the existence of what is not
merely unknown, but unknowable (by us).
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we are familiar — the world of supernovae, sunshine, and snow, the world of
pains, schemes, fears, and dreams — stands in a much more intimate relation
to substance than one of representation. This relation is not quite identity
for Spinoza, because identifying them would violate his understanding of
what it is for us to conceive substance in two ways (and to fail to conceive
it in countless other ways)."> But it is, so to speak, as close to identity as this
caveat allows, and certainly close enough for us to be capable not only of
knowing the world of snow and pain but of knowing substance (IVp28-+pf).
Substance itself is both a thinking thing and an extended thing (Ilpp1,2).
Moreover, the whole of substance is both a thinking thing and an extended
thing. (Substance does not have parts: Ip13s.'%) The ways we have of know-
ing substance may not be all the ways of knowing it. But they are ways of
knowing all of it. Whatever is expressed by one attribute is expressed by all
of them. It follows that modes of extension and modes of thought must be
paired off with one another. To each mode of extension there must corres-
pond some mode of thought that expresses the same thing, albeit differently,
and vice versa (IIp7+s and Vp1+pf).* In some cases, if not in every case, we
may be able to identify the pairing. Thus we may be able to see that some
particular headache, say, is paired with some particular activity inside a per-
son’s brain. But whatever pairings we may or may not be able to identify,
the fact remains that any mode, and in particular any mode of which we are
aware, already implicates the whole of substance."

I have not yet used the word ‘God” in this connection. ‘God” is Spinoza’s
name for substance (Id6). But he does not of course use it just as a label. He
uses it with every intention of exploiting its normal semantic power. The word
has many associations, particularly in the Judeeo-Christian context in which
Spinoza is writing, that are precisely suited to his purpose: perfection, eter-
nity, necessary existence, wholeness, self-sufficiency, self-explanatoriness; in
sum, what I have elsewhere called metaphysical infinitude (Moore (2001a),
pp. 1-2), a cluster of ideas that certainly fits Spinoza’s conception of sub-
stance (Ip11+acc). The word ‘God’ also calls to mind a being which is not
subject to any external standards of assessment and which, in its grandeur
and orderliness, is an appropriate object of adoration and awe. This too
fits Spinoza’s conception and is suited to his purpose (Ip33s2 and Vpp15ff;
see §5.).1°

12 Lloyd (1996), pp. 38-41, is very helpful on this point.

13 This is another reason why it cannot strictly be said to be identical to the world of snow
and pain.

4 Cf. Quine (1981e), p. 98; and cf. further Ch. 12, §7. In Donald Davidson (2005¢),
Davidson illuminatingly likens Spinoza’s view to his own ‘anomalous monism’, whereby
any event that can be characterized in psychological terms can also be characterized in
irreducibly different physical terms.

15 Cf. Deleuze (1990a), p. 175.

16 See further Deleuze (1980).
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There are nevertheless two utterly fundamental respects in which
Spinoza’s God differs from the traditional Judaeo-Christian God. First, He
is not separate from His creation. In particular, even if He has attributes of
which we are unaware and is therefore to that extent transcendent, He is in
other ways as immanent as the chair on which I am now sitting. Indeed His
immanence is the immanence of the chair on which I am now sitting — or its
is His. Spinoza is a pantheist. He famously refuses to draw any distinction
between God and Nature (IVPref and Letter 6, p. 776)."7

The second fundamental respect in which Spinoza’s God differs from the
traditional Judeo-Christian God is that He is not personal. He has neither
hopes nor regrets; He has no purposes; He does not suffer; He does not attend
to anything; and He does not strictly speaking love anyone (e.g. Ip18s,Ip33s2,
IApp, lIp3s, Vp17c, and Letter 23).'$ So to whatever extent we are inclined to
think or speak of Spinoza’s God in personal terms, we are involved in a basic
falsification. In particular, this is true of my deference to convention in using
the capitalized masculine singular personal pronoun to refer to ‘Him’, a defer-
ence which is, to say the least, infelicitous — as well as being unwarranted by
anything in Spinoza’s text.'” Henceforth I shall revert to ‘it’.

Is Spinoza a theist or an atheist then? There cannot be any simple unquali-
fied answer to this question. It is not that Spinoza wavers or is undecided. The
one thing that he definitely is not is an agnostic. It is rather that, as we have
just seen, he believes in something that deserves to be called ‘God’ on some
reasonable definitions, but not in anything that deserves to be called ‘God’
on some others. My own view is that, while there is an ineliminable religious
strain in Spinoza’s thinking, and while there is much to justify Novalis® fam-
ous description of him as ‘the God-intoxicated man,’*" there is nonetheless
an asymmetry here (very roughly, belief in God is most reasonably construed
as belief in something that deserves to be called ‘God> on most reasonable
definitions) which makes it altogether less misleading to call Spinoza an athe-
ist than to call him a theist. Henceforth, therefore, as well as reverting to ‘it’
when referring to what Spinoza calls ‘God’, 1 shall eschew theological lan-

> 21

guage (unless I am quoting Spinoza) and revert to ‘substance’.

17 But see above for why Nature must not then be construed simply as the world with which
we are familiar. Henceforth I shall use ‘nature’ with a lowercase ‘n’ to refer to the latter.
For the importance of the qualification ‘strictly speaking’, see Vp36c: God’s ‘love’ is not
‘accompanied by the idea of an external cause’ (IIDefEms6). For further opposition to
the traditional conception, see Ip15s. Note: some of the features that prevent Spinoza’s
God from being personal likewise prevent Him from satisfying various other conditions
that God is often thought to satisfy, such as susceptibility to petitionary prayer.

19 Cf. Bennett (1984), p. 34.

20 Novalis (1892), Vol. 3, p. 318. But note that in the context Novalis appears to be accredit-
ing Spinoza with a kind of atheism.

I have been helped in these deliberations by Bennett (1984), §9, even though he comes
down on the opposite side and concludes that ‘Spinoza’s position is a kind of theism
rather than of atheism’ (p. 35).
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So much, then, for Spinoza’s recoil from the Cartesian conception of
substance and from all that it entails. In that recoil we find a forthright
rejection of Descartes’ belief in a transcendent creator God, distinct from
His creation, and an equally forthright rejection of Descartes’ view of
human beings as fractured beings, part minds and part (independent) bod-
ies. The first of these rejections signals a pattern that we shall see repeated
many times in this enquiry, whereby a commitment in one philosopher
to our being able to make sense of transcendent things is abandoned by
later philosophers on the grounds that there is no sense there to be made.
In Spinoza’s case, if we bracket the difficulties about attributes other than
thought and extension, it seems fair to say that there is no sense to be
made where no sense is expressed, while the only expression there is is
expression on the part of immanent attributes and their various immanent
modes.”” The second rejection signals a reintegration of the self, whereby
all the power of a person’s mind is at the same time power of that person’s
body (IlIp2s). Both rejections cast us as ourselves participants in the sense-
making of whatever we make sense of.”> And it is on this that Spinoza’s
ethics turns.

3. Nature, Human Nature, and the Model of Human Nature

’4 the very nature that we make sense of. But what

We are part of nature,
does this involve?

For us to be part of nature is for our power to be part of nature’s power.
What we can do is part of what nature can do. It is part of what substance
can do. It is part of the essence of substance (Ip35). But the essence of
substance, as we saw in the previous section, is what attributes and their
modes express. It is the sense that things make. So anything we do is testi-
mony to the sense that things make. In particular this includes our grasping
such sense, our making sense of things.”” It follows that, when we make
sense of things, we make sense of ourselves; indeed we ourselves make
sense. And to that extent, we are active rather than passive (IIId2). The
significance of this, as I intimated in §1 and as I shall now try to show, is
that it makes our making sense of things, for Spinoza, an ethical achieve-
ment.”® It also has important implications, as I shall subsequently try to
show, for metaphysics.

22 In §5 we shall see an even more basic reason why Spinoza denies that we can make sense
of transcendent things, at least insofar as making sense of things involves having knowl-
edge of them.

2% Cf. IVAppY§1-4.

2 Seen. 17.

25 Cf. Treatise, 76, n. 2.

26 Tt is worth recalling here that ‘virtue’ can mean the same as ‘power’. Spinoza himself uses
these words synonymously (IVd8).
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It is helpful to begin with the general idea of a body. One of the most fun-
damental questions that Spinoza raises in the Ethics, according to Deleuze
in his magnificent commentary, is: what can a body do??” The principal con-
text in which this question arises is one in which we find Spinoza arguing
for the following thesis: whenever a person’s body does anything, there must
be a purely physical explanation for what it does (IIIp2+acc). This, Spinoza
insists, is true even when there is a conscious decision on the part of the per-
son so to act. It does not follow that the decision is irrelevant to what the
person’s body does — or, as we would more naturally say, to what the person
does. All that follows, in Spinoza’s own words, is that

[the] mental decision on the one hand, and the ... physical state of the
body on the other hand, are ... one and the same thing which, when con-
sidered under the attribute of thought and explicated through thought,
we call decision, and when considered under the attribute of extension
and deduced from the laws of motion-and-rest, we call a physical state.
(Ip2s)>s-?

Spinoza considers the more intuitively appealing rival view whereby it is
sometimes impossible to explain what a person’s body does save in terms of
the operations of the person’s mind. Part of the reason why this rival view is
more intuitively appealing than his is that we find it hard, sometimes, to see
how a purely physical story, involving nothing about a person but the opera-
tions of his or her body, can be adequate to the task of explaining what that
body does. Spinoza himself cites the case of someone’s painting a picture. It
is in response to this that he urges, ‘Nobody as yet has learned from experi-
ence what the body can do ... solely from the laws of its nature insofar as it
is considered as corporeal’ (IlIp2s).

Spinoza is making a very particular dialectical point here. But precisely
because of the point that he is making, the question of what a body can
do takes on a broader significance. And it is to this broader significance
that Deleuze alludes. Whenever I ask, “What can I do?’ — and there are, of
course, all sorts of ways in which I might ask that — I am in effect asking,
‘What can my body do?’ (I am also asking, “What can my mind do?’ The
various things that my body can do and the various things that my mind
can do are the same things, expressed differently in the two cases.’’) One

%7 See Deleuze (1990a), Ch. 14, to which he gives that question as a title.

28 T have taken the liberty of dropping Samuel Shirley’s capitalization of ‘Thought” and
‘Extension’ in his translation, to conform with my own usage in the rest of this chapter.
(There is no capitalization in Spinoza’s original Latin.)

2 Ireferred in n. 14 to Davidson’s likening of Spinoza’s view to his own anomalous monism.
In this passage, taken together with its context (IIlp2+acc), we also see a striking similar-
ity in the routes they take to arrive there. Cf. Davidson (1980).

30 Genevieve Lloyd draws some interesting conclusions from this with regard to sexual
difference: see Lloyd (1994), pp. 160-168. (Cf. n. 5.)
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of Spinoza’s aims in this passage, and more generally throughout his work,
is to remind us that our bodies, and therefore we ourselves, have untold
capacities, many of which remain completely unknown to us. This has obvi-
ous ethical significance,’' not least in its implications concerning the benefits
and dangers both of scientific research and of various sorts of experimenta-
tion. But it has additional ethical significance for Spinoza.

To see why, let us retreat from the question of what a body can do to the
yet more fundamental question of what a body is. Spinoza’s explicit defin-
ition of a body is ‘a mode that expresses in a definite and determinate way
God’s essence insofar as he is considered an extended thing’ (IId1). Later he
says that bodies are distinguished from one another ‘in respect of motion-
and-rest’ (Ilp13lem1) and that

when a number of bodies ... form close contact with one another through
the pressure of other bodies upon them, or if they are moving ... so as
to preserve an unvarying relation of movement among themselves, these
bodies are said to be united with one another and all together to form
one body or individual thing. (Ilp13d)

He also makes clear that the identity of the whole in such a case depends
on the ‘mutual relation of motion-and-rest’ rather than on the identity of
the parts, which means that, within certain parameters of drasticness, the
whole can survive the replacement of its parts, and even the gaining or los-
ing of parts (Ilp13lems4-7+acc). In the case of a human body the most
obvious natural examples of what he has in mind are breathing, eating, and
defecating.

Eating calls to mind what else can happen, apart from the forming of a
new, additional body, when two or more bodies meet. Thus a man can eat
an orange, say, benefiting himself but thereby destroying the orange; a bullet
can enter into the body of a man and rearrange some of his parts, with-
out damaging itself but thereby destroying the man; two pieces of crock-
ery can collide and destroy each other; an egg white can combine with a
heap of sugar, each destroying the other but together forming a meringue.*
However, the case in which none of the original bodies is destroyed and
a new body is formed is in many respects the most interesting. It reminds
us that not only can bodies be combined, but so too can their powers and
capacities. They can do together what they could never do separately. This
is true, for instance, of various pieces of wood assembled together to form a
chair. Spinoza himself says the following: ‘If two individuals of completely

31 Given that these untold capacities are at the same time untold capacities of our minds, it
also has significance for whether there can be radical conceptual innovation in metaphys-
ics: see Introduction, §6, the discussion of the Novelty Question. We shall return to this
issue in Ch. 21, §6. (See in particular n. 85 of that chapter.)

32 See further Letter 32.
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the same nature are combined, they compose an individual twice as power-
ful as each one singly’ (IVp18s). That may be somewhat crude, but the basic
point, concerning what bodies or individuals can do when they combine, is
clear and relatively uncontroversial.

Nor does this point apply only when some larger body or larger individ-
ual is formed. I add this caveat because, despite all that Spinoza says on this
subject, it is difficult to decide just what he would count either as a body or
as an individual.*’ John, Paul, George, and Ringo are four bodies. Do they
together constitute a fifth? Presumably not, in the normal course of events.
But what about when they are acting ‘in concert’, as we might aptly say — that
is, when they are coordinating their activities, and in particular when they
are keeping time with one another? Are they not then precisely ‘moving ... so
as to preserve an unvarying relation of movement among themselves’? It is
significant in this connection that Spinoza at one point alludes to the possi-
bility that men ‘should all be in such harmony in all respects that their minds
and bodies should compose, as it were, one mind and one body’ (IVp18s). A
good deal obviously turns on the force of the qualification ‘as it were’. — Or
if there is some doubt about whether John, Paul, George, and Ringo ever
constitute a fifth body, surely there is no doubt that they sometimes consti-
tute a fifth individual? After all, Spinoza does at one point acknowledge the
whole of nature as one individual (IIp13lem17s). — Unfortunately, even this
is not clear.’* The most that seems uncontentious is that the four men some-
times constitute a ‘single thing’. Spinoza says:

If several individuals concur in one act in such a way as to be all together
the simultaneous cause of one effect, I consider them all, in that respect,
as one single thing. (IId7)*

The important point in all of this, however, is the original point: a group
of individuals has a collective power that exceeds their powers as individu-
als. This adds obvious political significance to the obvious ethical signifi-
cance that we have already noted in the question of what a body can do.
Implicated in that question is the question of what a body can do in coop-
eration with other bodies.*°

33 See IVp39s for just one of the complications.

34 For a very interesting discussion, see Barbone (2002). Also helpful is Brandom (2002b),
pp. 124-126.

35 T have taken the liberty of correcting Shirley’s translation here. Despite his general reliabil-
ity he fudges Spinoza’s important distinctions in this area. The word that I have rendered
as ‘individuals’ is ‘Individua’, and the phrase that I have rendered as ‘one single thing’ is
‘unam rem singularem’.

36 Cf. Spinoza’s claim in IVp18s that ‘nothing is more advantageous to man than men.” For
discussion of the political consequences of his views, see Political Treatise and IVApp
passim.
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Now, in order to understand better the additional ethical significance that
the question has for Spinoza, we need first to consider Spinoza’s conception
of ethics. Here it is helpful to invoke a contrast that many philosophers
draw between ethics and morality.’” On one way of drawing that contrast,
ethics is concerned quite generally with what counts as living well, whereas
morality is concerned with what counts as living well only as seen through
the prism of some very particular, very distinctive conceptual tools. Two of
the most basic of these tools are the idea of a moral obligation and the idea
of an act of free will. Morality treats a moral obligation as an inescapable
demand that always takes precedence over a demand of any other kind,
and it equates living well, in the most important sense, with performing
those acts of free will that there is some moral obligation to perform while
refraining from performing those acts of free will that there is some moral
obligation to refrain from performing. In these terms, Spinoza’s concep-
tion of ethics is decidedly a conception of ethics, not of morality. He argues
strenuously that the idea of free will is an illusion, based on our ignorance
of the causes of what we do (Ip32+pf,App, llpp48+acc,49+acc, and Letter
58). Nature leaves no room for us to direct it one way rather than another.
Everything that occurs in nature is governed by laws over which we have no
control, and these laws determine uniquely what will happen at any given
time (Ia3,pp21+pf,22+pf,28+acc,29+acc). Nor, therefore, does the idea of
a moral obligation have any kind of grip on us. Still less does the idea of a
moral obligation impinging on us from some transcendent source, which
is how many of the more religious champions of morality have viewed it.
Spinoza’s retreat from the conceptual tools of morality to the broader con-
cerns of ethics is at the same time a retreat from one of the mainstays of a
familiar form of Christianity, dominant in his own time and culture, to a
much more ancient legacy.

What, then, counts as living well? Spinoza adopts a naturalistic and rel-
ativistic understanding of good and bad. He denies that these are anything
‘positive considered in themselves’ (IVPref). Rather, they are ways we have
of thinking of things, according to our desires. Thus, in Spinoza’s view, we
judge a thing to be good because we desire it; we do not desire it because
we judge it to be good (IlIp9s). And this, of course, allows for the possibil-
ity that different people, with different desires, will accordingly and quite
rightly judge different things to be good (Illp39s and IVPref). Nevertheless,
because he believes that there is a ‘model of human nature that we all set
before ourselves’ (IVPref), Spinoza is able to cut through the relativization.
Working from what he takes to be a shared human perspective, from which

37 See e.g. Deleuze (1988a), Ch. 2; Deleuze (1990a), Ch. 16; and Williams (20060), pp. 67
and Ch. 10. An earlier version of the distinction can be found in Hegel (1942), Pts Two
and Three: see further Ch. 7, §6. The distinction is also of prime importance to Nietzsche:
see esp. Nietzsche (1967a), First Essay, and Nietzsche (1973); and see further Ch. 15, §7.
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this model is in view as the supreme object of desire, he defines ‘good’ as
‘that which we certainly know to be the means for our approaching nearer
to the model’ or ‘that which we certainly know to be useful to us’, and he
defines ‘bad’ as ‘that which we certainly know prevents us from reproducing
the said model’ or ‘that which we certainly know to be an obstacle to our
attainment of some good’ (IVPref,dd1,2).

The question now, therefore, is: what is this model of human nature?
Here it helps to return to the general idea of a body. Drawing on some prin-
ciples of Stoicism, Spinoza argues that each body, indeed each thing, has a
conatus which constitutes its very essence and with which it ‘endeavours to
persist in its own being’ (Illpp6,7).°* This is as true of men as it is of any-
thing else. Each man, by his very nature, is driven to preserve his own exis-
tence, and his happiness consists in his being able to do just that (IVp18s).
But existence here is not ‘mere’ existence, existence of the sort that might
be enjoyed by someone in a persistent vegetative state. The conatus is, in a
way, a conatus towards its own preservation. Each man is driven to preserve
his existence as a man who is driven to preserve his existence. In a sense,
of course, that is a redundant qualification, since it is his very essence to be
driven to preserve his existence (and falling into a persistent vegetative state
may thus be tantamount to dying*®). The point, however, is that his drive is
a drive to actualize that essence to the greatest possible degree. It is a drive
to maximize his activity and to minimize his passivity, to achieve the highest
possible preponderance in his life of acting over undergoing (IVpp20f£f.). In
Spinoza’s own terms, it is a drive to maximize, among the things that take
place, those ‘of which he is the adequate cause’ or ‘which can be clearly
and distinctly understood through his nature alone’ and to minimize those
‘which take place in him, or follow from his nature, of which he is only the
partial cause’ (IIId2, subjects and verbs adapted). To have that drive is his
very essence, his power, his virtue (IVp20+pf).*° And this answers our ques-
tion about the model of human nature in terms of which good and bad are
defined. It is a model of maximally active self-preservation. It is a model,
we might also say, of freedom. For being free, as Spinoza understands it, is
not to be confused with exercising free will, the notion that we have already
seen him repudiate. A thing is free, on Spinoza’s definition, when it ‘exists
solely from the necessity of its own nature, and is determined to action by
itself alone’ (Id7).

We can now see why the question of what a body can do has such par-
ticular ethical significance for Spinoza. It is what we, or our bodies, can do,
and in particular what we can do actively, as opposed to undergo, that deter-
mines what counts as our living well. The more we do actively, the better we

3% For a helpful account see Brandom (2002b), pp. 126-129.
39 See IVp39s.
40 Cf. n. 26.
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live. We can also see the significance of the earlier discussion of cooperation.
Cooperation increases what we can do actively. John can contribute to a
group performance with Paul, George, and Ringo; he cannot do the same
thing on his own. What is not yet clear is the connection that I heralded at
the beginning of this section between our being active (our being free) and
our making sense of things. It is to this connection that I now turn.

4. Making Sense of Things as an Ethical Achievement

The guiding idea, as we shall see, is familiar from Stoicism and was antici-
pated by Descartes (see §1).

First, we need to understand two terms of art that Spinoza uses: ‘affec-
tion” and ‘affect’.*! By an ‘affection’ of a man, Spinoza means anything that
‘takes place’ in the man.*” By an ‘affect’ of a man he means one of two
things. Sometimes he means any bodily affection of the man whereby his
power to act is increased or decreased, together with the corresponding idea
in the man’s mind (IlId3).* Sometimes he means just the corresponding
idea (IIGenDefEms and the sentence immediately preceding it). Either way,
a man’s affects can be thought of as his felt transitions from one degree of
power to another.

Now a man’s affections can be divided into passive and active. His pas-
sive affections are the ones with causes that lie outside him; his active affec-
tions are the ones with causes that lie wholly within him (IIId2). (In these
terms, his life is better the more of his affections are active.) His affects can
likewise be divided into passive and active. The distinction in their case is
derivative. A man’s passive affects are the ones whose associated bodily
affections are passive; his active affects are the ones whose associated bod-
ily affections are active (IIId3). And among his passive affects, those that
are felt increases in his power to act are said to be affects of pleasure or joy,
while those that are felt decreases in his power to act are said to be affects
of pain or sadness (Illp11s,DefEms2,3).** (In these terms, his life is better

4

The Latin words are ‘affectio’ and ‘affectus’. Shirley renders the latter as ‘emotion’. But
see Edwin Curley’s remarks in Spinoza (1985), p. 625, for why this is unsatisfactory. See
also Deleuze (1988a), pp. 48-51.

I use the phrase ‘takes place’ in echo of IIId2. For the broadness of Spinoza’s use of
‘affection’, cf. IIDefEmsTe.

4 By the corresponding idea in the man’s mind is simply meant the mode of thought that
corresponds to the mode of extension that is the relevant affection (cf. Ip7+s). (‘Idea’ is
Spinoza’s catch-all term for any mode of thought formed by the mind ‘because it is a
thinking thing’ (I1d3).)

The two Latin words, as Shirley notes in his translation, are ‘letitia’ and ‘tristitia’. Note

4

]

44

that there is not the same distinction to be drawn among his active affects, since a man
never actively decreases his own power to act (Illpp58+pf,59+pf).
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the more of his affects are active, but also the more of his passive affects
are joyful.)®

Some of a man’s affections are bodily, some of them are mental. But even
the former, as we have seen, have mental affections corresponding to them,
the same things differently expressed. Hence, given that the distinction
between the passive and the active is independent of mode of expression, we
do no real violence to the scope of that distinction if we concentrate just on
a man’s mental affections. And what the distinction comes to in their case is
this. His passive mental affections are occurrences in his mind for which he
sees no reason. It is as if he has unwittingly taken some hallucinogenic drug
or, less extravagantly, as if he has been told the conclusion of some piece
of reasoning but not the premises (IIp28pf). By contrast, his active mental
affections are occurrences in his mind for which he does see a reason and
which are sustained precisely because he sees this reason. The paradigm is
the case in which, through his own initiative, he draws a conclusion from
premises that he already knows to be true. When he has a passive mental
affection, there is an idea in his mind that is ‘fragmentary and confused’
(IIp1pf). It does not fully make sense to him. When he has an active mental
affection, there is an idea in his mind that does fully make sense to him. An
idea of the former kind Spinoza calls ‘inadequate’, and an idea of the latter
kind he calls ‘adequate’ (IIld4,p1 and IVp23+pf).*® An adequate idea, we
might say, expresses its own reason for being true.*’

But now we begin to discern the familiar Stoic picture. For a man to be
passive is for him to be subject to occurrences in the mind, including affects,
which he cannot fully understand. These occurrences need not be disagree-
able. Nor indeed need they be a threat to his overall activity. They may even
enhance it. They may be affects of joy. But still they are passive. Or, as the
etymology appropriately invites us to say, they are ‘passions’. And these pas-
sions do not themselves involve his acting. For him to act, or for him to be
active, or again for him to be free, is for him to understand what is going on
within him — and what is going on around him, insofar as this too impinges
on him. It is for him to make sense of things.

We must beware, however, of seeing in this some kind of Manichean
struggle between passion and reason. Something of the sort may be a fea-
ture of certain forms of Stoicism. But it is not a feature of Spinozism. For
Spinoza, reason is not pitted against passion. The free man is not the man
whose reason has fought against his passions and destroyed them. For

4 It is important to note that an increase in a man’s power to act is not the same as an
increase in his actual activity. A man’s power to act is what he can actively do. But qua
power this is no different from what he can (simply) do. It is involved no less in his pas-
sivity than in his activity: cf. IVp18pf.

46 See Bennett (2003), §78, for discussion of some complications here.

47 This way of speaking derives from Deleuze: see Deleuze (1990a), p. 133.
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one thing, that would suggest that his passions, which is to say his passive
affects, were themselves agents of some sort with a corresponding power of
their own.*® It is rather that a man is free to the extent that (it is important
to appreciate that freedom is a matter of degree) he understands his affects
and begets them rather than suffers them; they are active rather than pas-
sive. Some of his affects may be active because he has come to understand
what were previously passive affects. But even if that is so, his reason has
not thereby destroyed any of his passive affects: it has not thereby destroyed
any of his passions. It has transformed them from being passions. He is like
someone who has assimilated some piece of reasoning, premises and all,
whose conclusion he in any case already accepted, albeit originally without
reason (Vp3; cf. IVp66s).” As for what it is for him to understand anything,
that, given Spinoza’s conception of substance, is for him to see it as neces-
sary. It is for him to see both that the thing must be and why it must be. It is
for him to see the thing in relation to substance itself (see IVApp, esp. {{1-5
and 32; cf. also 1Ip44).

We now have an indication of why it is that, for Spinoza, making sense of
things is an ethical achievement. But it remains to be seen what the implica-
tions of this are for metaphysics, which is our ultimate concern. This will
require consideration of Spinoza’s account of knowledge.

5. The Three Kinds of Knowledge

Spinoza recognizes three kinds of knowledge (IIp40s2°°).

Knowledge of the first kind is knowledge that is (in the terminology
introduced in the previous section) inadequate. To have such knowledge
is to have a passive mental affection. Knowledge of this kind is acquired
whenever something impinges on somebody from without, as for instance
when a man enjoys an ordinary sensory perception or is given a piece of
information by somebody else (IIp29c; see also IIp18+s). Such knowledge,
though unimpeachable in its own right, can easily lead to error. Thus con-
sider the following example, due to Robert Brandom (Brandom (2002b),

4 What they are, notwithstanding their passivity, are exercises of his power, in particular his

power to pass from one degree of power to another. (Indeed, in IIIDefEms3e Spinoza says

that each one is an ‘actuality’ — using the Latin word ‘actus’, which can also be translated
as ‘act’.)

Cf. Lloyd (1996), pp. 9-10.

50 The arithmetical example that he gives in this passage is not altogether happy, inasmuch
as it suggests that the three kinds of knowledge are three ways of knowing the same
things, which is not his considered view, as we shall see. For interesting discussions of
the three kinds of knowledge, see Craig (1987), Ch. 1, §5, and Sprigge (1997). Note: in
Treatise, 191823, there is a related fourfold classification, but Spinoza had not yet fully
worked out his ideas when he wrote that: see Deleuze (1990a), pp. 292-293.
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pp. 126-127). A man catches a ball. As a result the surface of his hand is
modified, with various neural consequences (see IIp13Posts). This is a pas-
sive bodily affection, to which there corresponds a passive mental affection:
he feels the ball. This in turn constitutes knowledge of the first kind. But this
knowledge does not strictly extend further than his hand, whose indentation
is compatible with his catching indefinitely many things other than the ball,
for instance a hemisphere identical in shape to the half of the ball that actu-
ally makes contact with his hand (IIp16c2).°" Error occurs if, in ignorance
of what lies beyond his hand, he proceeds as if he had caught one of these
other things instead (IIp17pf,s,p35+acc).

This example also illustrates an ambiguity that arises if we talk about an
idea of a mode of extension. An idea is a mode of thought. As such it has its
own corresponding mode of extension, the same thing differently expressed.
In one sense it is an idea of that very mode of extension. Thus the man’s
sensation when he catches the ball is an idea of his passive bodily affection
(the indentation in his hand and its various neural effects). But in another
sense an idea can be an idea of whatever it is that explains, in some suitable
sense of explanation,’” the corresponding bodily affection. In this second
sense — which makes the ‘idea of’ relation a relation of representation — the
man’s sensation is an idea of, or represents, the impact of the ball itself on
his hand. As we might naturally say, he has a sensation of catching the ball.
Again, adapting a famous example due to Spinoza himself (IIp17s), when
Ringo hears something that reminds him of John, he has an idea which is
in one sense an idea of some neurophysiological feature of his own body,
but which is in another sense an idea, simply, of John. It is precisely because
there are these two things competing for the title of that which his idea is an
idea of, or more strictly it is precisely because there are these two senses in
which his idea can be said to be an idea of something, that the idea counts
as inadequate (IIp235). In the case of an adequate idea, which expresses its
own explanation, no such distinction arises.

This is a good cue to turn to knowledge of the second and third kinds.
Knowledge of each of these kinds, unlike knowledge of the first kind, is
adequate. This means that it is grounded solely in the subject (IIp31), not
just in the sense that it lacks a cause external to the subject but also in
the sense that it is not answerable to anything external to the subject. We
could also say: it carries with it its own credentials; it expresses its own
reason for being true; it is not in any sense representative of anything else
(Ta4+exp).>

51 This was part of what I had in mind in n. 22. We see here how Spinoza’s account pre-
cludes knowledge of the first kind of anything transcendent. See also n. 53.

52 Much of Brandom (2002b) is concerned with teasing out this sense.

33 Cf. Treatise, {]70-71. And see nn. 22 and 51: here we see how Spinoza’s account pre-
cludes knowledge of either the second or the third kind of anything transcendent.
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In all these respects it differs from Cartesian clear and distinct perception
(see §5 of the previous chapter). Descartes came to regard his clear and dis-
tinct perceptions as true by reasoning back from them to a story about their
origin, a story involving Divine benevolence. This was a kind of inference
to the best explanation, where the explanation was at the same time a vin-
dication. Spinoza, by contrast, insists that we attain to adequate knowledge
by reasoning, not from effect to cause, as Descartes did, but from cause
to effect, or from explicans to explicandum (e.g. Treatise, 85).>* Just by
carefully attending to one of our adequate ideas, Spinoza believes, we can
see it as true, because we can see it as explained by reasons which it itself
expresses. The paradigm is the case in which we attend to some mathemat-
ical theorem that we have in mind — as the conclusion of a piece of math-
ematical reasoning that we likewise have in mind, the latter implicated in
the former.>

There is, however, an obvious concern about this account. What about the
“first principles’, the axioms and definitions on which the proof of the the-
orem ultimately rests? In what sense does our acceptance of them carry its
own credentials with it, if not by enjoying the indubitability of a Cartesian
clear and distinct perception?

One possible reply would be that the axioms and definitions are true by
stipulation; that it is precisely our acceptance of them that makes them true.
Adapted to metaphysics, this reply would chime well with the remarks that
I made at the end of §5 of the previous chapter, in opposition to Descartes,
concerning my own reasons for regarding metaphysics as a fundamentally
creative exercise. It is plain, however, that this reply, at least in any such
application, would not be acceptable to Spinoza. In Letter 9 he makes clear
that the grounds of the truth of the axioms and definitions which he himself

5% For criticism of the Cartesian strategy, see Treatise, {{19-21, esp. the notes. See further
Deleuze (1990a), Ch. 10.

35 Cf. in this connection Wittgenstein’s observation that ‘one can often say in mathematics:
let the proof teach you what was being proved’ (Wittgenstein (1967a), p. 220, emphasis
in original).

Note: both inadequate ideas and adequate ideas have their explanations (IIp36). It is
just that, when we have an adequate idea, and only then, we thereby grasp the explan-
ation. The reason for it is our reason for it. There are connections with the notion of
unconditionedness which I have tried to develop in various places: see Moore (1997a),
pp. 261-262, and Moore (2003a), p. 101.

There are also connections with the notion of ineffability which I have likewise tried
to develop in various places: see esp. Moore (1997a), Ch. 8, where I argue that ineffable
knowledge is, precisely, knowledge which is not answerable to anything external to the
subject. But what then of the thought that such knowledge includes mathematical knowl-
edge? For the beginning of an answer to this question, see Moore (2003b), n. 16. For more
on the connections with ineffability, see the next section.
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provides in the Ethics, and to which the same concern applies, need to be
altogether more robust than that (cf. Treatise, 195-98). Another possi-
ble reply, more suited to the project in the Ethics than to mathematics, is
that the axioms and definitions are not, after all, ‘first principles’, that they
are part of a set of interlocking propositions whose truth consists in their
mutual support and overall coherence. Spinoza’s own reply would surely be
(and would need to be) something of this sort.*

Be that as it may, we see in mathematical reasoning a model of adequate
knowledge. This is knowledge of the second kind. Before we consider what
distinguishes knowledge of the third kind from this, let us reflect more gen-
erally on the nature and origin of knowledge of the second kind. What
enables us to have such knowledge, Spinoza says, is the fact that we have
‘common notions’, where a common notion is an idea of a common prop-
erty, and where a common property is in turn ‘that which is common to all
things ... and is equally in the part as in the whole’ (Ilp37,p40s2). He gives
as examples of common properties the following, shared by all bodies: ‘that
they involve the conception of one and the same attribute ... and ... that
they may move at varying speeds, and may be absolutely in motion or abso-
lutely at rest’ (Ip13lem2pf). He then argues that, precisely because these
properties are equally in the part as in the whole, our ideas of them, that
is to say our common notions, must be adequate. For these notions do not
depend on anything beyond us: they carry their own credentials with them
(Ilpp38,39). We have them, not because of any particular affections of our
bodies, but simply because we have bodies, which quite literally incorpor-
ate that which is common to all bodies. It is thus that we are able to arrive
at knowledge of the second kind, which, we now see, must always be of a
highly general character,’” as for instance our knowledge of the fundamen-
tal nature of motion. Relatedly, such knowledge must also be invariant from
one context to another. This is in contrast to the knowledge a man has,
just as he catches a ball, that his hand is now moving, which, were it to be
exactly replicated in another context, would nevertheless not survive into
that context. There he would have different knowledge, knowledge that his
hand was then moving, perhaps as a result of his catching a quite different
ball, or even half a ball.

6 See Bennett (1984), Ch. 1, §§4-6. See also Walker (1989), Ch. 3, §2. (But even if Spinoza’s
reply would be of this sort, I think that Walker exaggerates the compass it would have:
see esp. p. 53.) Note: whatever Spinoza’s reply to this concern would be, he exacerbates
it when he suggests that each of his own definitions should ‘[explicate] a thing as it exists
outside the intellect’ (Letter 9, p. 781).

57 Or must it? Harking back to Descartes’ reflections on his own existence, we might won-
der whether each man’s knowledge that he himself exists satisfies the criteria for being
knowledge of the second kind, despite its particularity. Does that not carry with it its own
credentials? For Spinoza’s reasons for saying that it does not, see IIp29+acc.
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It might appear now that no knowledge can be both adequate and
particular.’® Knowledge of the second kind is adequate; knowledge of the
first kind is particular. But the very account of how each is what it is seems
to preclude any knowledge’s being both. And if it is true that no knowledge
can be both, then the prospects for our approaching the model of human
nature discussed in §3, which involves our making maximum possible sense
of things, look dim. The summit of our aspirations to freedom, it now seems,
is proving mathematical theorems, or reflecting on such highly general fea-
tures of reality as the fundamental nature of motion.

Yet Spinoza sees much brighter prospects for our approaching the model
than that. He believes that we have the power to control both our affections
and our affects by making sense, among other things, of them; by appropri-
ating their explicantia and ensuring that they (the affections and the affects)
are active rather than passive; by, as Spinoza himself says, arranging them
and associating them with one another (Vp20s; cf. Vp39pf).

The question, therefore, is how this is possible. For precisely what it
requires is knowledge that is both adequate and particular: ‘adequate
knowledge of the essence of things’ (ITp40s), where the ‘essence’ of a thing
is as particular as the thing itself (Illp7). It is in answering this question
that Spinoza gives his account of knowledge of the third kind. For what
knowledge of the third kind is is ‘adequate knowledge of the essence of
things’.

Spinoza’’ believes that knowledge of the second kind can eventually
lead to, and include, an adequate (albeit incomplete) idea of substance: that
all-embracing, self-sufficient, unified being whose essence each particular
expresses in some way, that integrated being in which all particulars are
bound together in relations of necessitation (IIp47 and Vp14).°° To arrive at
knowledge of the third kind, he argues, we must proceed via this adequate
idea of substance. We must see all things, ourselves included, in their essen-
tial relation to the whole, ‘sub specie ceternitatis® as Spinoza famously puts it
(Vp29). (To see things in that way combats a solipsistic tendency in knowl-
edge of the first kind, and indeed in some knowledge of the second kind. It
brings us to a proper realization that we are part of nature.) Still, no amount
of knowledge of the second kind, however necessary it may be for securing
knowledge of the third kind, can suffice for doing so. For no amount of
knowledge of the second kind can issue in knowledge of the essence of any
particular (IIp37). For a man to proceed from knowledge of the second kind
to knowledge of the third kind, or from an adequate idea of substance to an

8 Cf. IIp31. But, as we shall see, the word ‘duration’ in this proposition is crucial: see
IId5 +exp.

3% T am indebted in what follows to Deleuze (1990a): see esp. pp. 299-301.

0 Spinoza’s own book, of course, testifies to the belief that it is possible for us to attain to
such an idea.



Spinoza: Metaphysics in the Service of Ethics 63

adequate knowledge of the essence of any given particular X, he must as it
were take a leap in his mind to X.

But how? And how can such knowledge count as adequate? How can it
express its own explicans? Why does this ‘leap’ not mean that whatever idea
he has in mind is answerable to something beyond?

No doubt the leap will be facilitated by suitable encounters with X itself,
issuing in inadequate knowledge of the first kind. The point, however, is this.
The knowledge in question, at which he eventually arrives, does not repre-
sent how X is. Indeed, it is even impervious to whether X is. It is knowledge
of what X is, in the sense that it is knowledge of what it is for X to be.*! It
is knowledge of what X can do. In principle, if not in practice, the subject
could have arrived at such knowledge through creative imagination, even if
X had never existed (Vp29+acc). It is in part a kind of practical knowledge:
it includes, though it is not exhausted by, knowledge of how to exploit the
possibilities that X affords, if ever and whenever the opportunity arises.®> If
the subject himself is X, in other words if the knowledge in question is self-
knowledge, then its practical part is, in effect, his knowledge of how to do
(some of) what he can do. If X is different from the subject, then the practi-
cal part of the knowledge is, in effect, his knowledge of how to do (some of)
what he can do in cooperation with X.

Reconsider John, Paul, George, and Ringo. Each of them can arrive at an
adequate knowledge of his own essence, whereby he develops his capacity
for creativity and performance. But each of them can also, through encoun-
ters with the others, arrive at an adequate knowledge of the others’ essences,
and ultimately at an adequate knowledge of the group’s essence. This is
what enables them to be creative and to perform as a group, achieving not
only what none of them could ever have achieved solo but what the four of
them could never have achieved as four isolated individuals. And if one of
the members of the group dies, or simply leaves the group and forces it to
disband, the remaining three retain a capacity, through their knowledge of
his essence, to perform, not as the original group, which is no longer possi-
ble, but not as ‘just another’ group either; rather, as a threesome that would
not itself have been possible if he and they had not originally functioned
together as a foursome.

Such knowledge is a way of making sense of particulars, including par-
ticular affections and particular affects. And it is a way of achieving power
over those affections and affects (Vp20s,p39pf). When Paul first hears John
perform something, he has certain auditory experiences. These are them-
selves passive mental affections, no doubt accompanied by various passive

61 This explains the significance of the word ‘duration’ in IIp31 (see n. 58), and, relatedly, the
importance of the subject’s seeing X sub specie aternitatis. (For an interesting account of
something closely related, albeit without reference to Spinoza, see Lowe (2008).)

2 See again Moore (1997a), Ch. 8.
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affects, or passions. So are his subsequent memories of them whenever they
are triggered (IIp18+acc). But he comes to make sense of these affections,
and perhaps also of their attendant passions, in a certain way. He comes to
understand why they occur as they do. And thus, to whatever limited extent —
Spinoza always acknowledges how severe the limitations are (IIpp3+pf,4+pf
and IVAppJ42) — Paul attains to corresponding active affections and affects,
through which he is able to make his own creative use of what he has heard
John do. In a small way he approaches the model of human nature. (This
of course has no implications, pro or contra, for whether he approaches the
model in other ways as well, still less for how close he is to it in any of those
other ways.)

Knowledge of the third kind, the knowledge which brings us to our high-
est level of freedom and activity, also brings us to our ‘highest conatus’ and
‘highest virtue’ (Vp235). It leads us to what Spinoza calls ‘an intellectual love
of God’ — a kind of joyful affirmation of life®> — in which both blessed-
ness and virtue consist (Vp36s,p42). In the exhilarating final pages of the
Ethics Spinoza argues, using resources that unfortunately lie beyond the
scope of this chapter, that we also thereby enjoy a kind of eternity (esp.
Vpp23+acc,31+acc,39+acc), where by eternity is meant, in Wittgenstein’s
words, ‘not infinite temporal duration, but timelessness’ (Wittgenstein (1961),
6.4311).°* Knowledge of the third kind is the supreme aim of ethics.

6. Metaphysical Knowledge as Knowledge
of the Second Kind

We come at last to the implications of all of this for metaphysics.® This final
section can be brief. Most of the work has already been done.

Metaphysics is the most general attempt to make sense of things. In
Spinoza’s terms, it is the most general pursuit of knowledge of the second
kind. And this is precisely what we find in the main part of the Ethics, where
Spinoza tries to convey a system of interrelated metaphysical truths. I refer
to the ‘main part’ of the Ethics because, as Deleuze has persuasively argued
(Deleuze (1990a), App., and Deleuze (1995¢)), something rather different

63 See the definition of ‘love’ in IIIDefEms6. (Recall that Shirley uses the word ‘pleas-
ure’ rather than ‘joy’ to translate the Latin word ‘letitia’: see n. 44.) Also relevant is
IIp49+acc.

¢ For discussion, see Deleuze (1990a), Ch.19, and Garrett (2009).

The links between Spinoza and the early Wittgenstein are profound: cf. also Wittgenstein
(1961), 6.43-6.45, and Wittgenstein (1979a), pp. 81 and 83-84. In the final section of this
chapter I hope to indicate how these links extend to the very structures of their two major
works. See further Ch. 9, §8.

5 For some interesting observations on Spinoza’s relation to metaphysics, in the context of

a broader discussion of the nature of metaphysics, see Hampshire (1962), Ch. 6.
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is to be found in the scholia, where Spinoza’s aim is more often to impart
knowledge of the first kind. When that is his aim, we find various heuristic
props for grasping the metaphysical truths conveyed in the main part of the
book, or indications of some of their practical repercussions, or just helpful
reformulations of some of them (e.g. [Ip8s, [Vp37ss1,2, and Vp20s).

In the main part, however, Spinoza tries to impart knowledge of the sec-
ond kind. But that is not just to say, what I have already said, that he tries
to convey metaphysical truths. There is more to his trying to impart knowl-
edge of the second kind than that. This is not because there are truths other
than metaphysical truths, say general truths about motion, whose knowl-
edge also constitutes knowledge of the second kind, and which he also tries
to convey. It is not a question of subject matter at all. (There are 7o truths
whose knowledge constitutes knowledge of the second kind, any more than
there are truths whose knowledge constitutes having learned something at
school. What is known does not dictate how it is known.) The point is this.
In trying to convey metaphysical truths, Spinoza might have been content
for his readers to accept what he says on trust. Had that been the case, he
would have been trying to convey no more than knowledge of the first kind.
In fact, of course, it is not the case. Spinoza wants his readers to see the
reasons for what he says and to make those reasons their own. He wants his
readers to share the knowledge which he himself has. He wants them, like
him, to make general sense of things.

Now I talked in §1 about Spinoza’s ‘communicating’ his general under-
standing of things to others. I had in mind something that was neutral on
this question of how his readers may be intended, or may in fact proceed,
to assimilate what is communicated. I was referring simply to his putting
his understanding into words. Whether his readers bow to his authority and
thereby acquire knowledge of the first kind or whether they work through
his proofs, come to share his general understanding of things, and thereby
acquire knowledge of the second kind - these are questions about the effects
that his work has.

Here is another effect that his work may have, this time involving knowl-
edge of the third kind. His readers may share his general understanding of
things, see the importance of knowledge of the third kind, recognize some of
the ways in which knowledge of that kind can be attained, be moved to pur-
sue them, set themselves to do so, and succeed. This, I believe, would be an
intended effect. So there is a sense in which Spinoza tries to impart knowl-
edge of the third kind too. But this is not to say that he tries to communicate
knowledge of the third kind. Knowledge of the third kind cannot be com-
municated. It is, in part, practical knowledge. And the part that is practical
cannot be put into words. Or at any rate, it cannot be put into finitely many
words, which is as much as I mean when I contend that it cannot be commu-
nicated. (I choose the word ‘contend’ advisedly. I do not claim to be rehears-
ing anything that Spinoza explicitly says at this point. But I see no other way
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of making sense of his insistence that knowledge of the third kind is both
adequate and yet incapable of issuing from knowledge of the second kind.®
Note, however, that even if I am wrong about this, the sheer particularity
of knowledge of the third kind means that, if ever someone communicated
knowledge of the third kind which he or she had, the result would be liable
to be of little more than autobiographical interest. It would be some sort
of coincidence if the same thing served to communicate knowledge of the
third kind which someone else had, or might come to have.) It may yet be
possible to communicate a good deal of knowledge about knowledge of the
third kind. That is certainly something that Spinoza tries to do in the Ethics.
And his trying to do that is certainly an integral part of his trying to impart
knowledge of the third kind (cf. Treatise, {37) — as of course is his trying
to convey the adequate idea of substance on which knowledge of the third
kind rests. But these are importantly different from his trying to say what it
is that, in having knowledge of the third kind, he or anyone else knows.”

What it all comes to, then, is this. Knowledge of the third kind is the
supreme aim of ethics. But it cannot be acquired except via knowledge of
the second kind. More specifically, it cannot be acquired except via meta-
physical knowledge. Metaphysics is therefore in the service of ethics. It helps
us to realize the supreme aim of ethics. It also helps us to understand the
supreme aim of ethics, to make sense of what it is to make ethical sense. Its
own aim is not the same as the supreme aim of ethics. Its own aim is a gen-
eral understanding of things. Even so, for the reasons given, metaphysics is
an integral part of the good life. Such is Spinoza’s resplendent vision.

% See again Moore (1997a), Ch. 8; and on the impartibility of such knowledge see ibid., pp.
208-209. Here I may be departing from Deleuze: see Deleuze (1995¢), p. 165.

7 In n. 64 I referred to links between the Ethics and Wittgenstein (1961). In Ch. 9, §8, I shall
argue that the latter is likewise an attempt, albeit using very different methods, to impart
an ethically important understanding that cannot be put into words.



CHAPTER 3

*
Leibniz

Metaphysics in the Service of Theodicy

1. The Apotheosis of Making Sense of Things

Both Descartes and Spinoza saw value in metaphysics for its own sake. The
ability to make general sense of things was, for each, a mark of humanity,
and its execution a mark of human excellence. Nevertheless, there was also,
for each, a more fundamental rationale for pursuing metaphysics. This was
its service to science in Descartes’ case, and its service to ethics in Spinoza’s.
It was perhaps Leibniz, of the three, who came closest to seeing the value
of metaphysics in exclusively non-instrumental terms. Indeed, concerning
knowledge ‘of the necessary eternal truths, above all those which are the
most comprehensive and which have the most relation to the sovereign
being, he wrote that ‘this knowledge alone is good in itself,” adding that ‘all
the rest is mercenary’ (‘Letter to Von Hessen-Rheinfels’, dated November
1686, in ‘Correspondence with Arnauld’, p. 170").

G.W. Leibniz (1646-1716) took it as something close to a basic datum
that things made sense.” This was part of the force of a fundamental a pri-
ori principle of reasoning that he recognized: ‘that there is nothing without
a reason’ (‘Metaphysical Consequences’, p. 172, emphasis in original) or

! Throughout this chapter I use the following abbreviations for Leibniz’ works: ‘A Specimen’
for Leibniz (1973c¢); ‘Correspondence with Arnauld’, for Leibniz (1962); Correspondence
with Clarke for Leibniz and Clarke (1956); ‘Discourse’ for Leibniz (1998); ‘Introduction’
for Leibniz (1973a); ‘Metaphysical Consequences’ for Leibniz (1973}); ‘Monadology’ for
Leibniz (1973k); ‘Nature and Grace’ for Leibniz (1973]); ‘Necessary and Contingent’
for Leibniz (1973¢); New Essays for Leibniz (1996); ‘New System’ for Leibniz (1973g);
‘On Contingency’ for Leibniz (1989); ‘On Freedom’ for Leibniz (1973f); ‘Reflections’ for
Leibniz (1956); ‘Résumé’ for Leibniz (19731); Schriften for Leibniz (1923-); Textes Inédits
for Leibniz (1948); Theodicy for Leibniz (1985); ‘The Ultimate Origination’ for Leibniz
(1973h); and ‘Universal Synthesis’ for Leibniz (1973b). All unaccompanied references are
to Leibniz (1875-1890), with Roman numerals representing volume numbers and Arabic
numerals page numbers.

2 In this he, like Descartes, showed the influence of his scholastic heritage: see further
below.
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again, that ‘nothing unintelligible happens’ (New Essays, p. 381).° This prin-
ciple, which he called the principle of sufficient reason, was one of two fun-
damental a priori principles that he recognized. The other, which he called
the principle of contradiction, was that ‘nothing can at the same time be
and not be, but everything either is or is not’ (‘Introduction’, p. 9).* Between
them, these two principles constituted, for Leibniz, a kind of boundary con-
dition on all attempts to make sense of things. The principle of contradiction
precluded success beyond that boundary; the principle of sufficient reason
guaranteed success within it. There was never any sense to be made of things
beyond the boundary, that is there was never any sense to be made of things
in attempts that did not have due regard for consistency, because there was
never any sense to be made there at all; there was always some sense to be
made of things within the boundary, that is there was always some sense
to be made of things in attempts that did have due regard for consistency,
because things always made sense. And Leibniz held that there was intrinsic
value in our striving, as far as possible, to discern this sense (and, thus far,
to emulate God, who constantly held this sense in view’). In particular, there
was intrinsic value in our striving to discern the most general sense that
things made. It was a mark of our very humanity that we had the capacity
to do this (cf. ‘Résumé’, §22).

That this was a mark of our humanity held a further significance for
Leibniz. It meant that there was something foolhardy in any attempt to dis-
cern the most general sense that things made while ignoring the attempts
of others. Indeed, in accord with his own most general conception of things
(see §3), Leibniz believed that each attempt to discern the most general
sense that things made was grounded in a particular point of view from
which certain aspects of that general sense were peculiarly perspicuous.
We should draw unashamedly on past traditions. Drawing on past tradi-
tions would not, in Leibniz’ view, spare us the effort of working out why
their insights counted as such: metaphysics is a fundamentally a priori
exercise. But it would at least put us in touch with their insights, which
might otherwise elude us. Leibniz was both by nature and by conviction
an eclectic.’

3 In calling this something close to a basic datum for Leibniz, I am prescinding from some
attempts that he made early in his career to prove it (see Mercer (2001), p. 3, and the refer-
ences given there), attempts which he later abandoned (see Bennett (2003), p. 176, and the
references given there). For a fascinating discussion of the principle, in relation to Plato as
well as to Leibniz, see Wiggins (1996).

Cf. ‘A Specimen’, p. 75; ‘Monadology’, §§31 and 32; and Correspondence with Clarke,
‘Fifth Paper’, 10.

Cf. ‘Discourse’, §35, and ‘Letter to De Volder’, dated January 17035, in II, 278.

Cf. Christia Mercer (2001), Ch. 1. On p. 471 of ibid., Mercer writes that ‘for Leibniz the
road to truth was paved with the books of the great philosophers.” Cf. in this connection
‘Letter to Remond’, dated 10 January 1714, in IIL.
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For his own part, although he was very conscious of the various ancient
legacies at his disposal, he tried above all to draw on the more recent scho-
lastic legacy handed down to him in the form of mainstream Christianity.”
Thus he believed in an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good God, whose
existence he took to be susceptible to proof (e.g. ‘Résumé’, §§1-3, and
‘Monadology’, §§43-45).® God, in Leibniz’ view, was responsible for all
that is contingently the case. And what is contingently the case, in the vivid
terminology of ‘possible worlds’ that he famously introduced, is what is the
case in this possible world but not in others (‘Monadology’, §§53 and 54).
But, granted God’s nature, this possible world must be the best. For what
is the best ‘God knows through his wisdom, chooses through his goodness,
and produces through his power’ (‘Monadology’, §55). Moreover, ‘the best’
here was not to be understood in the naturalistic and relativistic way in
which Spinoza had understood it (see §3 of the previous chapter). Leibniz
explicitly repudiated that conception in favour of a conception whereby the
criteria for what is best were firmly engrained in the large-scale structure of
reality and were not dependent on the will of anyone, not even on the will of
God (e.g. ‘Reflections’, pp. 911-912 and 916-917; cf. ‘Discourse’, §2).

Such was Leibniz’ own most general attempt to make sense of things, in
its broadest outline. If it was a success, then it was as great a success as any
such attempt could be. For to show that things are how they are because
there is, cosmically, no better way for them to be is a kind of apotheosis of
making sense of things.” And if that is the prospect afforded by the most
general attempt to make sense of things, then this gives further fillip to the
idea that there is intrinsic value in its pursuit.

For Leibniz, then, the significance of metaphysics lay not in its subserving
some further purpose, nor yet in its providing a solution to any independent
problem. Its significance lay, at least in part, in its capacity to achieve, at the
highest possible level, the very thing that it was an attempt to achieve. But
only in part. There was a price to be paid. And here we come to the real
irony of Leibniz’ system. For, granted the general sense he made of things,
the significance of metaphysics had to be seen as lying also, and in even
greater part, not in its providing a solution to any independent problem,
certainly, but in its providing a great problem of its own.

2. The Problem of Theodicy

The problem, to put it baldly, is that this does not appear to be the best of
all possible worlds.'” The existence of better possible worlds seems itself to

7 See Mercer (2001), Ch. 1, §2.

8 For extensive discussion of Leibniz’ proofs of the existence of God, see Adams (1994),
Chs 5-8.

9 Cf. Parfit (2004).

10 Leibniz’ vision was famously satirized by Voltaire in Voltaire (1990).
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be a basic datum, impinging on us every bit as forcefully as any principle
to the effect that things always make sense — nay, through our various tri-
als and afflictions, altogether more forcefully. To reject that datum is not
merely to invite scepticism about whatever reasoning has brought us to do
so. It is to invite accusations of intellectualist insensibility. It is to risk mak-
ing a mockery of our very real, very unmockable suffering. To be sure, the
conclusion that this is the best of all possible worlds has scope for profound
consolation. For while uncompensated suffering is one thing, suffering with
an acknowledged purpose, to avoid what would otherwise be yet worse,
is quite different.'" But the depth of the consolation will be proportional
to our ability to understand it. Even if we can dispel the scepticism about
whatever reasoning has brought us to the conclusion that this is the best of
all possible worlds, such scepticism is liable to give way to scepticism about
our capacity to see what the conclusion really means. The consolation will
be minimal unless our recognition that things somehow make sense is not
itself the limit of our ability to make sense of them; or, if it is the limit, unless
we at least have a grip on why it is. One way or another Leibniz needs to
confront the problem that his metaphysical story seems to be a repellent lie
about what our lives are really like.

This problem is of course a variation on the classic problem that con-
fronts anyone who believes in an omniscient, omnipotent, perfectly good
God. It is a harsh fact that such a belief appears incompatible with how
the world appears, which is to say, improvable. It is the task of theodicy
to address this problem.'? Typically, this task is discharged by rejecting the
first of the two appearances, the appearance of incompatibility. Leibniz,
however, in insisting that this is the best of all possible worlds, needs to
discharge it by rejecting the second of the two appearances, the appear-
ance of improvability. In order to do this he needs to expand on the meta-
physical story that he has already told and to provide some account of
the illusion. To the extent that he can do this, metaphysics will after all be
in the service of some other undertaking for him. It will be in the service
of theodicy.

But this is somewhat different from the way in which it was in the service
of other undertakings for Descartes and Spinoza. It is different because the
very raison d’étre of theodicy, for Leibniz, is metaphysical. Metaphysics is in
the service of an attempt to deal with its own fallout.

I referred in §7 of the Introduction to the way in which good metaphys-
ics can fulfil the function of rectifying bad metaphysics. The function that
I am suggesting it has for Leibniz is somewhat different from that too. It is

1 This is something that Nietzsche will later see with especial clarity: see Nietzsche (1967a),
Essay II, §7, and Essay III, §28; and see Ch. 15, §6.

12 Tt is noteworthy that the only philosophical book that Leibniz published during his life-
time was called Theodicy.
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the function of addressing a problem created by metaphysics that is itself
good, but importantly incomplete. However, this function shares with the
function to which I referred in the Introduction that it needs to involve a
general attempt to make sense of our original general attempt to make sense
of things. We shall see in the development of Leibniz’ metaphysical story
how clearly he has this need in view.

3. Leibniz’ System

The story proceeds as follows. The ultimate constituents of the world are
individual substances, what Leibniz calls monads. These are minds, or mind-
like. Each of them represents the world in some way. They include God,'’
you, next-door’s cat, and countless much less sophisticated monads cor-
responding to various material features of the world. But none of them is
itself, strictly speaking, material.'* For neither space nor time is an ultimate
feature of reality. (The infinite divisibility of space and time means that they
have parts whose existence is parasitic on the wholes, which, in Leibniz’ view,
flouts a basic metaphysical principle of what is real (I, 622).) Rather, space
and time are features of how reality appears to certain of these monads.
Leibniz is an idealist."

Already we see a striking divergence between the reaction of Spinoza to
Descartes’ complex pluralism about substance and that of Leibniz. Spinoza
reacted by acknowledging only one substance. Leibniz takes the opposite
but equally simplifying step of acknowledging an infinity of substances,
each of the same basic kind. But despite this divergence, there are important
respects in which Spinoza and Leibniz are closer to each other than either
is to Descartes. Each of them believes that that which merits the title of
‘substance’ is without parts — yet also such as to contain within itself all the
complexity and diversity of nature. We shall see shortly the form that such
containment takes in Leibniz.

Now God, although He is just one monad among infinitely many, is
different from all other monads in the following crucial respect. He exists
necessarily, whereas they exist contingently. He exists necessarily for reasons

13 Tt is not entirely uncontroversial that they include God: see Russell (1992a), p. 187. But
Russell himself cites passages from Leibniz which imply that God is a monad. He suggests
that these are ‘slips’. I disagree. Cf. ‘Monadology’, §§1 and 47.

4 So to say that monads include you and next-door’s cat is to presuppose that you and next-
door’s cat are independent of your bodies.

15 Once Descartes separated the self from its environment in the way in which he did (Ch. 1.
§6), it was only a question of time before a post-Cartesian philosopher would espouse
such idealism: see Heidegger (2003a), pp. 32-33. Note: Leibniz’ idealism has much in
common with Kant’s (see Ch. 5, esp. §4), but, unlike Kant, Leibniz is happy to accept that
we can know a good deal about the underlying non-spatio-temporal reality.
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made clear by the proofs of His existence. They exist contingently because
they depend for their existence on Him, and whatever He creates He could
have refrained from creating. Given any non-Divine monad that exists in
this world, there are therefore other possible worlds in which it does not
exist. And there are other possible worlds in which non-Divine monads exist
that do not exist in this world. We might put it like this: God’s creative act
is to actualize some, but not all, ‘possible monads’.'®

Does this mean that there is nothing more to a possible world than the
possible monads it contains, or again, that a possible world just is an arbi-
trary set of possible monads? We might think that there must be more to a
possible world than that, namely how the possible monads are ‘arranged’.
In fact, however, there is plenty in Leibniz to preclude his acknowledging
any such notion of ‘arrangement’. Indeed, there is plenty to preclude his
acknowledging any possible monad’s existing in more than one possible
world."” But if no possible monad exists in more than one possible world,
then it immediately follows not only that there is never any more to a pos-
sible world than a set of possible monads, but that there is sometimes not
that much — by which I mean that some such sets, indeed most such sets, do
not correspond to any possible world. This is something to which Leibniz
is in any case independently committed, because he recognizes a relation
of compossibility among possible monads, a relation whose complement —
incompossibility — holds between two possible monads precisely when there
is no possible world in which they both exist (III, 572ff.). There are some
extraordinarily delicate questions concerning how this and the arguments
for it are to be interpreted.'® I shall have a little more to say about these
issues later. Suffice to observe, for the time being, that God’s creative act is
in an important sense neither more nor less than His actualizing of some
possible monads (cf. ITT, 573)."

16 Note: I shall use the phrase ‘possible monad’ in such a way as to preclude God Himself.
A possible monad exists in some but not all possible worlds. Note also: although I shall
talk of God Himself as existing in all possible worlds, as a way of registering that His exis-
tence is necessary, there is at least one respect in which such talk is misleading. Possible
worlds themselves depend on God (‘Monadology’, §43; cf. also n. 23 and the material
cited therein).

17 For an excellent discussion, with references, see Adams (1994), Pt I, esp. Ch. 2, §1.

8 For two extremely helpful discussions, see Wiggins (1988), esp. §9, and Bennett (2003),
§139.

19 Tt is a further question, which I here simply note, what exactly this actualizing consists
in: what the difference is between a possible monad that exists and one that is ‘merely’
possible. (For discussion, see Adams (1994), Ch. 6, esp. §§1 and 2.) That such a ques-
tion should arise, given that it concerns what is, after all, the greatest difference there
could be, is indicative of how high the seas of metaphysics are running here. (This is a
deliberate echo of both Wittgenstein (1967a), Pt I, §194, and ibid., §304.) P.E Strawson
gives the question a further twist in Strawson (1959), where he discusses the views of ‘a
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Each monad has two fundamental features for Leibniz. It is ‘windowless’
(‘Monadology’, §7) and it ‘mirrors’ the whole world (‘Monadology’, §56).

To say that it is windowless is to say that ‘neither substance nor accident
can enter [it] from without’ (‘Monadology’, §7). That is, it is impervious to
everything else, or rather, in the case of a created monad, it is impervious to
everything else except God. This imperviousness is of a very radical kind.
Each monad, Leibniz says, is like a world apart (‘Discourse’, §14). He also
says that ‘whatever happens to each [monad] would flow from its nature
and its notion even if the rest were supposed to be absent’” (‘A Specimen’,
p. 79) and that ‘it is as if there were as many different universes [sc. as there
are monads]’ (‘Monadology’, §57). In other words, it would make no dif-
ference to a created monad if ‘nothing else existed but only God and itself’
(‘New System’, p. 122). In particular it would make no difference to any of
us. It follows that, for Leibniz, just as for Descartes (Ch. 1, §6), unless we
can make sense of what is, in a very deep sense, transcendent, we cannot
make sense of anything other than ourselves.

But Leibniz would think that it was unacceptably sceptical to deny that
we can make sense of what is other than ourselves (‘Universal Synthesis’, pp.
15-16). He therefore needs, just as Descartes needed, some assurance that we
can do this and some account of how. His response to this need is very similar
to Descartes’. He appeals to God’s benevolent guarantee that what is other
than us shall conform to the ideas that we form through the proper use of
our various faculties of representation.”’ And this connects with the second
fundamental feature that each monad has. Each monad mirrors the whole
world. That is, each monad comprises a full and (because of God’s benevo-
lence) accurate representation of the world, which in effect means a full and
accurate representation of every other monad. The second fundamental fea-
ture therefore serves as a kind of corrective to the first. Here is Leibniz:

God first created the soul, and every other real unity [i.e. monad], in such
a way that everything in it must spring from within itself, by a perfect
spontaneity with regard to itself, and yet in a perfect conformity with
things outside.... It follows from this that, since each of these substances
exactly represents the whole universe in its own way and from a cer-
tain point of view, and since the perceptions or expressions of external

possible philosopher at least very similar to Leibniz in certain doctrinal respects’ (p. 117).
Strawson asks, in effect, why a possible monad should not be actualized twice.

Note: Deleuze writes that ‘in Leibniz ... the world has no existence outside the monads
that express it, while yet God brings the world, rather than the monads, into existence’
(Deleuze (1990a), p. 334). I am not altogether convinced by his reasons for drawing this
distinction, but in any case I intend what I say in the main text to be neutral with respect
to any such issue of ontological priority. (I shall return briefly, and parenthetically, to this
issue later in this section.)

20 See ‘Discourse’, §§23-25, for discussion of what this proper use comes to.
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things reach the soul at the proper time by virtue of its own laws..., there
will be a perfect agreement between all these substances, producing the
same effect as would occur if these communicated with one another by
means of a transmission of species or qualities [i.e. the same effect as
would occur if they were not windowless]. (‘New System’, pp. 122-123,
emphasis in original)

But since, in a sense, there is nothing more to a monad than its represen-
tation of the world, there needs to be some difference between any two of
these representations to distinguish the two corresponding monads. This
difference is grounded in the fact that each representation is, as Leibniz puts
it in the quotation above, from a certain point of view.”! That is to say, each
representation is more distinct either the closer its subject matter is to the
corresponding monad or the larger its subject matter is (in some metaphor-
ical sense of closeness and some metaphorical sense of largeness?). This is
why, despite the fact that you carry a full and accurate representation of the
world within you, you cannot always determine the answer to a question
just by elementary introspection. If the question concerns something about
which your representation is very indistinct, then you will need to apply
effort of some appropriate kind to ‘reposition’ yourself and make it more
distinct. And this may in practice, if not in principle, be beyond you. Leibniz
summarizes these ideas as follows:

The nature of the monad is representative, and consequently nothing can
limit it to representing a part of things only, although it is true that its
representation is confused as regards the detail of the whole universe
and can only be distinct as regards a small part of things; that is to say
as regards those which are either the nearest or the largest in relation to
each of the monads.... In a confused way [all monads] go towards the
infinite, towards the whole; but they are limited and distinguished from
one another by the degrees of their distinct perceptions.... [A] soul can
read in itself only what is distinctly represented there; it is unable to
develop all at once all the things that are folded within it, for they stretch
to infinity. (‘Monadology’, §§60 and 61)

(Note that Leibniz uses the language of representation in this quotation.
Elsewhere, for example in ‘Discourse’, §§9 and 335, he uses the language of

2t Cf. 1L, 251-252.

22 These senses have to be metaphorical because monads are not literally in space. Quite
what they amount to is not easy to say. For an excellent discussion, see Brandom (2002c).
See also Deleuze (1990b), 24th Series, esp. pp. 171-172. Note: Deleuze distinguishes
Leibniz’ views from a perspectivism that we find in Nietzsche. We shall return to the latter
in Ch. 15, §3. One important difference worth noting straight away is that on Leibniz’
view there is one point of view, namely God’s, that is privileged (e.g. ‘Discourse’, §14, and
‘Monadology’, §60).
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expression. This reflects the fact that he is talking about a relation that is in
some ways like the representational relation that holds between a Cartesian
mind and the radically independent world to which that mind’s thinking
is answerable, but which is in other ways like the expressive relation that
holds between a Spinozist attribute and the reality that finds corresponding
articulation in every other attribute.)

At this point there arises a particularly difficult exegetical question. Call
the relation that obtains between two possible monads when their repre-
sentations of the world cohere harmony. The question is this: what is the
relation between harmony and compossibility?

We might think that they must be different relations. In particular, we
might think that there must be instances of compossibility that are not
instances of harmony. For, although it is impossible for two conflicting stor-
ies both to be true, it is not impossible for two conflicting stories both to be
told. There is corroboration for this in Leibniz’ definition of the compos-
sible as ‘that which, with another, does not imply a contradiction’ (Textes
Inédits, p. 325). For there is surely no contradiction in two monads’ failing
to be in harmony with each other. Furthermore, unless there were instances
of compossibility that were not instances of harmony, either God would
not after all be required to ensure that all monads are in harmony with
one another, for it would be impossible for them not to be, or God would
be required to ensure that the world is so much as possible. Either of these
alternatives would be contrary to what Leibniz actually says. The former
would be contrary to his insistence that ‘it is God alone ... who is the cause
of [harmony]’ (‘Discourse’, §14). The latter would be contrary to his denial
that ‘the eternal truths of metaphysics ... are only the effects of God’s will’
(‘Discourse’, §2; cf. IV, 344). (It is surely an eternal truth of metaphysics that
the world is possible.)*

On the other hand, as against all of that, unless compossibility just is
harmony, then it is hard to see what else it can be. What else, given the
windowlessness of monads, might be thought to explain why not every set
of possible monads constitutes a possible world? What, other than dishar-
mony, might be thought to prevent any pair of possible monads from exist-
ing in the same possible world, or any one possible monad from existing in
two different possible worlds?

23 Could Leibniz say that God is required to ensure that the world is possible on the grounds
that the world’s being possible, although it does not depend on His will, does depend on
His understanding (cf. ‘Discourse’, §2, the clause immediately after that cited in the main
text, and ‘Monadology’, §§43-46)? Perhaps. But this would still not leave room in his
system for the view that compossibility entails harmony. This is because he takes the har-
mony of monads with one another, which on that view would be a consequence of the
world’s being possible, to depend on God’s will, not just on His understanding (e.g. ‘New
System’, pp. 131-132 and Correspondence with Clarke, ‘Second Paper’).
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These are genuine questions, not rhetorical questions. I raise them just
to signal the exegetical difficulty. We could not accede to the suggestion
that compossibility is the same as harmony without dismissing some of the
quotations above as aberrations on Leibniz’ part. And in any case there are
all sorts of further complications that I have not considered. (Here is one.
I said earlier that there is surely no contradiction in two monads’ failing to
be in harmony with each other. But if God necessarily creates everything for
the best, and if the best necessarily requires harmony, perhaps disharmony
does imply a contradiction? Here is another. It may be a basic error in the
first place to think of possible worlds combinatorially. Perhaps each possible
monad is just an aspect of some possible world, the worlds being ontologi-
cally more fundamental than the monads, so that the question whether a
possible monad can exist in more than one possible world trivially receives
the answer no.”* But then, to complicate this complication, how would that
consist with the monads’ windowlessness??’) All that matters for our pur-
poses is that somewhere in the process of determining which of all the arbi-
trary sets of possible monads is to constitute this world there is a benevolent
decree on the part of God that prohibits any whose monads are not in har-
mony with one another.?®

But harmony is not the only desideratum. If it were, there would be
no reason for God to create anything at all. For in a world with no cre-
ated monads, it would be vacuously true that every monad was in har-
mony with every other. So, by the principle of sufficient reason, there must
be something else guiding God’s creative act (‘Nature and Grace’, §7; cf.
‘Monadology’, §53).

What there is, Leibniz urges, is the value of sheer existence. The more
that exists, the better. God’s own necessary existence serves as a ground for
this desideratum, which Leibniz expresses as follows: ‘everything possible

24 Cf. Wiggins (1988), pp. 278-279.

25 For discussion of these and further complications, see Russell (1992a), §69; D’Agostino
(1981); Savile (2000), pp. 15-16; Bennett (2003), §139; and McDonough (2010). And
for some further striking suggestions about what compossibility consists in, see Deleuze
(1993), 59ff.; Deleuze (1994), pp. 263-264; and Deleuze (1990b), pp. 171-172. (But see
also Ch. 21, n. 27, for some concerns about Deleuze’s handling of this notion.)

26 That the possible monads that are actualized should at least form a set, where this is
understood in such a way that those that are not actualized form the complement of the
set, in other words that each possible monad should be either actualized or not but that
none should be both, is determined by the principle of contradiction. (I am prescinding
from nominalistic concerns about the existence of sets, and also from anachronistic con-
cerns about whether there are too many monads to form a set: see Moore (2001a), Ch. 8,
§§3-3.) That they should form this set is determined by the principle of sufficient reason.
Again, that they should form a set depends on God’s understanding; that they should
form this set, on God’s will (‘Monadology’, §46).
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demands existence’ (‘Résumé’, §6, emphasis in original).”” So God actual-
izes as much as He can, subject to the constraint that there should still be
harmony.

But subject only to that constraint? Or are there yet further desiderata
besides these two? Leibniz does sometimes write as though harmony and
plenitude were the only two desiderata. Indeed, in one striking passage he
combines that suggestion with the suggestion — which, if it were intended,
would settle the question we have just been considering about the relation
between compossibility and harmony - that compossibility is indeed tanta-
mount to harmony. He writes, ‘It does not follow from this [sc. that every-
thing possible demands existence] that all possibles exist; though this would
follow if all possibles were compossible’ (‘Résumé’, §7; cf. “The Ultimate
Origination’, p. 139). Elsewhere, however, he seems to acknowledge beauty,
order, and their perception by intelligent beings as further determinants of
creation (e.g. ‘Résumé’, §§17 and 18). The issue is whether they really are
further determinants. There is certainly more to beauty and order than har-
mony. But is there more to them than plenitude? Leibniz glosses plenitude
in such a way as to make clear that there is more to it than sheer popula-
tion size. Form and variety also count (e.g. ‘Résumé’, §12). And indeed he
explicitly relates form and variety to beauty and order (ibid., §§13-15). But
does he relate them tightly enough to derive the value of the latter from
the value of the former? And what about the value of their perception by
intelligent beings? Once again, the exegetical waters are deep. Once again,
we do not need to wade through them. All that matters for our purposes is
that there are, if not two desiderata influencing God’s creative act, then two
broad categories of desiderata, one essentially quantitative and the other
essentially qualitative, and these are in conflict with each other, so that what
God needs to achieve in creation is a balance between the two, maximizing

27 Cf. ibid., §§4 and 5. In §5 he expresses it as follows: ‘everything possible has an urge to
existence’ (emphasis added). This might put us in mind of Spinoza’s notion of conatus
(see Ch. 2, §3). But see Deleuze (1990a), pp. 230ff., for why the two should not be
assimilated: Spinoza’s notion has no application to what is ‘merely’ possible, a cat-
egory that Spinoza does not so much as recognize. Indeed, if Leibniz’ formulae were
understood in too Spinozist a way, for instance in such a way as to entail that each
possible thing would exist unless it were prevented from doing so, then we might begin
to wonder what need there was for any creative act on God’s part (as opposed to acts
of prevention): cf. Lovejoy (1964), pp. 177ff., and Neiman (2002), p. 27. See Bennett
(2003), p. 181, where he addresses this concern and scotches any such interpretation.
See also Blumenfeld (1981) for a very interesting discussion. (I should concede, as both
Jonathan Bennett and David Blumenfeld do, that Leibniz sometimes states his view in a
way that precisely encourages such an interpretation: see e.g. II, 194, and ‘The Ultimate
Origination’, pp. 137-138. But see also ‘A Specimen’, pp. 75-76, n. 1, for a more careful
statement.)
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each to the least detriment of the other.?® This world is the possible world in
which that balance is struck. Or, as Leibniz himself puts it, this world is that
which is ‘most perfect, that is to say that which is simultaneously simplest
in theories and the richest in phenomena’ (‘Discourse’, §6; cf. “The Ultimate
Origination’, p. 138, and ‘Monadology’, §58). In sum, this world is the best
of all possible worlds.

4. Leibniz’ Various Modal Distinctions

Before we turn to Leibniz’ account of how this world appears not to be the
best of all possible worlds, we should note an important implication of the
story so far concerning the contingency of how things are. If, per impossi-
ble, we had an infinite intellect, and were thereby able to perform the infi-
nitely complex calculations necessary to determine how things must be for
the balance referred to at the end of the previous section to be struck, then
we would be in a position to determine a priori how things in fact are. For
in Leibniz’ view we have an a priori guarantee that there is an omniscient,
omnipotent, perfectly good God, who ensures that things are just how they
must be for that balance to be struck. That it would be possible in this way
to determine a priori how things are is not however supposed to impugn our
conviction that this world is just one of a range of possible worlds, in other
words that it is contingent that things are the way they are.

How comfortable should we be with this? For any positivistically minded
philosopher there is a harsh dissonance in the idea of determining a priori
how, among all the ways things could have been, they are. If things could have
been otherwise, such a philosopher will say, then nothing short of experien-
tial contact with things can rule out their actually being otherwise.””’

Three points can be made straight away, each of which should make
Leibniz’ idea sound a little easier on the positivist ear. First, there is always
some sense, if only an epistemic sense indicating a prior ignorance, in which
determining a priori how things are means ruling out other possibilities. It
is not obvious that what would be ruled out in the Leibnizian story need
be possible in a sense that would be any more awkward to accommodate,
positivistically, than that. (We shall return to this point.) Second, Leibniz’
conception of the a priori is in any case somewhat different from the posi-
tivist conception. It is closer to the original conception, which applied to

28 Not even this is uncontroversial. David Blumenfeld, in Blumenfeld (1995), adduces an
impressive variety of textual support for a reading whereby there is just one kind of desid-
eratum. If there is, then some of what I shall say later in this chapter needs to be recast,
but I do not think its gist is affected.

2 See further Ch. 11, esp.§1. See also Ch. 4, §3, for the Humean inspiration behind
this conviction. See Kripke (1981), pp. 54-55, for some well-known contemporary
(non-Leibnizian) dissent.
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reasoning from explicans to explicandum. Roughly, on Leibniz’ conception,
to determine a priori how things are is to determine how they are in a way
that explains why they are that way.’ And third, there is of course the very
grossness of the counterpossibility signalled in the phrase ‘per impossible’.
Small wonder if the posit that we have an infinite intellect has such strange
consequences!’

This third point can be helpfully reinforced by looking at one familiar
aspect of the Leibnizian idea of determining a priori how things are. Leibniz
writes, ‘In every true affirmative proposition, necessary or contingent, uni-
versal or particular, the notion of the predicate is in some way contained
in the notion of the subject’ (‘Necessary and Contingent’, p. 96).>> Thus
suppose that Adam sins. Then the ‘notion’ of sinning must be contained
in the ‘notion” of Adam. This makes it sound as if Adam could not have
failed to sin, and indeed, strictly speaking, Leibniz thinks, he could not.
For strictly speaking there is only one possible world, namely this world, in
which Adam, this actual man, this very monad, so much as exists, and that
is a world in which he sins (cf. ‘Discourse’, §31). But it remains contingent
that Adam sins, because it is contingent that Adam exists at all. The point
about his notion containing the notion of sinning is just that a full infinite
grasp of what it takes to be Adam must include a grasp of all that is involved
in the possible world in which he exists, including his sinning. And that
grasp would be part of the a priori exercise of determining that the world in
question was the best, thereby inferring that the world in question was this
world, thereby inferring that Adam exists, and thereby inferring that Adam
sins (cf. ‘Letter to Arnauld’, dated 4-14 July 1686, in ‘Correspondence with
Arnauld’).

We, however, have only a partial, finite grasp of what it takes to be Adam.
We cannot determine a priori that Adam sins. The only truths that we can
determine a priori, which Leibniz calls ‘truths of reasoning’ (‘Monadology’,
§§33-35), are those whose denial can, by a finite process of analysis, be
reduced to absurdity.’* (A simple example might be that any father who sins

30 There is a nice account, with references, in Adams (1994), pp. 109-110.

31 God, by contrast, does have an infinite intellect: He ‘comprehends the infinite at once ...
and can understand a priori the perfect reason for [any] contingency’ (‘Necessary and
Contingent’, p. 97). And He can infer from this, together with His own perfection, that
the contingency in question holds (cf. ‘On Freedom’, p. 109). But He can also be said to
‘sense’ the contingency, not in the way in which we might sense it, but in as much as ‘it
pleases Him’ (Schriften, Series VI, Vol. 111, p. 56).

Leibniz seems to hold that every proposition is of subject-predicate form, though the exe-
gesis is delicate. For discussion, with references, see Ishiguro (1972), Ch. 5.

32

33 What counts as absurdity? Running together the ideas in ‘Monadology’, §§33-35, we

can say that absurdity consists in denying a ‘primary principle’. And what is a ‘primary
principle’? According to ‘Monadology’, §33, it is a proposition whose denial contains
an express contradiction. So the upshot of these three sections is that truths of reasoning
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is a parent who sins — fathers being by definition male parents.) And the dis-
tinction between truths of reasoning and all other truths, the latter of which
Leibniz calls ‘truths of fact’ (ibid.), just is the distinction between what is
necessarily true, or true in all possible worlds, and what is contingently true,
or true merely in this world (‘Necessary and Contingent’, esp. pp. 96-98; cf.
‘Discourse’, §13, and ‘On Freedom’, pp. 108-109). So once the counterpos-
sible presumption of our infinite intellect has been dropped, Leibniz’ view
is not so different from what a positivistically minded philosopher might
choose to say after all.

That Leibniz talks about the notion of the predicate being contained
in the notion of the subject has led some commentators, notably Bertrand
Russell, to compare his idea to Kant’s idea of analyticity, which he (Kant)
defines in a superficially very similar way. Kant calls a judgment analytic
when ‘the predicate B belongs to the subject A as something that is (covertly)
contained in the concept A’ (Kant (1998), A6/B10). Having made this com-
parison, Russell struggles with Leibniz’ claim, quoted above, that ‘in every
true affirmative proposition ... the notion of the predicate is in some way
contained in the notion of the subject’ (emphasis added). For on even a
remotely Kantian understanding of this, there is one kind of proposition,
namely an existential proposition such as the proposition that Adam exists,
which must be an exception (ibid., A225/B272-273 and A592-602/B620-
630). And Russell, accordingly, does not see how it can fail to be an excep-
tion for Leibniz too (Russell (1992a), pp. 9-10).>* Russell does not see how
even a full infinite grasp of what it takes to be Adam can suffice for seeing
that anyone actually fills the bill. But in fact, once we realize that Leibniz’
idea allows for appeal to what would be visible to an infinite intellect ca-
pable of seeing a priori how this world qualifies as the best of all possible
worlds, and that Kant’s idea allows for appeal to nothing save what would
be visible to a finite intellect trying to make sense of what is given to it in
experience (ibid., B145), so that Kant’s idea, if it corresponds to anything in

are those that can be shown, by a finite process of analysis, not to be deniable without
violating the principle of contradiction, the second of the two fundamental a priori prin-
ciples of reasoning introduced in §1 (cf. ‘Discourse’, §13). But that seems to exclude the
other one, the principle of sufficient reason, which Leibniz elsewhere suggests should be
included (e.g. VII, 301). The fact is that Leibniz’ views on these matters are not settled
(see n. 3). In what follows I shall make the assumption which seems to me to be in the
greatest harmony with the greatest amount of what he says: that the principle of suffi-
cient reason does indeed count as a primary principle, and is therefore itself a truth of
reasoning. (One important consequence of this assumption is that, insofar as that princi-
ple is needed to prove any given proposition, for instance the proposition that God exists
(see e.g. ‘Nature and Grace’, §8), that is no threat to the proposition’s being a truth of
reasoning).

34 Cf. Edward Craig (1987), p. 61, n. 47, where Craig likewise says that this kind of prop-
osition is an exception for Leibniz, but without any reference.
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Leibniz, corresponds to Leibniz’ idea of a truth of reasoning,® then there is
no obstacle to our accepting that Leibniz really does mean every true affir-
mative proposition, including the proposition that Adam exists.** And if we
insist on using the Kantian label ‘analytic’ for Leibniz’ much broader idea,
however foreign that may be to Kant’s own use of the label, then we can
say, with Louis Couturat, that just as part of the purport of the principle of
contradiction is that every analytic proposition is true, so too part of the
purport of the principle of sufficient reason is that every true proposition is
analytic (Couturat (1901), pp. 214-221).

I have been arguing, then, on Leibniz’ behalf and in what I hope to be
something like Leibniz’ own terms, that his conviction that every prop-
osition is analytic in that broad, non-Kantian sense does not in any way
compromise his conviction that some propositions are contingent. But
there is one further concern that we might have about this, which must be
addressed. The concern is as follows. On Leibniz’ view, it is not only ana-
lytic, in that sense, that there is an omniscient, omnipotent, perfectly good
God who ensures that everything is for the best; it is also necessary. For it is
a truth of reasoning;: it is a truth that even we, with our finite intellects, can
determine a priori. It follows that, in every possible world, there is a God
ensuring that everything is for the best.”” Yet only in one possible world,
namely that which in fact qualifies as the best, is everything for the best.
(On Leibniz’ view, of course, that world is this world.) So must not some-
thing give (the most obvious candidate being that there is more than one
possible world)?

Here is another way of voicing the same concern. Leibniz sometimes
calls what is necessary ‘metaphysically necessary’, and he sometimes calls
what is for the best ‘morally necessary’ (e.g. Correspondence with Clarke,
‘Fifth Paper’, §9).>% In these terms, he holds that some of what is morally
necessary — some of what is actually the case, in other words — is not meta-
physically necessary. But that seems straightforwardly incompatible with
something else that he holds, namely that it is metaphysically necessary that
there is an omniscient, omnipotent, perfectly good God who ensures that
whatever is morally necessary is true.

Leibniz is well aware of this concern. To meet it, he urges that it is contin-
gent what is for the best, in other words that what is for the best varies from

35

In fact Kant’s views are complicated in a way that makes even this comparison question-

able: see below, Ch. 5, §3. (This is quite apart from the complication that, for Leibniz, it

is a truth of reasoning that God exists, whereas Kant denies that any existential truths are
analytic.)

36 See ‘Letter to Arnauld’, dated 4-14 July 1686, in ‘Correspondence with Arnauld’. See also
Wiggins (1988), esp. §§IV and V, and Adams (1994), Ch. 1, §2.6, and Ch. 2, §3, for help-
ful discussions.

37 ‘A God - but unique, and the same in all possible worlds. (See further n. 16.)

38 Cf. “The Ultimate Origin’, p. 139, where he calls the latter ‘physically necessary’.



82 Part One

one possible world to another (‘On Contingency’, esp. p. 30).>” This leaves
him free to say that each possible world is the best by its own lights. And
this in turn leaves him free to accept both of the following, without denying
that there is more than one possible world.

(1) In every possible world there is a God ensuring that everything
is for the best.

(2) In only one possible world, this one, is there a God ensuring
that everything is for the best.

The point is this. Proposition (1) can be understood as a de dicto prop-
osition about what is for the best (in every possible world there is a God
ensuring that everything is for the best by the lights of that world), while
proposition (2) can be understood as a de re proposition about what is for
the best (given what is in fact for the best, by the lights of this world, this
is the only possible world in which there is a God ensuring that that is how
everything is).*

But surely, someone might object, it is preposterous to say that each pos-
sible world is the best by its own lights, and quite antithetical to Leibniz’
own non-relativistic conception of what qualifies as the best (see §1). Surely,
he should hold that what qualifies as the best, and what guides God in His
creative act, is itself necessary, in the most robust sense of necessity — or,
if not in the most robust sense, then certainly in a sense robust enough to
prevent its being true that, whatever form God’s creative act had taken, it
would have been for the best (proposition (1)).

This objection is confused. We must not be misled by the imagery of
possible worlds. Possible worlds are not like foreign countries where they
do things differently.*! Whether or not something is true in all possible
worlds, in other words whether or not it is (metaphysically) necessary,
just is a matter of whether or not it can be shown, by a finite process of
analysis, not to be deniable without absurdity. All that Leibniz is saying is
something to which we already know him to be committed, which is this:
although such a finite process of analysis is enough to show that there is
an omniscient, omnipotent, perfectly good God who ensures that every-
thing is for the best, it takes a kind of infinite analysis, based on sensitivity

3 But see Adams (1994), Ch. 1, for a thorough discussion of these matters. Leibniz’ response
to this concern is less settled than I am suggesting; there are some definite changes of view
from one writing to another.

40 Jonathan Bennett, in Bennett (2003), pp. 177-178, denies that this is a satisfactory way of
meeting the concern. He seems to me to miss the import of the de dicto/de re distinction.
(But note that he, like Robert Adams, cites passages illustrating Leibniz’ changes of view:
see the previous note.)

# This point will be very pertinent again much later in our narrative: see Ch. 13, §3 and
esp. §4.
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to the balance that needs to be struck, to determine what exactly this
requires of Him.

Leibniz is really talking about how different truths are ascertained, then.
And since we do not have infinite intellects, we must sometimes use our
sensory faculties to determine what is required of God to ensure that every-
thing is for the best. We must see what form His creation has actually taken.
Whenever we do that, we are ruling out possibilities concerning how the
balance is struck. This connects with something I said in passing earlier: that
Leibniz’ conception of the possible is in certain respects like an epistemic
conception indicating temporary ignorance on our part. I do not want to
exaggerate these respects. For instance, it would be straightforwardly false
to say that, on Leibniz’ conception, ‘It is possible that ..." is equivalent to ‘For
all we know, it is true that ....” Apart from anything else, any use of the latter
expression is sensitive to who uses it and when, in a way in which no use of
the former is. Still, it would be closer to the truth to say this than might be
suggested by Leibniz’ use of the label ‘metaphysically necessary’, especially
if we have in mind what contemporary analytic philosophers mean when
they use such phrases as ‘metaphysically necessary’.*” What is possible, on
Leibniz’ conception, is what cannot be reduced to absurdity by a finite pro-
cess of analysis. It thus pertains, if not to a temporary lack of knowledge,
then certainly to an irremediable lack of finite a priori knowledge (‘For all
we finite creatures can know a priori, it is true that ...") — which finally
brings us back to the question of how all of this subserves theodicy.

5. Leibniz’ Solution to the Problem of Theodicy.
Its Unsatisfactoriness

The original problem was this. Leibniz’ metaphysics furnishes a proof that
this is the best of all possible worlds — which it appears, pertinaciously, not
to be. It is patent what Leibniz needs to do. And it is patent, for that matter,
how his metaphysical story equips him to do it. Or at least, these things are
patent in outline. He needs to make sense of how we make sense of things
in such a way as to subvert the appearances. But the problem is more acute
for him than that suggests. For he needs, obviously enough, to subvert the
relevant appearances. It will be of no avail to show how we are misled about
the world’s overall value, by whatever standards make this the best of all
possible worlds, if those are not the standards that give us such a powerful
impression of the world’s improvability.*’ Leibniz’ story is perfectly suited

42 Usually, they are signalling the notion of necessity which Saul Kripke discusses in Kripke
(1981) and which he there describes as a metaphysical notion (pp. 35ff.).

4 Cf. Williams (2006a), pp. 49-50. (It would be of avail to do this if Leibniz needed only to
defend the truth of his account. But the issue is not just whether his account is true; the
issue is also whether his account is all that it affects to be.)



84 Part One

to account for the general possibility of a mismatch between how things
appear and how they ultimately are. What is less clear, as I shall try to show
in this section, is its capacity to apply that possibility to what seems so egre-
gious in the conclusion that this is the best of all possible worlds.

That there may be a mismatch between how things appear and how they
ultimately are is an essential feature of our finitude, as it is written into
Leibniz’ story. We see the world in a limited, perspectival way. The fact that
we also, despite that, carry within us a full and accurate representation of
the world, albeit a representation that is less distinct the less well positioned
we are with respect to what is being represented, perhaps means that, for any
particular question about how the world is, we can eventually, in principle,
determine the answer to it. But we can never, even in principle, determine
the combined answers to all such questions. We can never achieve that infin-
ite insight into the whole which shows how everything is for the best; how
there is nowhere a complexity in theories or a poverty in phenomena that is
not worth enduring for the sake of a richness in phenomena or a simplicity
in theories elsewhere. So while we remain in ignorance about aspects of the
whole, we are liable to err, either in the judgments we make (‘Discourse’,
§14) or indeed about whether we are making judgments at all, there always
being a danger, when we take ourselves to be reflecting on the grand scheme
of things, that what we are really doing is dallying with notions that are
incoherent (‘Discourse’, §25). We may think we see possibilities for improv-
ing the world. In fact we are just fastening on isolated ‘evils’ and failing to
grasp fully the implications of their elimination. Here is Leibniz:

We have knowledge of a tiny part of that eternity which stretches out
immeasurably.... And yet out of so little experience we rashly make
judgments about the immeasurable and the eternal.... Look at the most
lovely picture, and then cover it up, leaving uncovered only a tiny scrap
of it. What else will you see there, even if you look as closely as possi-
ble, and the more so as you look from nearer and nearer at hand, but a
kind of confused medley of colours, without selection, without art! And
yet when you remove the covering, and look upon the whole picture
from the proper place, you will see that what previously seemed to you
to have been aimlessly smeared on the canvas was in fact accomplished
with the highest art by the author of the work.... [Similarly, the] great
composers frequently mingle discords with harmonious chords so that
the listener may be stimulated and pricked as it were, and become, in a
way, anxious about the outcome; presently when all is restored to order
he feels so much the more content. (‘The Ultimate Origination’, p. 142;
cf. Theodicy, p. 248, and ‘Résumé’, §19)

That may seem to be as much as Leibniz needs to say, in his own terms, to
provide for a theodicy. For he seems to have shown adequately how we may
think we see possibilities for simpler theories or richer phenomena overall
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when really all we see are such possibilities in the small. The crucial question,
however, is whether that is why we think things could have been better.

In §2 T adverted to the scepticism that we may feel, in the face of Leibniz’
argument that this is the best of all possible worlds, about whether we really
understand its conclusion. Precisely what I had in mind was the possible
objection that Leibniz’ argument uses standards of assessment that are for-
eign to us. As David Wiggins puts it, ‘a world could furnish by the simplest
means the greatest possible variety of forms yet be brutally indifferent to all
human concerns and moral purposes’ (Wiggins (1996), p. 126; see further
ibid., §11). Almost immediately after the passage quoted above, Leibniz tries
to forestall any such objection by urging that his standards take due account
of ‘the good of individual people’ (ibid., p. 143). ‘As for [our] afflictions,” he
continues, ‘... [these] are for the time being evil, but in effect good, since they
are short cuts to a greater perfection’ (ibid., pp. 143-144). But there is at
least one form that the objection can take that is completely immune either
to this or indeed to any other response at Leibniz’ disposal.

It takes this form in the mouth of Ivan Karamazov, in Dostoevsky’s novel
The Brothers Karamazov. Ivan’s heart is rent by stories of suffering among
innocent children. He proclaims, ‘T don’t want harmony [whose price this
suffering is]. I don’t want it, out of the love I bear to mankind.... Too high a
price has been placed on [it]’ (Dostoevsky (1982), p. 287). The target of his
outcry appears to be the value accorded, as he says, to harmony (in what-
ever way harmony is to be understood in this context — it is not, of course,
the notion of harmony introduced in §3). But a more fundamental target
is the value accorded to sheer existence. For the protest is really that if ¢his
is the price that has to be paid to attain the best version of a world such as
ours, then it would have been better had there never been a world such as
ours; it would have been better had nothing been created at all. It is all very
well for Leibniz to reply that this protest ignores the larger picture. But the
protest is precisely that no larger picture can be relevant — save insofar as a
blank canvas counts as a larger picture.

Leibniz writes:

There is a perpetual and most free progress of the whole universe towards
a consummation of the universal beauty and perfection of the works of
God. (‘The Ultimate Origination’, p. 144)

Ivan says:

I believe in the underlying order and meaning of life. I believe in the eter-
nal harmony into which we are all supposed to merge one day. I believe
in the Word to which the universe is striving and which itself ... [is]
God.... [But] I refuse to accept this world of God’s....

We cannot afford to pay so much for admission.... It is not God
that I do not accept.... I merely most respectfully return him the ticket.
(Dostoevsky (1982), pp. 275 and 287, emphasis added)
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Leibniz, in his most general attempt to make sense of things, seemed to
achieve the ultimate prize: a way of coming to terms with how things are.
But he cannot genuinely be said to have achieved this prize unless his meta-
physics engages properly with what we antecedently recognize as coming to
terms with how things are. To be sure, he is entitled to disturb or challenge
our preconceptions. But if we are to accede to his metaphysics, or even to
make sense of it, then there had better be a firmer connection within it than
there appears to be between what he says matters in the end and what mat-
ters now, to us. Otherwise, although what he says need not be untrue, it will
be untruthful.*

4 This is an allusion to Williams (2002). But see also Kant (1996d), 8:267. And cf. the
parenthetical comment in the previous note. (Bernard Williams” own indictment of what
I am suggesting is untruthful in Leibniz is characteristically blunt. ‘Like some other ...
metaphysical geniuses, Williams writes, ‘... [Leibniz is] capable of being ethically very
crass’ (Williams (2006b), p. 184, n. 39).) For further exploration of the idea of confront-
ing the world’s suffering truthfully, see Ch. 15, §6.



CHAPTER 4

*

Hume

Metaphysics Committed to the Flames?

1. Empiricism and Scepticism in Hume

Descartes acknowledged substances of three kinds. These comprised one
Divine substance; one extended substance; and many, maybe infinitely
many, created thinking substances (Ch. 1, §6). Spinoza held that there
was just one substance, which he called ‘God’, and he took this substance
to be both extended and thinking, though he took it to have countless
other attributes as well (Ch. 2, §2). Leibniz held that there were infinitely
many substances, which included God, and which, despite differing in pro-
found ways, were all of the same basic kind, thinking but not extended
(Ch. 3, §3).

It takes only a modicum of scepticism about whether they were engaged
in a single shared enquiry to wonder whether they meant the same thing
by ‘substance’, and only a modicum more to wonder whether they meant
anything at all, and perhaps not much more than that to wonder whether
there could ever be any real enquiry at this level of abstraction. It is scarcely
surprising, then, that within a quarter of a century of Leibniz’ death Hume
had published a book in which he not only referred to ‘that unintelligible
chimera of substance’ (Treatise, p. 222') and complained that philosophers
literally had no idea what they were talking about when they used the word
‘substance’ (ibid., L.i.7), but urged them to disembroil themselves from all
such pseudo-disputes (ibid., Liv, esp. 2 and 4).

David Hume (1711-1776) introduced a kind of self-consciousness into
metaphysics which, whether under his direct influence or not, would never
thereafter go away.” Sense itself, in the most general attempt to make sense

Throughout this chapter I use the following abbreviations for Hume’s works: ‘Abstract’
for Hume (1978b); Enquiry for Hume (1975a); 2nd Enquiry for Hume (1975b); Natural
History of Religion for Hume (1976); and Treatise for Hume (1978a). In giving non-page
references to the Treatise I adopt the convention whereby ‘L.iv.2” names Bk I, Pt IV, §II,
and so forth.

2 T do not mean to suggest that Hume’s reflections were entirely without precedent. Locke
(1965) and Berkeley (1962a) were important precursors.

87



88 Part One

of things, was to become a principal focus of attention. There would be a
concern with the scope and limits of sense-making which, by the twentieth
century, was to become almost obsessive. But that concern was already there
in Hume. And in keeping with what I said in §5 of the Introduction, such
self-consciousness brought with it then, and has continued to bring with it
ever since, a crisis of self-confidence in the very practice of metaphysics.

Not that this crisis was confined to the practice of metaphysics. It is
important to appreciate that Hume was concerned at least as much with
mainstream religious thought.’ Towards some mainstream religious thought
he had the straightforwardly sceptical attitude that it lacked any warrant.
This was most famously true of the belief in miracles (Enquiry, §X). But
towards some - including, as I shall urge in §2, theism itself, in one of its
most orthodox guises — his attitude was more radical. He doubted whether
it concerned matters of genuine belief at all, matters for which the question
of a warrant could even arise. That is, he doubted whether it made sense.*

Why? What was his criterion for whether something made sense? Or for
whether sense had been made of something?

It was a criterion grounded in empiricism. And what is empiricism? On
one standard definition, empiricism is the view that all knowledge derives
from sense experience. That strikes me as being, for many purposes, a per-
fectly acceptable definition, though the devil is obviously in the detail of
‘derives from’.’ For current purposes, however, we do well to adopt a def-
inition that makes the connection with sense-making explicit. Empiricism,
I shall say, is the view that all sense-making derives from sense experience.®
Here I am still exploiting the latitude of the phrase ‘derives from’, to which
I shall need to return. But more significantly, I am exploiting the latitude of

3 For a good account, see Williams (2006¢). In Treatise, p. 272, Hume wrote, ‘Generally
speaking, the errors in religion are dangerous; those in philosophy only ridiculous.’

4 We might well expect, in view of the example of substance with which we began, that
another case in point would be the doctrine of transubstantiation. In fact, in his Enquiry,
Hume directed scepticism of the more modest kind at this doctrine, borrowing an argu-
ment due to John Tillotson (p. 109). We must however wonder, as so often in reading
Hume, whether he was understating his case for various rhetorical and prudential rea-
sons. (Incidentally, to say that religious thought does not concern matters of genuine
belief, or does not make sense, is not obviously to indict it: cf. Wittgenstein (1980a),
pp. 30ff. This is not to deny that it would have counted as a straightforward indictment
for Hume.)

Deleuze decries this definition in Deleuze (1991), pp. 107ff. I think I am less at odds with
him than I appear to be. For one thing, there is my qualification ‘for many purposes’. For
another, I accept that his reservations are included in the difficulties that would have to be
confronted when it came to examining what is involved in derivation. See Ch. 21, §2(d),
for a further brief discussion of this issue.

©
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Cf. Hume’s claim in Treatise, p. xviii, that no science or art ‘can go beyond experience, or
establish any principles which are not founded on that authority.’



Hume: Metaphysics Committed to the Flames? 89

the phrase ‘sense-making’ itself. In particular, I am exploiting the fact that
this phrase is ambiguous between something broadly epistemic, indicating
an understanding or knowledge of what things are like or, more modestly,
a reliable and workable conception of what things are like, and something
broadly semantic, indicating the production or expression of meaning. I
welcome this ambiguity, for the simple reason that we find both elements
in Hume — and not always clearly distinguished.” This definition therefore
amalgamates the two ways in which Hume wanted to check the indiscipline
of thought. He denied both that a belief could be warranted, or count as
knowledge,® unless it stood in a suitable relation to sense experience, and
that a belief could be present at all — that an apparent expression of belief
could be meaningful — unless there was some suitable provision for it in
sense experience.

But there is an important asymmetry. If it is true that Hume subscribed
to an empiricism that included both these elements, the epistemic and the
semantic, then the latter must have been the more fundamental, in that any
failure to make semantic sense would mean that the opportunity to make
epistemic sense could not so much as arise. (If I do not even express a belief
when I say, ‘There are infinitely many substances,’ then a fortiori I do not
express a belief that is warranted.)

This is a good cue for me to signal a fierce debate that has dominated
recent exegesis of Hume. In attributing a fundamentally semantic empiri-
cism to him, I am adopting a more or less traditional interpretation. But a
new interpretation has recently gained prominence. According to this new
interpretation, the semantic element in Hume’s empiricism has been ser-
iously exaggerated, if indeed it is there at all; his interests were fundamen-
tally epistemic, and much of what would count as meaningless by the lights
of any remotely powerful semantic empiricism he did not regard as mean-
ingless at all.’

Unfortunately, I cannot hope to make a serious contribution to this debate
in these confines.! Having stated my own allegiance, I must, reluctantly,

7 Cf. Pears (1990), p. 10.

8 T am using ‘knowledge’ in its customary sense, not the more restricted sense that Hume
introduced in Treatise, p. 124.

For examples of this new interpretation, see Craig (1987), Ch. 2; and G. Strawson (1992).

©

For debate, see the essays in Read and Richman (2000). For (what seem to me to be)
correctives, see Pears (1990); Bennett (2001), §§273-275; Millican (2002), (2007), and
(2009).

10 But nor can I resist a brief comment on the final paragraph of the chapter by Edward
Craig cited in the previous note, in which he comments on what he describes as ‘an amaz-
ing paragraph’ from Moritz Schlick (1938). Schlick there argues that one consequence of
the semantic empiricism that he and his fellow positivists claim to find in Hume, and that
I likewise claim to find there, is that there is nothing we cannot know, at least in principle.
Craig objects both to what he perceives as the absurdity of this consequence in its own
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proceed as though it were uncontroversial. There is however one brief point
that I shall make in this connection. It concerns the relation between Hume’s
Treatise and his Enquiry. In the ‘Advertisement’ to the latter he famously
described the former, ‘which [he] had projected before he left College, and
which he wrote and published not long after, as ‘that juvenile work.” And
he went on to say, ‘Henceforth, the Author desires, that the following Pieces
may alone be regarded as containing his philosophical sentiments and prin-
ciples’ (p. 2). It is only fair for me to concede, therefore, that any attributions
to him in what follows that are based on the Treatise should be treated with
due circumspection. I mention this point here because some defenders of
the new interpretation triumphantly appropriate the Enquiry as the work
that is more conducive to their view. And they insist that we take that as
our authoritative source.'" (Mind you, so do some defenders of a more tra-
ditional interpretation!'?)

2. The Semantic Element in Hume’s Empiricism and the
Epistemic Element in Hume’s Empiricism

Hume distinguishes between ideas and impressions. These exhaust what he
calls ‘perceptions of the mind’, and they ‘are distinguished by their different
degrees of force and vivacity’ (Enquiry, p. 18). Impressions are the more
forceful and the more vivacious. They are what we ordinarily count as items
of sense experience, such as a glimpse of a rabbit scurrying by or a stomach
ache. Ideas are what we ordinarily count as memories of such items of sense
experience, imaginative anticipations of them, and suchlike. Hume draws
the distinction in terms of force and vivacity because he wants to appeal to
the intrinsic properties and powers of perceptions; he does not want to beg
questions about their origin (cf. Treatise, p. 84). We might worry that this
makes a quantitative distinction out of what should be a qualitative one,
so that, for example, it inappropriately likens imagining a vindaloo to tast-
ing a korma."> However that may be, these are the terms in which Hume
expresses his empiricism.

The critical statement of that empiricism, or at least of its core, is as fol-
lows: ‘Every idea ... is copied from a similar impression’ (Enquiry, p. 19,

right, ridiculing the ‘potential omniscience’ with which it credits us, and to the idea that
there is anything of the sort in Hume, citing a passage from the Enquiry in which Hume
makes clear that ‘our ignorance’ is not ‘a good reason for rejecting any thing’ (pp. 72-73).
On the first point Craig confuses there being nothing we cannot know with our being able
(simultaneously) to know everything. On the second point he confuses our being unable
to know something with our (simply) not knowing it.

1 E.g. Strawson (2000), §2.

12 E.g. Millican (2007), §IV.

13 For an interesting defence of Hume against this kind of worry, see Everson (1988).
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emphasis added).'* We should note straight away, however, that there is an
implicit restriction here, which Hume makes explicit in the passage imme-
diately preceding this quotation. It is a restriction to ‘simple’ ideas. Thus I
have an idea of a mermaid even though I have never had any such impres-
sion. This is possible because I have had an impression of the upper part
of a woman’s body and I have had an impression of a fish’s tail: I thereby
have two ideas that I have joined in my imagination. And even if I had not
had those two impressions, it would still have been possible for me to have
an idea of a mermaid. For I have had yet simpler impressions with cor-
responding simpler ideas that I could have combined to form an idea of a
mermaid. More generally, the human mind has a faculty for ‘compounding,
transposing, augmenting, or diminishing the materials afforded [it] by the
senses and experience’ (Enquiry, p. 19). The fundamental point, then, is
that ‘our thoughts or ideas, however compounded or sublime, ... always ...
resolve themselves into such simple ideas as were copied from a precedent
[impression]’ (ibid.).

Let us not pause to ask the thousands of questions that naturally arise
about this doctrine.”” What matters for our purposes is that it captures the
semantic element in Hume’s empiricism. This is because Hume thinks of
the meaning of a term, roughly, as its capacity to excite an idea of a cer-
tain kind in the mind of whoever understands the term. (‘Of a certain kind’
needs to be interpreted broadly enough to accommodate the fact, learnt
by Hume from Berkeley, that all ideas are particular. Thus the word ‘trian-
gle’ may excite an idea of an isosceles triangle in one person’s mind and an
idea of a scalene triangle in another’s, or one of these ideas in one person’s
mind on one occasion, the other on another (cf. Treatise, 1.i.7). However,
since Hume also thinks that particular ideas can, through their annexation
to terms, be ‘general in their representation’ (Treatise, p. 22), he will some-
times allow himself to talk loosely and construe the meaning of a term as a
single corresponding idea.'®) Hume is now able to say the following: ‘When
we entertain ... any suspicion that a philosophical term is employed with-
out any meaning or idea ..., we need but enquire, from what impression is
that supposed idea derived? And if it be impossible to assign any, this will

4 Cf. the famous empiricist formula, ‘Nihil est in intellectu quod non prius fuerit in sensu’
(‘Nothing is in the intellect that has not first been in the senses,’). For interesting material
on the origin of this formula, see Cranefield (1970).

15 Hume himself, notoriously, cites a counterexample to it: the case of a man who has an
idea of a particular shade of blue deriving from the impressions of other shades near it on
the scale from darker to lighter. Hume says, “This instance is so singular, that it is scarcely
worth our observing, and does not merit that for it alone we should alter our general
maxim’ (Enquiry, p. 21).

16 See e.g. Enquiry, §IV, revealingly entitled ‘On “The” Idea of Necessary Connexion’ (dou-
ble quotation marks added), esp. the first few pages.
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serve to confirm our suspicion’ (Enquiry, p. 22, emphasis in original; cf.
‘Abstract’, pp. 648-649 and 656-657).

One immediate casualty is the term ‘substance’ — unless it is understood
in a sufficiently modest way to allow for the idea of a substance to be
‘nothing but a collection of simple ideas, that are united by the imagin-
ation’ (Treatise, p. 16). Another casualty is the term ‘infinity’ in some of its
mathematical applications (Treatise, Lii, esp. 1, and Enquiry, pp. 155ff.).
And a third,"” which is particularly striking, is the term ‘God’, as under-
stood, for instance and most notably, by Descartes. True, Hume does allow
in the Enquiry that ‘the idea of God, as meaning an infinitely intelligent,
wise, and good Being, arises from reflecting on the operations of our own
mind, and augmenting, without limit, those qualities of goodness and wis-
dom’ (p. 19). Nevertheless, even if he is being ingenuous when he says
this, it does not salvage the Cartesian conception of our idea of God. The
very point of the Cartesian conception is that, according to it, our idea
of God is an idea that cannot be arrived at by any such means, which
is why Descartes thinks that God Himself must have placed the idea in
us (see Ch. 1, §3; and cf. Descartes (1984a), AT VII: 46ff.). No idea that
we could form by ‘compounding, transposing, augmenting, or diminishing
the materials afforded us by the senses and experience’ — to repeat that
Humean formula — could be adequate to our idea of God, as Descartes
understands it.'®

So much, then, for the semantic element in Hume’s empiricism. What
of the epistemic element? It is related. For just as Hume takes meaning to
require a corresponding idea or ideas, so too he takes belief to require a
corresponding idea. More specifically, Hume takes a belief to be an idea
accompanied by a certain feeling.'” This feeling, which he describes as a
feeling of ‘vividness’ and ‘steadiness’, and which distinguishes the ideas to
which it attaches from mere flights of fancy, ‘gives them more weight and
influence; makes them appear of greater importance; enforces them in the
mind; and renders them the governing principle of our actions’ (Enquiry,
pp. 49-50). Now, because there is no belief without an idea, belief is sub-
ject to precisely the same constraints, as far as its origins are concerned, as
meaning. One cannot believe what one cannot conceive by assembling ideas
derived from previous impressions. But there is more to Hume’s epistemic
empiricism than that. His epistemic empiricism concerns not just the condi-
tions for a belief to be formed, but the conditions for it to be warranted or

7 For others, see Treatise, 1.iv.3.

18 Tam here ignoring the distinction between a term’s being used without any corresponding
idea and its being used with a corresponding idea that (some of) its uses serve to misde-
scribe. (No doubt Hume would concede that Descartes has something in mind when he
uses the term ‘God’.) In many cases this distinction is merely terminological.

9 For a helpful discussion, see Broackes (2002).
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to merit the title ‘knowledge’. And again Hume will insist on there being a
derivation from impressions, or from sense experience.”’

This time, however, the derivation will need to be more exacting. That
much would be obvious if the conditions for a belief to be warranted were
thought of as both necessary and sufficient. For in that case, unless the der-
ivation were more exacting, every belief would count as warranted, just by
virtue of being formed. But even if the conditions are thought of only as
necessary — an issue that we can leave open — any account that deserves to
be called a version of epistemic empiricism will require more of the deri-
vation than whatever enables a belief simply to be formed. Hume’s account
certainly requires more.

But how much more? Here again there is room for exegetical debate.”! On
one extreme view Hume denies that the derivation should use any resources
other than those of pure deductive reasoning — from which it would follow
that hardly any of our beliefs count as warranted. On that view Hume is
fundamentally a sceptic. An apparently polar opposite view is that Hume
takes for granted the warrant of most of our beliefs and accordingly allows
that the derivation may use other resources, which he sees it as his business
to identify. (I say ‘apparently’ polar opposite. In fact both views share a vital
component. On both views Hume denies that the resources of pure deduc-
tive reasoning are sufficient to derive most of our beliefs from our impres-
sions. But there can surely be no exegetical dispute about ¢hat. That is surely
one of Hume’s most distinctive philosophical tenets, to be acknowledged by
all parties to this debate (see Enquiry, §IV).)

Fortunately, this is not a debate in which we need to get involved. Given
any view about what resources Hume would admit into the derivation, there
will be a corresponding set of beliefs on which Hume’s epistemic empiricism
thereby casts doubt, the fewer the resources, the larger the set. The largest
such set will contain any beliefs that cannot be derived from our impressions
using only the resources of pure deductive reasoning. But that is not what
really matters from our point of view. What matters from our point of view
is the smallest such set, the set of beliefs on which all parties to the debate
will agree that his epistemic empiricism casts doubt. And to determine what
that is, we need only determine what the corresponding view about the
resources is. In effect, then, our question is this: what is the largest set of
resources that anyone could reasonably think Hume would admit into the
derivation?

The answer, I suggest, is the set of resources that we i fact use, as a mat-
ter of basic human nature, when we proceed from our impressions to our

20 In what follows I shall prescind from the question, a variant of which will be prominent in
Ch. 12, §8, of whether impressions, or items of sense experience, are entities of the right
sort for beliefs to be derived from them;: see McDowell (1996), esp. Lecture II.

21 For a particularly helpful contribution to this debate, see Millican (2002).
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beliefs. If this suggestion is correct, then of course the devil in the detail of
‘derives from’ is now in the detail of ‘as a matter of basic human nature.” (In
particular, there are difficult questions about how natural it is for us to form
religious beliefs of various kinds, questions with which Hume wrestles in his
Natural History of Religion.”?) But I think this is just what we should expect.
For I take Hume’s own primary concern to be precisely with developing a
science of human nature, be the warrants for our beliefs as they may.>’ This
means, among other things, that he wants to explore the various natural
processes whereby human beings arrive at their beliefs. My suggestion is
that any beliefs arrived at by processes that cannot be duly assimilated to
the most basic of these natural processes will not constitute sense-making
for Hume, on any epistemic interpretation of ‘sense-making’.”*

But I also claim, conversely and crucially, that any beliefs arrived at by
processes that can be duly assimilated to the most basic of those natural
processes will constitute sense-making for Hume, on at least the most lib-
eral epistemic interpretation of ‘sense-making’. For these are the beliefs
on the strength of which we in fact negotiate our way through the world
and conduct our various affairs, again be the warrants for them as they
may. Certainly, they would constitute, for Hume, ‘a reliable and workable
conception of what things are like’, to use the phrase that I used in §1.>
This further explains the irrelevance to our concerns of the debate above.
Relative to our concerns, that debate is little more than a terminological dis-
pute about how to use the word ‘warrant’.?® It does not significantly affect

22 See also Treatise, Liv, passim, esp. pp. 225-226. There is also of course the issue of how
the natural is defined; see further n. 24.

That this is Hume’s primary concern is nowadays relatively uncontroversial. It is a dom-
inant theme of Stroud (1977): see esp. pp. 1-8. Cf. also Craig (1987), pp. 81ff.; and, for
an interesting discussion, Biro (1993).

This suggestion is not meant to preclude artifice in the construction of the concepts in
whose terms the beliefs are framed, a caveat that is particularly significant where beliefs
about justice are concerned; see Treatise, I1Lii, passim. The artificial is in any case opposed
to the natural only on a narrow definition of the natural; see Treatise, p. 484, and Enquiry,
pp- 307ff.

See Enquiry, pp. 54-55. Also relevant is that famous passage from the Treatise in which
Hume, having noted how little help he is afforded by pure deductive reasoning in dis-
pelling various doubts by which he is afflicted, comments, ‘Most fortunately it happens
that ... nature herself suffices to that purpose, and cures me of this philosophical melan-
choly and delirium.... I dine, I play a game of back-gammon, I converse, and am merry
with my friends; and when after three or four hours’ amusement, I wou’d return to these
speculations, they appear so cold, and strain’d, and ridiculous, that I cannot find it in my
heart to enter into them any further’ (p. 269; cf. Enquiry, pp. 159-160). Not only are the
processes of pure deductive reasoning unable to do the work done by the natural pro-
cesses, then, but they are unable to subvert it.

2
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26 This is not one of Hume’s own favoured words. It occurs only once in the Enquiry
(p. 122), and not at all in the Treatise.
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Hume’s conception of the scope and limits of sense-making, on the liberal
interpretation of ‘sense-making’ which I am, appropriately enough in this
context I take it, adopting.

The question now, therefore, is: what are the relevant natural processes?

3. Relations of Ideas and Matters of Fact

It is far beyond the scope of this chapter to give anything but the merest
sketch of an answer to this question. But the crucial point is that these pro-
cesses are of two fundamentally different kinds, issuing in beliefs of two
fundamentally different kinds. Processes of the first kind are those of pure
deductive reasoning, in abstraction from any of our particular impressions.
The beliefs in which these issue are beliefs about how our ideas are related
to one another.”” Processes of the second kind issue in beliefs about how our
ideas and impressions are related to what lies beyond them. Although these
too include pure deductive reasoning, at their core is an appeal to causal
connections.
Here is Hume:

All the objects of human reason or enquiry may naturally be divided
into two kinds, to wit, Relations of Ideas, and Matters of Fact. Of the
first kind are the sciences of Geometry, Algebra, and Arithmetic; and in
short, every affirmation which is either intuitively or demonstratively
certain. That the square of the hypothenuse is equal to the square of
the two sides, is a proposition which expresses a relation between these
figures.... Propositions of this kind are discoverable by the mere oper-
ation of thought, without dependence on what is anywhere existent in
the universe. Though there never were a circle or triangle in nature, the
truths demonstrated by Euclid would for ever retain their certainty and
evidence.”®

Matters of fact, which are the second objects of human reason, are
not ascertained in the same manner.... The contrary of every matter of
fact ... is conceived by the mind with the same facility and distinctness,
as if ever so conformable to reality. That the sun will not rise to-morrow
is no less intelligible a proposition, and implies no more a contradiction,
than the affirmation, that it will rise....

27 For scepticism about whether there can be a good Humean account of these processes,
see Bennett (1971), §52; Stroud (1977), pp. 240ff.; and Bennett (2001), §286. Cf. also
Husserl (1962), §20

28 Note that the status of geometry is one of the issues on which Hume changes his mind
between the Treatise and the Enquiry. In the former he regards geometry as dealing
(inexactly) with matters of fact; see Lii.4 and pp. 70-72. (But see also p. 69 for something
more in keeping with the Enquiry view.)
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All reasonings concerning matters of fact seem to be founded on the
relation of Cause and Effect. By means of that relation alone we can go
beyond the evidence of our memory and senses. If you were to ask a man,
why he believes any matter of fact, which is absent; for instance, that his
friend is ... in France; he would give you a reason; and this reason would
be some other fact; as a letter received from him.... If we anatomize all
the other reasonings of this nature, we shall find that they are founded
on the relation of cause and effect.... (Enquiry, pp. 25-27, emphasis in
original)

This is reminiscent of Leibniz’ distinction between truths of reasoning
and truths of fact (see §4 of the previous chapter).”” Like Leibniz’ distinc-
tion, it is meant to signal a fundamental dichotomy between what we can
ascertain by the inspection and analysis of our ideas and what we can ascer-
tain only by appeal to experience and the principles of extrapolation fitted
to it. There is no middle ground. Nothing can be known by, say, divine reve-
lation, or by some sort of a priori insight into the structure of reality. There
can be no sense-making, even on the most liberal epistemic interpretation
of ‘sense-making’, that is not derived in one of these two ways from sense
experience.

Hume is typically self-conscious about this. He realizes that his strictures
must apply, in particular, to his own attempts to make sense of things. That
is why he is keen to emphasize that he himself is using ‘the experimental
method of reasoning’.’’ He takes himself to be developing a conception of
the human mind, and its various operations, by appeal to causal connections
that he has discerned between episodes in his own and other people’s think-

ing (e.g. Enquiry, §I).%!

2 But of course, it lacks anything corresponding to Leibniz’ idea that an infinite intellect
could arrive at truths of the second kind in some quite different way, namely by calculat-
ing what is for the best. Jonathan Bennett argues, in Bennett (1971), §23, that it differs
from Leibniz’ distinction in a yet more profound way. He thinks that relations of ideas
include ‘present-tense statements about [perceptions]” (p. 247). (In effect, then, he would
drop the qualification ‘in abstraction from any of our particular impressions’ in the defin-
ition I gave of processes of the first kind.) I suggest that Bennett has overlooked the fact
that Hume, in his account of matters of fact, is concentrating on those that are ‘absent’,
or, as we could also say, on those that are ascertained by reasoning.

30 This phrase occurs in the subtitle of the Treatise, which is ‘Being an Attempt to Introduce

the Experimental Method of Reasoning into Moral Subjects’.

31 This makes his cavalier treatment of his own counterexample to the doctrine that all sim-
ple ideas are copied from impressions all the more remarkable; see n. 15.

Note: we should not forget that there is, in ‘the experimental method of reasoning’,
still a place for pure deductive reasoning. It is by means of pure deductive reasoning, for
instance, that we are able to recognize the powerlessness of pure deductive reasoning itself
to derive most of our beliefs from our impressions; cf. Enquiry, pp. 29-30.
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Similarly, he wants to be sure that he is respecting his semantic empiricism.
In particular, he wants to be sure that he is doing this when he makes claims
about causation. That is one reason why such a large part of his enquiry
is devoted to a search for the impression from which the idea of a (caus-
ally) necessary connection derives. He eventually concludes that the relevant
impression is the ‘customary transition’ which is felt in the mind when, ‘after
a repetition of similar instances, the mind is carried by habit, upon the appear-
ance of one event, to expect its usual attendant’ (Enquiry, p. 75; cf. Treatise,
pp. 266-267, and ‘Abstract’, pp. 656-657). Thus suppose that every time I
see the striking of a ball by a bat I immediately thereafter see a deviation of
the ball from its previous course. And suppose that my mind is so constituted
that, after this has happened a few times, my seeing the striking of a ball by a
bat induces in me the expectation that the ball will once again deviate from its
previous course. Then the feeling I have of this inducement is the impression
from which my idea of a (causally) necessary connection derives.*>

Hume is reasonably confident, then, that his empiricism has no adverse
consequences for his own attempt to make sense of things.’> But what are
its consequences for metaphysics, the most general attempt to make sense
of things?

4. Metaphysics as an Experimental Science
of Human Nature

There are some immediate negative consequences that are obvious, and
some immediate positive consequences that are only a little less obvious.

On the negative side, metaphysics affords no more prospect than any
other enquiry for sense-making that does not derive from sense experience.
Or, as we could also say, we have no more scope in metaphysics than we
do in any other enquiry for making sense of what is transcendent (see the
Transcendence Question from §6 of the Introduction).

As we have seen, this is partly a semantic matter, partly an epistemic mat-
ter. Insofar as it is a semantic matter, then it provides another instance of the

32 This is, in effect, a quasi-realist account of causal necessity (see Ch. 1, §3); see Blackburn
(2000). One of the many objections that might be levelled against it is the following. If
this inducement is itself a causal connection, as it had presumably better be, then I cannot
feel it without violating Hume’s own insistence that ‘there is not, in any single, particular
instance of cause and effect, any thing which can suggest the idea of ... necessary con-
nexion’ (Enquiry, p. 63). On one view, this is just the sort of objection that Hume himself
has in mind when he famously writes, in the Appendix to the Treatise, “There are two
principles, which I cannot render consistent; nor is it in my power to renounce either of
them, viz. that all our distinct perceptions are distinct existences, and that the mind never
perceives any real connexion among distinct existences’ (p. 636, emphasis in original).

33 ‘Reasonably’ confident — but see the previous note.
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pattern noted in Chapter 2, §2. There is, in Hume, a recoil from attempts in
earlier philosophers to make sense of what is transcendent, grounded in the
conviction that there is no sense there to be made. I have already noted some
of the casualties; see §2.

Insofar as it is an epistemic matter, then it curbs our aspirations to estab-
lish, by reasoning of any kind, that whose ‘best and most solid foundation
is faith and divine revelation” — as Hume puts it, with what we must surely
regard as characteristic irony — for instance ‘the existence of a Deity, and the
immortality of souls’ (Enquiry, p. 165, emphasis removed; cf. ibid., §XII,
Pt M1, passim). For Hume, the word ‘metaphysics’ sometimes serves as a
label for just the sort of thing that is thereby precluded.** On that under-
standing of metaphysics, his work is an assault on the very possibility of
metaphysics.

But, as I emphasized in §§2 and 3 of the Introduction, provided that
metaphysics is understood as nothing but the most general attempt to make
sense of things, then it is not subject to any such assault. There can at most
be controversy about how it is to be pursued or what it can achieve.’* And
here we see the positive consequences of Hume’s empiricism for metaphys-
ics. To whatever extent his empiricism directs his own attempts to make
sense of things, it directs the most general attempt to make sense of things.
For, as Hume himself insists, his own attempt to make sense of things is,
precisely, an attempt to do so at the highest level of generality. In his intro-
duction to the Treatise he writes:

"Tis evident that all the sciences have a relation, greater or less, to
human nature.... Even Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, and Natural
Religion, are in some measure dependent on the science of MAN; since
they lie under the cognizance of men, and are judged of by their powers
and faculties. Tis impossible to tell what changes and improvements
we might make in these sciences were we thoroughly acquainted with
the extent and force of human understanding, and cou’d explain the
nature of the ideas we employ, and of the operations we perform in our
reasonings....

There is no question of importance, whose decision is not compriz’d
in the science of man; and there is none, which can be decided with any
certainty, before we become acquainted with that science. In pretending
therefore to explain the principles of human nature, we in effect propose
a compleat system of the sciences, built on a foundation almost entirely

34 See Introduction, n. 30. But see also the next note.

35 Cf. Treatise, p. xiv, where there is a suggestion that ‘metaphysics’ is simply an umbrella
term for ‘every kind of argument, which is in any way abstruse, and requires some atten-
tion to be comprehended.” On that understanding too, there can be no objection to meta-
physics, as indeed Hume goes on to emphasize (cf. Enquiry, pp. 15-16).
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new, and the only one upon which they can stand with any security.
(pp. xv—xvi, emphasis in original; cf. Enquiry, §I)*°

Metaphysics is entirely acceptable, then, provided that it consists in an
experimental science of human nature.

(Notice, incidentally, the deep structural affinity between what Hume
aspires to do and what Descartes aspired to do. The project, in each case,
is to provide a firm foundation for the sciences by making sense of how
we make sense of things. In each case this means arriving at a set of beliefs
about how we arrive at our beliefs about the world from our ‘perceptions’,
a set of beliefs that must apply, in particular, to the execution of this very
project. (See Ch. 1, §4, and the comparison there with Quine’s naturalized
epistemology.) But of course, there are vital differences between Hume’s
execution of the project and Descartes’. Descartes took himself to be traf-
ficking in indubitable a priori insights into where we stand in relation to
things and how we make sense of them. Hume believes that there is only one
route to an understanding of where we stand in relation to things and how
we make sense of them: the ever fallible investigation, through observation
and experiment, of human nature.)

But can the study of human nature, at any level of generality, really do
duty for metaphysics? On my definition, perhaps; but is there not reason now
to regard that definition as too gross a departure from ordinary usage?

I do not think so. When Hume explores the processes whereby we acquire
our idea of a (causally) necessary connection, and reflects on how much,
in our talk of causation, registers our reaction to the regularities that we
observe, rather than the regularities themselves, then he is engaged in what
would by any reckoning count as the metaphysics of causation. Likewise
when he explores the psychological mechanisms that underpin our talk
of ‘external’ objects, or our talk of personal identity (though it should be
noted, where these latter topics are concerned, that his discussions are pretty
much confined to the Treatise, which is a decidedly more metaphysical work
than the Enquiry).

Very well. There may be good reason to regard some of Hume’s investiga-
tions into matters of fact as a significant contribution to metaphysics. But
unless the same can be said for his investigations into relations of ideas, then
must he not be regarded, as he so often is regarded, as eschewing standard
traditional metaphysics? For if the distinction between relations of ideas
and matters of fact is to be granted at all, then the extreme generality of
metaphysics must surely mean that its principal home is the former, where

36 Part of this striking vision, omitted from the quotation above, is that even logic has as its
‘sole end’ ‘to explain the principles and operations of our reasoning faculty, and the nature
of our ideas’ (p. xv). This is a view that will later be severely criticized by Frege: see e.g.
Frege (1997g), pp. 246ff./pp. 157ff. in the original German, and see further Ch. 8, §6.
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not only can it issue in results about the sense that we succeed in making
of things, as revealed in the way we acquire and marshal our ideas, but it
can also issue in results about the sense that things make, as revealed in the
ideas themselves. Yet Hume notoriously refuses to allow that there can be
any interesting or important relations of ideas beyond the realm of math-
ematics. It is in this spirit that he famously writes, in the final paragraph of
the Enquiry:

When we run over libraries, persuaded of these principles, what havoc
must we make? If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school
metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reason-
ing concerning quantity and number? No. Does it contain any experi-
mental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit
it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.
(p. 165, emphasis in original)

No doubt any sophistry and illusion that we encounter will be due to the
fact that someone, at some point, has attempted to make sense of what is
transcendent, in one or other of the ways that we have already seen Hume
decry. Even so, he is offering, in this paragraph, a new criterion for such
sophistry and illusion. He is saying that they reside wherever people try to
engage in enquiries that are neither mathematical nor factual (in a suitably
Humean sense of ‘factual’). And, in the light of that, no amount of fast and
loose play with the definition of ‘metaphysics’ can prevent his work from
still appearing to be what it has always appeared to be: an attack, if not on
metaphysics per se, then at least on metaphysical hubris, an attack on any
attempt to make highly general sense of things by establishing substantive a
priori non-mathematical necessities.

5. Metaphysics as More Than an Experimental
Science of Human Nature

Why does Hume have such a restricted conception of relations of ideas?
Mathematics itself testifies to the fact that there can be non-trivial connec-
tions between our ideas — indeed, substantive connections, provided that
‘substantive’ is understood in a sufficiently modest psychological way. If
there can be such connections ‘concerning quantity and number’, then why
not concerning causation, or free will, or any of the other items traditionally
reckoned to be of metaphysical concern? Indeed, does Hume not do himself
a disservice by overlooking some of his own substantive non-factual conclu-
sions about just such topics?®’

37 See e.g. Enquiry, pp. 98-99, 127, and 136ff., for conclusions about relations between,
respectively: liberty, praise, and blame; evidence and testimony; and cause and effect.
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Here is what Hume says:

It seems to me, that the only objects of the abstract sciences are quantity
and number, and that all attempts to extend this more perfect species of
knowledge beyond these bounds are mere sophistry and illusion. As the
component parts of quantity and number are entirely similar, their rela-
tions become intricate and involved; and nothing can be more curious,
as well as useful, than to trace, by a variety of mediums, their equality
or inequality through their different appearances. But as all other ideas
are clearly distinct and different from each other, we can never advance
farther, by our utmost scrutiny, than to observe this diversity, and, by an
obvious reflection, pronounce one thing not to be another. Or if there be
any difficulty in these decisions, it proceeds entirely from the undetermin-
ate meaning of words, which is corrected by juster definitions. That the
square of the hypothenuse is equal to the squares of the other two sides,
cannot be known, let the terms be ever so exactly defined, without a train
of reasoning and enquiry. But to convince us of this proposition, that
where there is no property, there can be no injustice, it is only necessary
to define the terms, and explain injustice to be a violation of property.
(Enquiry, p. 163, emphasis in original)**

In the Treatise there is more detail. Hume tells us there that the only rela-
tions among our (simple?) ideas that can issue in relations of ideas, other
than ‘proportions in quantity or number’, are ‘resemblance’, ‘contrariety’,
and ‘degrees in quality’, and that these are all ‘discoverable at first sight’
(p. 70; see further the rest of Liii.1).

Hume’s contention, then, is as follows. Outside mathematics, our (sim-
ple?) ideas are more or less independent of one another. The only relevant
relations that they enter into are relations whose obtaining is always bla-
tant even given such independence, for instance the relation of comparative
intensity which obtains between an idea of burning heat and an idea of
gentle warmth. Hence there is no scope for our non-mathematical ideas to
feature in necessary truths that are interesting, surprising, or in any other
sense ‘substantive’.

3% See also Enquiry, pp. 60-61, where Hume contrasts mathematical ideas and non-
mathematical ideas on the grounds that the former have a clarity which the latter (for
very good reason and to very good purpose) lack. Jonathan Bennett, in Bennett (1971),
p. 243, complains that this conflicts with the passage cited in the main text, where non-
mathematical ideas are said to be ‘clearly distinct ... from each other” But I suspect that
what Hume really means, when he says that non-mathematical ideas lack the clarity of
mathematical ones, is something hinted in the passage cited in the main text, namely that
non-mathematical terms lack the clarity of mathematical ones, in other words that it is
unclear, from our use of non-mathematical terms, which of various (clear) ideas are sup-
posed to attach to them.
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It is a contention which, within Hume’s own framework, can be refuted
only by the specification of a counterexample: either some relation that he
has overlooked or some unexpected hidden complexity in one of the rela-
tions that he has considered. And, I think we must concede, there are no
obvious counterexamples. Suppose, for instance, that we were to turn his
own work against him in the way suggested above, by invoking some of
the connections that he himself has established. He might well reply that all
he has done, as in the example concerning injustice, is to define certain key
terms — by indicating the meaning already attaching to them, where they
already had a clear meaning, and by assigning a meaning to them where
they did not — whereafter nothing more was needed to establish these con-
nections than a few trivial steps of logic.*

But to concede that there are no obvious counterexamples is not to con-
cede much. Part of the reason why there are no obvious counterexamples is
that it is not obvious what would count as a counterexample. It is not obvi-
ous even within Hume’s framework, never mind that every feature of that
framework, most notably the very dichotomy between relations of ideas and
matters of fact, is itself contestable. Thus reconsider the list of relations that
Hume tells us can issue in relations of ideas. That this is an exhaustive list is
itself, presumably, supposed to be a matter of (introspectively testable) fact,
about the human mind. But we would surely need more guidance in con-
struing these relations before we could be confident that we would recog-
nize a counterexample when we encountered it. Hume tells us, for instance,
that ‘no two ideas are in themselves contrary, except those of existence and
non-existence’ (Treatise, p. 15). This means, in particular, that the idea of
red and the idea of blue are not ‘in themselves contrary’. That there may be
interesting ways of explicating the relation of contrariety to allow for this I
shall not dispute. That the relation needs to be explicated is surely beyond
dispute.”” Or again, suppose we found what we took to be some substantive
non-mathematical relation of ideas, say that no barber can shave all and
only the men in his village who do not shave themselves.*' It would always
be open to Hume either simply to deny that there was any substantiveness
there or to attribute the substantiveness to a kind of applied mathematics
of concepts.*

But be the refutation of Hume’s contention as it may, we should con-
sider what motivates it. Our own chief concern is with its implications

3 Cf. the remarks about liberty with which he frames his discussion of that topic, in Enquiry,

p. 9S.

40 See e.g. the apparently conflicting claim about contrariety in 2nd Enquiry, p. 288. Is this
a change of view?

! See Russell (1992b), p. 261.

42

IS

The latter, as we shall see in Ch. 11, §3a, is essentially what Carnap does.
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concerning metaphysics. But that is not, I suggest, Hume’s chief concern.
Hume’s chief concern, I suggest, is manifest in that famous passage from
the Treatise in which he expresses his commitment to the ‘is’/‘ought’
distinction:

In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, I have always
remark’d, that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of
reasoning ...; when of a sudden I am surpriz’d to find, that instead of the
usual copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no proposi-
tion that is not connected with an ought, or an ought not. This change ...
is of the last consequence. For as this ought, or ought not, expresses some
new relation or affirmation, ’tis necessary that it shou’d be observ’d and
explain’d; and at the same time that a reason should be given, for what
seems altogether inconceivable, how this new relation can be a deduc-
tion from others, which are entirely different from it. (Treatise, p. 469,
emphasis in original)

Hume, who is adamant that nothing short of a suitable feeling of appro-
bation or disapprobation in someone could force him or her to subscribe
to a prescriptive or evaluative statement, wants to allow no refuge to the
idea that ‘a train of reasoning and enquiry’ could reveal some deep, unex-
pected connection between how things are and how they ought to be.*> But
if I am right that this is Hume’s chief concern, then he must confront the
possibility — a possibility on which we shall see Kant fasten tenaciously in
the next chapter, albeit with his own different set of concerns — that there is
a healthy baby in the bathwater that he has ejected.

This is a comment specifically about what scope there is for making a
significant contribution to metaphysics that does not consist in establish-
ing matters of fact, but consists rather in establishing relations of ideas. It
leaves out of account the further important question of what scope there is
for making a significant contribution to metaphysics that does not consist
either in establishing matters of fact or in establishing relations of ideas — a
question that arises even if we grant the Humean dichotomy between these.
I have in mind something to which I adverted in §7 of the Introduction: the
possibility of reflecting on the concepts that we have at our disposal and
creating new ones to meet needs that the former do not.** Hume himself is
not averse to using familiar concepts to make radically new sense of things.
I take it that this is a fair description of what he does when he says, in
opposition to what anyone else at the time would say, that ‘[the] tie, which

4 See esp. 2nd Enquiry, Appendix I, and the telling reference to metaphysics on p. 289. Cf.
also Treatise, I1Li.1; and see further Stroud (1977), pp. 173-176.
# Cf. Wittgenstein (1978), Pt IV, §29.
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connects [cause and effect] together[,] ... lies merely in ourselves’ (Treatise,
p. 266). But using radically new concepts to make radically new sense of
things is one degree of innovation higher than that. And it is not obvious
why it should not be a staple of good metaphysics.*

To be sure, if effort is to be expended on the creation of new concepts,
then it needs a rationale. But there are all sorts of rationales that would
be congenial to Hume. It is instructive in this connection to consider some
stories that he himself tells about concept creation, such as the story that he
tells about how we come by our concept of a promise. ‘In order ... to distin-
guish [interested commerce from disinterested commerce], Hume writes,
‘there is a certain form of words invented for the former, by which we bind
ourselves to the performance of any action. This form of words constitutes
what we call a promise’ (Treatise, pp. 521-522, emphasis in original).*® The
rationale in this case is thoroughly practical. But so too, on Hume’s con-
ception, is the rationale for every operation of the human mind whereby
we make sense of things.?” There is certainly nothing in the practicality of
concept creation to prevent his acknowledging it as a significant compo-
nent in any worthwhile attempt to make sense of things at the highest level
of generality.

Hume’s view does admittedly preclude conceptual innovation of the most
radical kind, the kind that is not restricted to working with old material.
For the ultimate grounding for any conceptual innovation must, on Hume’s
view, be the imaginative reconfiguration of extant simple ideas to form new
complex ideas. Even so, if the view is correct, then mathematics shows how
far such reconfiguration can take us.

In sum, then, it takes neither scepticism about Hume’s empiricism nor
susceptibility to talk of the transcendent to wonder whether there are, in
the libraries, untold volumes of metaphysics — including perhaps volumes
in which concepts are created by using the various resonances of the word
‘substance’ — that should be snatched back from the flames.

Appendix: Scepticism About Human Reasoning

In the Enquiry Hume treats the distinction that he draws between relations
of ideas and matters of fact as reasonably robust. But we should pause
to note some earlier scepticism, which he voices in the Treatise, about
how robust any such distinction can be, or at least about what form any
such robustness can take (I.iv.1). Hume there reminds us that, whenever

45 This of course bears on the Novelty Question which I posed in §6 of the Introduction. It
will come especially to the fore again in Ch. 21, §6.

46 See also ibid., IILii.2, for a similar story about our concept of justice. And cf. n. 24.

47 Cf. Deleuze (1991), p. 104.
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something is established by a lengthy chain of pure deductive reasoning, as
is the case for much of what we accept in mathematics, then our confidence
in it must be based, in part, on confidence in various relevant matters of fact
about the proper functioning of our associated faculties (p. 180; cf. p. 144).
And, as we reflect on this, we cannot but wonder, not just whether our fac-
ulties have been functioning properly on this or that occasion, but whether
there is any such thing as a proper functioning of our faculties; whether they
are faculties for arriving at true beliefs at all. For Hume, this is itself a ques-
tion about a matter of fact. It is a question about the relation between ‘our
reason ... considered as a kind of cause’ and ‘truth[, its] ... natural effect’
(p. 180). It is also clearly a variation on Descartes’ Reflective Question (see
Ch. 1, §3). And Hume, unlike Descartes, sees no hope for meeting such scep-
ticism by redeploying the very faculties whose certification is in question.*®
The more we use our resources to corroborate our resources, the greater,
not the less, will be our concern about those resources. Instead, we must
appeal to the natural impulses that guide us where our beliefs concerning
any other matters of fact are concerned, impulses that lead us to accept that
whose acceptance we could never justify by processes of pure deductive
reasoning. ‘Whoever has taken the pains to refute the cavils of this total
scepticism,” Hume comments, ‘has ... endeavour’d by arguments to estab-
lish a faculty, which nature has antecedently implanted in the mind’ (p. 183,
emphasis removed).*

This is of interest not only in its own right, but also in relation to themes
that will dominate subsequent chapters. Wittgenstein, in his later work, is
acutely conscious of the ‘matters of fact’ that make it possible for us to have
practices of mathematical calculation and reasoning.’’ Yet he is also very
keen to separate mathematical questions from questions concerning any
such ‘matters of fact’. This is part of what he means when he denies, as he
does in his earlier work too, that calculation is a kind of experiment.’' More
than once in his manuscripts, at a point where he denies this, he also adds,
as a kind of item of marginalia, “The limits of empiricism’ (Wittgenstein
(1967a), pp. 197 and 379).

We should beware, however, of seeing anything in Humean empiricism
as a target. Hume still has his distinction between relations of ideas — in
particular, relations of mathematical ideas — and matters of fact. He is as

4 As I pointed out in Ch. 1, n. 22, this is scepticism that survives into the Enquiry; see pp.
149-150.

4 For an interesting discussion of this section of the Treatise, see Bennett (2001), Ch. 38,
esp. §§288-290. For some additional complications, see Craig (1987), pp. 88-89.

50 E.g. Wittgenstein (1967a), Pt I, §240. See further Ch. 10, §3. See also Bennett (2001),
p- 320.

51 E.g., in the later work, Wittgenstein (1978), pp. 194-199 and 379-382; and, in the earlier
work, Wittgenstein (1961), 6.2331.
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keen as Wittgenstein to ward off any confusion of the former with the
latter. And Hume, too — witness both the scepticism to which we have
just seen him respond and his response — knows all about ‘the limits of
empiricism’.”> Hume’s error, I believe, lies not in his failing to see where the
limits of empiricism lie, but in his failing to see how much of metaphysics
lies within them.

52 Wittgenstein’s gloss on this phrase at Wittgenstein (1978), p. 387, is very Humean.



CHAPTER §

*

Kant

The Possibility, Scope, and Limits
of Metaphysics

1. Introduction

At this point in the narrative something extraordinary happens. What has
gone before and what will come after are both largely to be understood in
terms of what occurs here. Like the central node in a figure ‘X’, this point
can be seen as a singularity that draws together the various strands above it
and issues in those below.

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was, like Leibniz, a philosophical eclectic.
He made free and creative use of the various attempts at sense-making that
other great philosophers had bequeathed to him, including some of the most
general attempts that we have observed. But he did so in a way that was
highly measured. It needed to be. Much of what had been bequeathed to
him was in conflict with much else. The most distinctive feature of his eclec-
ticism was the way in which he took rival systems of thought and rooted out
inveterate assumptions that were common to them. On the one hand this
enabled him to show that some of the fundamental points of controversy
between them were ill-conceived. On the other hand it enabled him to sal-
vage and to reconcile some of their apparently irreconcilable insights. In the
process he in turn bequeathed a philosophical system of breathtaking depth
and power. At the end of Chapter 1 I outlined a sense in which Spinoza was
a post-Cartesian philosopher. In just the same sense, there would never be a
great philosopher after this point who was not a post-Kantian philosopher.

Nor was Kant oblivious to the significance of what he was doing. Apart
from anything else, he had contracted too much of Hume’s self-conscious-
ness for that to be possible. He knew that, in drawing together what he did
in the way he did, and in dispelling the impression that it could not be drawn
together, he had effected a revolution in our very understanding of what it is
to make sense of things. He also thought that this liberated sense-making of
the kind which, if the suggestion I made in §5 of the Introduction is correct,
depends on just such a reflexive understanding, that is to say sense-making
of the very kind that metaphysicians pursue, sense-making at the highest
level of generality. He was famously emboldened to say, in the Preface to
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the first edition of his masterwork, his first Critique,' that ‘there cannot be a
single metaphysical problem that has not been solved here, or at least to the
solution of which the key has not been provided’ (Axiii).”

What gave him the courage even to contemplate such a revolution in
our understanding of what it is to make sense of things? His commitment
to a certain ideal, whose pursuit he took to be the defining characteristic of
enlightenment, namely to dare, when attempting to decide ultimate matters
of truth and value, and therefore when attempting to make the most general
sense of things, to appeal to no other authority than the authority of one’s
own reason.’

But given the self-consciousness of his commitment to this ideal, it was
inevitable that he should seek not only to pursue it, but also to justify it, and

! Throughout this chapter I use the following abbreviations for Kant’s works:
Correspondence for Kant (1999); 2nd Critique for Kant (1996¢); 3rd Critique for Kant
(2000); ‘Enlightenment’ for Kant (1996a); first Critique for Kant (1998); Groundwork for
Kant (1996b); Lectures for Kant (1997); 1st ‘Logic’ for Kant (1992a); 2nd ‘Logic’ for Kant
(1992b); 3rd ‘Logic’ for Kant (1992¢); Prolegomena for Kant (2002a); and Religion for
Kant (1996¢). Page references are to the Akademie edition as indicated in the margins of
these works, except in the case of the first Critique, where page references are to the two
original German editions, ‘A’ representing the first edition and ‘B’ the second. All unaccom-
panied references are to the first Critique.

It does no great harm to think of Kant as using the term ‘metaphysics’ and its cognates
pretty much in accord with my definition, at least in its extension if not in its intension.
He himself defines metaphysics in more than one way (see e.g. n. 44). But on what I take
to be his most interesting and most considered definition, metaphysics is ‘the investigation
of everything that can ever be cognized a priori as well as the presentation of that which
constitutes a system of pure philosophical cognitions of this kind, but in distinction from
all empirical as well as mathematical use of reason’ (A841/B869; see also A850-851/
B878-879; and see n. 13 for discussion of Kant’s use of the term ‘cognition’). He insists
that this definition is to be preferred to the Aristotelian definition, whereby metaphysics
is ‘the science of the first principles of human cognition’ (A843/B871), on the grounds
that the Aristotelian definition invokes a difference of degree — at what point does a prin-
ciple cease to be a “first’ principle and become a ‘secondary’ one? — whereas the difference
between metaphysics and any other science is, for Kant, a difference of kind. This pre-
sumably means that he would take issue with my definition too (‘... most general ...).
Nevertheless, what I count as metaphysics can certainly embrace what Kant counts. And
even if it can embrace more, this does not affect anything I shall say in this chapter. We can
afford to prescind from the differences between Kant’s definition and mine.

o

See ‘Enlightenment’, passim. Whether this ideal, in this form, was a defining characteris-
tic of enlightenment, in each of its forms, is debatable. Hume, who was a central figure
in the Scottish Enlightenment, would have contested it. ‘Reason,” Hume wrote, ‘is, and
ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than
to serve and obey them’ (Hume (1978a), p.451); see further §5 of the previous chapter.
But the ideal was certainly not Kant’s figment. It was another of the bequests that he
received. It had several sources. The most notable, from our point of view, was Descartes;
see Ch. 1, §2.
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should do so, moreover, under its own guidance. Kant put pure reason on
trial. And he appointed pure reason itself as both judge and jury. In his own
terms he provided a critique of pure reason (Axi—xii).*

Here we see what is by now a familiar reflexivity. Once again there is
a connection with the suggestion I made in the Introduction. Granted my
suggestion, such reflexivity is a hallmark of metaphysics. There is good rea-
son to think that, even if Kant had not enjoyed the wider philosophical
significance that he did, this critique of his would have been pivotal to our
enquiry.’

2. Bad Metaphysics and Good Metaphysics

Let us begin with Hume. This is appropriate not just because Hume has been
the most recent focus of our attention, but also because Kant himself was
greatly exercised by Hume’s stirrings, especially by his onslaught against the
excesses of traditional metaphysics. In the Prolegomena — Kant’s own brief
summary of the main ideas of his first Critigue — nobody else’s name occurs
with anything like the frequency of Hume’s. And in one of the best known
sentences of that book Kant writes:

I freely admit that the remembrance of David Hume was the very thing
that many years ago first interrupted my dogmatic slumber and gave
completely different direction to my researches in the field of speculative
philosophy. (4:260, emphasis in original; cf. 4:257)°

Kant’s attitude to Hume, as I intimated in the previous chapter, can usefully
be summarized in another metaphor, if a trite one: the metaphor of the baby
and the bathwater.”

Let us begin with the bathwater. Kant is persuaded that much of what
has hitherto passed for good metaphysics is to be thrown out, either on
broadly semantic grounds, for failing to make sense, or on broadly epi-
stemic grounds, for failing to have a suitable warrant in experience. Indeed,
as we shall see in §6, he goes further than Hume by insisting not only on the

4 Cf. Deleuze (2006a), p. 85.

5 For three excellent overviews of Kant’s relation to metaphysics, each covering much of the
territory that I aim to cover in this chapter, see Warnock (1957), pp. 128-136; Gardner
(1999), Ch. 1; and Rescher (2000), Ch. 6.

¢ This is not Kant’s only use of the ‘dogmatic slumber’ metaphor. Later in the Prolegomena,
in §50, and in ‘Letter to Garve’, dated 21 September 1798, in Correspondence, 12:258,
he alludes to the antinomies of pure reason — which we shall consider in §6 — in much
the same terms. And there is a fourth use of the metaphor, historically the first, at A757/
B78S.

7 This attitude is well expressed, albeit without reference to Hume, in ‘Letter to Mendelssohn’,
dated 8 April 1766, in Correspondence, 10:70, and in Lectures, 29:957-958.
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prevalence of such bad metaphysics but also, absent a certain restraint that
we need to learn, on its unavoidability. There are certain metaphysical ques-
tions and pseudo-questions that we have neither the power to ignore nor the
wherewithal to answer (Avii). And until we have properly assimilated this
fact, we cannot help trying to answer them. The outcome is bad metaphys-
ics, of the very sort that Hume decried.

Moreover, given that there is no agreed procedure for even trying to
answer these questions, our various attempts to answer them give rise to
endless irresoluble controversy. This is why the history of metaphysics
stands in such stark contrast to the history of, say, mathematics. Where the
latter has been marked by a steady but spectacular accumulation of univer-
sally accepted results, the former constitutes a tiresome sequence of false
starts and repeated squabbles.® By the latter stages of the eighteenth century
the enthusiasm for indulging in metaphysical disputation has begun to give
way to weariness and cynicism. This is partly under the influence of Hume.
But it is partly a feature of the Zeitgeist, which was ripe for Hume’s inter-
vention. ‘There was a time, Kant laments, ‘when metaphysics was called
the queen of all sciences.... Now ... the queen proves despised on all sides’
(Awviii, emphasis in original).

‘Laments’ is the operative word, however. We must now consider the
baby. Kant is convinced that there can also be good metaphysics — impor-
tantly good metaphysics — of a kind for which Hume is entirely unable to
account and, worse, which Hume is forced to reject along with its coun-
terfeit.” In fact, Kant thinks that Hume’s over-zealous strictures also make
trouble for much more quotidian, non-metaphysical ways of thinking that
are perfectly innocuous and that therefore need to be understood quite dif-
ferently from how Hume was forced to understand them. The prime exam-
ple is causal thinking. We saw in §3 of the previous chapter that Hume’s
semantic empiricism forced him to search for the impression from which
his idea of a causally necessary connection derived, and how he was led
to conclude that the impression was a habitual transition in his own mind
from one kind of perception to another. For Kant, the resultant conception

8 This explains the inferiority complex that metaphysics has long had, as has philosophy
more generally, where mathematics is concerned. Ever since the time of Plato, mathematics
has been seen as a model for philosophy to aspire to. Plato’s own veneration of mathemat-
ics is said to have been given celebrated expression in the inscription which he placed over
the door of the academy he founded: ‘Let no one enter here who is ignorant of geometry.’
(The story may however be apocryphal: see Gilbert (1960), p. 88.) Cf. also Hume’s urge to
privilege mathematics over any other a priori endeavour (Ch. 4, §5).

Note that Kant sometimes uses the word ‘metaphysics’ elliptically for good metaphys-

©

ics, sometimes elliptically for bad metaphysics, and sometimes neutrally. See respectively
A850-851/B878-879, Aviii, and Axii (which is echoed in the title that I have given this
chapter) or B21-22. This creates a hazard for anyone quoting him out of context. In con-
text, I think, his intention is always clear.
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of causation is manifestly inadequate. It accords to the necessity in a causal
relation a kind of subjectivity that Kant thinks does it a gross injustice. As
a result, Hume fails to make sense even of such mundane judgments as
that the sun has melted the butter (e.g. B5; Prolegomena, 4:2571f.; and 2nd
Critique, 5:50-52). But this failure on Hume’s part, as Kant sees it, is still at
root a metaphysical failure. This is evidenced by its connection with another
failure: the failure properly to secure the metaphysical principle that what-
ever happens in nature has a cause; call this the Causal Principle. Hume
certainly endorsed the Causal Principle (e.g. Hume (1975a), p. 82). But he
thought that we arrived at it by natural processes of extrapolation from
regularities that we had experienced in the past, whereas for Kant that is
another injustice, of a piece with the earlier injustice, this time to the a priori
necessity of the Causal Principle. Kant is convinced that we have the same
kind of assurance that this principle holds as we do that 7 + 5 = 12.

Not that he takes the Causal Principle to be what Hume would call a rela-
tion of ideas. Kant is quite happy to accredit Hume with having shown that it
is not. There is therefore no alternative, in Kant’s view, but radically to rethink
Hume’s entire empiricist framework and to reassess his reasons for throwing
out the dirty water that he has (quite rightly, of course) thrown out.'

What we need, Kant believes, is some principled way of distinguish-
ing between what is to be rejected and what is to be saved (Prolegomena,
4:255ff.). Not that that is any rebuke to Hume, who certainly provided a
principle for effecting this distinction — though the principle that he provided
was empirical, so that, even by his own lights, it was vulnerable to the possi-
bility that the human mind would one day start operating in some hitherto
unknown way. Kant will provide a principle that is a priori, thereby revealing
once again how much further than Hume he takes the domain of the a pri-
ori to extend. But more to the point, he will provide a principle that differs
from Hume’s, a principle that will allow for some of what Hume’s principle
excluded. It will allow for substantive a priori necessities in metaphysics, no
less than in mathematics. (It will allow, among other things, for itself.) Hence,
if Kant’s project is successful, we shall be clear about what we can aspire to
in metaphysics, we shall be clear about what we cannot aspire to, and we
shall be clear about why the line between these is to be drawn where it is.
Metaphysics will have been established as a proper, respectable science.

The first step is to reconsider what might count as a ‘substantive’ a
priori necessity and to ask whether Hume was right even in his account of
mathematics. '

10 Kant beautifully and concisely summarizes the task at hand, and his proposed way of
meeting it, at Prolegomena, 4:360. Cf. also, much more extensively, B Introduction, esp.
§SIIL, VI, and VIL, and A758-769/B786-792.

11 Cf. B20. For a scathing attack on the whole project, see Nietzsche (1967c), §530 (and see
further Ch. 15, §2). For a very interesting and instructive account of Kant’s relation to
Hume, see Stern (2006).
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3. Synthetic A Priori Knowledge

Hume held that mathematics consists of relations of ideas. He also held that
mathematical relations of ideas can be substantive in a way in which no
others can. But this was still only substantiveness of a modest psychological
kind. It was due simply to the fact that, granted our limitations, some math-
ematical relations of ideas are unobvious to us. We cannot acknowledge
them except by following a chain of reasoning. And the result of any such
chain of reasoning may be quite unexpected.

It is significant that Hume did not exhibit unwavering confidence in this
account. It took him a while to come round to the view that it applied, in
particular, to geometry.'” Nor did he give a clear or compelling explanation
for why mathematical ideas are peculiarly equipped to issue in such substan-
tiveness. All he ventured was the following:

As the component parts of quantity and number are entirely similar,
their relations become intricate and involved; and nothing can be more
curious ... than to trace ... their equality or inequality through their dif-
ferent appearances. But as all other ideas are clearly distinct ... from each
other, we can never advance farther ... than to observe this diversity....
(Hume (1975a), p. 163)

At the very least this requires elucidation. Hume seemed to be struggling.

The fact is, Kant urges, we need to draw some distinctions which have not
yet been drawn. Hume offered us a dichotomy between relations of ideas
and matters of fact. Leibniz earlier offered us a dichotomy between truths of
reasoning and truths of fact. Whatever the relation was between these two
dichotomies, neither on its own was able to bear the weight of a satisfactory
account of mathematical necessity. For that purpose, Kant believes, there are
two dichotomies that need to be recognized, not one. These are in danger of
being conflated - if indeed they have not already been conflated, either by
Hume or by Leibniz, or by both.

First, there is the dichotomy between truths that can be known a priori
and truths that cannot.”” A truth is known a priori if it is known ‘absolutely

12 See n. 28 of the previous chapter and accompanying text.

13 Here and throughout this chapter, except when I am directly quoting from Kant, I put in
terms of knowledge what Kant himself typically puts in terms of cognition. ‘Cognition’ is
the word used in the Cambridge edition of his works to translate ‘Erkenntnis’. The transla-
tors are quite right not to use ‘knowledge’ for this purpose, as their predecessors did. For,
although it is not abundantly clear what Kant means by ‘Erkenntnis’ — either from his vari-
ous uses of the term or indeed from his explicit definitions of it, which are not always consis-
tent with one another — it is clear that he does not mean knowledge. He seems to mean what
might best be characterized, in his own terms, as ‘the conscious representation of an object’:
see e.g. A320/B376-377 and 2nd ‘Logic’, 24:702. (There are further questions, of course,
about his understanding of ‘conscious’, ‘representation’, and ‘object’. In a much looser, non-
Kantian formulation he seems to mean the having of something in mind, or better a state
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independently of all experience and even of all impressions of the senses’
(B2-3, two passages combined, emphasis removed).'* It is a mark of a truth’s
being knowable a priori that it is necessary, for ‘experience teaches us ... that
something is constituted thus and so, but not that it could not be otherwise’
(B3). It is likewise a mark of a truth’s being knowable a priori that it is uni-
versal, for ‘experience never gives its judgments true or strict... universality’
(B3, emphasis removed). (Kant’s discussion, here and elsewhere, indicates
that he understands these ‘marks’ to be both necessary conditions and suffi-
cient conditions.) An example of a truth that is knowable a priori is that all
aunts are female. An example of a truth that is not knowable a priori is that
some aunts are younger than some of their siblings’ children.

Second, there is the dichotomy between truths that are analytic and truths
that are synthetic. Kant distinguishes between two kinds of judgment rather
than two kinds of truth, but I shall assume that the application of his dis-
tinction to truths is unproblematical. (Thus a truth can be said to be analytic
if it can be the object of an analytic judgment. Likewise, a truth can be said
to be synthetic if it can be the object of a synthetic judgment.)" Very well,
when is a judgment analytic, and when synthetic? An affirmative judgment
of subject-predicate form is analytic ‘if the predicate B belongs to the subject
A as something that is (covertly) contained in this concept A’ (A6/B10); it
is synthetic otherwise.'® As we saw in Chapter 3, §4, Leibniz worked with

that centrally involves the having of something in mind.) This excludes some knowledge and
it includes some non-knowledge. The knowledge that it excludes is knowledge that is purely
conceptual and makes no reference to any object: I shall have more to say about such knowl-
edge in §8. (But note that this is 7ot the same as what will shortly be identified in the main
text as analytic knowledge: see A151-152/B190-191 and Prolegomena, 4:276.) The non-
knowledge that it includes is the conscious representation of an object that contains some
error: see 1st ‘Logic’, 24:93-94 and 105, and 3rd ‘Logic’, 9:53-54. My reason for bracketing
cognition and talking in terms of knowledge is that this connects better with my broader
concerns. My justification for doing so is that, in all the relevant contexts, the questions that
Kant raises about cognition, and the answers that he gives, are equally questions and answers
about knowledge. When he asks, for example, how cognition of a certain kind is possible (see
e.g. B19ff. and Prolegomena, § 5, and see further §4 below), the kind of cognition in question
is likewise a kind of knowledge. Cf. in this connection Bvii—x and Prolegomena, 4:371.
14 This is intended to allow for the possibility that the knowledge involves concepts ‘that can
be drawn only from experience’ (B3).
5 Cf. Prolegomena, 4:266.
Kant may be presupposing a Leibnizian view whereby every judgment is of subject—
predicate form (see Ch. 3, n. 32). Or he may be presupposing that the extension of his
definition to judgments of other forms, like its extension to negative judgments, ‘is easy’
(A6/B10). If the former, then either this is a lapse on his part or some account has to be
given of how it consists with what he says at A73-74/B98-99 and B140-141. For an
interesting discussion of these matters, see Ian Proops (2005), pp. 592-596. (Proops there
argues for a third possibility, namely that Kant does not intend his dichotomy to extend
to all judgments. I remain unconvinced.)
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a notion that was superficially similar to this notion of an analytic truth,
and which he took to embrace every truth. But by the time Kant has clari-
fied what he means, in particular by ‘containment’, and by the time he has
given various examples, his own notion looks far closer to Leibniz’ notion
of a truth of reasoning, which Leibniz took to embrace only some truths
of course. Indeed, on what Kant takes to be an equivalent definition of his
own notion, an analytic truth is one that can be shown, by a (finite) process
of analysis, not to be deniable without violating the principle of contradic-
tion (Prolegomena, 4:266-267; cf. A150-153/B189-192 and 3rd Critique,
5:197 n.). This is highly reminiscent of Leibniz’ definition of a truth of
reasoning.'” It is also reminiscent of what Hume said about relations of
ideas. It certainly leaves room for analytic truths that are substantive in the
modest psychological sense. (See, for example, Kant’s discussion of the con-
ceptual taxonomy that he envisages in Prolegomena, 4:325 n.) What really
concerns Kant, however, is the much more robust sense in which analytic
truths are not substantive. Their discovery never ‘amplifies’ our knowledge
(A8/B12). An example of an analytic truth is that all aunts are female. An
example of a synthetic truth is that some aunts are younger than some of
their siblings’ children.'®

I have chosen the same two examples as before for the simple reason
that the two dichotomies can easily appear to amount to the same thing. It
can easily appear that yet another mark of a truth’s being knowable a pri-
ori is that it is analytic. For that matter, it can easily appear that Kant has
found two equivalent characterizations of the single dichotomy which both
Leibniz and Hume, each in his different way, was also attempting to charac-
terize. But Kant is adamant that it is not so.

He accepts that an analytic truth is always knowable a priori (B11-12).
What he denies, crucially, is the converse. This is the real trademark of his
view. Kant holds that there is synthetic a priori knowledge (knowledge of
synthetic a priori truths).

His primary example is mathematical knowledge. He believes, as would
most philosophers who are prepared to think in these terms, that such
knowledge is a priori. But he also insists, more controversially, that it is syn-
thetic. He writes:

To be sure, one might initially think that the proposition 7 + 5 = 12’ is
a merely analytic proposition that follows from the concept of a sum of

17 Whether they coincide or not depends on, among other things, whether Leibniz also
allowed for truths of reasoning that can be shown, by a finite process of analysis, not to
be deniable without violating the principle of sufficient reason: see Ch. 3, n. 33. If he did,
they do not.

'8 For helpful discussions of Kant’s two dichotomies, see Bennett (1966), §§2-4, and
Gardner (1999), pp. 52-535; and for a helpful discussion of the second, see Allison (1983),
pp. 73-78. For an excellent discussion of the two dichotomies with particular reference
to mathematics, see Potter (2000), Ch. 1.
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seven and five in accordance with the principle of contradiction. Yet if
one considers it more closely, one finds that the concept of the sum of
7 and 5 contains nothing more than the unification of both numbers in
a single one.... The concept of twelve is by no means already thought
merely by thinking of that unification of seven and five, and no matter
how long I analyze my concept of such a possible sum I will still not find
twelve in it. One must go beyond these concepts, seeking assistance in ...
one’s five fingers, say, or ... five points....

Just as little is any principle of pure geometry analytic. That the straight
line between two points is the shortest is a synthetic proposition. For my
concept of the straight contains nothing of quantity, but only a quality.
(B15-16, emphasis in original)

In the geometrical example Kant is interestingly anticipated by Hume, who,
in the earlier phase of his thinking, before he came to regard geometry as
consisting of relations of ideas, wrote:

"Tis true, mathematicians pretend they give an exact definition of a
right [i.e. straight] line, when they say, it is the shortest way betwixt
two points. But ... this is more properly the discovery of one of the
properties of a right line, than a just definition of it. For I ask any one,
if upon mention of a right line he thinks not immediately on such a
particular appearance, and if ’tis not by accident only that he considers
this property? A right line can be comprehended alone; but this defini-
tion is unintelligible without a comparison with other lines, which we
conceive to be more extended. (Hume (1978a), pp. 49-50, emphasis in
original)

Hume concluded that geometry consists of matters of fact, discoverable
only by appeal to experience. He did not see any difficulty with this view
until later. On a Kantian conception, his problem was precisely that he had
not distinguished between the question whether geometrical truths are ana-
lytic, which in his earlier work he in effect recognized that they are not, and
the question whether they are a priori, which in his later work he in effect
recognized that they are.

Another of Kant’s examples is our knowledge of what I earlier called the
Causal Principle, that whatever happens in nature has a cause (A9-10/B13).
Hume, who took this to be a matter of fact, did not feel the same discomfort
with it. But on a Kantian view he should have done.

As we shall see, most of what Kant is offering here will later be rejected.
Some philosophers will reject his very dichotomies.'” Others will accept
the dichotomies but reject his application of them, claiming, for instance,
that arithmetical truths are analytic.”’ Some of what Kant is offering will

19 Quine is the best known example: see Ch. 12, esp. §4.
20 Frege is the best known example: see Ch. 8, esp. §§2 and 3.



116 Part One

suffer a fate that is unusual for philosophical ware: it will be decisively
refuted (notwithstanding a few brave attempts to salvage it by creative
reinterpretation’'). Thus twentieth-century advances in science will show
that some of his purported examples of synthetic a priori knowledge, so far
from being that, are not even examples of knowledge. Nay, the things that
are said to be known are not even true. (Between two points there can be
more than one straight line.?” This is a fact about physical space. But let no
one deny that it is physical space that Kant is talking about, too (A157/B196
and A163/B204).) Moreover, the fact that these scientific advances will be
made partly through experimentation means that not only will those par-
ticular examples be discredited, but the a priority of other examples will be
called into question. Geometry, by the twentieth century, will seem a decid-
edly empirical discipline.”?

Fortunately, the importance of Kant’s doctrines does not depend on their
detailed truth. It does not even depend on their broad truth. Kant may be
fundamentally wrong. But if he is, his errors are of that deep sort that can
still instruct us, prompt us, stimulate us, and guide us, opening up signifi-
cant new possibilities for us to explore. If we prescind from the objections
to his doctrines, as we pro tempore must if we are properly to learn from
them, then one significant possibility that they immediately open up is the
following: just as mathematics can be seen as the pursuit of synthetic a pri-
ori knowledge, so too can metaphysics. That is, in the most general attempt
to make sense of things, success may accrue from following a method that
consists, contra Hume, neither in conceptual analysis nor in empirical
investigation.

4. How Synthetic A Priori Knowledge Is Possible:
Transcendental Idealism

Before we can so much as consider that possibility, however, we need to
address the following fundamental Kantian question, on which his entire
critique turns: how is synthetic a priori knowledge possible (B19)? In rais-
ing this question Kant is not having second thoughts about whether it is
possible. Throughout his discussion he stands by his various arguments

21 See e.g. Strawson (1966), Pt V, countered by Hopkins (1982).

22 This explicitly contradicts Kant’s example at A157/B196. But it also implicitly contradicts
the geometrical example that he has already given, because it means that none of the rele-
vant straight lines is ‘the’ shortest.

23 See Einstein (1920), §I and Appendix V. Note: my tone in this paragraph may be a little
more cavalier than is strictly warranted. For a different, somewhat fuller account of how
Kant is superseded by twentieth-century science, see Ch. 11, §3. For a reversion to some-
thing more cavalier, see Ch. 12, §4.
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that mathematical knowledge fills the bill. A philosophical sceptic might
caution, ‘Provided there is such a thing as mathematical knowledge.” But
that is not a proviso that Kant ever feels the need to add. He takes it to
be a kind of datum that there is such a thing as mathematical knowl-
edge (B20-21 and Prolegomena, 4:327).>* He also takes for granted that
any non-trivial knowledge that deserves to be called ‘metaphysical’ must
likewise be both synthetic and a priori (B18 and Prolegomena, 4:368).
His question about the possibility of synthetic a priori knowledge is not
intended in a sceptical vein then. It is rather intended to serve the follow-
ing two functions: first, to help us to overcome certain natural assumptions
that make synthetic a priori knowledge, knowledge that is both substan-
tive in some robust sense and yet independent of experience, seem impos-
sible; and second, concomitantly, to give us a grasp of what the scope and
limits of synthetic a priori knowledge are, so that we can decide whether
such knowledge is possible, in particular, in metaphysics. “That metaphys-
ics has until now remained in such a vacillating state of uncertainty and
contradictions,” Kant observes, ‘is to be ascribed solely to the cause that
no one has previously thought of this problem.... On the solution of this
problem, or on a satisfactory proof that the possibility that it demands to
have explained [sc. the possibility of synthetic a priori knowledge in meta-
physics] does not in fact exist at all, metaphysics now stands or falls’ (B19;
cf. Prolegomena, 4:276).

What are the natural assumptions that make synthetic a priori knowl-
edge seem impossible? There are two. The first is that synthetic knowledge
must answer to what is independent of it.>?® The second is that it can
answer to what is independent of it only if it is empirical (where empiri-
cal knowledge — which is roughly what Kant means by ‘experience’ (B147

24 Cf. Carr (1999), p. 62. This goes some way towards countering an objection that Edward
Craig voices to the answer that Kant will eventually give to his own question: see Craig
(1987), pp. 237-239.

25 Throughout this chapter I use ‘answer to’ elliptically for ‘answer correctly to.” See also
n. 28 for a gloss on how independence is to be understood here.

26 Cf. Bernard Williams’ famous formula that ‘knowledge is of what is there anyway’
(Williams (1978), p. 64, emphasis in original). This is Williams’ summary way of putting
what he describes as ‘a very basic thought,’ namely ‘that if knowledge is what it claims to
be, then it is knowledge of a reality which exists independently of that knowledge, and
indeed (except in the special case where the reality known happens itself to be some psy-
chological item) independently of any thought or experience’ (ibid.). (We might wonder
whether incorrigible knowledge of one’s own sensory states is a counterexample — albeit
a counterexample that would do nothing to assuage scepticism about the possibility of
synthetic a priori knowledge. In fact, however, there is good reason not to count anything
of that kind as ‘knowledge’: cf. Wittgenstein (1967a), Pt I, §246. Certainly nothing of that
kind is included in what Kant calls ‘cognition’: see n. 13.)
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and 218)*” — is simply the complement of a priori knowledge). More fully
and more formally:

The Independence Assumption: For any item of knowledge k, if k is
synthetic, then there is something x such that x is independent of k&
and such that k answers to x.>*

The Experience Assumption: For any item of knowledge k and any-
thing x that is independent of k, k answers to x only if k is grounded
in some sensory effect of x, hence only if k is empirical.

A Cartesian (among others) would object to the Experience Assumption.
An item of a priori knowledge, the Cartesian would say, can answer to what
is independent of it through God’s benevolent guarantee that the former
accords with the latter. But Kant, who leans far enough in the direction of
empiricism to be sympathetic to the Experience Assumption — it is on the
Independence Assumption that he will eventually mount his attack — would
reject this Cartesian view on the grounds that it fails to do justice to the
necessity that the knowledge must enjoy if it is to qualify as a priori (cf.
B167-168). It is almost as if the Cartesian is positing a sixth sense which,
where the other five are linked to their objects by (psycho-)physical causal
relations, is linked to its objects by Divine ordination.”” But note that, even
if the Cartesian were to concede that he had done that (thereby leaving the
Experience Assumption unchallenged), he would still owe us an account of
how this link between the sixth sense and its objects enables the former to
represent the latter, or, equivalently, how the relation between the item of
knowledge in question and the independent reality in question enables the
former to answer to the latter. Of course, the Cartesian owes us an account
of the second of these anyway. This was the issue to which I drew attention
at the end of Chapter 1, §5. And although I did not there call for a com-
plementary account of how the (psycho-)physical causal relation enables
the other five senses to represent their objects — or equivalently, how rela-
tions between items of ordinary empirical knowledge and occurrences in the
physical world enable any of the former to answer to any of the latter — in
fact there is an issue about that too (cf. Prolegomena, §9). We are owed an
account of how any purported relation of representation qualifies for that

27 ‘Roughly’ because he actually defines experience as a kind cognition, not as a kind of
knowledge: see n. 13.

28 By ‘x is independent of £’ I mean something that requires x to be independent not only of
the actual formation of k but also (for instance) of the concepts that k involves. On this
understanding, analytic knowledge does not answer to anything independent of it.

2% Cf. the analogies between Cartesian ‘intuition’ and sensory perception which I emphasized
in Ch. 1, §4. And see Ch. 1, §3, for the rather anaemic sense in which Descartes himself
took what was knowable a priori to be necessary. For further worries about the Cartesian
view, see ‘Letter to Herz’, dated 21 February 1772, in Correspondence, 10:131.
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title. So although Kant has the Independence Assumption in his sights, the
very fact that his problem helps to bring these issues to our attention means
that he cannot rest content with overcoming the Independence Assumption.
He must also motivate the Experience Assumption. He must say what it is
about experience that equips it, and it alone, to constitute knowledge of an
independent reality. The question, ‘How is synthetic a priori knowledge pos-
sible?’ thus assumes a much wider significance for Kant. It eventually comes
to embrace the question, ‘How is knowledge of an independent reality pos-
sible?’, or, more broadly, ‘How is representation possible?’*

I can scarcely even begin to go into the details of Kant’s extraordinary
answers to these questions — or should I say, answer (in the singular)? Part
of what is extraordinary about how he addresses the questions is that he
has what is in effect a single story to tell in response to all of them. He
states a ‘clue to the discovery’ of this story — to borrow a phrase of his from
elsewhere (A66/B91) — in the following very well-known passage from the
Preface to the second edition of the first Critique:

Up to now it has been assumed that all our cognition must conform to
the objects.... [Let] us once try whether we do not get farther with the
problems of metaphysics by assuming that the objects must conform to
our cognition.... This would be just like the first thoughts of Copernicus,
who, when he did not make good progress in the explanation of the celes-
tial motions if he assumed that the entire celestial host revolves around
the observer, tried to see if he might not have greater success if he made
the observer revolve and left the stars at rest. (Bxvi)

Very roughly, Kant’s story proceeds as follows. When we have knowledge
of something that is independent of us, and hence of something that is inde-
pendent of that knowledge, this is made possible by the fact that we are
‘given’ the thing in question: it affects us in some way (A19/B33; cf. A635/
B663).°" And the way in which it affects us is sensory (A19-20/B33-34 and
B147). So that is why the Experience Assumption holds. But we can be

30 Cf. Brandom (2002a), pp. 22-23, and McDowell (2007b), p. 399. Cf. also what Kant
says in a famous passage from the letter to Marcus Herz cited in the previous note, refer-
ring to an early version of the first Critiqgue for which he had made plans: ‘As I thought
through the theoretical part, considering its whole scope and the reciprocal relations of all
its parts, I noticed that I still lacked something essential, something that in my long meta-
physical studies I, as well as others, had failed to consider and which in fact constitutes
the key to the whole secret of metaphysics, hitherto still hidden from itself. I asked myself
the question: What is the ground of the relation of that in us which we call “representa-
tion” to the object?’ (Correspondence, 10:129-130).

Kant takes it to be a fundamental mark of our finitude that our knowledge involves recep-
tion of this kind. An infinite being, Kant holds, could produce what it knew in knowing
it (B145). For further discussion of this idea, see Ch. 6, §3, and Ch. 21, §§2(d) and 2(e).
And cf. Heidegger (1962b), p. 31.

31
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affected in this way, or we can be given something in this way, only because
we have certain capacities for reception. Through these we ourselves make
a contribution to the form and structure of our experience. It is as though
we have native spectacles through which we view things. And because these
spectacles are native, we can have a priori knowledge pertaining to them:
we can know, a priori, how things must appear through them. Such knowl-
edge is synthetic. For it does not accrue from pure conceptual analysis. On
the other hand, given that it is knowledge of the appearances of things, and
given that it derives solely from our very capacity for such knowledge, nei-
ther does it answer to anything that is independent of it. So it falsifies the
Independence Assumption. This means that we have an account of how syn-
thetic a priori knowledge is possible,*” which is in turn part of an account of
how knowledge of an independent reality is possible, which is in turn part of
an account of how representation is possible. It is part of an account of how
representation is possible because our receptive capacities ensure that we are
not just affected by objects but are given them as being a certain way, and
hence as capable of being thought to be a certain way, albeit, granted the
‘Copernican revolution’, a way that is determined partly by our spectacles:
objects are given to us as appearing thus and so through our spectacles.*
Moreover, objects are given to us only as appearing thus and so through
our spectacles. We cannot take our spectacles off. We cannot have (syn-
thetic) knowledge of ‘things in themselves’. Kant accordingly classifies his
position as a kind of idealism. It is a kind of idealism in the sense that
the objects of our knowledge, as they are known to us, have a form that
depends on the knowledge itself. In Kant’s own words, ‘all objects of expe-
rience possible for us ... are nothing but appearances,... which, as they are
represented,... have outside our thoughts no existence grounded in itself’
(A490-491/B518-519). But this idealism is not a matter of what we know
about such objects. It is a matter of how we know it. (It is not a matter of
what we see through our spectacles. It is a matter of our seeing through
spectacles at all. For instance, included in what we know about such objects
are both of the following: that the sun is larger than the moon, and that
the sun’s being larger than the moon does not depend in any way on our
knowing it to be so. Both of these, however, involve the occupation of space,
and, as we are about to see, Kant takes space to constitute part of our spec-
tacles.’*) Kant accordingly classifies his idealism as ‘transcendental’, where

32 Kant further insists that it is the only possible account (B41; cf. A92/B124-125).

33 In the last sentence of this paragraph I am compressing one strain in the notoriously
difficult “Transcendental Deduction’, at A84-130 and, differently in the second edition,
B116-169. A very helpful and much more accessible account of this material occurs in
Prolegomena, §§18ff. For a thorough and very interesting discussion of the issues raised
in this paragraph, see Guyer (1987), esp. Pt II.

34 I shall return briefly to this example in §10.
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the word ‘transcendental’ signifies not ‘a relation of our cognition to things,
but only to the faculty of cognition’ (Prolegomena, 4:293, emphasis in orig-
inal; cf. A11/B25); not our knowledge of objects, but our knowledge of how
we know them.* Transcendental idealism will hereafter play a crucial role
in our narrative.’®

To understand better how radical Kant’s transcendental idealism is, we

need to reflect on the nature of our spectacles. Where Hume distinguished

35

36

Kant therefore distinguishes between the ‘transcendental’ and the ‘transcendent’ (see
A296/B352-353 and Prolegomena, 4:373, n.). We could say, in what is admittedly some-
thing of a caricature, that whereas immanence belongs to what is inside our sensory
bubble, i.e. to objects of our experience, and transcendence belongs to what is outside
our sensory bubble, i.e. to things in themselves, transcendentality belongs to the bubble
itself, or to its film. (Two caveats. First, there is much talk, mostly in the first edition of the
first Critique, of ‘transcendental objects’, where what seems to be intended is something
at the level of things in themselves: see e.g. A379-380. This is connected with complica-
tions in the system to which we shall return in §§8-10. Second, this caricature completely
abstracts from the idea that the immanent is related to the transcendent as appearance to
reality.)

There is an issue about Kant’s transcendental idealism which I should mention here,
though I do not propose to address it. It concerns the contrast between the knowledge
of appearances that we can have and the knowledge of things in themselves that we can-
not have. That Kant accepts such a contrast is clear. The issue is about what exactly it
comes to. One view would be that the two kinds of knowledge are distinguished by their
subject matter. The fact that we can have the one and cannot have the other is, on that
view, akin to the fact that we can know about events inside our light cone but cannot
know about events outside it. (See Matthews (1982) and Allison (1983) for two of the
many notable attempts to oppose this view, in apparent opposition to Strawson (1966),
though we should beware that they may be as guilty of misrepresenting Strawson as they
take him to be of misrepresenting Kant.) A quite different view is that the two kinds of
knowledge are two kinds of knowledge about the same things. The fact that we can have
the one and cannot have the other is then more like the fact that we can have historical
knowledge about events of which we cannot have eyewitness knowledge. Both views cast
knowledge of things in themselves as free of any ‘human’ perspective. But on the first
view, unlike the second, this is dictated by the very subject matter of the knowledge. On
the second view, the phrase ‘things in themselves’ should strictly speaking only ever be
used syncategorematically, in tandem with some suitable epistemic expression: to say, for
instance, that things in themselves are not coloured is an improper way of saying that our
knowledge of the colours of things is not knowledge of things in themselves (is not free of
‘human’ perspective). With the possible exception of the caricature in the previous note, I
have presented Kant’s transcendental idealism in such a way as to evoke the second view,
but I certainly do not take myself to have refuted the first. For material conducive to the
first view, see Prolegomena, 4:318, and 3rd Critique, 5:195. For material conducive to the
second view, see Bxviii—xix, n.; A45-46/B62-63; Prolegomena, 4:289; and Groundwork,
4:450-452. For a third view, to which I cannot hope to do justice but which I should cer-
tainly mention, see Bird (2006), esp. Chs 1 and 30. For some remarks relevant to the role
that transcendental idealism will play in our narrative, see the Appendix to this chapter.
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between impressions and ideas, and saw this as a distinction of degree (see §2
of the previous chapter), Kant has a distinction of kind between intuitions,’”
whereby we are directly given objects, and concepts, whereby we think about
objects, as thus given (A19/B33). Intuitions are products of our pure recep-
tivity; there is something passive about them. Concepts are products of our
‘spontaneity’; there is something active about them.’® Our knowledge, or
at any rate our synthetic knowledge, requires both (A50-51/B74-75). And
our spectacles involve both. Thus, given that our synthetic a priori knowl-
edge includes knowledge of the structure of space and time, Kant concludes
that not even these are features of things in themselves, but are rather two
a priori intuitions that constitute part of our spectacles (A19-49/B33-73).%”
He likewise identifies twelve fundamental a priori concepts that he takes to
constitute part of our spectacles (A79-80/B105-106).*° Significantly, in the
light of some of the difficulties with which Hume wrestled, these concepts
include (pure forms of) both the concept of substance and the concept of
causality (A80/B106; cf. Prolegomena, §27). These twelve concepts serve as
a kind of noetic glue. It is by means of them that our intuitions are combined
together so as to ensure that we are not just given objects but are given them
as being a certain way.

Our spectacles, to repeat, involve both intuitions and concepts. It is
because they involve intuitions that Kant is able to reject the Independence
Assumption. For synthetic knowledge must answer to something. So given
that, qua synthetic, it does not answer merely to the concepts involved in
it, the only way in which it can fail to answer to what is independent of
it is by involving something other than concepts. A priori intuitions play
just this role. (This is related to the principle, on which Kant again and
again insists in the first Critique, that synthetic knowledge is never possible

37 Note that this use of the term ‘intuition’ is very different from Descartes’ (see Ch. 1, §4).
For an excellent discussion of Kant’s use, see Hintikka (1969).

38 Just as empiricists have missed this distinction by effectively trying to make do with dif-

ferences of degree among our intuitions, so too, Kant alleges, Leibniz missed it when he

spoke of monads representing the world more or less distinctly (see Ch. 3, §3) and effec-
tively tried to make do with differences of degree among our concepts (A44/B61-62 and

A270-271/B326-327).

3 See Ch. 3,n.15: there is a comparison to be drawn here with Leibniz. But Kant believes that
Leibniz’ view is vitiated by the error to which I referred in the previous note (A275-276/
B331-332).

40 That we have the a priori intuitions we have and that we have the a priori concepts we
have are, for Kant, brute facts about us (see e.g. B145-146 and Prolegomena, 4: 350-
351). To be sure, what Kant says at B148 might be interpreted as meaning that any being
that is given objects in intuition must (can? will?) use the same a priori concepts as we
do to think about those objects. But what Kant surely means is rather that, for any being
that is given objects in intuition, we must (can? will?) use these concepts to think about
those objects.
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without intuitions (see e.g. B16, A62/B87,A155-156/B194-195,B288-289,
and A238-240/B297-299). This principle will later prove to be critical to
his determination of the limits of metaphysics: see §6.)

The fact that our spectacles also involve concepts violates any counterpart
of Hume’s basic empiricist principle that our simple ideas are copied from
our simple impressions. It is nevertheless too soon to conclude that Kant dis-
tances himself from any direct equivalent of Hume’s semantic empiricism.
For it remains to be seen what sort of meaning, if any, he thinks can attach
to these concepts when they are disassociated from experience. On the other
hand it is not too soon to conclude that Kant distances himself from any
direct equivalent of Hume’s epistemic empiricism. His sheer commitment
to synthetic a priori knowledge ensures that he does that. The question we
must now broach is how far, if at all, we can aspire to such knowledge in the
most general attempt to make sense of things, that is in metaphysics.

5. Good Metaphysics: The “Transcendental Analytic’

Kant believes that this aspiration is, up to a point, perfectly legitimate. He
devotes at least a third of his first Critique, essentially the part entitled
‘Transcendental Analytic’, to the pursuit of it. There is a section entitled
‘Second Analogy’, for example, in which he considers what I called in §2
the Causal Principle, or what he calls ‘the principle of temporal sequence
according to the law of causality’ (B232), and in that section he attempts a
proof of this principle. If he succeeds — it is beyond the scope of this chapter
to address the issue of how far he does*' — then the upshot is, precisely, an
item of synthetic a priori knowledge of a sufficiently high degree of gener-
ality to count as metaphysical. In this part of the first Critique, then, Kant’s
project is to establish various metaphysical results, much as a mathema-
tician’s project is to establish mathematical results.

(Later in the first Critigue Kant explicitly compares and contrasts these
two disciplines (A712-738/B740-766). There is one crucial feature that they
have in common. Because metaphysicians and mathematicians are both in
pursuit of synthetic knowledge, they must both appeal to intuitions. But this
in turn signals the principal contrast between the two disciplines, which is
methodological. Mathematicians appeal to the relevant intuitions by actu-
ally exhibiting them (A713/B741). For example, a geometrician might begin
a proof by constructing a triangle. Metaphysicians, however, are concerned
rather with experience, and hence with intuitions at least some of which are
empirical. So if they exhibited any relevant intuitions, it would compromise
their claim to be engaged in an a priori exercise. Their appeal to the relevant
intuitions is instead an appeal to the sheer possibility of our being given

41 For discussion, see Bennett (1966), Chs 11 and 15; Strawson (1966), Pt Two, Ch. 3;
Allison (1983), Ch. 10; and Guyer (1987), Ch. 10.
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objects in intuition in the various ways we are (A766/B794). It is thus that
metaphysics comes to involve the highly distinctive style of proof that Kant
labels ‘transcendental proof’ (A786/B814ff.). A transcendental proof is a
proof whose conclusion concerns the conditions that must obtain, as a mat-
ter of a priori necessity, in order for us to be given objects in intuition in the
ways we are, or in order for us to enjoy experience of the kinds we do.*)

6. Bad Metaphysics: The “Transcendental Dialectic’

The ‘Transcendental Analytic’ reveals the scope of metaphysics. It is fol-
lowed in the first Critique by an even larger part, entitled “Transcendental
Dialectic’, which reveals its limits. Some of what metaphysicians aspire to
do, nay most of what they aspire to do, is not legitimate. This means that
their task is twofold: not just to establish metaphysical results, and thereby
to attain synthetic a priori knowledge, but also to keep in check their own
impulses to try to establish metaphysical results where there is no synthetic
a priori knowledge to be had; that is to say, not just to practise good meta-
physics, but to combat bad metaphysics. Both tasks are united in Kant’s
delightfully memorable aper¢u concerning philosophy, which he might just
as well have applied to metaphysics, that it ‘consists precisely in knowing its
bounds’ (A727/B755).

Metaphysicians attempt to transgress these bounds whenever they attempt
to make sense of what is transcendent. In a second, more Kantian formu-
lation, they attempt to transgress these bounds whenever they attempt to
attain synthetic a priori knowledge without appeal to intuitions. In the first
of these formulations — which supplies a direct answer to the Transcendence
Question in §6 of the Introduction — I am presupposing a suitably episte-
mic interpretation of what it is to make sense of something and a suitably
experiential interpretation of what it is for something to be transcendent.
The two formulations are equivalent because the knowledge that we can
attain by appeal to intuitions, whether these be empirical or a priori, is the
synthetic knowledge that we can attain about objects of a possible expe-
rience (for us). Such knowledge pertains to what we are actually given in
experience if the intuitions are empirical. It pertains to our spectacles and
therefore, indirectly, to what we are capable of being given in experience if
the intuitions are a priori.

As we have seen, Kant denies that there is any other synthetic knowledge
available to us. He is adamant that herein lie the only two epistemic uses to
which we can put our spectacles. We can look through them at the world

4 For further discussion, including discussion of other contrasts that Kant recognizes
between metaphysics and mathematics, see Moore (2010b), esp. §2. For reservations
about the idea that we can determine conditions that must obtain in order for us to enjoy
experience of the kind we do, see Ch. 21, §2(e).
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and see how the world actually appears through them. Or we can reflect on
the spectacles themselves and draw conclusions about how the world must
appear through them. But there is no other synthetic knowledge that we can
attain with their aid (e.g. Bxix, A92-94/B124-127, B147-148, B165-166,
A139/B178, A238-240/B297-299, and A702/B730). Nor — Kant is just as
adamant about this — can we take them off and look at the world directly.

Yet that is what metaphysicians most deeply aspire to do. They seek, as
Kant would put it, synthetic a priori knowledge of things in themselves.*
They want to establish whether or not there is a God sustaining all that
we experience and directing its various operations; whether or not, in the
multifarious episodes that make up our lives, there are any exercises of pure
free will; whether or not we each have a soul, persisting through all the
vicissitudes of our physical existence and beyond.** (Each of our protago-
nists so far has had something to say about each of these.) These are the
great questions of metaphysics. Kant himself insists that such questions are
of vital concern to us. He regards the three concepts of God, freedom, and
immortality as the three most important and most potent concepts of main-
stream Christianity (e.g. 2nd Critique, Pt One, Bk II, Ch. I, §VI). But such
questions, at any rate on Kant’s understanding of them, are questions about
what is transcendent. We cannot hope to answer them.*’

In the ‘“Transcendental Dialectic’ Kant supplements his general account
of what is wrong with attempts to answer such questions, and of why we
nevertheless feel the urge to make these attempts, with a case-by-case rebut-
tal of the various specific attempts that metaphysicians have made, their
various forays into transcendent metaphysics, as we might say. Kant himself
comments, in the very last sentence of the ‘Transcendental Dialectic’:

It was not only necessary to carry out an exhaustive examination of
the vain elaborations of speculative reason in their entirety down to
its primary sources, but also — since dialectical illusion is here not only

4 Or, as Kant says at one point, they seek the ‘unconditioned, which reason necessarily and
with every right demands in things in themselves for everything that is conditioned’ (Bxx,
emphasis in original).

4 At B7 Kant says that the ‘unavoidable problems of pure reason ... are God, freedom and

immortality, and adds that ‘the science whose final aim in all its preparations is directed

properly only to the solution of these problems is called metaphysics’ (emphasis in ori-
ginal; cf. A798/B826).

There is an issue here about the Causal Principle which Kant takes himself to have proved.

Why does that not yield a negative answer to the question about free will, at least given

something else that Kant holds, namely that any attempt to reconcile the Causal Principle

with our possession of free will by maintaining that our exercises of free will have a dis-

tinctive type of cause (any attempt of the kind that Hume made: see Hume (1975a), §VIII)

is ‘a wretched subterfuge’ (2nd Critique, 5:96)? We shall return to this issue in the next

4

section.
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deceptive for our judgment but ..., owing to the interest we take in these
judgments, is also alluring and natural, and so will be present in the
future too — it was advisable to draw up an exhaustive dossier, as it were,
of these proceedings and store it in the archives of human reason, so as to
prevent future errors of a similar kind. (A703-704/B731-732)

Kant divides the misguided efforts of metaphysicians into two broad clas-
ses, according to whether their questions are ill-conceived or well-conceived
(A740-741/B768-769).* There is an echo in this division of a division that
Hume would recognize between violations of his semantic empiricism and
violations of his epistemic empiricism. To see how Kant understands the
division, we need first to see what he means by an ‘idea of reason’. By an
idea of reason Kant means one of the twelve fundamental a priori concepts
that constitute part of our spectacles or else a concept that can be defined in
terms of these twelve, freed of whatever apparatus allows it to be applied to
objects of possible experience (A320/B377 and A408-409/B435). So freed,
it can be applied to things in themselves. And Kant believes that the ques-
tions addressed by metaphysicians in their misguided efforts to attain syn-
thetic knowledge of what transcends experience always involve some idea of
reason. Such a question is ill-conceived if it involves a confused amalgam of
an idea of reason with some concept that can be applied only to objects of
possible experience. It is well-conceived if it involves ideas of reason with-
out any such distortion. In the former case the question has no answer.” In
the latter case the question has an answer, but only at the level of things in
themselves. The problem with a question of the latter kind, for those meta-
physicians trying to answer it, is simply that they (we) lack the resources to
do so. The three questions mentioned earlier, concerning God, freedom, and
immortality, are of this latter kind. The three concepts of God, freedom, and
immortality (suitably understood) are undistorted ideas of reason. We may
speculate about whether they are instantiated among things in themselves.
But we can never know whether they are.

Not all metaphysical questions are of this kind, however. Many are of
the former kind, that is to say ill-conceived. Thus metaphysicians in the
past, notably Leibniz and his followers on the one hand and followers of
Newton on the other hand,*® have debated whether the physical universe is
either infinitely old or infinitely big. Kant urges that these questions do not
so much as arise unless there is such a thing as the physical universe, as a
whole. But on Kant’s view there is not. The concept of the physical universe

46 The terminology is mine, not Kant’s.

47 Or at least, it has no answer as intended. Thus if the question is which of two apparent
contradictories holds, where each of these apparent contradictories involves the confused
concept, then it has the answer: neither. See A503-505/B531-533.

48 That Kant is particularly concerned with debates between Leibnizians and Newtonians is
convincingly argued by Sadik J. Al-Azm in Al-Azm (1972).



Kant: The Possibility of Metaphysics 127

as a whole is a confused amalgam of the concept of unconditionedness,
which is an idea of reason, with the concept of physical reality. This requires
something that is both physical and all-encompassing. But the only physical
things that can exist are objects of possible experience. And no object of
possible experience can be all-encompassing. That is, no object of possible
experience can encompass the whole of physical reality. The source of our
mistake, when we conflate these concepts in this way, is a genuine insight:
namely, that there must ultimately be something unconditioned correspond-
ing to anything conditioned, and in particular corresponding to any condi-
tioned physical thing (Bxx*’). What we fail to appreciate, however, is that
such unconditionedness must reside in things in themselves, which physical
things are not. We naturally assume that some physical thing must be uncon-
ditioned, in other words, that there must be such a thing as the physical
universe as a whole, finite or infinite as the case may be. Once we drop that
assumption, we can acquiesce in the conclusion that every physical thing
is part of some other physical thing that is older and bigger — as the earth,
for instance, is part of the solar system — although there is no one physical
thing of which every physical thing is part (‘Transcendental Dialectic’, Bk II,
passim, esp. §SIVIL.).

These debates about the age and size of the physical universe are espe-
cially significant for Kant, for they illustrate perfectly the ‘battlefield of ...
endless controversies’ to which he refers at the beginning of the Preface to
the first edition of the first Critique (Aviii). He holds that, on the assumption
that the physical universe does exist as a whole, there are entirely valid rea-
sons both for denying that it can be temporally or spatially infinite and for
denying that it can be temporally or spatially finite. It is hardly surprising,
then, that metaphysicians in the past have again and again returned to these
issues, (unsuccessfully) defending their own views by (successfully) attacking
the views of their opponents, with no prospect of reconciliation while the
offending assumption is still in place. Kant lays out their arguments along-
side one another (as he does arguments concerning the divisibility of matter,
the sovereignty of the laws of nature, and the existence of a necessary being)
as a way of displaying the dialectic from his own impartial standpoint.’’ He

4 This is the passage cited in n. 43. Cf. also A307-308/B364-365.

30 This is the section of the first Critique entitled “The Antithetic of Pure Reason’. These
arguments, together with the others mentioned in parentheses, constitute what he calls
the four ‘antinomies’. The arguments concerning the age and size of the physical universe
constitute the first of these. I do not propose to dwell on these arguments here (I have
done so elsewhere (Moore (1992) and (2001a), Ch. 6, §3)). There are, however, three
points to which I think it is worth drawing attention, because commentators often miss
them or even deny them. First, Kant never calls into question the infinitude of time or
space themselves, of which he thinks we have synthetic a priori knowledge (A25/B39
and A32/B47-48). Indeed, their infinitude is a crucial part of the reason why the physical
universe cannot be finite (A427-429/B455-457). The second point is related to the first.



128 Part One

then proceeds to explain how removing the offending assumption can lead
to a resolution (see esp. A497/B525ff.).

But it is impossible to remove the offending assumption without disen-
tangling the two elements in the confused concept of the physical universe as
a whole, and therefore without distinguishing between physical things and
things in themselves; in other words without regarding physical things as
mere appearances; or in yet other words without accepting transcendental
idealism. Kant accordingly regards this dialectic as providing further sup-
port for transcendental idealism. He writes:

One can ... draw from this antinomy a true utility ..., namely that of ...
proving indirectly the transcendental ideality of appearances.... The
proof would consist in this dilemma. If the world is a whole existing in
itself, then it is either finite or infinite. Now the first as well as the second
alternative is false (according to the proof offered above for the antithesis
[sc. that the world is infinite] on the one side and the thesis [sc. that the
world is finite] on the other). Thus it is also false that the world (the sum
total of all appearances) is a whole existing in itself. From which it fol-
lows that appearances in general are nothing outside our representations,
which is just what we mean by their transcendental ideality. (A506-507/
B534-535; cf. Bxx and Prolegomena, 4:341, n.)

Not that removing the offending assumption prevents the arguments in
question from continuing to impress themselves upon us. Kant believes that
he is dealing with an irresistible illusion which, like an optical illusion, sur-
vives our knowledge that that is what it is. And we are all subject to it. It is

In the temporal case at least, and possibly also in the spatial case, there is an asymmetry
in the two things that Kant denies, i.e. that the physical universe is infinite and that it is
finite. The asymmetry is that the first of these is, so to speak, closer to the truth than the
second. (After all, the Causal Principle ensures that whatever happens in nature is pre-
ceded by something else, which, in one good sense, requires infinite history.) The point, of
course, is that the physical universe does not exist as a (temporally) infinite whole because
it does not exist as a whole. Finally, although (as we are about to see) Kant believes that
the dialectic here provides further support for transcendental idealism, this should not
deter us from reading controversial elements of transcendental idealism into the argu-
ments that he parades. He accepts the arguments (except, of course, for the offending
assumption: see Prolegomena, 4:340) and it is important for his purposes that we accept
them too. But he is not offering them in a spirit of persuasion. He is offering them in a
spirit of descriptive rational psychology. He takes them, rightly or wrongly, to be argu-
ments that already force themselves upon us as soon as we think about these issues (e.g.
A339/B397 and A464/B490).

For further discussion of the first antinomy, see Strawson (1966), Pt Three, Ch. 3;
Bennett (1982); Allison (1983), Ch.3; and Guyer (1987), Ch. 18. (I agree with what P.F.
Strawson says at ibid., pp. 203-206: the most fundamental objection to these arguments
is an objection to Kant’s approach too, namely that questions about the age and size of
the physical universe are scientific questions, to be tackled empirically.)
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utterly natural.’! True, Kant’s concern is with errors perpetrated by meta-
physicians. But we are all, to some extent, metaphysicians (cf. Prolegomena,
4:367). Kant writes:

Transcendental illusion ... does not cease even though it is uncovered and
its nullity is clearly seen into by transcendental criticism (e.g. the illusion in
the proposition: “The world must have a beginning in time’).... [This is] an
illusion that cannot be avoided at all, just as little as we can avoid it that
the sea appears higher in the middle than at the shores, since we see the
former through higher rays of light than the latter, or even better, just as
little as the astronomer can prevent the rising moon from appearing larger
to him, even when he is not deceived by this illusion. (A297/B353-354,
emphasis in original)

There are various senses of irresistibility in which it is irresistible for us
to form judgments in response to the well-conceived questions too.’> Indeed,
there is a sense, albeit superficial enough to allow for the many unbelievers
who have reflected on these questions, in which we have no choice but to
believe that God exists and that we are immortal. (I shall say more about
this in the next section.) There is an altogether more profound sense in
which we have no choice but to believe that we have free will. “The will of
[a rational] being,” Kant contends, ‘cannot be a will of his own except under
the idea of freedom’ (Groundwork, 4:448, emphasis added; cf. 2nd Critique,
5:30-31 and 103ff.). It remains the case that we cannot prove any of these
things. Kant considers and rejects purported proofs of them, much as he did
the arguments concerning the ill-conceived questions.’ By the end of the
‘Transcendental Dialectic’ his assault on what he sees as bad metaphysics is
complete. And it far exceeds, in destructive power, in diagnostic power, and
in systematicity, anything that we saw in Hume.**

1 One important difference between Kant and Hume is that the former is altogether warier
of what is natural.
52 Tt is certainly irresistible for us to raise such questions. As Kant says, in the very first sen-
tence of the Preface to the first edition of the first Critique, ‘Human reason ... is burdened
with questions which it cannot dismiss, ... but which it also cannot answer’ (Avii).
He deals with attempts to establish the existence of Cartesian souls, or thinking sub-
stances capable of surviving the destruction of their bodies, in “The Paralogisms of Pure
Reason’. He deals with proofs for the existence of God in ‘The Ideal of Pure Reason’. He
deals with attempts to establish our freedom in the context of the third antinomy. For
extensive discussion of all of these, see Bennett (1974). For something much pithier, see
Copleston (1960), Ch. 13, and Gardner (1999), pp. 225-243. For discussion of the rela-
tion between Cartesian souls and our existence as things in themselves, see Ch. 6, §3.
It also reinforces Kant’s love of the genuine article. Later in the first Critique he reflects
on how noble and exalted proper metaphysics is, as against the impression that we might
have formed in the ‘Transcendental Dialectic’ from our encounter with its impostor. ‘We
will always return to metaphysics,” he observes, ‘as to a beloved from whom we have been
estranged’ (A 850/B 878).
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7. The Regulative Use of Concepts

Yet even in the ambitions of bad metaphysics there is something that Kant
sees fit to salvage. Moreover, what he sees fit to salvage may yet count, on
a relaxed, non-epistemic interpretation of what it is to make sense of some-
thing, as bona fide sense-making. Indeed, granted the high level of generality
at which Kant is operating, it may yet count, on the broad conception of
metaphysics that I have adopted, as good metaphysics.

Kant distinguishes between a constitutive use of a concept and a regulative
use of a concept. A constitutive use of a concept is a use of it in representing
things to be a certain way. A regulative use of a concept is a use of it in framing
a rule, what Kant would call a ‘regulative principle’, enjoining us to proceed
as if things were a certain way. What the ‘Transcendental Dialectic’ shows is
that certain constitutive uses of concepts are illegitimate, either because the
concepts conflate ideas of reason with concepts applicable only to objects of
possible experience, and the questions being addressed are ill-conceived, or
because the concepts are undistorted ideas of reason, and the questions being
addressed, though they are well-conceived, are questions that we have no
way of answering: we have no way of knowing where, if at all, these concepts
are instantiated. It does not follow from the fact that some constitutive use of
a concept is illegitimate in either of these two ways — not even the first, where
the concept is confused — that the corresponding regulative use is illegitimate.
It is Kant’s conviction that there are many such regulative uses of concepts
that are quite legitimate (A644-645/B672-673 and A669/B6971f.).”> And
these are precisely what he wishes to salvage and to champion.

Thus the concept of the physical universe as a whole has in Kant’s view a
legitimate regulative use: to enjoin us to proceed as if the physical universe
existed as an infinite whole, and thus never to give up in our quest for a
deeper and more extensive understanding of nature, no matter how much
we have already explored (A508-515/B536-543). He likewise believes that
there are legitimate regulative uses of undistorted ideas of reason. Reconsider
the three concepts of God, freedom, and immortality. Kant calls the three
propositions stating that these concepts are instantiated among things in
themselves ‘postulates of pure practical reason’. Although we can never
know whether these postulates are true, it is Kant’s conviction that they can
serve as vital regulative principles. That is, each of the three concepts has a
vital regulative use: to enjoin us to proceed as if it were indeed instantiated
among things in themselves (see e.g. 2nd Critique, 5:48-49; 3rd Critique,
§76; and Religion, 6:71 n.).

35 Not that a legitimate regulative use of a concept need correspond to an illegitimate con-
stitutive use of it. Both may be legitimate. An example would be a regulative use of the
concept of the unconditioned in framing the principle ‘never to assume anything empirical
as unconditioned’ (A616/B644).
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Why should we proceed thus? Why should we make sense of things in
these highly distinctive, totally unfounded ways? Well, as I remarked in the
previous section, there is a sense, for Kant, in which we have no choice but
to do so. This sense is profound where our own freedom is concerned. But
our freedom carries with it certain demands: demands of rational action;
demands, as Kant sees it, of morality. And he believes that, because of our
imperfection, we cannot sustain a commitment to these demands without
the aid of certain non-rational props. These include certain hopes. They
include the hope that, imperfect as we are, we have scope to reform, and,
as a corollary, that we enjoy an immortality that will enable us to work out
our reformation. They also include the hope that virtue and happiness are
somehow ultimately aligned, which in turn requires the hope that God, who
alone is able to guarantee such an alignment, exists.’® We need to make sense
of things in these ways if we are to make real, practical sense of freedom
itself, along with its various demands. We need to hope that the world is a
home for such practical sense-making, that the world itself, to that extent,
makes sense.’’

It is precisely because we cherish these hopes, Kant suggests, that meta-
physicians have such a keen interest in these issues (Prolegomena, §60). In
the first Critique he proclaims:

All interest of my reason ... is united in the following three questions.

1. What can I know?
2. What should I do?
3. What may I hope?

(A804-805/B832-833, emphasis in original)

Bad, transcendent metaphysics is at root an attempt to provide reassurance
concerning the third of these questions (Prolegomena, §60). But it is an
attempt to do more than that. It is an attempt, ironically, to eliminate the
very need for hope, by actually establishing the three propositions in ques-
tion, the three postulates of pure practical reason. The urge not merely to
protect these postulates, but to establish them, is an understandable reac-
tion to the very real and very severe threats they face. These threats ema-
nate most directly from natural science, especially in its Newtonian guise,
whereby everything in nature seems to be governed by inexorable mechani-
cal laws, laws that already preclude the hope that gives every other hope its
rationale, namely that we are free. If we are not free, morality itself makes

56 Tam here condensing a vast and complex discussion: see esp. ‘The Canon of Pure Reason’
and 2nd Critique, passim, esp. Pt One, Bk II, Ch. 2. I treat these issues in greater depth
in Moore (2003a), Themes Two and Three. For an outstanding discussion see Wood
(1970).

57 Cf. Engstrom (1996), p. 133.
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no sense (A468/B496) and all the props that we use to sustain our commit-
ment to morality are a sad mockery. Moreover, these threats are exacerbated
by Kant’s own proof of the Causal Principle — as he is well aware.”®

Kant is nevertheless able to sidestep these threats. By insisting that our
hopes concern how things are in themselves, and in particular that whether
we are free or not is a matter of how we are in ourselves, he can afford to be
insouciant both about the Causal Principle and about any of the findings of
natural science, whose domain is the physical world, the world of appearances
(Bxxvi-xxx).”’ The fact that our hopes cannot be established therefore begins
to look like a mixed curse. For, by precisely the same token, they cannot be
refuted either (A753/781). The form that Kant gives to the third of his ques-
tions — “What may I hope?’ — is thus entirely apt. Protection of our hopes is as
much as is available to us: it is also as much as we need. The whole complex
machinery that drives Kant’s transcendental idealism, with its curbing of our
attempts to answer the great questions of metaphysics, in fact serves to keep
our most important hopes alive. ‘I had to deny knowledge, Kant famously
declares in the Preface to the second edition of the first Critique, ‘in order
to make room for faith’ (Bxxx, his emphasis).®” Of all the great reconciling
projects undertaken both in the first Critique and elsewhere in Kant’s work
(see §1), that between the demands of Christian morality and the demands of
Newtonian mechanics is the most important, the most profound, and the one
to which Kant is most ardently committed (A797-801/B825-829).°

8 See nn. 45 and 53. The apparent conflict between the Causal Principle and our belief that
we are free is at the heart of the third antinomy.
Thus Kant holds that one and the same situation can both exhibit complete (freedom-pre-
cluding) causal determination, as it appears, and involve an exercise of freedom, as it is in
itself (A532-558/B560-586 and Groundwork, 4:455ff.) The third antinomy arises because
we do not properly separate our idea of freedom from the concept of physical reality.
Note: it is because the postulate that we are free concerns how we are in ourselves
that its truth cannot be inferred from the fact that we cannot help believing it. Contrast
this with the proposition that the straight line between two points is the shortest. In that
case such an inference is permitted. The fact that we cannot help believing such a thing
is due to what our spectacles are like; and our belief is a belief about how things (must)
appear through our spectacles; so what we believe must be true. This obviously bears on
Descartes’ Reflective Question (see Ch. 1, §3). Kant’s bipartite approach to this issue illus-
trates one of the many respects in which he resists easy classification as far as his attitude
to the Creativity Question in §6 of the Introduction is concerned. (Even in the case of the

59

postulate that we are free, he takes the fact that we cannot help believing it to mean that
we are ‘really free in a practical respect’ (Groundwork, 4: 448).)

Kant defines faith as ‘reason’s moral way of thinking,’ and as ‘trust in the attainability of
an aim the promotion of which is a duty but the possibility of the realization of which it
is not possible for us to have any insight into’ (3rd Critique, 5:471-472).

In 2nd Critiqgue Kant goes as far as to proclaim it a matter of great fortune that we cannot
prove God’s existence. If we could, he says, ‘God and eternity with their awful majesty

6
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would stand unceasingly before our eyes.... Transgressions of the [moral] law would, no
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8. Thick Sense-Making and Thin Sense-Making

In this section I want to reflect on three interrelated questions that arise
within Kant’s system. What can we know about things in themselves?
What can we think about things in themselves? What is the importance of
this distinction for Kant’s metaphysics? (The importance of the distinction
for sustaining our commitment to the demands of our own freedom has
been one of the main burdens of the previous section, and I shall take that
as read.)

Concerning the question of what we can know about things in them-
selves, the answer is not nothing. Kant does not deny that we can have ana-
lytic knowledge about things in themselves (see e.g. A258-259/B314-315).
Hence he does not pick any quarrel with metaphysicians when they apply
the laws of logic in their abortive attempts to engage in transcendent meta-
physics, whatever other quarrels he might pick, and he himself makes free
use of such laws, in application to the transcendent, when rebutting them
(see e.g. A502/B530ff. and A571/B5991f.).>

It would make for an easy exegetical life if we could say that what Kant
denies us is synthetic knowledge about things in themselves. And indeed  have
already represented him in just these terms. But there is an issue about the very
knowledge that there are things in themselves, which Kant seems to grant us,
referring at one point to ‘the absurd proposition that there is an appearance
without anything that appears’ (Bxxvi; cf. A696/B724 and Prolegomena,
4:350-351).° He also seems to grant us knowledge about some of the things

doubt, be avoided: what is commanded would be done; but ... [mostly] from fear, only
[occasionally] from hope, and [never] at all from duty.... Now, when it is quite otherwise
with us ... then there can be a truly moral disposition.... Thus what the study of nature
and of the human being teaches us sufficiently elsewhere may well be true here also: that
the inscrutable wisdom by which we exist is not less worthy of veneration in what it has
denied us than in what it has granted us’ (5:147-148, emphasis adapted). Cf. in this con-
nection A831/B859.
This is the knowledge to which I was referring in n. 13.
It is true that the laws of logic that we recognize depend on the concepts we possess, which
leaves room for the possibility of beings who, because they possess different concepts
from ours, use different laws of logic from ours in thinking about things in themselves.
But that is no threat to the applicability of our laws to things in themselves. ‘Different’
does not entail ‘conflicting’. Cf. in this connection n. 40. And cf. the distinction between
rejection and denial drawn below in the Conclusion, §3(b).
¢4 Kant is adamant that any truth about what there is is synthetic: see e.g. A225/B272 and
AS594/B622ff.

Note: the view that the phrase ‘things in themselves’ should strictly be used only syncat-
egorematically (see n. 36) perhaps mitigates this concern in the following respect: it makes
our supposed knowledge that there are things in themselves less obviously knowledge
about what there is (as opposed, say, to knowledge that how things appear is only how
they appear). But the mitigation is limited. For the view in question does not make our

6
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that things in themselves are not, notably spatial or temporal, or for that
matter knowable (synthetically, by us). For instance, he writes that

o ‘space represents no property at all of any things in themselves nor any
relation of them to each other’ (A26/B42)

that

» ‘[time] cannot be counted either as subsisting or inhering in the objects
in themselves’ (A36/B52)

and that
« ‘objects in themselves are not known to us at all.” (A30/B45)

Are we not reckoned to know these things? Or has there perhaps been
some tacit restriction, throughout all Kant’s knowledge denials, to knowl-
edge of some privileged and robust kind, knowledge which is not purely
existential, say, and which is perhaps positive rather than negative, in some
suitable sense of these two terms (cf. B307ff.)?%° (After all, the restriction to
synthetic knowledge is often tacit, as in the third bulleted quotation.) Or is
it simply that we are beginning to witness cracks in Kant’s edifice? I shall
express my own pessimism on that score in the next section.

What, then, does Kant think that we can think about things in them-
selves? Plenty. (The postulates of pure practical reason are three examples.)
This is part of Kant’s view, which he proclaims on numerous occasions, that
we can think far more than we can know (e.g. Bxxvi n., B146, B166 n., and
A771-772/B799-800).°© However, any thinking that we do about things
in themselves must be of an extremely attenuated kind. It must involve us
in exercising concepts without intuitions, and Kant famously declares that
thoughts in which concepts are exercised without intuitions are ‘empty’
(AS51/B75).°” Elsewhere he is more forthright. He says of our a priori con-
cepts that their ‘extension ... beyond our sensible intuition does not get us
anywhere’ (B148, emphasis removed), that ‘our sensible and empirical intu-
ition alone can provide them with sense and significance’ (B149, emphasis
removed), and that they ‘are of none but an empirical use, and ... have no

supposed knowledge less obviously knowledge of something synthetic — except insofar as

it makes it less obviously knowledge.
65

&

We may also need to add “... and which is theoretical rather than practical.” Cf. Bx; Bxxvi
n.; 2nd Critique, 5:103; and 3rd Critique, 5:195.

In Ch. 14, §2, we shall consider a profound recoil from this view.

¢7 In the opening section of John McDowell (1996), McDowell comments on this passage
as follows: ‘For a thought to be empty ... would be for it not really to be a thought at all,
and that is surely Kant’s point; he is not, absurdly, drawing our attention to a special kind
of thoughts, the empty ones’ (pp. 3—4). But that is precisely what Kant is doing, or at least
what he takes himself to be doing.

6
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sense at all when they are not applied to objects of a possible experience, i.e.
to the world of sense’ (A696/B724; cf. A679/B707).5

One very important consequence of all of this is that whether Kant thinks
that we can make sense of things in themselves depends on how exactly
‘make sense of’ is interpreted. On most interpretations, and certainly on
any remotely robust epistemic interpretation, he does not think that we can
make sense of them. But on an interpretation weak enough to allow for
‘empty’ thoughts, or to allow for the regulative use of concepts discussed
in the previous section, he does think that we can make sense of them — as
indeed he had better if his system is not to be a complete sham. In what
follows I shall adopt the simplifying assumption that there is a core inter-
pretation of what it is to make sense of something whereby Kant does not
think we can make sense of things in themselves, which I shall call the ‘thick’
interpretation, and that there is a core interpretation whereby he does think
we can, which I shall call the ‘thin’ interpretation. (This immediately raises
a question about ‘transcendental’ sense-making and how it should be classi-
fied.®” But let us not forget that any awkwardness attaching to this question
may be an awkwardness, not for the simplifying assumption, but for Kant.
We shall return to this issue in the next section.)

It is here that the metaphysical importance of Kant’s distinction between
what we can know about things in themselves and what we can think about
them really lies. To see what this importance is, we must first reflect on the
fact that Kant’s project seems to involve drawing a limit to what we can
make sense of. But that in turn can seem an incoherent enterprise. More
specifically, it can seem self-stultifying. More specifically still, it can seem
vulnerable to the following argument, which, because of its recurring sig-
nificance to the rest of this enquiry, I shall give a name: I shall call it zhe
Limit Argument.

First Premise: The Limit-Drawing Principle: We cannot properly
draw a limit to what we can make sense of unless we can make
sense of the limit.

Second Premise: The Division Principle: We cannot make sense of
any limit unless we can make sense of what lies on both sides of it.

Conclusion: We cannot properly draw a limit to what we can make
sense of.”’

8 See also A139/B178, A239/B298, A240-241/B300, B308, and Prolegomena, §30. (The
reference to a ‘relation to the object” at A241/B300 is especially telling.)

¢ See again the definition of ‘transcendental’ given in §4; and cf. n. 35.

70 Perhaps the most famous version of this argument occurs in the Preface to Wittgenstein
(1961), where Wittgenstein writes that ‘in order to be able to draw a limit to thought,
we should have to find both sides of the limit thinkable (i.e. we should have to be able
to think what cannot be thought)’ (p. 3); we shall return to this in Ch. 9, §4. Cf. also the
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Granted the thick/thin distinction, however, Kant can respond to the
Limit Argument as follows. He can accede to the suggestion that his pro-
ject is a matter of drawing a limit to what we can make sense of under the
thick interpretation, but he can deny that, under that interpretation, both
the premises are true. For instance, he can insist that the Limit-Drawing
Principle holds only under the thin interpretation of what it is to make sense
of a limit: this gives him license to draw the limit that he wishes to draw
without being able to make sense of it under the thick interpretation. Nor is
there any reason to suppose that the Limit-Drawing Principle then connects
in some other problematical way with the Division Principle. For instance,
there is no reason to suppose that making sense of a limit under the thin
interpretation requires making sense, under the thick interpretation, of what
lies on its ‘far’ side. The threat of self-stultification is, apparently, averted.”

Kant himself has a wonderful analogy to illustrate his project. He likens
what we can make sense of, under the thick interpretation, to a surface,
which, like the surface of the earth, appears flat, so that, given our restricted
acquaintance with it, we cannot know how far it extends, though we can
know that it extends further than we have managed to travel: however, like
the surface of the earth, it is in fact round, and once we have discovered
this we can, even from our restricted acquaintance with it, determine both
its extent and its limits (A758-762/B786-790). Here, of course, he relies
on the important distinction between what we have in fact made sense of
and what we can make sense of. He sometimes draws this distinction in
terms of what he calls, in the original German, ‘Schranken’ and ‘Grenzen’
(translated in the Cambridge edition of his works respectively as ‘limits’ and
‘boundaries’ — though it is the latter that corresponds to what I have been
calling ‘limits’).”> The territory covered by what we have in fact made sense
of, which is capable of extending over time into what it currently excludes,
is marked by Schranken; the territory covered by what we can make sense
of, which is of an altogether different kind from what it excludes, is marked
by Grenzen (A767/B795 and Prolegomena, §57).7

problem to which I adverted in §6 of the Introduction about expressing the idea that our
sense-making is limited to what is immanent. And cf., for something structurally analo-
gous, the issue on which Philonous says ‘[he is] content to put the whole’ of his dispute
with Hylas in Berkeley (1962b), pp. 183-184.

It is worth adding that, since the threat has to do with making sense of things in them-
selves, then the view that the phrase ‘things in themselves’ should strictly be used only syn-
categorematically (see nn. 36 and 64) may also play, as it did earlier, a mitigating role.

72 The word translated as ‘bounds’ in the apercu about philosophy from A727/B755 which
I quoted in §6 is ‘Grenzen’. So too is the word translated as ‘limits’ in the passage from
Wittgenstein (1961) which I quoted in n. 70.

See also Prolegomena, 4:361, esp. the reference to what Kant calls ‘the result of the entire
Critique.

7

7

@



Kant: The Possibility of Metaphysics 137

But here too some cracks are perhaps beginning to appear. For we can
legitimately refer to the limits of a globe only because we have access to
a dimension other than the surface’s own two. If we ourselves were two-
dimensional beings on the surface, and had no access to any third dimen-
sion, then, while we might still acknowledge the surface’s curvature and
indeed its finitude, we would have no reason to think of it as having any
limits (Grenzen) at all.’”* Tt is therefore a real question whether, in these
glimpses of ours beyond the limit of our own thick sense-making — in this
empty play of concepts of ours in which there is sense-making only of the
very tenuous, thin kind — there is anything remotely like access to a third
dimension of space. If not, then we may not have succeeded in making sense
of this limit after all, not even under the thin interpretation, which calls into
question whether there is any such limit, which in turn calls into question
the very distinction between appearances and things in themselves.

9. Sense-Making That Is Neither Straightforwardly
Thin nor Straightforwardly Thick

Since §4 we have been suspending our misgivings about the fundamental
doctrines on which Kant’s transcendental idealism rests. Even so, there is
plenty, as we have just seen, to give pause. In this section I shall rehearse
what seem to me to be, in the context of our enquiry, the most serious con-
cerns about where those doctrines have led us.”

I note first that this whole exercise, that is to say the exercise of charac-
terizing synthetic a priori knowledge and investigating the possibility, scope,
and limits of metaphysics in the light of that characterization, has itself been
an exercise in metaphysics. That is, it has itself been a maximally general
attempt to make sense of things.”® In Kant’s work we find metaphysics in the
service not only of science, ethics, and theology, but also of metaphysics.

74 It is in this sense that contemporary physics allows for the finitude but unboundedness
of physical space: see Einstein (1920), Ch. 31. Note: here and subsequently I am drawing
on Moore (2010b). I am grateful to the editor and publisher of the volume in which that
essay appears for permission to make use of material from it.

75 We shall see Hegel raising related concerns in Ch. 7, §2.

76 Here, of course, I am presupposing my own definition of metaphysics. But lest anyone

think, contra my reassurances in n. 2, that Kant himself would not count this exercise

as an exercise in metaphysics — that he would not count meta-metaphysics as part of
metaphysics — I refer to the following three passages. First, just before the definition that

I cited in n. 2, he expressly says that metaphysics, so defined, includes ‘the critique’, in

other words it includes that part of philosophy ‘which investigates the faculty of reason

in regard to all pure a priori cognition’ (A841/B869). Second, in Prolegomena, 4:327, he
identifies ‘the core and the characteristic feature of metaphysics’ as ‘the preoccupation of
reason simply with itself. Third, in (perhaps a draft of?) a letter to Marcus Herz, written
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We can therefore ask of Kant a question which, in §5 of the previous
chapter, looked as though it had the potential to embarrass Hume when
asked of him: does his own work conform to the views advocated in it? Can
Kant himself be seen as pursuing synthetic a priori knowledge about how
things (must) appear, but not about how they are in themselves?””

There is a problem that threatens to arise here. It is a variation on the
problem that we considered in the previous section. Both problems come
together in the following question. Can Kant, when he draws a limit to our
thick sense-making, do so from anywhere inside that limit, or must he do
so from somewhere outside it?”® The reply that I ventured in the previous
section, on Kant’s behalf, was that he must do so from somewhere outside
it, but that he is exonerated by the fact that he may nevertheless do so from
somewhere inside the limit of thin sense-making. (In effect, then, I was sug-
gesting that transcendental sense-making is thin.) The concern about this
reply was whether any exercise of thin sense-making can be equal to the
task. That concern is now exacerbated by the thought that this task is itself
a metaphysical task, whereas metaphysical sense-making, for Kant, must all
be thick.”

We can approach the problem that threatens to arise here from a differ-
ent angle by considering the very judgment that our metaphysical knowl-
edge, like our mathematical knowledge, is synthetic and a priori. This must
itself, presumably, count as an item of synthetic a priori knowledge. And
yet, precisely in registering the non-analytic character of the knowledge in
question, does it not also have some claim to being, at least to that extent,
the very thing that an item of synthetic a priori knowledge supposedly
cannot be, namely a judgment about things in themselves? For, arguably,
there is nothing ‘from the human standpoint® (A26/B42, emphasis added)

after 11 May 1781, he says of the investigation in the first Critique that it includes ‘the

metaphysics of metaphysics’ (Correspondence, 10:269, emphasis in original). (It is only

fair for me to add that there is something rather different in Prolegomena, 4:260, which
suggests that meta-metaphysics is a propaedeutic to metaphysics. Still, I do not claim
complete constancy in Kant’s conception of metaphysics.) I thus disagree with David

Carr when he says, of the first Critique, “That work is indeed about metaphysics, but it is

not itself a work of metaphysics’ (Carr (1999), p. 33, emphasis in original). (In fact, the

‘Transcendental Analytic’ is already a problem for Carr’s claim: see §5 above.) I should

add that there is much else in Ch. 2 of Carr (1999) that I admire.

Cf. various currents in Strawson (1966), esp. Pt One, §4, and Pt Four.

78 See Strawson (1966), p. 12. Cf. Wittgenstein (1961), 5.61.

77 The point can also be put this way, in an adaptation of Kant’s globe metaphor. One of
the tasks of metaphysics is to map the round surface of metaphysical sense-making in
such a way as to indicate not only what lies on the surface, but also, through the deter-
mination of the curvature of the surface, how much lies on it and what sort of thing lies
beyond it. But metaphysics cannot indicate what sort of thing lies beyond that surface;
precisely not.

77
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to preclude our arriving at our metaphysical knowledge, or our mathemat-
ical knowledge, by means of pure conceptual analysis. From the human
standpoint the various a priori conditions of our experience cannot be
other than they are. Hence, from the human standpoint, these conditions
cannot make a substantial contribution to any of our knowledge. That is
to say, they cannot make the kind of contribution that they would not have
made if they had been suitably other than they are, the kind that prevents
the knowledge in question from answering merely to the concepts involved
in it. (Thus even if we need to appeal to intuition to determine that the
straight line between two points is the shortest, it is a real question what
work this appeal to intuition does that is not likewise done by an appeal to
intuition to determine, say, that black is darker than grey, a truth that Kant
would presumably count as analytic.) In acknowledging that there is a sub-
stantial contribution made by the a priori conditions of our experience to
some of our knowledge, which is what we are doing when we register the
non-analytic character of the knowledge, must we not therefore already
have taken a step back from the human standpoint? — as indeed Kant all
but concedes when he writes:

The proposition: ‘All things are next to one another in space, is valid
under the limitation that these things be taken as objects of our sensible
intuition. If I here add the condition to the concept and say ‘All things,
as outer appearances, are next to one another in space, then this rule is
valid universally and without limitation. (A27/B43)8%5!

(And note that this concern is aggravated when the knowledge is metaphys-
ical, rather than mathematical, by what we saw Kant argue in §5: that in
metaphysics, unlike in mathematics, the appeal to intuition is an appeal to
the mere possibility of our being given objects in intuition in the various
ways we are, so that the knowledge is knowledge ‘from concepts’ (A713/
B741).)

There is a similar awkwardness in Kant’s handling of what he sometimes
calls ‘the sole fact of pure reason’, which I take to be the fact that we can
put pure reason to practical use in accord with the demands of our own
freedom, as indicated in §7 (see e.g. 2nd Critique, 5:6, 31, 42,43, 55, and
104, and 3rd Critique, 5:468). It is unsurprising that, among all the facts
that Kant recognizes — where by a fact here is meant a contingency - this is
the one that he is prepared to describe as the sole fact of pure reason. For
what this fact is, on Kant’s conception, is a fact about pure reason’s purest

80 T have taken the liberty of correcting Paul Guyer’s and Allen W. Wood’s translation
here. The word that I have rendered ‘appearances’, which they render ‘intuitions’, is
‘Erscheinungen’.

81 Cf. Walsh (1975), p. 253. For further very interesting material relating to this problem, see
Bird (2006), Ch. 29, §2.
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exercise, which is our freely placing demands of pure rational agency on
ourselves and freely submitting to those demands. In effect, then, what Kant
is prepared to describe as the sole fact of pure reason, in the sense of the sole
fact accessible to pure reason, is something that he would also count as the
sole fact of pure reason in another sense, the fact that there is such a thing
as pure reason, capable of being exercised in the purest way, without the aid
of any other faculty.®” But this is a fact about how things are in themselves.
It is more like the fact that we have spectacles than like any fact that can be
ascertained by looking through those spectacles. There is therefore a certain
tension for Kant in supposing it to be accessible to pure reason. In what way
accessible? The tension is close to breaking point when Kant says that this
fact “forces itself upon us of itself as a synthetic a priori proposition that
is not based on any intuition, either pure [i.e. a priori] or empirical’ (2nd
Critique, 5:31).%3

True, there is nothing here that directly violates any of Kant’s principles,
provided that such ‘forcing’ does not issue in knowledge on our part, or,
more strictly perhaps, provided that it does not issue in knowledge of the
kind to which the discussion hitherto has been tacitly restricted (see the
previous section). But in what then does it issue? We might say that it is a
variation on the compulsion whereby we believe in our own free will. But let
us not pretend that that compulsion is itself completely unmysterious. In all
these cases, including the cases of supposed transcendental knowledge that
Kant takes himself to propagate in the first Critiqgue, Kant is accrediting us
with sense-making of a singular kind. On the one hand it is synthetic and
a priori, which means that we cannot regard it as straightforwardly thin.
On the other hand it results from sensitivity to transcendent(al?) features of
our own faculties for sense-making, which means that we cannot regard it
as straightforwardly thick. The truth is, we do not in the end know how to
regard it. We cannot make sense of it.**

10. The Unsatisfactoriness of Kant’s Metaphysics

Kant’s most general attempt to make sense of things is ultimately and pro-
foundly unsatisfactory. In his self-conscious reflections on what it is to make
sense of things, he achieves insights of unsurpassed brilliance and gives us
greater help than anyone before or since in thinking about what we can
and cannot aspire to when we practise metaphysics. But in his attempts

82 Cf. how for Descartes intuition, which was a faculty for knowing metaphysical necessi-
ties, was also the faculty whereby he knew of his own contingent existence: see Ch. 1,
n. 24. There is also a connection with the discussion at B157-159.

8 For further discussion, see Beck (1960), Ch. 10; O’Neill (1989), esp. pp. 64-65; and
Allison (1990), Ch. 13.

84 Cf. Groundwork, 4:463.
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to systematize these insights he appears to violate them and leaves us with
something that does not itself, in the end, make sense.

It is as if, even by Kant’s own lights, the only real sense that we can make
of things is whatever sense we can make of them by looking through our
spectacles, which means, in particular, that we cannot make real sense of the
claim that the only real sense we can make of things is whatever sense we
can make of them by looking through our spectacles. Transcendental ideal-
ism appears to foreclose its own acknowledgement. (This is illustrated by a
characteristically stubborn propensity, on the part of various transcendental
claims that Kant wants to make, to be interpreted in the wrong way. Thus,
to revert to an example that I used in §4, there is a natural and compelling
sense, which Kant is the first to recognize, in which the sun’s being larger
than the moon is quite independent of us. On the other hand, transcenden-
tal idealism requires us to recognize a sense in which it is not. In the first
edition of the first Critique Kant tries to distinguish these senses by appeal
to a deep ambiguity in the use of expressions such as ‘independent of us’:
the sun’s being larger than the moon is empirically independent of us, that
is independent of us in terms of the sense we make of things when we look
through our spectacles, but not transcendentally independent of us, that is
not independent of us in terms of the sense we make of things when we
reflect on the spectacles themselves (A373). In the later Prolegomena Kant
laments the fact that, despite having drawn this distinction, he has been
interpreted as denying the former independence (§13, Remark III). In other
words, he has been interpreted as espousing what, in a slight deviation from
Kant’s own usage, is often called empirical idealism.*’ In the second edition
of the first Critigue many of Kant’s bolder affirmations of transcendental
idealism, along with these efforts to distance it from empirical idealism, are
simply excised. It is as if he is engaged in an ongoing struggle to suppress the
empirical interpretation of his transcendental claims and, in at least some
crucial cases, eventually gives up.)

It is too soon to say where the fault lies. Perhaps Kant has not system-
atized his insights properly; perhaps they cannot be systematized; perhaps,
indeed, they cannot be fully articulated.*® However that may be, the impor-
tant questions for us, as practising metaphysicians, are ‘How should we
react to this?’, ‘How might we use it?’, not ‘Do we accept it?” For we surely
do not. We need some other way of rescuing the Humean baby.

85 Kant himself uses the term ‘empirical idealism’ to designate a more Cartesian position
whereby the empirical independence in question is merely called into question
(Prolegomena, 4: 293, and A490-491/B518-519). He identifies Berkeley as the chief
representative of the more extreme position, whereby the empirical independence in
question is denied: see B70-71 and B274. Berkeley’s position is encapsulated in Berkeley
(1962a).

8¢ Cf. my remarks on Spinoza’s third kind of knowledge in Ch. 2, §6.
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Appendix: Transcendental Idealism Broadly Construed

I said in §4 that transcendental idealism will play a crucial role in this nar-
rative. But we shall encounter many different versions of it, sometimes only
indirectly related to the specific doctrine about space and time that Kant
espouses. I therefore need to give some indication of what I mean when I
call a doctrine a version of transcendental idealism. That is the purpose of
this brief appendix.

I follow Kant in distinguishing transcendental idealism from another
kind of idealism, empirical idealism (see the material in parentheses in §10).
And, concomitantly with recognizing versions of transcendental idealism
that are only indirectly related to anything that Kant himself has in mind, so
too I recognize versions of empirical idealism that are only indirectly related
to anything that he has in mind. For my purposes, the crucial distinction
between the two kinds of idealism with which Kant himself is concerned —
the distinction that I wish to generalize — turns on the following question. Is
the dependence of the world of our experience on our experience of it of a
piece with, or does it utterly transcend, what we can know about that same
world through experience?

To clarify: let s be a kind of sense-making. Then idealism with respect to s
may for these purposes be defined as the view that certain essential features
of whatever can be made sense of in accord with s depend on features of s
itself. Empirical idealism, as I intend it, includes the rider that this depen-
dence can itself be made sense of in accord with s. Transcendental idealism,
as I intend it, includes the rider that it cannot.



CHAPTER 6

*

Fichte

Transcendentalism versus Naturalism

1. German Philosophy in the Immediate Aftermath of Kant

No sooner had Kant presented his critical philosophy' to the world, and the
world begun to assimilate it, than there was a proliferation of what looked
like transcendent metaphysics of the most egregious kind, far more excessive
and far more extravagant than anything that either he or Hume had been
trying to combat. Within four years of Kant’s death Hegel had published a
book in whose preface he gave the following outline of his conception of
what he called ‘the living substance’.

[The] living substance is being which is in truth subject, or ... is ... actual
only in so far as it is the movement of positing itself, or is the mediation
of its self-othering with itself. This substance is, as subject, pure, simple
negativity, and is for this very reason the bifurcation of the simple; it is
the doubling which sets up opposition, and then again the negation of
this indifferent diversity and of its antithesis.... Only this self-restoring
sameness, or this reflection in otherness within itself ... is the true. It is the
process of its own becoming, the circle that presupposes its end as its goal,
having its end also as its beginning; and only by being worked out to its
end, is it actual. (Hegel (1979), 18, emphasis in original, capitalization
removed?)

To an untrained eye this appears to be an unlovely mixture of obscurity,
jargon, and barbarism, too far beyond the semantic pale even to admit of
epistemic censure, though aspiring (insofar as one can tell) to be pretty far

! “Critical philosophy’ is a name that Kant himself gave to his system: see Kant (2002a),
4:383, and cf. Kant (1998), A855/B883.

2 In removing the capitalization I am following G.A. Cohen, who writes, ‘The capitals are
translators’ impertinences. German orthography requires that every noun be capitalized,
not just names of grand entities ..., but ... names of very mundane entities, such as “finger-
nail” and “pig”. German philosophers writing in German ... are unable to do what trans-
lators represent them as obsessionally doing’ (Cohen (1978), p. 5, n. 1).
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beyond the normal epistemic pale as well. We can readily imagine the alac-
rity with which Hume would have committed it to the flames, or the urgency
with which Kant would have asked Hegel what he took himself to be doing
with this bizarre mishmash of concepts and pseudo-concepts, this unruly
concatenation of undistorted and distorted ideas of reason, in which little
enough qualifies even for the title of ‘empty’ thought.

The situation would be altogether less remarkable if the philosophers
who produced such material did so either in ignorance of Kant’s work or
in defiant reaction to it. But they were largely trying to appropriate it, or,
if not to appropriate it, to reckon with it. German philosophy around the
turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries issued in a mass of meta-
physical writing of the very sort just illustrated, whose authors were utterly
self-conscious about their position after Kant in the evolution of modern
metaphysics, knew that they had to situate their work in relation to his,
and were deeply sensitive to his attack on what he saw as bad, transcendent
metaphysics. Often they were trying to develop, apply, reorient, or modify
his own system. This is true of Schelling, for example, who tried to salvage
Kantian insights about the relation between what we can know through
experience and what underlies our knowledge — between nature and free-
dom - while trying to overcome the Kantian opposition between these.’
And it is true of Schopenhauer, who adopted a version of transcendental
idealism in which the opposition remains but our knowledge extends to the
latter, in the form of the will, a variation on Kant’s own view that there is an
experience-transcendent fact of pure reason which forces itself upon us, this
fact being, more or less, the fact that we have free will.* But even those who
were less beholden to Kant were sufficiently immersed in the philosophical
milieu that he had created, and were sufficiently aware of the obstacles that
he had placed in the way of non-critical metaphysics, for it to remain a puz-
zle that they could have produced material that would have been such an
anathema to him.

A large part of the explanation lies in the internal tensions in Kant’s own
system which we witnessed towards the end of the previous chapter, whereby
it is impossible to make sense, of the sort the system requires, about why
the system requires sense of that sort. Many of Kant’s successors took them-
selves to be following the dialectic beyond the point at which it showed the
system to be inherently unstable to a point at which the system’s instability
was absorbed into some more powerful system. They were therefore neither
simply rejecting what Kant had bequeathed to them nor simply accepting it,
but rather trying to work it out (in several of the many senses of that phrase,

3 Schelling (1993).

4 Schopenhauer (1969a) and (1969b). (But ‘variation of’ is crucial here. Among the many
fundamental differences between Kant and Schopenhauer, mention should be made of
Schopenhauer’s dissociation of the will from both freedom and rationality.)
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including the sense in which they were trying to make sense of what Kant
had bequeathed to them). It was not to be expected, then, that they would
observe all its precepts.

In this chapter and the next we shall consider what are probably the two
most significant examples of what I have in mind.

2. The Choice Between Transcendentalism and Naturalism

We start with J.G. Fichte (1762-1814). For Fichte the most general attempt
to make sense of things begins with an essentially unprincipled choice
between two paradigms. This choice is unprincipled in the sense that there
is no neutral Archimedean point from which it can be made. Moreover, it
is, from the very first, a practical exercise: a decision about how to proceed
as much as reflection on what to think. And it remains a practical exercise
inasmuch as it requires a sustained commitment to the choice made.

The two paradigms are themselves systems of thought, whose main lin-
eaments can be depicted, as we shall see shortly, in Kantian terms. To be
committed to either is to be prepared, among other things, to engage in the-
oretical reflection of the highly general sort that we have seen exemplified in
Kant and in all our other protagonists so far. Even so, there is a subordin-
ation of the theoretical to the practical here.’

This subordination is by no means unprecedented. We have glimpsed
something of the sort several times already.” Most significantly, there is in
Kant a clear and explicit insistence on the primacy of practical reason over
theoretical reason (Kant (1996c¢), Pt One, Bk Two, Ch. II, §III). Kant held
that pure reason can be put to practical use. But he also held that, in order
for pure reason to be put to practical use by us, imperfect as we are, we
need to place our trust in certain propositions that outstrip anything that
we can establish by a theoretical use of reason (see §7 of the previous chap-
ter). By the primacy of practical reason over theoretical reason Kant meant

5 For two outstanding overviews of German philosophy in the immediate aftermath of
Kant, see Copleston (1963), Ch. 1, and Gardner (1999), pp. 331-341. On p. 341 of the
latter, Sebastian Gardner emphasizes another part of the impetus to supersede Kant: not
just to overcome the instability in his system but to answer questions that it leaves open,
e.g. about the nature of freedom and about why we have the a priori intuitions and a priori
concepts that we have.

Cf. Vocation, pp. 88-89; and see further §4.

Note: throughout this chapter I use the following abbreviations for Fichte’s works:
Foundations for Fichte (1992); Gesamtausgabe for Fichte (1964- ); Vocation for Fichte
(1956); and Wissenschaftslebre for Fichte (1982). All unaccompanied references are to
Wissenschaftslebre, and they are given in the form of the pagination in the edition by L.H.
Fichte as indicated in the margin of that work.

7 See e.g. Ch. 1, n. 7; Ch. 2, §6; and the comments about concept creation in Ch. 4, §5.
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the obligation of theoretical reason to sanction our accepting these propos-
itions, even though there is no theoretical rationale for our doing so. Fichte
then extends this same principle to the basic metaphysical presuppositions
that determine how pure reason is to be put to theoretical use in the first
place. Eventually, this will lead to a new conception of how the theoretical
and the practical are united.

What is the choice between? Roughly, something broadly Kantian and
something which, in the metaphor of the previous chapter, ejects both baby
and bathwater, in other words something which eschews substantive a pri-
ori metaphysics altogether. A little less roughly, we can either accede to some
variation on Kant’s system, and acknowledge a knowing willing subject with
spectacles that variously structure what it knows and regulate what it wills,
or revert to something more akin to what we saw in each of Spinoza and
Hume, and deny that there is any such transcendental conditioning of our
engagement with the world, a world that we know and manipulate simply
by being a part of it. On the first, Kantian alternative, what we are given in
experience are appearances of things, and our making maximally general
sense of these, which we do by reflecting on our spectacles, is a different
kind of exercise from our making the more particular sense of them that
is characteristic of the natural sciences, which we do by looking through
our spectacles. On the second, non-Kantian alternative, what we are given
in experience are things as they are in themselves, and our making max-
imally general sense of these differs only in degree from our making such
more particular scientific sense of them. On the first alternative objectivity is
grounded in subjectivity: the knowable world has a transcendental structure
determined by the knowing subject, and it (the knowable world) extends
no further than what the subject can be given in experience. On the second
alternative subjectivity is grounded in objectivity: the knowing subject is
itself part of the knowable world. Yet still the knowable world extends no
further than what the subject can be given in experience. Precisely what is
precluded, on both alternatives, is experience-transcendent knowledge. To
think that such a thing is possible is to allow objectivity and subjectivity to
be out of joint with each other. It is, in the recurring metaphor, to retain the
bathwater. That is an option that Descartes took. But it is an option which,
in Fichte’s view, Kant’s critical philosophy has rendered no longer avail-
able to us.

Fichte himself presents the choice as follows:

A finite rational being has nothing beyond experience; it is this that com-
prises the entire staple of his thought. The philosopher is in the same
position....*

8 This is in effect the rejection of the third, Cartesian option.
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But he is able to abstract.... The thing, which must be determined inde-
pendently of our freedom and to which our knowledge must conform,
and the intelligence, which must know, are in experience inseparably con-
nected. The philosopher can leave one of the two out of consideration....
If he leaves out the former, he retains an intelligence in itself ... as a basis
for explaining experience; if he leaves out the latter, he retains a thing-
in-itself ... as a similar basis of explanation. The first method of proce-
dure is called idealism, the second dogmatism. (I, 425-426, emphasis in
original)

Fichte also sometimes calls the first alternative ‘the critical system’, and
the second alternative ‘materialism’. T shall add to the nomenclature by
sometimes calling the first alternative ‘transcendentalism’, and the second
‘naturalism’.

I choose the label ‘transcendentalism’ to highlight what Fichte himself
highlights with his term ‘critical’, namely that the first alternative is not just
any idealism, but a specifically Kantian idealism,” whereby ‘the intelligence’
and ‘the thing’, the knowing willing subject and the object with which it
engages, are on two fundamentally different levels: the subject does not and
cannot know either itself or its relation to the object in the same way as it
can and does know the object.'” (This counts as a version of transcendental
idealism by the lights of the Appendix to the previous chapter: the object’s
dependence on the subject cannot be known in the same way as the object
itself is known.)

I choose the label ‘naturalism’ for two reasons. The first is to highlight
that ‘the thing’ to which the second alternative reduces all that we can make
sense of is that which we make sense of in the natural sciences.!' The second
reason is to highlight connections with views that we shall consider later.'?
There is also the point that the original term ‘dogmatism’ is not entirely
neutral. It is a term that Fichte borrows from Kant, in however extended a
sense,'’ and it is arguably an appropriate term to use in this context only
from the standpoint of the first alternative.'

% At 1, 438, he remarks that Berkeley’s system, which is a paradigm of idealism, is
dogmatic.

19 Tn Fichte’s variation, as we shall see in the next section, the subject is said to be an ‘act’

rather than an object.

1 Cf. Martin (1997), Ch. 2, §3, esp. pp. 41-42.

See esp. Ch. 12 on Quine. (But see also the important qualification in n. § of that

chapter.)

13 See e.g. Kant (1998), Bxxxv.

‘Arguably’, because there are some anti-Kantian writers of the time who cheerfully apply

the term (in a more or less Kantian sense) to themselves: cf. the quotation by J.A. Eberhard,

from Philosophisches Magazin, Vol. 1, which Kant gives in Kant (2002b), 8:187.
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That Fichte does often represent the dialectic from the standpoint of the
first alternative is strikingly illustrated by some remarks that he makes con-
cerning Spinoza. As [ emphasized in Chapter 2, Spinoza is a champion of the
immanent. But from the standpoint of transcendentalism he has no title to
that claim. From that standpoint, to cast the knowing subject as a mere part
of the knowable world is, if not to eliminate the knowing subject altogether,
then to cast the knowable world at large as essentially independent of it and
ipso facto transcendent. ‘In the critical system,” Fichte explains,

a thing is what is posited in the self; in the dogmatic, it is that wherein the
self is itself posited: critical philosophy is thus immanent, since it posits
everything in the self; dogmatism is transcendent, since it goes beyond the
self. So far as dogmatism can be consistent, Spinozism is its most logical
outcome. (I, 120, emphasis in original)

Such bias is very revealing.

The truth is, although Fichte talks in terms of a basic choice here, he
takes only one of the two alternatives to be viable. He sees no way of mak-
ing naturalistic sense of the knowing willing subject. Fichte takes naturalism
to include what I dubbed in the previous chapter the Causal Principle, the
principle that whatever happens in nature has a cause (Vocation, pp. 8-10).
And it is in terms of that principle, Fichte argues, that naturalism ‘wishes to
explain [the] constitution of intellect’ (I, 436). But this is a task to which he
thinks the principle is quite inadequate.

Why?"> Suppose we grant Fichte both of these things: that naturalism
includes the Causal Principle and that it seeks to explain the constitution of
intellect in terms of that principle (neither of which is unassailable — unless
simply and unhelpfully written into the very definition of naturalism). Even
so, what prevents it from succeeding? Is Fichte perhaps assuming, with what
the naturalist might regard as undue deference to Kant, that the only causal
laws that naturalism can acknowledge are causal laws of a mechanical kind
that preclude any free rational agency?

Certainly, freedom and rationality are crucial to Fichte’s understanding
of this issue. But it is not really a question of what sort of causal laws
are involved. Whether naturalism acknowledges only causal laws that
are mechanical or allows also for beings that ‘govern themselves on their
own account and in accordance with the laws of their own nature’ (I, 437,
adapted from singular to plural), whether it acknowledges only causal laws
that are highly general or allows also for local laws whose instances can
appear random, whether it sees causal laws as being of a robust Kantian

15 In raising the question “Why?’, I do not mean to impugn the original point that the choice
between the two alternatives is unprincipled. Even on Fichte’s own conception there is
nothing in what follows with the suasive power to shift the naturalist. We shall come back
to this point, and its significance, in §4.
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kind or of a more anaemic Humean kind, it can never, in Fichte’s view,
do justice to that primordial exercise of ‘absolute, independent self-activity’
(Vocation, p. 84) which constitutes the subject’s freedom and rationality and
which is what allows the subject to be presented with objects in such a way
that they become objects for it. He writes:

From this absolute spontaneity alone there arises the consciousness of
the self. — Not by any law of nature, nor by any consequence of such
laws, do we attain to reason; we achieve it by absolute freedom.... -
In philosophy, therefore, we must necessarily start from the self....
[The] materialists’ project, of deriving the appearance of reason from
natural laws, remains forever incapable of achievement. (I, 298; cf. I,
494-495)

But what entitles us to take for granted that we are free and rational in the
relevant sense, or even that we have such ‘consciousness of the self’? Perhaps
these are illusions, just as Spinoza took them to be.'®

Fichte’s response to this objection indicates once again the radical extent
to which this whole exercise is, for him, a practical exercise. Just as Kant
held that we cannot act ‘except under the idea of freedom’ (see §6 of the
previous chapter), so too Fichte holds that we have no choice, ultimately,
but to take for granted our own freedom, our own rationality, and our
own selfhood (in the relevant senses). I said earlier that, for Fichte, only the
first alternative is viable. That literally means that only the first alternative
can live. I might also have said that only the first alternative can properly
be lived."” ‘Nothing is more insupportable to me, insists Fichte, ‘than to
exist merely by another, for another, and through another’ (Vocation, p. 84).
‘Spinoza, he further insists, ‘... could only think his philosophy, not believe
it, for it stood in the most immediate contradiction to his necessary convic-
tion in daily life, whereby he was bound to regard himself as free and inde-
pendent’ (I, 513, emphasis in original).

Very well; suppose we grant Fichte the unliveability of the second alter-
native. Now there is a new concern. Why should the first alternative take
the form of a Kantian idealism? Kant’s own reasons for accepting such an
idealism were complex. They involved the synthetic a priori character of our
knowledge and the inability of pure reason to address certain metaphysical
questions without lapsing into contradiction. Does Fichte believe that some

16 Cf. Vocation, pp. 18-20. Note that ‘in the relevant sense’ is an important qualification,
since, as we saw in Ch. 2, §3, Spinoza distinguished between what he called “free will’,
which he did not believe in, and what he called ‘freedom’, which he did. Fichte is con-
cerned with something more like the former.

17 Cf. 1,434, where he says that ‘a philosophical system is not a dead piece of furniture that
we can reject or accept as we wishy; it is rather a thing animated by the soul of the person
who holds it
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version of transcendental idealism can be derived merely from ‘conscious-
ness of the self’?

In a way he does. Taking ‘the intelligence’ as a basic datum, and, more
to the point, as the only basic datum, Fichte sees the primary metaphys-
ical task as being to explain our experience and knowledge of other things
within that framework. ‘The immediate consciousness of myself, he writes,
‘is ... the ... condition of all other consciousness; and T know a thing only
in so far as I know that I know it; no element can enter into the latter cog-
nition which is not contained in the former’ (Vocation, p. 37, transposed
from the second person to the first person).'® But since this involves a fun-
damental contrast between the immediacy with which the self is known
and the mediacy, within the framework of such self-knowledge, with which
other things are known, precisely what it is is a kind of transcendental
idealism.

There is one particularly interesting illustration of the dialectic here when
Fichte, finding himself unable to doubt the Causal Principle (which is not a
prerogative of naturalism), concludes that it must be an item of knowledge
that derives from his own prescription of ‘laws to being and its relations’
(Vocation, pp. 54-55). In effect, then, he argues from a kind of transcenden-
tal idealism to the existence of synthetic a priori knowledge, where Kant, of
course, argued in the other direction.”

The important point, however, is that Fichte adopts a system that is
at root thoroughly Kantian. The urgent question, for us, is how this sys-
tem assumes, in Fichte’s hands, a form that seems in so many respects so
un-Kantian.

18 Cf. Kant (1998), A129, where Kant writes that ‘all objects with which we can occupy our-
selves are all in me, i.e., determinations of my identical self. Cf. also the opening section
of Schopenhauer (1969a), in which Schopenhauer identifies as the most certain truth that
‘everything that exists for knowledge, and hence the whole of this world, is only object in
relation to the subject, perception of the perceiver, in a word, representation’ (p. 3).

1 Not that this more direct route to transcendental idealism is entirely foreign to Kant.
Consider the following notable passage from Kant (1996b): ‘No subtle reflection is
required to make the following remark ...: that all representations which come to us
involuntarily (as do those of the senses) enable us to cognize objects only as they affect
us and we remain ignorant of what they may be in themselves.... Even as to himself, the
human being cannot claim to cognize what he is in himself through the cognizance he has
by inner sensation.... [But] a human being ... finds in himself a capacity by which he dis-
tinguishes himself from all other things, ... and that is reason.... [This indicates] a spon-
taneity so pure that it thereby goes far beyond anything that sensibility can ever afford
it.... Because of this a rational being must regard himself as intelligence ... as belonging
not to the world of sense but to the world of understanding’ (4:450-452, emphasis in
original).
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3. Fichte’s System I: The Subject’s Intuition of Itself

The system seems un-Kantian inasmuch as it seems a prime instance of the
discredited third option. In Fichte’s developed system there is an infinite self,
whose infinite activity involves, first, the positing of itself; second, the pos-
iting of a finite field of activity distinct from itself in which it is to act; and
third, the positing of a finite self set over against and in opposition to this
non-self.”’ Be the detailed interpretation of this as it may, it looks like just
the sort of transcendent metaphysics that Kant was trying to combat.

In a way the appearances are very misleading. In a way they are not at
all misleading.

Before we disentangle these, it will be helpful to reconsider the tensions
within Kant’s own system that we considered in the previous chapter. These
showed Kant, willy-nilly, having to acknowledge some basic substantive
truths about things in themselves, truths concerning the knowing willing
subject and its spectacles: for instance, that the spectacles make an extra-
conceptual contribution to some of the subject’s a priori knowledge, so that
the knowledge counts as synthetic, and that the subject can put pure reason
to practical use in accord with the demands of freedom, what Kant called
‘the sole fact of pure reason’. There is also of course the very fact that the
subject exists. Not only did Kant have to acknowledge this fact; he also had
to acknowledge its immediate accessibility to each of us. For it is something
of which each of us is directly aware through self-consciousness. Kant felt
the tension. In his Critique of Practical Reason he conceded that the sub-
ject is ‘conscious of himself as a thing in itself’ (Kant (1996¢), 5:97). In his
Critique of Pure Reason he tried to forestall the threat that this posed to his
system, and in particular to his principle that there can be no substantive
knowledge of things in themselves, by denying that such self-consciousness
involved any intuition of the self, or, therefore, that it delivered substantive
knowledge of the self. He wrote, ‘I am conscious of myself not as I appear
to myself, nor as I am in myself, but only that I am. This representation is a
thinking, not an intuiting’ (Kant (1998), B157, emphasis in original).”’ And
later in the same work he gave the following succinct explanation for why
he had been forced to say this:

It would be ... the only stumbling block to our entire critique, if it were
possible to prove a priori that all thinking beings are in themselves

20 There is no locus classicus for this. The development occupies pretty much the whole of
Wissenschaftslebre. I shall have more to say about it in the next section. We shall see in
particular that the term ‘posit” has to be interpreted in a very distinctive way.

21 Note that Kant did not deny that I have an intuition of myself in the sense of an intuition
of my body: see the rest of the paragraph (esp. the footnote) from which the passage just
quoted is taken.
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thinking substances, ... and that they are conscious of their existence
as detached from all matter. For in this way we would have taken a
step beyond the sensible world, entering into the field of [things in them-
selves]. (B409, emphasis added)*

The problem is that our self-consciousness, like our awareness of the sole
fact of pure reason, seems to be too ‘thick’ to be dismissed as mere empty
thinking, or thinking in which concepts are exercised without intuitions —
just as, by Kant’s enforced reckoning, it is too ‘thin’ to merit the title of sub-
stantive knowledge.”’ Kant was again accrediting us with a distinctive mode
of access to things in themselves which, by his very own lights, makes no
real sense to us (see §9 of the previous chapter).

Fichte’s reaction to this problem is, in effect, simply to concede that there
is self-consciousness (of a sort) which delivers substantive knowledge (of
a sort) concerning an ultimate feature of reality.”* There is an intuition of
the self, as it is in itself. This intuition provides the very framework for
transcendentalism.

That already looks distinctly un-Kantian. But Fichte goes further. He
characterizes this intuition as an ‘intellectual’ intuition. Kant repeatedly
insisted that no such thing was available to finite creatures such as us.

By an ‘intellectual’ intuition Kant meant an intuition such as we might
attribute to God, an intuition which does not consist in the passive reception
of objects, but consists rather in the active creation of them, and which, even
without the aid of concepts to think about its objects, already constitutes
knowledge of them.> Fichte likewise insists that ‘my immediate conscious-
ness that T act,” which is what he is happy to characterize as my intellectual
intuition, ‘is that whereby I know something because I do it’ (I, 463). And
he assimilates this to my consciousness of the demands of morality, which
dictate how I ought to act, thereby further calling to mind Kant’s sole fact of
pure reason, to which Kant himself, however, denied us any kind of intuitive
access. Already, then, we can see important respects in which there is, genu-
inely, a departure from Kant.

22 The original has ‘noumena’ where I have inserted ‘things in themselves’. But I do not think
that I have done violence to Kant’s intentions. See further ibid., B410; and for the relation
between noumena and things in themselves see ibid., B306-307.

23 See §§8 and 9 of the previous chapter for clarification of the ‘thick’/thin” distinction.

24 The first parenthetical qualification is intended to accommodate the fact that Fichte also

sometimes uses the term ‘self-consciousness’ to refer to a mediated knowledge of the self,
more akin to what Kant would call knowledge of the self as it appears; see e.g.1,277. The
second parenthetical qualification is included for reasons that should become clear in due
course.

Kant (1998), B71-72. Cf. also ibid., B145, where he talks in terms of ‘an understanding
that itself intuits’; and Kant (2000), §§76 and 77, where he talks in terms of an ‘intuitive
understanding’ (5:406) and an ‘intuitive intellect’ (5:409).

2
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But this requires immediate qualification. Fichte, who is adamant that he
is being true to the spirit of Kant’s critical philosophy if not to the letter of it
(e.g. I, 420), insists that his own use of the expression ‘intellectual intuition’
is different from Kant’s. As he explains:

in the Kantian terminology, all intuition is directed to existence of
some kind ...; intellectual intuition would thus be the immediate con-
sciousness of a nonsensuous entity; the immediate consciousness of the
thing-in-itself.... The intellectual intuition alluded to in [my system|]
refers, not to existence at all, but rather to action, and simply finds no
mention in Kant.... Yet it is nonetheless possible to point out also in
the Kantian system the precise point at which it should have been men-
tioned. Since Kant, we have all heard, surely, of the categorical imper-
ative [i.e. the fundamental precept of all morality]? Now what sort of
consciousness is that? ... [It] is undoubtedly immediate, but not sensory;
hence it is precisely what I call ‘intellectual intuition’. (I, 471-472)

Fichte is therefore talking about the subject’s consciousness of the principles
that direct it in its own purest, primordial agency. That is, he is talking
about the subject’s consciousness of the conditions of its very essence. For
the subject is not to be thought of as an ‘object’ at all. It is, as Fichte else-
where puts it, ‘an act’ rather than ‘something subsistent’ (I, 440; cf. the rest
of ‘First Introduction to the Science of Knowledge’, §7). Its intellectual intu-
ition is creative, just as Kant took intellectual intuition to be, but it does not
create objects. Rather, it creates the conditions for its very own creativity. It
creates itself.”"

Kant was worried that, if we are allowed to accredit the subject with
knowledge of itself, as it is in itself, then

no one could deny that we are entitled to extend ourselves further into
[the field of things in themselves], settle in it, and ... take possession of it.
For ... synthetic propositions a priori would not ... be feasible and acces-
sible merely in relation to objects of possible experience ..., but rather
they could reach as far as things in general and in themselves, which con-
sequence would put an end to this whole critique and would bid us leave
things the same old way they were before. (Kant (1998), B410)

Fichte sees no such danger. Once we have accredited the subject with this
highly distinctive knowledge of its own essence, this practical knowledge
concerning what it is to act, there is neither need nor possibility to invoke
any things in themselves beyond that: no need, because transcendentalism
provides for an explanation of the subject’s knowledge of other objects
within the framework of that distinctive self-knowledge; no possibility,

26 Cf. 1, 459.
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because transcendentalism precludes reference to anything beyond the sub-
ject (‘Second Introduction to the Science of Knowledge’, §6).

Concerning the first of these, the dispensability of things in themselves
beyond the subject, I shall say some more in the next section. Concerning
the second, the unavailability of things in themselves beyond the subject,
note that Fichte sometimes defends it by appeal to a variation of the Limit
Argument, which we considered in §8 of the previous chapter, the argument
for the incoherence of our drawing a limit to what we can make sense of. In
Fichte’s variation, for the subject to be able to ‘make sense of” something is
simply for the subject to be capable of thought in which that thing occurs,
which is in turn for that thing not to transcend the subject, in one sense of
the word ‘transcend’; and the conclusion of the argument is that there is no
such limit to be drawn, hence that nothing does in that sense transcend the
subject.”” In the terminology of §8 of the previous chapter, this is a particu-
larly ‘thin’ interpretation of sense-making under which, for all that was said
there, the argument may succeed.”® Here is one formulation of it:

Of any connection beyond the limits of my consciousness 1 cannot
speak; ... for even in speaking of it, I must ... think of it; and this is
precisely the same connection which occurs in my ordinary natural con-
sciousness, and no other. I cannot proceed a hair’s breadth beyond this
consciousness, any more than I can spring out of myself. All attempts to
conceive of an absolute connection between things in themselves and the
L in itself are but attempts to ignore our own thought, a strange forgetful-
ness of the undeniable fact that we can have no thought without having
thought it. (Vocation, p. 74, emphasis in original)

Here is another:

[We must be] rid of the thing-in-itself; for ... whatever we may think,
we are that which thinks therein, and hence ... nothing could ever come
to exist independently of us, for everything is necessarily related to our
thinking. (I, 501)

This feature of Fichte’s metaphysics may be its best known. It is often
portrayed as an anti-Kantian repudiation of the very idea of a thing in itself.
Fichte, for reasons that we have glimpsed, does not see it as anti-Kantian at

27 This trivially answers the Transcendence Question from §6 of the Introduction.

28 Elsewhere Fichte adverts to a thicker interpretation under which he himself hints that
the argument fails, specifically in its second premise: the Division Principle. He writes,
‘Reason is enclosed within a necessary circle. I cannot go outside of my reason and still
philosophize. I can, in turn, philosophize over this fact, but again, precisely in accordance
with the laws of reason, and so on. Reason limits itself’ (Vorlesungen iiber Logik und
Metaphysik, in Gesamtausgabe, Series I, Vol. 3, p. 247, trans. in Breazeale (1994), p. 49).
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all. But he does cast it as a repudiation of the very idea of a thing in itself,
which he elsewhere describes as ‘the uttermost perversion of reason, and
a concept perfectly absurd’ (I, 472). This is less bizarre than it looks. The
argument above rests on such a thin interpretation of sense-making, and
thereby places such exigent demands on the notion of a thing in itself, that
Kant need have no quarrel with it, except possibly a terminological quar-
rel. Kant’s own idea of a thing in itself was far less exorbitant than Fichte’s.
What Kant called ‘things in themselves’ were not beyond the reach of thin
sense-making, certainly not sense-making as thin as this. If we adopt a more
Kantian way of speaking, and if we recall how little Kant himself was pre-
pared to venture about things in themselves, then we shall surely want to
describe Fichte, not as repudiating the very idea of a thing in itself, but
rather as giving one particular minimalist account of how things in them-
selves are. It is an account in which the subject (or subjects) is (or are) the
only ultimate reality.

What now of the appearance of a departure from Kant? Well, such a
minimalist account of how things in themselves are, at least as far as its
minimalism goes, is not obviously incompatible with anything in Kant. But
that is a matter of its content. There is also the matter of the confidence that
we are being invited to place in it. Kant could surely not have tolerated that.
Such confidence would be an entitlement only to those who could take their
spectacles off. So the real departure from Kant now appears to be just what
it initially appeared to be: not a recoil from the notion of things in them-
selves, but, on the contrary, a professed insight into them.

4. Fichte’s System II: Conditions of the Subject’s Intuition
of Itself. The System’s Self-Vindication

This is not per se an objection to Fichte’s system. Perhaps Kant was wrong
to deny us any such insight into things in themselves, as some of his own
struggles with that denial have already suggested. But still, what are the
prospects for a Fichtean minimalism, for providing a satisfactory explana-
tion of the subject’s knowledge of objects without appeal to any things in
themselves beyond the subject?

We cannot hope to address this question without some further reflec-
tion on what counts as ‘the subject’. For even if the subject’s knowledge of
objects is not a result of its being given that which is independent of it, there
does seem to be a passive element in the knowledge which suggests that, at
the very least, the subject is given (does not create) that which is different
from it — as it may be, some part of itself, some feature of itself, some aspect
of itself — such as happens when I literally look through my spectacles at my
own hand. But what then makes what it is given a part of itself, a feature of
itself, or an aspect of itself? Is Fichte simply relying once again on his own
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extreme conception of independence whereby the sheer fact that the subject
is given something means that that thing is not independent of it? Or is he
perhaps advocating that the subject is creative in its knowledge of objects,
and is not thereby given anything?

Fichte’s system is an attempt, in part, to address and clarify just such
questions. He entitles his system ‘Wissenschaftslehre’. This is a term that is
variously translated as ‘science of knowledge’, ‘theory of knowledge’, ‘the-
ory of scientific knowledge’, ‘theory of science’, and ‘science of science’. The
last of these is in several respects the most appropriate.”” It signals how,
yet again in this drama of ours, we are dealing with something reflexive.
Fichte is offering us an account of our knowledge which is meant to apply,
in particular, to the very knowledge with which it is meant to furnish us. He
is trying to make sense, at the highest level of generality, of how we make
sense of things, including how we make sense of things at that level of gen-
erality.’” From that point of view we do well to remind ourselves that this
whole exercise is supposed to be a fundamentally practical exercise. That
whereof Fichte is offering us an account must also therefore be, to a signifi-
cant extent, practical. Seen in this light, both his questions and his answers
assume a new significance.

At the very beginning of the previous section I provided a sketch of
Fichte’s system. That sketch gave it the appearance of a wild metaphysical
yarn in which the subject, enjoying a kind of infinitude, does indeed create
all the objects of its knowledge — though only having first created itself, and
prior to creating a second, finite version of itself. This appearance was later
reinforced when I spoke of the subject’s intellectual intuition as self-creative.
In fact the appearance is grossly misleading. But it can soon be dispelled. The
verb I applied to the subject was ‘posit’, not ‘create’, ‘posit’ being the stan-
dard English translation of ‘setzen’, and any connotations that positing has
of creation, a notion that I used in connection with the subject’s intellectual
intuition but not in connection with the subject itself, are to be dismissed.

Each person’s starting point is himself, as a knowing willing subject, con-
fronted with a practical choice about how to affirm himself, both in his
dealings with the world and in his thinking about the world: whether to
take seriously that starting point, and to accept himself as a free agent with
respect to whose free agency all other questions arise, or to regard himself

2% The first is in several respects the least appropriate. That is why I have stuck with the term
‘Wissenschaftslebre’ as my abbreviation for Fichte (1982), though its English title is ‘The
Science of Knowledge’.

30 This reflexivity is a focus of both Breazeale (1994) and Rockmore (1994). Cf. also
Foundations, p. 89, where Fichte writes, “The question concerning the possibility of
philosophy is ... itself a philosophical question. Philosophy provides an answer to the
question concerning its own possibility.” (On the next page he identifies philosophy with
metaphysics.)
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as a mere part of nature, buffeted along in accord with freedom-precluding
mechanical laws. It is a choice that ultimately disappears, since only the first
alternative is genuinely liveable. The second is a pretence. But living that
first alternative, in good faith, does involve infinitude of sorts. For the free-
dom in question, together with the person’s commitment to it, is a kind of
unconditionedness. It is a freedom from limitations. The person does posit
himself, or, in the impersonal formulation that I have been using, the sub-
ject posits itself, but this self-positing is to be understood as self-assertion or
self-expression, not self-creation. Where there is an element of self-creation
is in the person’s exercise of his unconditioned freedom, to adopt laws —
conditions — for the proper exercise of that freedom. The person’s intel-
lectual intuition of himself is his knowing how to act in accord with those
freely adopted laws, thus how properly to act, in fact how properly to be.
For what the person most quintessentially is is an agent, or, as Fichte also
sometimes goes as far as to say (see the previous section), an act. And as for
what it is for him properly to act or properly to be — just as in Kant, that is
the same as for him to act morally, or to be dutiful.

None of this makes sense, however, without some field of activity in
which to act. There has to be something distinct from the person, constrain-
ing him in various ways, presenting him with real concrete choices about
how to exercise his freedom.’! Here is Fichte:

Our consciousness of a reality external to ourselves is ... not rooted in
the operation of supposed external objects, which indeed exist for us ...
only in so far as we already know of them; nor is it an empty vision
evoked by our own imagination and thought ...; it is rather the necessary
faith in our own freedom of power, in our own real activity, and in the
definite laws of human action, which lies at the root of all our conscious-
ness of a reality external to ourselves.... We are compelled to believe that
we act, and that we ought to act in a certain manner. We are compelled
to assume a certain sphere for this action: this sphere is the real, actually
present world, such as we find it — and the world is absolutely nothing
more than this sphere, and cannot in any way extend beyond it.... We
act not because we know, but we know because we are called upon to
act. (Vocation, p. 98)

The person accordingly posits a distinct reality. But, as before, this is not to
be thought of as an act of creation. To say that the person posits a distinct
reality, having posited himself, is in a sense merely to say that the person’s

31 Here an observation of Bernard Williams is relevant: “We may think sometimes ... that in
a happier world [such constraining] would not be [a] necessary [condition of an agent’s
being some particular person, of living a life at all]. But that is a fantasy (indeed it is the
fantasy)’ (Williams (20060), p. 57, emphasis in original). Note: included in that which
constrains the person in various ways are, crucially, other people.
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acknowledging a distinct reality is an indispensable part of his positing
(asserting, expressing) himself.

Likewise indeed where the third positing is concerned. A necessary con-
dition of the person’s acknowledging a distinct reality which constrains him
in various ways is that he should acknowledge that he himself is distinct
from something by which he is thus constrained, and is therefore finite.
Thus, as well as possessing infinitude in his freedom, indeed as a condition
of possessing infinitude in his freedom, he must also possess, and must
recognize that he possesses, finitude in other respects. His practical use of
reason, in the exercise of his infinite freedom, becomes an effort to impose
his will on a resistant, recalcitrant world which he must learn to negoti-
ate, in particular by investigating its contours through a theoretical use
of reason.”

I have already remarked on the reflexivity in the execution of this
project. There is also an important reflexivity in its outcome. Though
the original espousal of transcendentalism is based on an unprincipled
choice, anyone who has made this choice, and who has thought through
its implications, can see it as the right choice. In particular, he can see it
as the only choice that involves his properly confronting the demands of
his own freedom, by doing his duty. ‘Transcendental idealism,” Fichte pro-
claims, ‘... appears ... as the only dutiful mode of thought in philosophy’
(I, 467). Again: ‘Wissenschaftslehre is the only kind of philosophical think-
ing that accords with duty’ (Gesamtausgabe, Series 1, Vol. 4, p. 219). But
of course, no one can acknowledge that this choice is the only dutiful one
unless he accepts that there is such a thing as duty and hence, by Fichte’s
account, unless he has already made this very choice — this unprincipled
choice. There is nothing here with which to win over naturalists. (That is
precisely what it is for the choice to be unprincipled.) These reflections, as
Fichte himself puts it, lie ‘altogether beyond [the purview of naturalists]
... and hence this whole statement [sc. the statement of the superiority of
transcendentalism over naturalism], which is necessarily beyond them, is
made, not for their benefit, but for the sake of others who are attentive
and awake’ (I, 510).

There remains the worry that transcendentalism is based on an illusion.
Someone who has made this choice in favour of transcendentalism can
always take a critical step back and ask a version of Descartes’ Reflective
Question (see Ch. 1, §3). That is, he can always ask himself why the sheer

32 Here we see again (one aspect of) the subordination of theoretical reason to practical
reason. For the idea that a Kantian critique of the former is also thereby subordinated
to a Kantian critique of the latter, see Copleston (1963), p. 5, and Gardner (1999), pp.
334-335. Cf. also Zoller (2007). For further discussions of the relations between Kant
and Fichte, see Ameriks (2000) and Pippin (2000).
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fact that he could not help making this choice, and hence cannot now help
regarding it as the right choice, should mean that it really is the right choice.
Fichte would be the first to acknowledge the force of this question. He
would see the dialectical situation in Kantian terms. We can none of us help
thinking of ourselves as free. Nor, therefore, can we ultimately help mak-
ing this corresponding sense of things, even if what we are really thereby
doing is using concepts (which may indeed be confused concepts) merely
regulatively. The fact remains that, within the security of our unprincipled
choice, everything makes sense. And that is as much as we can expect from
any attempt, at this level of generality, to make sense of things. Here, in con-
clusion, is Fichte again:

If even a single person is completely convinced of his philosophy, and at
all hours alike; if he is utterly at one with himself about it; if his free judg-
ment in philosophizing, and what life obtrudes upon him, are perfectly
in accord; then in this person philosophy has completed its circuit and
attained its goal. (I, 512)

Appendix: Shades of Fichte in Kant

I have tried to give some indication of how Fichte’s transcendentalism arises
out of Kant’s. I also mentioned Fichte’s own conviction that the former is
true to the spirit of the latter. But what did Kant himself think?

We do not need to speculate. Kant was famously prompted by a reviewer
of a book on transcendental philosophy to answer this very question. The
reviewer wrote:

Fichte has realized what the Critique proposed, carrying out systemat-
ically the transcendental idealism which Kant projected. How natural
therefore is the public’s desire that the originator of the Critique declare
openly his opinion of the work of his worthy pupil! (quoted in Kant
(1999), p. 560, n. 1, emphasis removed)

In an open letter, Kant responded as follows:

In response to the solemn challenge made to me ..., I hereby declare that
I regard Fichte’s Wissenschaftslebre as a totally indefensible system....
I am so opposed to metaphysics, as defined according to Fichtean prin-
ciples, that I have advised him, in a letter, to turn his fine literary gifts to
the problem of applying the Critique of Pure Reason rather than squan-
der them in cultivating fruitless sophistries....

There is an Italian proverb: May God protect us especially from
our friends, for we shall manage to watch out for our enemies our-
selves. (‘Declaration Concerning Fichte’s Wissenschaftslebre’, dated 7
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August 1799, in Kant (1999), 12:370-371, emphasis in original, some
emphasis removed)

That is pretty unequivocal.

Nonetheless, it is not difficult to find passages in Kant’s writings that
testify to Fichte’s sense of his own discipleship. There are frequent uses of
strikingly Fichtean language’ — albeit these are often of relatively superfi-
cial significance, since closer inspection often reveals that, although Kant is
using Fichtean language, he is using it in a non-Fichtean way.** More signifi-
cant are passages in which Kant adumbrates Fichte’s system by signalling
goals which Fichte later pursued and which for Kant remained goals only.
For example, in his Critique of Practical Reason Kant spoke of ‘the expec-
tation of perhaps being able some day to attain insight into the unity of the
whole pure rational faculty (theoretical as well as practical) and to derive
everything from one principle’ (Kant (1996¢), 5:91), the very expectation
that Fichte took himself to have realized. Most significant of all, however,
are notes that Kant left behind after his death.® These notes were for a
book on which he had been working for the last decade of his life and
which he himself described as his chef d’oeuvre. They show him to have
been engaged in an absorbing combination of reassessment and develop-
ment of his own most fundamental ideas, but also, more to the point, to
have been drawn closer and closer to Fichte’s vision of a self-positing, other-
positing subject.*

Kant argued in these notes that the subject’s self-consciousness, which
is consciousness of itself as free, requires that it appear to itself in a cer-
tain way, or, more specifically, that it ‘constitute itself’ as an empirical
object. The subject does this by, among other things, constituting space
and time, along with various conditions of their occupation. Kant also
came to regard the concept of a thing in itself as an idea of reason that
the subject uses to represent its own fundamental nature and its own fun-
damental activity. Likewise, for that matter, the concept of God. The sub-
ject constitutes itself as a free agent, capable of putting pure reason to
practical use by doing its duty. But it also constitutes itself as an animal,
with countervailing inclinations. And it makes sense of the obligation to
suppress these countervailing inclinations by casting its duty as that which
God commands. It also comes to regard itself, gua human being, as uniting
God and the world. For, inasmuch as the human being is an animal, he is

% E.g. Kant (1998), B157 n.

3 The example given in the previous note is a case in point (as indicated in n. 21).

35 These are published as Kant (1993).

36 They also show him to have shared increasingly in Fichte’s opposition to Spinoza: see
e.g. Kant (1993), 21:19 and p. 225, whose use of the word ‘enthusiastic’ is subsequently
explained at 21:26 and p. 231. (I am indebted here to Guyer (2000), p. 50.)
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located in the world; inasmuch as he is free, God is located in him. In one
pithy sentence towards the end of his notes Kant summarized his entire
train of thought as follows:

Transcendental philosophy is the act of consciousness whereby the sub-
ject becomes the originator of itself and, thereby, of the whole object of
technical-practical and moral-practical reason in one system — ordering
all things in God. (Kant (1993), 21:78 and p. 245)

Kant looked more Fichtean, in some of his writings, than Fichte.>”

37 The material alluded to in this paragraph is scattered throughout Kant (1993), but see
esp. pp. 179ff. For contrasting views about how much of a departure there was from
Kant’s earlier, published work, see Guyer (2000), §V, and Edwards (2000).



CHAPTER 7

*

Hegel

Transcendentalism-cum-Naturalism;
or, Absolute Idealism

1. Preliminaries

At the beginning of the previous chapter, I quoted a passage from the
Phenomenology of G.W.E. Hegel (1770-1831)." This passage appeared to
be both linguistically deranged and, once one had somehow reckoned with
the derangement, committed to precisely the sort of transcendent metaphys-
ics that Kant had striven so hard to eliminate. Nor was the passage unrepre-
sentative. There is scarcely a paragraph in Hegel’s vast philosophical corpus
that would not have given the same impression.

I hope that this chapter will go some way towards dispelling the impres-
sion, in both its aspects. Thus I hope it will give some indication of Hegel’s
reasons for wrenching language and for neologizing in the way he did.”
And, more important, I hope it will show that his own philosophy was as
much an attempt to eschew transcendent metaphysics as Kant’s, nay more
s0; also, relatedly, that his system, like Fichte’s, departed from Kant’s not

! Throughout this chapter I use the following abbreviations for Hegel’s works: Encyclopedia
I for Hegel (1975a); Encyclopedia 11 for Hegel (1970); Encyclopedia 111 for Hegel (1971);
Faith and Knowledge for Hegel (1977b); Fichte and Schelling for Hegel (1977a); Medieval
and Modern Philosophy for Hegel (1995); Phenomenology for Hegel (1979); Philosophy
of Right for Hegel (1942); Reason in History for Hegel (1975b); Science of Logic for
Hegel (1969); The Concept of Religion for Hegel (1984); and The Consummate Religion
for Hegel (1988). The use of a ‘Z’ in references to Encyclopedia 1 and 11 stands for ‘Zusatz’
and indicates one of the supplementary passages based on students’ notes: I shall quote
from these passages as though from Hegel himself, though attributions based on these
quotations must be treated with due circumspection. In giving non-page references to the
Science of Logic 1 adopt the convention whereby ‘L.i.ii.2C(a)’ names Vol. One, Bk One,
§Two, Ch. 2C(a) and so forth. Note: in my quotations from these works I remove the cap-
italization in accord with G.A. Cohen’s policy, as cited in Ch. 6, n. 2.

o

I am sure I cannot be alone in having more than once had the following experience: ini-
tially finding some turn of phrase in Hegel obscure; eventually satisfying myself that I have
some understanding of it; then struggling to find some less obscure paraphrase; eventually
satisfying myself that I have a perfect candidate; and finally turning back to the original in
order to compare the two, only to find that they are the same.
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so much by reverting to what Kant had been fighting against as by trying
to extend Kantian principles in such a way as to overcome tensions and
oppositions in Kant’s own abortive use of them. As far as the second of these
is concerned, there is a quintessentially Hegelian term, ‘Aufhebung’, which
will occur sporadically throughout this chapter and whose use is already
irresistible.’ This term precisely captures the overall relation in which Hegel
took his own philosophy to stand to Kant’s. For, as Hegel explains (Science
of Logic, 1i.i.1C3, Remark, and Encyclopedia 1, §96), in standard German
‘Aufhebung’ can mean both ‘annulment’ and ‘preservation’, two seemingly
incompatible ideas that nevertheless come together in certain transitions
from a lower stage of development to a higher stage of development, transi-
tions in which the lower stage, which is both a necessary condition and a
sufficient condition of the higher stage, is able in some sense to live on in the
higher stage, but only by being superseded. (The relation between a baby
and the grown man that he becomes serves as a model.)*

A few caveats before I proceed. All philosophy is difficult: this is something
that Hegel himself never tires of reminding us (e.g. Phenomenology, Preface,
993 and 67, and Encyclopedia 1, §5; cf. also Phenomenology, Preface, 1929,
63, and 70-71). But there are some special reasons why Hegel’s philoso-
phy is difficult. One is its sheer breadth. If it is true, as I suggested in §2 of
the Introduction, that the main section headings in the first part of Roget’s
Thesaurus pretty much constitute a syllabus for a standard course in meta-
physics, then the main section headings in all six parts of the book, from
‘Existence’ to ‘Religion’, pretty much constitute a syllabus for a standard
course on the philosophy of Hegel. And although our own focus in this
chapter will be specifically on Hegel’s metaphysics, and on his conception of
metaphysics, there is a holistic interdependence between the various aspects
of his philosophy that means that the rest of that philosophy will never be
completely outside our field of vision. It also means that there is no natural
starting point for any investigation of the kind that follows. Wherever we
choose to start, we shall be dealing with material that presupposes ideas of
which we cannot make sense until we have progressed from there.’

[

‘Aufhebung’ is a noun. I shall also make use of its corresponding verb ‘aufheben’ — not
only in this its infinitive form, but also in its third-person singular form ‘aufhebt’ and in its
past participial form ‘aufgehoben’.

Cf. Phenomenology, IV.A, {188, where Hegel says of a certain kind of negation that con-
cerns him that it ‘supersedes in such a way as to preserve and maintain what is super-
seded, and consequently survives its own supersession.” That Hegel’s philosophy stands
in this kind of relation to Kant’s is evidenced, in the small, by some passages in Kant that
look strikingly Hegelian, that certainly anticipate Hegel, but that do not admit of a full
Hegelian interpretation: see e.g. Kant (1998), A834-835/B862-863.

In Charles Taylor (1975), pp. 122-124, Taylor identifies three starting points that Hegel
himself adopts: one in Phenomenology, one in the Science of Logic and Encyclopedia 1,
and one in Encyclopedia 11 and 1II.

~

[
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If we eventually think not only that we have some understanding of
Hegel’s system, but that we have sufficient understanding of it to know
that we want to reject it, then we shall face another very special difficulty.
The most direct way of rejecting a philosophical system is to controvert
some particular idea or set of ideas within it. But one cardinal feature of
Hegel’s system, as we shall see in §4, is its emphasis on the power of ideas
to provoke just such opposition (opposition which is in turn opposed in an
advance to a higher stage of development of the sort described earlier). Any
attempt to reject Hegel’s system therefore runs the risk of corroborating it.®
This is one of the many reasons why Hegel’s philosophy is so hard to resist.
And this in turn is one of the many reasons why it is so hard to resist in the
more colloquial sense of being enormously seductive.

2. Hegel’s Recoil from Kant’s Transcendental Idealism

One starting point that is as good as any is Hegel’s recoil from Kant’s tran-
scendental idealism.”

In Chapter 5, §8, we considered an argument for the impossibility of
drawing a limit to sense-making which I called the Limit Argument: roughly,
any attempt to do such a thing confronts the seemingly damning question,
“What sense is to be made of the limit?’ But we also saw how Kant, in his
own effort to draw a limit to sense-making, attempted to evade the Limit
Argument. He distinguished between the ‘thick’ sense-making whose limit
he sought to draw and the ‘thin’ sense-making whereby he sought to draw
it. Later, Fichte invoked a variation on the Limit Argument to show that at
any rate it is impossible to draw a limit to sense-making of the thin kind,
provided that it is as thin and as inclusive as it can be, for, if it is, there is
nowhere analogous to retreat in order to answer the seemingly damning
question; there is no sense-making that is thinner still. (See Ch. 6, §3.)

Hegel, suspicious of whether a suitable distinction can be drawn between
the thick and the thin,® in effect applies his own variation on the Limit
Argument to Kant’s own original project. He concludes that Kant was
unable to draw the limit that he sought to draw. And he accordingly rejects
Kant’s transcendental idealism.

Here is a passage that neatly captures Hegel’s train of thought. (I have
interpolated some phrases to indicate how it can be seen as a variation on
the Limit Argument.)

It argues an utter want of consistency to say, on the one hand, that the
understanding only knows phenomena [to draw this limit to sense-making]

¢ Michael Hardt makes this point in Hardt (1993), p. xi. See also Foucault (1982), p. 74.

7 For an overview of Hegel’s attitude to Kant’s transcendental idealism, see Encyclopedia I,
IV.IL

8 Cf. Encyclopedia 1, §65.
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and, on the other hand, to assert the absolute character of this knowl-
edge [to assert that this exercise in sense-making lies beyond that limit],
by such statements as ‘Cognition can go no further’; ‘Here is the natural
and absolute limit of human knowledge.... No one knows, or even feels,
that anything is a limit [no one can make sense of a limit] ... until he is
at the same time above and beyond it [until he can make sense of what
lies on both sides of it].... A very little consideration might show that to
call a thing ... limited proves by implication the very presence of the ...
unlimited, and that our knowledge of a limit [our making sense of a limit]
can only be when the unlimited is on this side in consciousness [can only
be when our sense-making is not itself subject to that limit, nor therefore
to any other limit of which we can make sense]. (Encyclopedia 1, §60,
emphasis in original, some emphasis removed, translation very slightly
adapted)

In rejecting Kant’s transcendental idealism, Hegel rejects the fundamen-
tal Kantian distinction between how things knowably appear and how they
unknowably are in themselves. This distinction is an anathema to Hegel. Not
only does he see no satisfactory way of drawing it; he feels no compulsion to
draw it. For Hegel, how things knowably appear is how they manifestly are.
Reality is not opposed to appearance; it is discerned in appearance. Insofar
as there is any distinction to be drawn, it is a distinction of the kind that we
saw in the previous section between different stages of development, whereby
how things are ‘in themselves’ is aufgehoben’ in how they ultimately appear.
But not even that makes how things are in themselves unknowable. How
things are in themselves can be known in its lower stage of development, as
an abstraction (Encyclopedia 1, §44); and it can be known in its higher stage
of development, precisely through its manifestation in how things ultimately
appear (ibid., §124; cf. Phenomenology, 111, {160).

This is altogether more radical than Fichte’s recoil from the same Kantian
distinction.'” As T argued in §3 of the previous chapter, Fichte still retained a
broadly Kantian conception of things as they are in themselves. He departed
from Kant only in claiming knowledge of such things, testified by a par-
ticular minimalist account that he was prepared to give of them. He also
retained a distinction of sorts between things as they are in themselves and
things as they (merely) appear. For our knowledge of things as they are in
themselves, attained through self-conscious reflection on the infinitude of
our own freedom and rationality, was to be contrasted with the knowl-
edge available to us in our finitude, attained through our engagement with
what we are given in experience. Finitude, for Fichte, just as for Kant, was
opposed to infinitude. And, insofar as we ourselves are finite, this means
that there is something that in principle eludes us, something from which

 See n. 3.

10 For Hegel’s reaction to Fichte’s work, see Fichte and Schelling.
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we are in principle cut off. It means that there is something that is, for us,
transcendent. The Cartesian separation of the finite self from an infinite real-
ity beyond it still persists. Hegel wants to overcome that separation.'’

He also wants to repudiate transcendent metaphysics. Indeed, as I inti-
mated in the previous section, he is even more vehement in his repudiation of
transcendent metaphysics than Kant. And we can now see why. It is not just
that he thinks that there is no making sense of what is transcendent. He thinks
that there is no transcendent.'” Or more strictly, he wants to abnegate the very
opposition between the transcendent and the immanent. That, for Hegel, is of
a piece with the opposition between the real and the merely apparent.'

Transcendental idealism promotes these oppositions. That, indeed, is its
great irony. It is designed to suppress our aspirations to make sense of what
is transcendent, on the grounds that such a thing is impossible. Yet precisely
in drawing our attention to what is transcendent, and signalling it as that
whereof we should not try to make sense, it entices us to do the very thing
that it is designed to stop us from trying to do; and, worse still, it requires
that we do that very thing in order to assimilate it (transcendental idealism)
in the first place.

It must be dismantled. Hegel is convinced of that. But its dismantling will
necessitate, among other things, a radical rethinking of finitude and infini-
tude. For it is true that we are finite. So we need to understand that fact in
such a way that it does not, itself, already issue in just such idealism. We
need to understand it in such a way that it does not cleave us from the infin-
ite source of what, in our finitude, we can know.

Hegel has a twin conception of finitude and infinitude that precisely meets
this need. His conception is roughly as follows. For something to be finite is
for it to be limited and to be set apart from an ‘other’. Its other both defines
it and negates it. It determines both what the thing is and what the thing is
not. But that other must in turn be finite. Nothing can be set apart from the
infinite. For nothing can fail to be a part of, or an aspect of, the infinite. If
the infinite did not embrace everything, then it too would have an other that
served to define it, and negate it, and thereby render it finite. The infinite is
not opposed to the finite. It embraces the finite. It holds together opposing
strains of finitude in the unity of the whole, that is in itself.'

' See Phenomenology, Introduction; and Encyclopedia 1, §42. See also Taylor (1975),
pp- 29-41.

12 Cf. Beiser (1993), p. 8

13 Thus consider the Transcendence Question from §6 of the Introduction. Hegel would not
answer this question by denying that there is scope for us to make sense of what of tran-
scendent: he would reject the question altogether. See further §9.

14 See Science of Logic, 1.i.i.2 and Lii.2.C, and Encyclopedia 1, §§28Z and 94-95. For dis-
cussion, see Taylor (1975), pp. 114-115; Moore (2001a), Ch. 7, §1; and, in much greater
detail, Inwood (1983), Chs 6 and 7.
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Now this would be all very well, as indeed would the dismantling of
Kant’s idealism, if we could simply revert to what I called in the previous
chapter ‘naturalism’: a view, a la Spinoza or Hume, whereby each of us
knows whatever he or she knows about the world by virtue of being a finite
part of it. In fact, however, Hegel sees Kant not only as having changed the
course of metaphysics, but as having advanced it along that course, in such
a way that there neither can now nor should now be any turning back.
Hegel wants to depart from Kant, certainly, but he wants to do so without
sacrificing Kant’s vital insights. He wants to aufheben'® Kant. To understand
better the challenge that he thereby faces, we must consider the balance
that he needs to strike. He must, if he is to maintain the evolutionary pro-
cess, not only reject enough in Kant to advance, but also retain enough not
to regress.

3. ‘What is rational is actual, and what is actual is rational’

Hegel believes, just as Fichte believed, that a bald naturalism cannot do jus-
tice to the phenomenon of subjectivity. For subjectivity cannot be understood
merely as an epiphenomenon of objectivity, certainly not of the objectivity
of the natural world. Rather, as Kant’s Copernican revolution has taught us,
the objectivity of the natural world must itself be understood as grounded in
subjectivity — if only as one half of a mutual grounding of each in the other.
The natural world is itself constituted, in part, by the concepts that we use in
thinking about it. To deny this would in Hegel’s view be retrograde.'®

This certainly makes him an idealist, by my definition (see the Appendix
to Ch. 5). The question is how he can avoid being the transcendental ideal-
ist that he is so determined not to be. Granted my definition, along with
its clauses concerning the different species of idealism, the answer is clear
enough: he needs to say that the constitution of the natural world by con-
cepts that we use to think about it can itself be thought about by means
of those same concepts. And indeed he does say this, as we shall see. (This
makes him, again by my definition, an empirical idealist, though his empir-
ical idealism is of an altogether different kind from Berkeley’s.'”) The ques-
tion, however, is what title he has to say this. How can he accede to as
much of Kant’s Copernican revolution as he does and not be committed
to Kant’s principal conclusion, namely that the natural world is a world of

15 See n. 3. (Purists may object to my use of ‘to’ alongside an infinitive, but ‘He wants
aufheben ...” sounds precious to my ear.)

16 Since Hegel also shares Kant’s view that the concepts in question, and the constitution of
the natural world by them, are in some sense a priori, he likewise endorses Kant’s critique
of Humean empiricism; see Encyclopedia 1,1V.1.

17 See again Berkeley (1962a). The differences should be clearer by the end of the chapter.
For two helpful discussions, see Wartenberg (1993) and Stern (2009).
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appearances as opposed to a world of things in themselves, a conclusion
that cannot itself be understood in terms of the concepts that we use to think
about the natural world?'®

The answer is that the constituting of the natural world by concepts that
we use to think about it is not just a feature of how it is given to us. In
other words, it does not depend on our intuitions. There is no analogue of
Kant’s synthetic a priori knowledge.'” The subjectivity in which objectivity is
grounded is not, for Hegel, the subjectivity of something finite and particu-
lar, to whom reality thereby appears a certain way. It is the subjectivity of
something that is infinite and universal (The Concept of Religion, p. 410).

But what does this mean? And how does it help?

It means, in part, that the objectivity of the natural world is grounded
not just in the engagement that each of us has with it, at any given time,
but in our collective and cumulative engagement with it.”’ But there is con-
siderably more to it than that, as indeed there had better be if transcenden-
tal idealism is to be avoided. For if the community has a priori concepts
that structure what it is given, in some kind of plural diachronic analogue
of Kantian intuition, then still there will be a broadly Kantian distinction
between how things appear (to the community, over time) and how they are
in themselves.

The crucial point is that the subjectivity in question is the subjectivity of
something #nfinite. What this means (see the previous section) is that there
is no opposition between knower and known. Hegel has in mind a way in
which reality comes to know itself. It comes to know itself through a process
of which the acquisition of knowledge by us, both individually and collec-
tively, is (but) an aspect. The subjectivity in question is the subjectivity of
the whole, qua knower, which is at the same time its objectivity, gua known.

18 Robert Pippin, in Pippin (1989), presents the question of how Hegel manages to keep his
distance from Kant very differently: see the useful summary at pp. 9-10. But I hope and
believe that he and I are approaching the same issue from two different directions. I have
learned much from Pippin’s discussion.

19 In fact, Hegel is unsympathetic to Kant’s distinction between intuitions and concepts.
See Faith and Knowledge, p. 87; Phenomenology, 1 and II; and Science of Logic, 11, ‘The
Notion in General’, pp. 585ff. For discussion, see Solomon (1985), §I, and Stern (2002),
pp. 43-59. For some comments specifically targeted at Kant’s ‘straight line’ example of
synthetic a priori knowledge, see Encyclopedia 11, §256Z.

20 Tt is tempting at this point to see a connection with what Foucault calls ‘the historical a
priori’, which he characterizes as ‘an a priori that is not a condition of validity for judge-
ments, but a condition of reality for statements,” and which he says ‘has to take account of
the fact that discourse has not only a meaning or a truth, but a history’ (Foucault (1972),
p- 127; see further ibid., Ch. 5, passim). In fact, however, what Foucault has in mind —
something that he takes to be discernible in any given historically situated, unified set of
linguistic practices, characterizing their unity — is far more reminiscent of what we shall
see later in Wittgenstein and Collingwood (see Chs 10 and 19, respectively) than it is of
anything in Hegel.
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The knower is not in any sense cut off from how things are in themselves;
precisely not.

To accede to this we must obviously be prepared to think of such con-
cepts as knowledge, rationality, and truth as applying not just to finite
beings in the midst of reality, along with their various representations of
that reality, but to reality itself, as a whole. Reality, for Hegel, makes sense.
But it does so not just in the intransitive sense that it is understandable. It
does so also in the transitive sense that it understands. And, since what it
understands is itself, it does each of these by doing the other. It is in this vein
that Hegel famously declares, “What is rational is actual, and what is actual
is rational’ (Philosophy of Right, Preface, p. 10, emphasis removed; see also
Encyclopedia 1, §6).

This does not mean that every single part of reality is rational, regarded
in isolation. It means that the ‘sum of being’ — that which ‘in itself really
deserves the name of actuality’ (Encyclopedia 1, §6, p. 8) — is rational. But
the process whereby reality manifests its rationality, that is to say the process
whereby it comes to make sense (of itself), is itself reality (Phenomenology,
Preface, {55). So everything that has just been said about reality applies
equally to sense-making too, as indeed it does to knowledge, rationality, and
truth.”! We must be prepared to think of these themselves as likewise making
sense, having knowledge, being rational, and possessing truth. Above all, we
must be prepared to think of each of them as a subject. As Hegel himself
puts it, ‘everything turns on grasping the true, not merely as substance, but
equally as subject’ (Phenomenology, Preface, 17, emphasis in original).??
And, as he goes on to explain in that passage which I quoted at the begin-
ning of the previous chapter, by a subject he means not just something that
is capable of making sense, having knowledge, being rational, or possessing
truth, but something with a biography, something with purposes that it is
striving to fulfil, something that acts out its life in accord with concepts,
something that, a la Fichte, both posits itself and thereby posits that which
is finite and distinct from itself (albeit, on Hegel’s conception, a part of itself)
through which it comes to make sense of itself.>

4. Hegel’s Logic and the Absolute Idea

Kant’s insights about the efficacy of concepts and their role in structuring
the natural world are retained, then, after a fashion — but after an utterly
non-Kantian fashion. No longer is it a question of how things merely appear,

21 This is truth in the broad sense appropriated by Hegel: see e.g. Phenomenology, Preface,
955, and Encyclopedia 1, §213Z.

22 This is our first indication of how non-Spinozist this otherwise Spinozist vision is: see
Ch. 2, §2, and see further §6.

23 See also Phenomenology, Preface, {22 and 25. For discussion of Hegel’s conception of a
subject, see Taylor (1975), Ch. 3, §§2 and 3.
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from some point of view within reality, still less of how they merely and
peculiarly appear from some point of view within reality. It is a question
of, as Hegel himself puts it, the ‘characteristics of objects’ (Encyclopedia 1,
§42Z, p. 70), by which he simply means how things are in themselves.

On the other hand, we and our point of view are not irrelevant to this
either. We too make sense (of things), have knowledge, are rational, and
have some grasp of the truth. Where many of Hegel’s immediate predeces-
sors and contemporaries, notably Jacobi, argue that in our finite discursive
thinking we are completely cut off from the infinite, Hegel, keen as ever to
overcome any such opposition, argues that our finite discursive thinking
is part of the process whereby the infinite, which is to say reality, comes
to make sense of itself and comes to know itself. It is part of the devel-
opment of the infinite’s own self-consciousness (Phenomenology, Preface,
954, and VIIL, J{801-808; and Encyclopedia 1, §62).>* “To him who looks
at the world rationally,” Hegel insists, ‘the world looks rationally back; the
two exist in reciprocal relationship’ (Reason in History, p. 29, translation
adapted in Stern (2002), p. 11).

What form does the development of reality’s self-consciousness take,
then? It is a play of reason. It is a process in which concepts are put to use
in the grasp of new concepts, in relation to which they are themselves better
grasped and in combination with which they are put to use in the grasp of
yet new concepts, and so on, until all these concepts and the interrelations
between them make maximum possible sense. The result is that sense-mak-
ing comes to make sense of sense-making, and knowledge comes to know
knowledge.”

Hegel makes frequent reference to something that he calls ‘the’ concept,
or, in its ‘pure form’ (Encyclopedia 1, §237, p. 292) — by which he means in
its fully developed form — ‘the absolute idea’. And he says of the absolute
idea that “[it] alone is being, imperishable life, self-knowing truth, and is
all truth’ — having previously castigated ‘all else’ as ‘error, confusion, opin-
ion, endeavour, caprice and transitoriness’ (Science of Logic, ILiii.3, p. 824,
emphasis in original).”® We can think of the absolute idea, very roughly,
as follows. It is the entire infinite system of interrelated concepts, in their
indissoluble unity, as exercised in the self-consciousness towards which the

24 See further Inwood (1983), pp. 193ff. The work by Jacobi that Hegel principally has in
mind is Jacobi (1995).

Hegel is well aware of the Aristotelian connotations that this has. Aristotle held God to
be thought thinking itself (Metaphysics, Bk A, Ch. 9), and Hegel explicitly likens his own
conception to Aristotle’s at Encyclopedia 1, §236.

See further Science of Logic, I, Introduction, ‘General Division of Logic’; ILi.1 and ILiii.3;
and Encyclopedial, §§15, 16, and 236ff. Note that the German word that I have rendered
as ‘concept’, namely ‘Begriff’, is translated by both A.V. Miller and William Wallace as
‘notion’, which each of them also sometimes capitalizes.

28
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process that I have just been describing leads. It is therefore the zelos of the
process. It should not however be thought of merely as a static end-state,
but rather as including the process, of which it is the culmination. It is the
telos of the process in something like the way in which the telos of a musi-
cal performance is the entire performance, not just the playing of the last
note.”’

Still, it is possible at the end of the process’® to do something that it is
not possible to do at any earlier stage, namely to grasp how all the concepts
that constitute the absolute idea do so, in other words to grasp them in their
interrelated entirety. And Hegel, who takes himself to have realized this very
possibility, gives an elaborate account of what it is that he takes himself
thereby to have grasped. He calls this undertaking ‘logic’ (e.g. Encyclopedia
I, §19). But he also identifies logic, on this conception, with metaphysics
(Encyclopedia 1, §24, p. 36). On my conception — of metaphysics, that is —
such an identification is entirely apt. For if anything deserves the title of the
most general attempt to make sense of things, this does.

I shall shortly sketch the crucial opening moves in Hegel’s logic. But first
a comment on this use of the word ‘moves’.”” Hegel describes the system of
concepts in dynamic terms. He talks of how one concept passes over into
another, which in turn combines with the first to pass over into a third, and
so on until every concept has its place in the whole. In one respect the use
of such temporal language is misleading. It is misleading inasmuch as he is
talking about atemporal conceptual relations that are of a piece, at least in
their atemporality, with the relation of containment that obtains between
the concept of being an aunt and the concept of being female. (In particular,
he is talking about an atemporal version of Aufhebung.) But the use of tem-
poral language is in another respect very appropriate, inasmuch as Hegel
also believes, as we have seen, that reality has to achieve self-consciousness
by a literally temporal process, a process that indeed reflects in various ways
these atemporal relations.

Very well; what are the moves with which Hegel begins his logic? He
starts with the concept of being, that is to say pure undetermined being. This
is the appropriate concept with which to start, not only because it is the one
concept that must apply to everything, but also because any other proposed
starting point, say the concept of the self, would involve something deter-
minate, as it may be the idea of that whose existence cannot be doubted, and
would therefore presuppose other concepts which should have preceded it
(Encyclopedia 1, §86).

27 Cf. Phenomenology, Preface, 420, and Encyclopedia 1, §§215 and 237Z.

28 Let us for the time being waive any anxieties that we might have about why there should
be any such thing as the end of the process. We shall return to this issue in the next
section.

29 Cf. Hegel’s own use of the word ‘movement’ in Science of Logic, 1.i.i.1.C.1, p. 83.
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But pure undetermined being, as such, without the modification of any
other concept, is nothing, where by nothing is meant ‘complete emptiness,
absence of all determination and content — undifferentiatedness in itself’
(Science of Logic, 1.i.i.1.B, p. 82). The concept of being thus passes over into
the concept of nothing, to which, on the one hand, it is opposed and with
which, on the other hand, it is to be identified. The same is true in reverse:
the concept of nothing likewise passes over into the concept of being, to
which it is opposed and with which it is to be identified. This is because,
if there is nothing, then there is nothing: that is then the nature of being.
Nothing can be ‘thought of, imagined, spoken of, and therefore it is’ (Science
of Logic, 1i.i.1.C.1, Remark 3, p. 101, emphasis in original). Each concept
issues in and gives way to the other, then. That is, each concept ‘vanishes in
its opposite’ (Science of Logic, 1i.i.1.C.1, p. 83, emphasis removed).

But this means that, in order for being to make sense, the opposition
between it and nothing must somehow be resolved. It is resolved by being
aufgeboben. And this in turn is achieved by the two concepts themselves
being aufgehoben in passing over into a third, that of becoming. In becom-
ing, both being and nothing are both preserved and annulled, each pass-
ing over into the other, being in ceasing-to-be and nothing in coming-to-be
(Science of Logic, 1.i.i.1.C.2, p. 106).

Is Hegel saying that it is a matter of conceptual necessity that there is
such a thing as time, then? No. Becoming is not the same as time. Time is
one form of becoming. Time is becoming as given in a certain way. In time,
‘contradictories are held asunder in juxtaposition and temporal succession
and so come before consciousness without reciprocal contact’ (Science of
Logic, 1Liii.3, p. 835). The Aufhebung of the opposition between being
and nothing, with respect to light, say, is given in the fact that there was no
light but there is now light. That is, the absence or non-being of light and
the presence or being of light, though opposed to each other, are united in
the coming-to-be of light by being placed alongside each other in time.?°
It does not follow that such coming-to-be could not have taken some
other form.*!

It is worth adding in this connection that it is compatible with everything
that has been said so far that the existence of becoming is itself a deep con-
tingency, a feature of reality which, however pervasive it may be, admits, at
some level, of alternatives.’” It is just that, if it is, then there must also be a

30 For an extensive discussion of time, see EncyclopediaIl, §§257-259. For a superb account
of Hegel’s conception of time, see Turetzky (1998), Ch. 8, §1.

31 Consider, for example, how it is also possible for there to be light here but not there. (But
see also Heidegger (1962a), {82, for a discussion that emphasizes the extent to which the
existence of time is ineluctable for Hegel.)

32 As to its pervasiveness, see Science of Logic, 1.i.i.1.C.1, Remark 4, p. 105, where Hegel
urges that ‘there is nothing which is not in an intermediate state between being and
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contingency further up in Hegel’s account, say in the very idea that there are
concepts, or in the idea that the opposition between being and nothing is
resolved in the way it is, or even in the idea that it is resolved at all, that being
does indeed make sense. (An alternative in each case would be for there to
be nothing. Quite what this would involve, in Hegelian terms, would depend
on where the contingency lay. Perhaps it would involve being’s and nothing’s
acquiescing in their mutual opposition. Perhaps it would involve being’s
failing to make sense.) If there is such a contingency further up in Hegel’s
account, then the contingency of becoming can be thought of as a manifes-
tation of it, the means whereby the opposition in question is resolved.

Still, be any of that as it may, and be the exegesis of Hegel as it may — I
pass no judgment on whether he does think it a contingency that there is
such a thing as becoming?® — he certainly thinks that it is through becoming
that the opposition in question is resolved. And that is what matters for cur-
rent purposes. These, in essence, are the opening moves in his logic.**

The dialectical structure here, whereby one thing passes over into its
opposite and the two together then pass over into a third thing in which their
opposition is aufgehoben, is not just a feature of the interrelation of con-
cepts in the absolute idea. It is a structure which Hegel claims to be ‘the law
of things’, instantiated ‘wherever there is movement, wherever there is life,
wherever anything is carried into effect in the natural world’ (Encyclopedia
I, §81Z, p. 116). It is often described in terms of thesis, antithesis, and syn-
thesis — though this is not a Hegelian way of speaking.> Hegel himself
sometimes describes it in terms of negation and negation of the negation
(e.g. Science of Logic, 1.i.i.2.C(c), pp. 148-150, and Encyclopedia 1, §95; cf.
Encyclopedia 1, §93). These two ways of speaking are not so very different,

nothing’ (emphasis in original). Cf. the Heraclitean doctrine that everything is in a con-
stant state of flux, to which Hegel refers in Encyclopedia 1, §88Z: see Barnes (1987),
pp- 116-117.

But I note that Encyclopedia 1, §88, lends some support to the view that he does. (And he
definitely allows for some contingency in nature, contrary to an impression that he some-
times gives: see e.g. Encyclopedia 1, §16, and Encyclopedia 11, §250.) For further discus-
sion, see Hartmann (1972). See also Stern (2002), pp. 18ff. where he argues that Hegel’s

3

)

aim is ‘to show how the various categories of thought are dialectically interrelated, in such
a way that the conceptual oppositions responsible for our perplexities [i.e. our various
philosophical perplexities] can be resolved, once we rethink these fundamental notions’
(p. 18).

General references for these opening moves are Science of Logic, Li, “With What Must
the Science Begin?’, and L.i.i.1; and Encyclopedia 1, §§84-88. For discussion, see Taylor
(1975), Ch. 11 and pp. 232-233; Pinkard (1985); Burbidge (1993); and, in much greater
detail, Houlgate (2006).

Walter Kaufmann, in Kaufmann (1960), p. 166, informs us that this triad of terms occurs
only once in Hegel’s entire corpus, in a reference to Kant. The occurrence is in Medieval
and Modern Philosophy, pp. 477-478.
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however. For the negation that Hegel intends here is the negation that is
characteristic of Aufhebung. It is the negation in which the original lives on
in a superseded form (see e.g. Encyclopedia 1, §§91 and 119). In the nega-
tion of the negation the original still lives on, but doubly transformed. And
likewise for any further iteration.*

This living on in negation is highly pertinent to Hegel’s logic. The starting
point of his logic, as we have seen, is the concept of being. The end point is the
entire infinite system of interrelated concepts, the absolute idea. But each of
these is implicated in the other. Each, in a sense, is the other. For the starting
point leads inexorably to the end point, and lives on in it. (The child becomes
the man.) And only in the light of the end point, that is only in the context
of the absolute idea, can the starting point, that is the concept of being,
properly be grasped. Only in the context of the absolute idea can any of its
concepts properly be grasped. Only at the end does anything make sense.
(See Science of Logic, 1i, “With What Must the Science Begin?’, pp. 71-72,
and ILiii.3; and Encyclopedia 1, §§236ff.) This is part of what Hegel means
by his famous remark that ‘the owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with
the falling of the dusk’ (Philosophy of Right, Preface, p. 13).%

5. Three Concerns

Hegel believes that the process whereby reality achieves full self-conscious-
ness has reached its final stage, then, and that this is manifest in the fact
that he himself has grasped the system of concepts that constitute the abso-
lute idea. Even someone broadly sympathetic to his vision is liable to have

36 Note that, although we are dealing here with something importantly original in Hegel’s
thinking, ideas of broadly the same kind were already in the air. The following very
Hegelian-sounding passage occurs in some of Goethe’s lecture notes, written in 18035,
before the publication of any of Hegel’s major works: ‘What appears must put itself asun-
der, just in order to appear. That which is asunder searches for itself, and it can find itself
again and unite.... But the unification can ... take place in a ... sense ... in which what has
been separated first intensifies itself and by the combination of the two intensified sides
brings forth a third thing, new, higher, unexpected’ (Goethe (1893), §II, Vol. 11, p. 166,
trans. in Craig (1987), p. 157). The fact that such ideas were already in the air, and some-
times applied in a rather mechanical way, helps to explain Hegel’s admonishment against
the temptation to reduce the dialectical structure to ‘a lifeless schema’ (Phenomenology,
Preface, {50). We must, Hegel urges, recover ‘the self-moving soul of the realized content
[of that dialectical structure]’ (ibid., {53).

37 The owl of Minerva was the owl that accompanied Minerva, goddess of wisdom, in

Roman mythologys; it is seen as a symbol of wisdom. Shortly before the sentence quoted,

Hegel amplifies as follows: ‘The teaching of the concept, which is also history’s inescap-

able lesson, is that it is only when actuality is mature that the ideal first appears over

against the real and that the ideal apprehends this same real world in its substance and
builds it up for itself into the shape of an intellectual realm.
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concerns about these specific conceits. There are three questions in partic-
ular that seem pressing. Why think that the process in question has a final
stage? Why think that, even if it has, there is scope for a finite individual
such as Hegel, never mind for the time being what credentials Hegel him-
self has, to grasp how all those concepts are interrelated — as opposed to
contributing in some unwitting way to reality’s grasp of how they are? And
why think that, even if there is scope for a finite individual to do this, Hegel
himself has done it?**

There is a sense in which a satisfactory answer to the third question
would obviate the other two. Hegel, if confronted with these three ques-
tions, could always present his logic and say, ‘See for yourselves.” But even
those impressed by what they saw might still seek reassurances concerning
the other two questions, to remove lingering doubts about what they were
looking at.

Consider the first question. The concern here is reinforced by the thought
that the entire system of concepts is after all supposed to be infinite. Perhaps
the most that we can expect is an endless progression toward grasp of it,
a progression whereby reality, which is to say the infinite, becomes more
and more self-conscious but never reaches that limit of self-consciousness in
which knower and known completely coincide.

But this, Hegel will say, is to cast the truly infinite in a role more suited
to what he would call the spuriously infinite (Encyclopedia 1, §94);*° or
rather, it is at best to do that; at worst, it is to confuse the two. The truly
infinite is the infinite as characterized in §2: the complete self-contained
unified whole, which is not opposed to the finite but embraces it. The spu-
riously infinite, by contrast, is the infinite as it tends to be characterized in
mathematics. It is the infinite which finds paradigmatic expression in the
sequence of positive integers 1,2, 3, .... The spuriously infinite is a mere suc-
cession of finite elements, each succeeded by another, never complete, never
self-contained, never unified. It is a pale inadequate reflection of the truly
infinite. And, unlike the truly infinite, it is opposed to the finite. This is pre-
cisely what propels it along from one element to the next, in its never-ending
attempt to escape the finite.”” In Hegel’s view it would be unthinkable for
insight into the truly infinite, the prerogative of the truly infinite itself, to be
some asymptotic ideal that is only ever approached by a spuriously infinite
progression of successively better approximations.”

3 Versions of these questions are raised and addressed in Kierkegaard (1941), Bk One,
Pt One, Ch. 2, §4.

3 ‘Spurious’ is a common translation of ‘schlechte’ in the Hegelian phrase ‘schlechte
Unendlichkeit’. Also common is the more literal ‘bad’. Wallace opts for ‘wrong’.

40 Tt is interesting to observe that, in contrasting the truly infinite with the spuriously infinite

in this way, Hegel is adopting a position that is diametrically opposed to that of Aristotle:

see Aristotle’s Physics, Bk III, Ch. 6,206a 27-29, 207a 1, and 207a 7-9.

41 Cf. Encyclopedia 1, §234.
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There is in any case a further important strain in Hegel’s thinking, which
I shall mention but to which I cannot begin to do justice, whereby reality, or
the infinite, must not only exist

« ‘in itself’, that is as a self-identical but as yet undeveloped concept,*
but also

» ‘for itself’, that is by being projected in a succession of natural events in
which it maintains a progression towards self-knowledge,

and also

o ‘in and for itself’, that is through its eventual attainment of that self-
knowledge. (Phenomenology, Preface, J20-25)*

To develop the musical analogy that I used in the previous section, a piece
of music, if it is to achieve full being, must not only exist

« in conception, that is as an idea in the composer’s mind,
but also

« in performance, that is by being projected in a succession of sounds in
which the composer’s idea is realized,

and also

o in consummation, that is through the eventual completion of the
performance.

If its performance went on for ever, it would scarcely count as ‘a piece of
music’, but would be some kind of license for endless improvisation or else
a blueprint for endless repetition.*

But now the second question is urgent. Even if reality must eventually
achieve full self-consciousness, and has in fact already done so, and even if
human beings are the principal vehicle whereby it has managed to do so,”
why should this involve any one human being’s grasping the entire system

42 Cf. the way in which the absolute idea exists in the concept of pure undetermined being.

4 Cf. Encyclopedia 1, §§213 and 235, and Encyclopedia 111, §§575-577. For a helpful dis-
cussion, see Taylor (1975), pp. 111-112. Also helpful is the entry on ‘in, for, and in and
for, itself, himself, etc.’” in Inwood (1992), pp. 133-136.

4 But note the last three sentences of Encyclopedia 1, §234Z. Hegel does not believe that,
just because reality has already achieved full self-consciousness, we can now rest on our
laurels; for, as he puts it, ‘the final end of the world ... has being ... only while it constantly
produces itself.” The suggestion seems to be that, for as long as nature persists, reality
must maintain its self-knowledge through a kind of continual recapitulation.

45 Cf. Phenomenology, Preface, 126.
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of concepts? Why not, to continue with the musical analogy, an orchestrated
effort?*® This question is exacerbated by Hegel’s own insistence that much
in the process has happened without direction from any individual.*” Even
those ‘world-historical individuals’ who were en route to this final stage,
‘who had an insight into the requirements of the time — what was right for
development ... [ — who knew] the necessary, directly sequent step in pro-
gress, which their world was to take; [and who] must, therefore, be recog-
nized as its clear-sighted ones ...: even these ‘had no consciousness of the
general idea they were unfolding” and ‘when their object [was] attained they
[fell] off like empty hulls from the kernel’ (Reason in History, pp. 29-31,
emphasis in original).*

It seems to me that Hegel has no satisfactory answer to the second ques-
tion beyond whatever answer he may have to the third. In other words, I
think his only reason for holding that there is scope for an individual human
being to grasp the entire system of concepts is that he takes himself to have
done so. And that is largely a matter of his having a logic of which he is pre-
pared to say, ‘See for yourselves.”” Seeing for ourselves, if he is right, means
not only making sense of all the moves in his logic, but also realizing, at a
higher level of reflection, that we could not make such sense of them, nay
that such sense would not be available to be made, unless the logic were
complete. For — again, if Hegel is right — it is only in the context of the
whole that any of the moves can have the particular significance that now, in
retrospect, we can see them as having (cf. Phenomenology, Preface, {1, and
Introduction, {89; and Encyclopedia 1, §§14 and 17). So we must simply
look and see, and try to decide whether Hegel is indeed right.

6. Shades of Spinoza in Hegel?

It is hard not to be struck by deep affinities between Hegel and Spinoza,
especially by their shared vision of reality as a single infinite substance of
which we and all the episodes that constitute our lives are but an aspect.
Hegel himself comments:

When one begins to philosophize one must be first a Spinozist. The soul
must bathe itself in the aether of this single substance, in which everything
one has held for true is submerged. (Medieval and Modern Philosophy,
p- 1635, translation adapted in Beiser (1993), p. 5)

46 Cf. Popper (1972).

47 Cf. Encyclopedia 1, §238Z, and Encyclopedia 111, §551.

4 This is what Hegel has in mind when he famously refers to ‘the cunning of reason’: see
Reason in History, p. 33.

4 Cf. in this connection Phenomenology, Preface, 3. There is a hint of a more substantial
answer to the third question in Phenomenology, VIIL, 1802, but it is unlikely to allay any
real concerns.



178 Part One

Moreover, for both Spinoza and Hegel, our own involvement in the life of
substance, including our making sense of substance, is a matter of our par-
ticipating in its own sense-making. To revert to an analogy that I used in
Chapter 1, §6: the relation between us and substance, as we come to make
sense of it, is akin to the relation between a member of a linguistic commu-
nity and the community as a whole. This in turn connects with something
else that the two thinkers crucially share: a repudiation of morality in favour
of ethics, or at any rate, in Hegel’s case, a commitment to the Aufhebung of
the moral life by the ethical life (Philosophy of Right, §141). One Hegelian
way of drawing the contrast between these would be to say that morality,
grounded as it is in the fact that we are free individuals, is concerned with
which unrealized possibilities we ought to realize, whereas ethics, grounded
as it is in the fact that we together constitute a community, is more con-
cerned with how we are to develop something that is already real.*"

All of this is indeed striking. But there are differences between Spinoza and
Hegel that are just as striking, and in my view deeper. We can broach these
differences by reflecting on the theological dimension of the two systems.

Spinoza named his substance ‘God’. But then he treated of it in such a
way as to make it far from clear that his position really merited the title
of theism. In particular, his substance differed from the traditional Judzo-
Christian God in two fundamental respects. It was not transcendent, and
it was not personal. In Chapter 2, §2, I concluded that it is altogether less
misleading to call Spinoza an atheist than to call him a theist.

Hegel too names his substance ‘God’ (The Consummate Religion, pp.
368-369; cf. Encyclopedia 1, §1). He too treats of what he names ‘God’ in
such a way as to resist straightforward classification as a theist. Indeed, my
inclination is to draw much the same conclusion as I drew in the case of
Spinoza, that it is on the whole less misleading to call him an atheist than to
call him a theist (though we are of course under no compulsion to call him
either, certainly not without the myriad qualifications that would be required
in each case). Nevertheless, Hegel is closer to traditional Judeeo-Christian
theism than Spinoza is. For Hegel’s substance differs from the traditional
Judaeo-Christian God only in the first of the two specified respects: it is not
transcendent. It is, however — unlike Spinoza’s substance — personal.’’ And
this indeed marks the principal difference between the two thinkers — as

30 See Philosophy of Right, Pts Two and Three. For a helpful discussion, see Taylor (1975),
pp. 376ff.

Note that there are nevertheless disparities between the two thinkers’ conceptions of
the ethical life, which in Hegel’s case is understood to embrace religion in a way in which
it is not in Spinoza’s: see Phenomenology, VII, passim. This connects with what comes
next in the main text.

51 On the non-transcendence of God, see Encyclopedia 1, §38. On the personhood of God,
see ibid., §151Z. For a helpful discussion, see Taylor (1975), Ch. 3, §5.
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Hegel well knows, for it also marks the principal reproach that he levels
against Spinoza. He says:

It is true that God ... is the absolute thing: he is however no less the abso-
lute person. That he is the absolute person however is a point which the
philosophy of Spinoza never reached: and on that side it falls short of the
true notion of God which forms the content of religious consciousness in
Christianity. (Encyclopedia 1, §151Z, p. 214)°>

The personhood of substance, for Hegel, is of a piece with the subjecthood
of substance, whose importance I emphasized in §3. Hegel’s substance has
a meaningful biography; it has purposes; it acts out its life in accord with
concepts. None of this is true of Spinoza’s substance. Moreover, the way in
which the life of substance is played out, namely through processes of nega-
tion whereby finite elements of that life are aufgeboben, is radically non-
Spinozist. In {19 of the Preface to his Phenomenology, Hegel refers to ‘the
labour of the negative’. He means by this these very processes, the processes
that bring substance to ‘what it truly is’ (ibid., 20), in other words the pro-
cesses through which substance exists for itself. Substance’s ‘power to move,
Hegel writes, “... is being-for-self or pure negativity’ (ibid., 22, emphasis
removed). This stands in stark contrast to what we find in Spinoza.*® Spinoza
takes his substance to be ‘an absolutely infinite being’ and glosses this by
saying, ‘If a thing is absolutely infinite, there belongs to its essence whatever
expresses essence and does not involve negation’ (Spinoza (2002c¢), Pt I, Def.
6 and Expl., translation slightly adapted, emphasis added).

It is true that, for Hegel too, substance is absolutely infinite. Indeed, as
we have seen, he actually calls it the infinite — just as he variously calls it
the absolute, the true, or God.”* These are all, for Hegel, characterizations
of the same ultimate reality. And to be sure, every one of them, as ordi-
narily construed, might be thought to exclude negation. But Hegel has his
own distinctive way of construing them. Thus consider the characterization

52 Two things about the section from which this quotation is taken are worth noting. The
first is that Hegel cautions against blankly identifying substance with the absolute idea: it
is rather ‘the idea under the still limited form of necessity’ (p. 214). To that extent, Hegel
further suggests, there is room also for a distinction between substance and God (cf.
Phenomenology, Preface, §23). But I am prescinding from that subtlety throughout this
section. The second thing worth noting is that Hegel insists that Spinoza, despite having
failed to appreciate God’s personhood, was a genuine theist (cf. also Encyclopedial, §50).
Given that he also sees himself as a theist, that goes some way — not far, I grant — towards
reinforcing my own inclination to co-classify them.

33 Cf. Deleuze (1988a), p. 13. See also Deleuze (2006a), ‘Conclusion’, for why it also stands
in stark contrast to what we find in Nietzsche, who, so to speak, fights back. See further
Ch. 15, §7(b), and Ch. 21, §2(b).

4 Subject to various qualifications from which I am prescinding: see n. 52.
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of substance as the true. By ‘truth’ Hegel means truth of a philosophical
sort: that which ultimately makes sense.”> And, in accord with this, he not
only identifies substance with the true, or with truth; he also holds that
there is no truth that does not exhaust it. That is, there is no truth — gen-
uine, unadulterated truth — that falls short of the whole truth.’® (So truth
is not like gold, say. There is certainly gold that does not exhaust all the
gold there is — the gold in the crown jewels, for example.) This is because
nothing less than the unified whole ultimately makes sense. What then of
the false? Well, the false plays the finite to the true’s infinite. Recall that, for
Hegel, the infinite is not opposed to the finite; it embraces it. (See §2.) So
too the true is not opposed to the false; it embraces it. The false is a pre-
condition of the true. This is not to say that the false is part of the true in
the way in which hydrogen is part of water, nor that particular instances of
the false are part of the true in the way in which individual bricks are part
of Paddington Station. The point is rather this. The true ‘is not a minted
coin that can be pocketed ready made’ (Phenomenology, Preface, 39). It
must be arrived at through the very processes of Aufhebung referred to in
the previous paragraph. These processes involve moments of falsehood and
finitude, which are annulled and preserved in further moments of falsehood
and finitude, and so on, until everything eventually makes indissoluble
sense.”’ And that is the labour of the negative. So although Hegel’s various
characterizations of substance might appear to bespeak pure Spinozist pos-
itivity, his understanding of those characterizations in fact involves some-
thing very different.’®

This is why Hegel is moved to proclaim, in opposition to ‘rational the-
ology’ — by which he means the attempt to make sense of God using the
resources of ordinary human understanding® — that

it resulted in a notion of God which was what we may call the abstract
of positivity or reality, to the exclusion of all negation. God was accord-
ingly defined to be the most real of all beings. Anyone can see however
that this most real of all beings, in which negation forms no part, is the
very opposite of what it ought to be and of what understanding supposes
it to be. Instead of being rich and full above all measure, it is so nar-
rowly conceived that it is, on the contrary, extremely poor and altogether
empty.... Without definite feature, that is, without negation, contained
in the notion, there can only be an abstraction. (Encyclopedia 1, §36Z,
pp. 57-58)

55 Seen. 21.

36 Cf. Phenomenology, Preface, 140.

57 Cf. Phenomenology. Preface, J47.

58 Cf. Science of Logic, 1.ii.i.2C, Remark 1.

% For more on Hegel’s conception of understanding, see the next section.
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It is also why he is moved to proclaim, in opposition to Spinoza:

As intuitively accepted by Spinoza without a previous mediation by dia-
lectic, substance ... is as it were a dark shapeless abyss which engulfs all
definite content as radically null, and produces from itself nothing that
has a positive substance of its own. (Encyclopedia 1, §151Z, p. 215)*°

There is a profound difference, then, between Spinoza’s conception of
substance, as that self-subsistent whole in which all particulars are bound
together, and Hegel’s conception of substance, as an organic unity of
opposed elements of finitude, whose oppositions are resolved in processes of
Aufhebung.' This difference in turn occasions many others. Where Spinoza
believed that each part of nature positively expresses the essence of sub-
stance, Hegel believes that nature is substance’s ‘other’, the forum in which
these processes of Aufbebung are played out so that substance can exist
for itself, a forum which, in this very otherness, must itself be aufgeboben
so that substance can exist in and for itself.*” (In one remarkable passage
in Encyclopedia 1 Hegel says, ‘God, who is the truth, is known by us in His
truth, that is, as absolute spirit, only in so far as we at the same time rec-
ognize that the world which He created, nature and the finite spirit, are, in
their difference from God, untrue’ (§83Z).) Again, where Spinoza found a
paradigm of sense-making in the adequate knowledge of particular essences,
Hegel holds that there is no sense ultimately to be made save in the inte-
grated whole. Or, to put it another way, where Spinoza found a paradigm of
sense-making in our ideas of what particular things can do, ideas that pos-
itively express their own reasons for being true, Hegel finds only moments
of falsehood that need to be aufgehoben in order for the truth to be fully
and properly realized. Or, to put it yet a third way, where Spinoza found,
in the various differences and oppositions that we confront, an invitation
to extend our knowledge by making sense of them, Hegel holds that the
various differences and oppositions that we confront need to be overcome
for true knowledge, that is substance’s knowledge of itself, to be possible
at all. Where Spinoza had no truck with the negative, Hegel talks of our
‘looking the negative in the face, and tarrying with it ... [and converting] it
into being’ (Phenomenology, Preface, 32). These two thinkers, in countless
ways, are worlds apart.®’

0 Note: the phrase that occurs in the ellipsis here is ‘as the universal negative power’. This
may look like an exegetical blunder on Hegel’s part. In fact we can read him as invoking
his own conception of substance.

¢ Hegel would deny that there is anything to bind the Spinozist particulars together;
Spinoza, that there are any Hegelian oppositions to be resolved.

2 The Fichtean echoes here should be very clear.

3 Hegel at one point appropriates Spinoza as an ally, citing what he calls ‘the proposition of
Spinoza’ that ‘ommnis determinatio est negatio’: all determination is negation (Science of
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7. Contradiction, Reason, and Understanding

I remarked in §1 on the liberties that Hegel takes with language. We have
since seen some of his terms of art. ‘Absolute idea’ is one. Consider also the
triad ‘in itself’, ‘for itself’, and ‘in and for itself’. Not that there is anything
especially remarkable about a philosopher’s devising new words or phrases
to meet particular needs that he or she has. New ideas can obviously require
the exercise of new concepts, which can in turn require the use of new terms
to express them.

Altogether more striking, if not altogether more shocking, is Hegel’s
apparent violation of certain basic linguistic rules, both syntactic and
semantic. In his argument that the concept of nothing passes over into the
concept of being, for instance, he all but insists that if there is nothing, then
there is something, namely nothing. This seems to be almost Carrollesque
in its combination of solecism and logical punning.®* Worse, he proceeds to
tell us, first, that ‘pure being and pure nothing are ... the same, and then
that, ‘on the contrary, they are not the same, ... they are absolutely distinct’
(Science of Logic, 1i.i.1C, pp. 82-83), a contradiction that is scarcely made
any the more palatable when glossed as ‘the identity of identity and non-
identity’ (ibid., Li, “With What Must the Science Begin?’, p. 74).

Nor is his toleration of contradiction confined to these abstract concepts.
We saw in Chapter 5, §6, how Kant, confronted with arguments for the
finitude of the physical universe and arguments for its infinitude, reacted by
denying that there is any such thing — any such unconditioned whole — as the
physical universe. This enabled him to attribute the apparent contradiction
to a natural mistake of (human) reason, namely the mistake of assuming that
there must be such a thing. Hegel, despite being less impressed than Kant
by these arguments, likewise acknowledges that there are grounds both for
regarding the physical universe as finite and for regarding it as infinite (i.e.
spuriously infinite). But he cannot avail himself of the same solution. This
is for two reasons. First, the Kantian solution requires a Kantian distinc-
tion, of the very sort that Hegel repudiates, between appearance and reality.
Second, since Hegel takes the operations of reason to be the operations of
reality itself, whatever problem there is with the physical universe’s being
both finite and infinite must on his view be no less a problem with our being

Logic,Li.i.2A(b), Remark, p. 113). But it is far from clear, in what he goes on to say about
Spinoza, that he is being faithful to him. (The quotation itself is slightly inaccurate: the
nearest approximation is in Letter 50 in Spinoza (2002¢), p. 892, where Spinoza writes,
‘and determination is negation,” a translation of ‘et determinatio est negatio.’) For an illu-
minating discussion, see Duffy (2006), pp. 18-19.

Cf. Carroll (1982), in which the following well-known passage occurs: ‘“I see nobody
on the road,” said Alice. — “I only wish I had such eyes,” the King remarked.... “To be
able to see Nobody! ... Why, it’s as much as I can do to see real people...”” (pp. 189-190,
emphasis in original).

6

N



Hegel: Transcendentalism-cum-Naturalism 183

led to believe, by operations of reason, both that it is finite and that it is infi-
nite. Hegel’s own solution is to deny that there is a problem with either of
these. He accepts the contradiction. The truly infinite, for Hegel, embraces a
co-existence of opposed aspects, and the relevant arguments concerning the
extent of the physical universe simply highlight some of these. Like all such
opposed aspects, they are to be aufgehoben in the infinite’s progress towards
self-knowledge. (See Science of Logic, 1i.ii.2C(b), Remark 2, pp. 234-238,
and Encyclopedia 1, §§28 and 48.)

Now whenever we are confronted with a philosopher who departs from
common sense in this way, with evidently serious intent, we seem to have a
choice: either to accredit the philosopher in question with a non-standard
view of things or to accredit him with a non-standard way of talking. I
myself am attracted to the idea that, when the philosopher goes as far as
to accept a contradiction, then strictly speaking only the second alternative
makes sense; for unless the philosopher in question has his own idiolect, he
is violating certain basic linguistic rules (as I said earlier Hegel appears to
be doing) and is not strictly speaking saying anything at all.®* Nevertheless,
I am far from suggesting that, in order to interpret Hegel, we must simply
forget the standard meanings of (some of) his words and seek suitable ways
of translating them back into the vernacular. Even if it is true that what he
says does not, strictly speaking, count as part of standard linguistic practice,
‘strictly speaking’ is the operative phrase. What he says is sufficiently closely
related to standard linguistic practice, in sufficiently relevant ways, to gain
its own admittance on a looser way of speaking. (An analogy: we may be
quite happy to describe two people as playing chess even though they are
oblivious to the rule that precludes castling through check and even though
they often violate that rule, indeed even if they are aware of the rule and
have agreed to ignore it; but strictly speaking, they are not playing chess.)
Strictly speaking, when Hegel says that pure being and pure nothing are the
same and are not the same, he is violating rules that govern the workings of
some of the words he is using: he is not using those words with their stan-
dard meanings. But this is not to deny that he may have discovered compel-
ling reasons for changing the rules; nor to deny that, if he has, saying this
thing in the context of everything else he says may be the best way of getting
the rest of us to acknowledge these reasons; nor to deny that, if the rules are
accordingly changed, the words in question may retain their meanings on a
looser way of speaking. (Another analogy: it was when the pawn was first

%5 For a forthright expression of this idea, see Quine (1970), p. 81. For discussion of Quine’s
views of these matters — of which the quoted passage is unrepresentative — see Ch. 12, §4.
They are matters that will be intermittently of concern throughout Part Two.

Note: in §5 of the Introduction I mentioned Aristotle’s closely related idea that it is
impossible to believe a contradiction. For a forthright expression of this idea, from a
much more recent source, see Davidson (2005a), pp. 44-45.
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allowed to move forward two squares, some time in the fifteenth century,
that chess strictly speaking came into existence, although on a looser way of
speaking chess had already existed for a long time and merely underwent a
change then.) So given that I do ot say that a strict way of speaking is the
only correct way of speaking, I am happy to grant that Hegel’s toleration of
this contradiction, and of others, is more than just a linguistic quirk. It is a
genuine heterodoxy, couched in this way because the difficulty and unfamil-
iarity of the ideas require an assault on our standard ways of thinking, or on
our standard ways of making sense of things.®

Such deliberate breaking of linguistic rules, to let a concept evolve into
something previously beyond the expressive power of the language, is a
device that I think we see frequently at work, not only in philosophy but
also in the natural sciences. (A prime example, I would argue, is the rejection
of basic principles of Euclidean geometry to allow for the development of
the non-Euclidean concepts needed to describe physical space.®”) However
that may be, it is precisely the sort of device which, on a Hegelian concep-
tion, should be expected to mark transitions in our sense-making from lower
stages of development to higher stages of development. For precisely what
it does is to bring about the Aufhebung of previous forms of sense-making,
the eruption of new conceptual resources from old, exhibiting both change
and continuity. It is through such metamorphoses that reality eventually
attains to the full infinite system of concepts required for its own ultimate
sense-making.®®

Hegel is in any case well aware that he is challenging standard ways of
thinking. Of course he is.®” This is part of what he has in mind when he
distinguishes, as he frequently does, between reason and understanding.”
The processes of conceptual development described above are processes of
reason. Indeed, ‘reason’ can be thought of as yet another name for reality,
the infinite, the absolute, the true. But understanding is the faculty at work
in standard ways of thinking, or in standard ways of making sense of things.
Its power, which is ‘the most astonishing and mightiest of powers, ... the tre-
mendous power of the negative’ (Phenomenology, Preface, 32), is a power

6 Cf. Findlay (1958), Ch. 3, §iii.

67 But the correct description of this case is a matter of controversy. For some contributions
to the controversy, see Ch. 11, §3, and Ch. 12, §4.

%8 Tt is also, of course, through such metamorphoses that reality keeps track of developments
in that of which it makes sense: itself, undergoing those very metamorphoses.

® See esp. Encyclopedial, §88. And cf. §1 above: if we react adversely to what he says, then
that is exactly as he would predict, which means that we inadvertently corroborate what
he says.

70 See Encyclopedia 1, VI, where he further distinguishes between negative and positive rea-
son; I shall ignore that further distinction.
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of analysis. Understanding breaks its objects up into component parts. It
treats of them in isolation from all else and without regard to the whole. It
arrives at ‘thoughts which are ... familiar, fixed, and inert determinations’
(ibid., emphasis removed). This is why it cannot tolerate contradiction,
whose resolution is always part of the active processes of reason at work
in the whole and is ipso facto beyond its purview. It cannot make sense of
contradiction. Nor can it make sense of Aufhebung. It must, as it were, yield
to Aufhebung. That is, it must itself be aufgehoben. (This is not to deny that
understanding has all sorts of practical uses, nor even that it has all sorts of
theoretical uses, for instance in mathematics (Encyclopedia 1, §80Z). But in
metaphysics, the most general attempt to make sense of things, it must be
aufgehoben.”)

Reason, unlike understanding, does tolerate contradiction.”” But, as I
have been urging, tolerating contradiction in this context is not the same as
acceding to the possibility that a proposition and its negation should both be
true, on a standard conception of what a proposition is, of what negation is,
and of what truth is.”” On a standard conception of these matters, nothing
of the sort can be acceded to. The point is rather that the standard concep-
tion must itself be aufgehoben. “The abstract “either-or”” of understanding
(Encyclopedia 1, §80Z, p. 115) must be overcome. And make no mistake:
this is a restless and bloody matter. As Hegel puts it, ‘the battle of reason is
the struggle to break up the rigidity to which the understanding has reduced
everything’ (ibid., §32Z, p. 53).

These remarks go some way towards answering a question that natu-
rally arises, at least from the point of view of understanding, about Hegel’s
dialectic. If reason, or reality, tolerates contradiction, why must contradic-
tion be resolved? Why should it not survive, in all its raw primitive incon-
sistency, into the final synthesis of the absolute idea?”* To ask this question
is to miss the point that what reason tolerates just is something that must
be resolved. Or, to put the point in a suitably contradictory way, what rea-
son tolerates is something that cannot be tolerated. ‘The so-called world,’
Hegel insists, ‘... is never and nowhere without contradiction’ (Science
of Logic, 1.i.ii.2C(b), Remark 2, p. 238). ‘But,’ he straightway adds, ‘it is
unable to endure it’ (ibid.; cf. Encyclopedia 1, §11). Contradiction is the
motor force of change. By its very nature it propels reality to a higher stage
of development in which it is aufgehoben. Without it, there would be no

7t Cf. Copleston (1963), pp. 174-175.

72 Cf. Encyclopedia 1, §11.

73 Here I think I part company with Graham Priest, in Priest (1995), Ch. 7, passim. For
accounts that are closer to mine, see Hanna (1996) and Pippin (1996).

74 Cf. Taylor (1975), p. 105; and Inwood (1983), Ch. 10, §§12-135, esp. pp. 459-460.
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movement, no activity, no purpose, nothing (see Science of Logic, L.ii.2C,
Remark 3, p. 439).7

One of the best ways to make sense of all of this is in terms of the relation
between the finite and the infinite. For a thing to be finite, recall, is for it to
be negated by an ‘other’. That is as much as to say that, by its very nature,
the finite invokes its own negation. And that in turn means that the finite has
an inherently contradictory nature. This is why there is contradiction every-
where. For there is finitude everywhere. The finite invokes its own negation,
not only in thought, but also, eo ipso, in reality, since thought and reality
are ultimately one on Hegel’s conception. For a finite thing to invoke its
own negation, however, is for it to bring about its own end in such a way as
simultaneously to be true to itself. In a word, then — in the word that Hegel
himself unsurprisingly uses — the finite aufhebt’® itself (Encyclopedia 1 §81,
p. 116). As Hegel proceeds to explain,

everything finite, instead of being stable and ultimate, is rather change-
able and transient; and this is exactly what we mean by that dialectic of
the finite, by which the finite, as implicitly other than what it is, is forced
beyond its own immediate or natural being to turn suddenly into its oppo-
site.... All things ... — that is, the finite world as such — are doomed....
(Encyclopedia 1, §81Z, p. 118; cf. ibid., §§28Z and 214)

But such Aufbebung is the resolution of the contradiction. And the infinite,
as I have repeatedly said, is not opposed to such finitude; it embraces it, in
all its contradictoriness, and along with its nisus towards the resolution
of that contradictoriness. The infinite, or reality, is the integrated whole in
which this resolution is played out: ‘the living unity of the manifold, as
Frederick Copleston puts it (Copleston (1963), p. 165), or ‘the Bacchanalian
revel in which no member is not drunk, in Hegel’s own evocative image
(Phenomenology, Preface, 47).

All of this is beyond the grasp of understanding.”” That is why it has the
air of the mystical. But, Hegel insists, there is mystery here ‘only ... for the
understanding’ (Encyclopedia 1, §82Z, p. 121, emphasis added). This ‘mys-
tical’ is ‘the concrete unity of those propositions which understanding only
accepts in their separation and opposition.... [It] may be styled mystical —
not however because thought cannot both reach and comprehend it, but
merely because it lies beyond the compass of understanding’ (ibid.). It lies
beyond the compass of understanding. It does not, on the broad conception
of metaphysics with which I am operating, lie beyond the compass of meta-
physics. See further §9 below.

75 Cf. Copleston (1963), pp. 176=177; and Taylor (1975), p. 107.

76 See n. 3.

77 There is even a hint in Encyclopedia I, §88, p. 131, that it is beyond the expressive power
of language.
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8. Hegel Contra Kant Again. Absolute Idealism

We began this account of Hegel’s system with his rejection of Kant’s tran-
scendental idealism (§2). It will be instructive, in the light of what has
emerged since, to reflect on other more specific parts of Kant’s philosophy
with which Hegel both must and does take issue.

First, although Kant drew a distinction of his own between understand-
ing and reason, it was but a faint adumbration of the distinction that Hegel
urges on us. For Kant, understanding was the faculty of concepts whereby
we think about objects of experience. In particular, it was the source of
the twelve fundamental a priori concepts whereby we do so (Kant (1998),
A19/B33 and A79-80/B105-106). Reason was a higher faculty, a faculty
that on the one hand enables us to recognize systematic interconnections
between the deliverances of understanding (ibid., A130-131/B169-170
and A302/B359) and on the other hand frees the concepts of understanding
from their restricted application to objects of possible experience, thereby
enabling us to think about things in themselves and indeed to determine
fundamental principles of morality (e.g. ibid., §II, Ch. 2, passim). Reason
was thus a faculty that we can use to step back from understanding and
to make sense of, around, and beyond understanding in ways that under-
standing itself could never equip us to do. And it was motivated by the
demand for the unconditioned. As Kant put it, ‘reason is driven by a pro-
pensity of its nature to go beyond its use in experience ... and to find peace
only in the completion of its circle in a self-subsisting systematic whole’
(ibid., A797/B825).

That last clause might have been written by Hegel. But there is much else
here that is an anathema to Hegel. For one thing, the principal contrast that
Kant recognized between understanding and reason made no sense without
the further Kantian distinction between appearance and reality which Hegel
abjures. Furthermore, Kant cast reason as just another faculty. In fact it was
the faculty that we use, plunged as we are in the midst of things, to make
sense of that very distinction, the distinction between appearance and real-
ity. For Hegel, reason is reality. Again, Kant took reason to be no less bound
by principles of standard logic than understanding — which is why, when
reason’s demand for the unconditioned issued in arguments both for the
finitude of the physical universe and for its infinitude, Kant concluded that
there had been a malfunctioning of some sort, specifically a failure to draw
that same distinction between appearance and reality. For Hegel, Kant’s very
presumption that something had gone wrong showed that he was assimilat-
ing reason to what he (Hegel) calls understanding (Encyclopedia 1, §45Z; cf.
Science of Logic, Introduction, ‘General Notion of Logic’, p. 46).

On Hegel’s conception, we can both reject the distinction between appear-
ance and reality and acknowledge that this leaves us with a rational demand
for the unconditioned that is unmeetable without contradiction, simply by
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acquiescing in the contradiction. Kant would have found this unintelligi-
ble.” Relatedly, on Hegel’s conception, we can regard as constitutive various
uses of concepts, such as the use of the concept of the complete physical uni-
verse in cosmology, that Kant would have regarded, on pain of contradic-
tion, as regulative. For Hegel there is no such pain; or better, perhaps, there
is such pain, but it is to be endured for its corresponding gain.

To return to the twelve fundamental a priori concepts that Kant recog-
nized: for Kant these were tools that we use, from our vantage point within
reality, to make our own distinctive sense of reality. To revert to the familiar
metaphor, they were part of our spectacles. For Hegel fundamental concepts
of this sort are at work in reality itself (Encyclopedia 1, §42Z, p. 70). True,
they can be used to make sense of reality. But this is because they are used by
reality to make sense (of itself). They are constitutive of reality. Nor should
we treat them as simply given. For Kant it was a brute fact that we use these
twelve concepts. Hegel, as we saw in §4, seeks to work out what the con-
cepts are — what they must be. He seeks to make sense of them, not just with
them. (Cf. Encyclopedia 1, §41.) Relatedly, although Kant divided his twelve
concepts into four groups of three, in each of which the third ‘arises from
the combination of the first two’ (Kant (1998), B110), and although he sub-
sequently made much of that structure in the architectonic that he imposed
on his system,”” Hegel sees an arbitrariness and an incompleteness in Kant’s
taxonomy which is for him (Hegel) indicative of the fact that the full infinite
system of concepts, while not infinite in the spurious sense of containing
infinitely many, nevertheless contains many more than those twelve.*

Another objection that Hegel has to Kant’s enterprise is that it is impos-
sible to provide a critique of our various epistemic faculties without presup-
posing them. He writes:

A main line of argument in the Critical Philosophy bids us pause before
proceeding to inquire into God or into the true being of things, and tells us
first of all to examine the faculty of cognition and see whether it is equal
to such an effort. We ought, says Kant, to become acquainted with the
instrument, before we undertake the work for which it is to be employed;
for if the instrument be insufficient, all our trouble will be spent in vain....
[Now in] the case of other instruments, we can try to criticize them in
other ways than by setting about the special work for which they are des-
tined. But the examination of knowledge can only be carried out by an act

78 Not, as I emphasized in the previous section, that acquiescing in the contradiction means
accepting that some proposition and its negation are both true, at any rate not on a stan-
dard understanding of these matters. But then what Kant would have found unintelligible
is the suggestion that there is a relevant non-standard understanding of these matters.

7 For one example among many, see Kant (1998), A161-162/B200-201. For further reflec-
tions on how the set of concepts is structured, see ibid., B109ff.

80 Cf. Encyclopedia 1, §60Z.
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of knowledge.... [And] to seek to know before we know is as absurd as
the wise resolution of Scholasticus, not to venture into the water until he
had learned to swim. (Encyclopedia 1, §10, p. 14, translation very slightly
adapted; cf. Phenomenology, Introduction, §73, and Science of Logic, L.i,
“With What Must the Science Begin?’, p. 68)

Kant might reply that this objection misfires when the enterprise takes the
form of using one faculty to provide a critique of another, say reason to pro-
vide a critique of understanding — which accords with the two-level view of
these two faculties sketched above. But

« Kant did also use reason to provide a critique of reason

o Hegel would in any case reject such a two-level view, not because he
would deny that understanding is in some sense inferior to reason, but
because he would see its inferiority as the inferiority of that which is
preserved in its superior, through Aufhebung

and anyway,

» not even Kant held understanding and reason to work independently
of each other, or at least not independently enough to address Hegel’s
objection (see e.g. Kant (1998), A298-302/B355-359 and A657-659/
B685-687).

It is important, however, to realize that Hegel’s objection is not to the
very project of using our epistemic faculties to provide their own critique,
only to any pretensions of non-circularity in doing so.®' He later voices the
same objection and adds:

True, ... the forms of thought should be subjected to a scrutiny before
they are used: yet what is this scrutiny but ipso facto a cognition? So that
what we want is to combine in our process of inquiry the actions of the
forms of thought with a criticism of them. The forms of thought ... are at
once the object of research and the action of that object. (Encyclopedia
I, §41Z, p. 66)

Here we see another instance of a pattern which I have already noted in
both Descartes (Ch. 1, §4) and Hume (Ch. 4, §4), and which I have fur-
ther identified as a feature of Quine’s naturalized epistemology, namely the
pattern in which the faculties that we use to make sense of our own sense-
making are precisely what we are thereby making sense of.*>

This is significant for two related reasons. The first has to do with the
relative assessment of Kant and Hegel. It is easy to see Kant as the more

81 Tt is of course a further question to what extent Kant had any such pretensions.
82 Recall the analogy of the physiologists using their faculty of sight to investigate the faculty
of sight (Ch. 1, §4).
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level-headed of the two, and Hegel as the wild if systematic visionary. Yet
when Hegel insists that we cannot make sense of our own most basic sense-
making save from a point of immersion in it, we are reminded that it was
Kant who tried to take a critical step back from that sense-making; who
accorded it a transcendental structure which he took to be at the same time
the structure of what we make sense of; who was then forced to draw a rad-
ical distinction between appearance and reality; who was obliged to count
even space and time as features (merely) of appearance; who by contrast
counted our freedom, which he could not bring himself to disavow, as a fea-
ture of reality; who accordingly held the originary exercise of our freedom
to be an unlocated, timeless exercise of purely rational self-legislation; who
grounded the demands of morality in this self-legislation; and who thus
severed those demands, at least to that extent, from the concrete practicali-
ties of our shared life together. At times he makes Hegel look like a model
of sobriety.*?

The second reason why it is significant that Hegel does not raise any
objection to our using faculties of sense-making in order to make sense
of those same faculties has to do with the Fichtean choice paraded in the
previous chapter. This was between, in my terminology, transcendentalism
and naturalism. There is a sense in which Hegel adopts naturalism. For he
holds that we make sense of things by being in the midst of them: we are
ourselves among the things we make sense of. Nevertheless, the sense in
which Hegel adopts naturalism is tenuous. There is also a sense, certainly
no more tenuous, in which he adopts transcendentalism. For he also holds,
as we saw in §3, that the things we make sense of are transcendentally
conditioned by concepts that we use in making sense of them. What Hegel
really does, of course, is to challenge the dichotomy. It is another instance
of ‘the abstract “either-or”’ of understanding. We could say that he adopts
‘transcendentalism-cum-naturalism’.**

Hegel’s own term for his position is ‘absolute idealism’ (Encyclopedia
I, §45Z, p. 73, and §160Z, p. 223). He chooses this term to distinguish
his position from Kant’s, which he calls ‘subjective idealism’ (ibid., §45Z,
p. 73).%° His position is in many respects more radical than Kant’s, inas-
much as it draws no ultimate distinction between sense-making and real-
ity. Things are as they are because of the sense-making at work in them, a
sense-making whose object is ultimately itself, making sense. This is ‘abso-
lute’ sense-making. But, for reasons that I have just tried to indicate, Hegel’s
position is also in many respects more restrained than Kant’s. Though it has

83 For Hegel’s attempt to represent himself as a thinker of common sense, see e.g.
Encyclopedia 1, §81Z, p. 118.

8% For a summary account, see Phenomenology, V, {4231-239.

85 As I mentioned parenthetically in §3, Hegel’s idealism is by my definition an empirical
idealism, though of a highly idiosyncratic kind.
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commerce with the absolute, it has no commerce with the transcendent.
“The absolute is ... directly before us, so present that so long as we think, we
must ... always carry it with us and always use it’ (Encyclopedia 1, §24 Z,
p. 40). ‘Absolute idealism’ is an entirely appropriate label.*

9. The Implications for Metaphysics

What, finally, are the implications of all of this for metaphysics?

I have already pointed out (§4) that Hegel’s logic is a paradigm of meta-
physics on my definition. I also subsequently alluded to the closely related
fact (§7) that the resolution of contradiction in the infinite whole is itself a
metaphysical exercise of sorts. This is because it is a way of making sense of
contradiction — something that reason does but understanding cannot do —
at what must be, in the nature of the case, the highest level of generality.

On my conception of metaphysics, then, Hegel is as great a champion
of metaphysics as there could be. Metaphysics is at the heart of his system.
Reason, the ground of maximally general sense-making, is reality. To para-
phrase a quotation from §4: to him who makes maximally general sense of
things, things make maximally general sense.

But even on Hegel’s own conception (which is in any case not so very
different from mine) there is a glorious ineluctability about metaphys-
ics. ‘Metaphysics,” he tells us, ‘[is] the science of things set and held in
thoughts — thoughts accredited able to express the essential reality of things’
(Encyclopedia 1, §24, p. 36, emphasis removed). He later adds that ‘meta-
physics is nothing but the range of universal thought-determinations, and as
it were the diamond-net into which we bring everything in order to make it
intelligible’ (Encyclopedia 11, §246, Addition, p. 62). And he says:

Newton gave physics an express warning to beware of metaphysics ...;
but, to his honour be it said, he did not by any means obey his own
warning. The only mere physicists are the animals: they alone do not
think: while man is a thinking being and a born metaphysician. The real
question is not whether we shall apply metaphysics, but whether our
metaphysics [is] of the right kind: in other words, whether we are not ...
adopting one-sided forms of thought, rigidly fixed by understanding, and
making these the basis of our theoretical as well as our practical work.
(Encyclopedia 1, §98Z, p. 144)%7

With metaphysics conceived in this way, and standing in this relation
to his system as a whole, Hegel is inevitably concerned as much with the

8¢ Cf. Copleston (1963), p. 171; Taylor (1975), pp. 109-110; and Stern (2002), pp.
100-101.

87 Cf. Encyclopedia 1, §38, p. 62. For an onslaught against the wrong kind of metaphysics,
modelled on that of Kant in his ‘Transcendental Dialectic’, see Encyclopedia 1, 111
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nature of metaphysics as with any question that arises within metaphysics.
Not that that is an especially Hegelian way of putting the matter. For this
very distinction is yet another that he would renounce. It is here, more than
anywhere else in the historical story that I am telling, that any attempt to
disentangle the metaphysical from the meta-metaphysical is futile. To make
sense of reality, at the highest level of generality, is on Hegel’s conception to
make sense of how reality makes sense of reality at the highest level of gen-
erality (Phenomenology, Introduction, {88, and Encyclopedia 1, §17).

Hegel’s impatience with such distinctions is further evidenced in his rela-
tion to the three questions that I posed in §6 of the Introduction, about the
scope and limits of metaphysics. In all three cases Hegel would challenge
the contrast presupposed in the question. This is so even in the case of the
Novelty Question, where there is greatest temptation to accredit him with a
simple and unequivocal answer. In his own sacrifice of the commonplaces of
understanding, to make way for the extravagances of reason, he may appear
to be a paradigmatically ‘revisionary’ metaphysician, with a corresponding
commitment to the possibility of radically new forms of sense-making. In a
way he is. But his commitment is not to radically new forms of sense-mak-
ing as opposed to standard forms: the former must evolve out of the latter,
which must in turn be preserved in the former, in the way that is character-
istic of Aufhebung. As Hegel himself puts it:

Philosophic thought ... possesses, in addition to the common forms, some
forms of its own ... [but] speculative logic [i.e. the logic of these philo-
sophic forms of thought] contains all previous logic and metaphysics: it
preserves the same forms of thought, the same laws and objects — while
at the same time remodelling and expanding them with wider categories.
(Encyclopedia 1, §9, p. 13, capitalization altered to suit the new division
into sentences)

The early modern period draws to a close, then, with a profoundly self-
conscious assault on a number of popular conceptions about the scope and
limits of metaphysics and about how these are affected by the geometry of
sense-making. This is a continuation of the process that we saw initiated in
Hume and Kant, of reflecting on what sense can be made of things, at the
highest level of generality, by reflecting on what sense can be made of things
at all. It heralds a period in the history of (meta-)metaphysics of unprec-
edented preoccupation, and, it must be said, uneasy preoccupation, with
sense itself.
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CHAPTER 8

*

Frege

Sense Under Scrutiny

1. What Is Frege Doing Here?

Gottlob Frege (1848-1925) was by common consent the greatest logician
of all time. He founded the discipline of formal logic, in its contemporary
guise.! In this he made the first and most significant advance in the study
of logic since Aristotle, an advance that was certainly significant enough to
belie Kant’s famous declaration that ‘since the time of Aristotle’ logic ‘has ...
been unable to take a single step forward, and therefore seems to all appear-
ance to be finished and complete’ (Kant (1998), B viii). Frege was also a
brilliant philosopher of mathematics. But he was not a metaphysician, not
really.” Nor was he a meta-metaphysician: he had no special interest in the
nature, scope, or limits of metaphysics. I need to begin this chapter by saying
something about why it is included at all.

Part Two of this book is concerned with the analytic tradition in
philosophy. There is no clear agreement about how to characterize this
tradition. But since on any account one of its principal aims is clarity of
understanding and one of the principal means whereby it pursues this

! See Begriffsschrift. Note: throughout this chapter I use the following abbreviations for
Frege’s works: Begriffsschrift for Frege (1967); ‘Comments’ for Frege (1997d); ‘Concept
and Object’ for Frege (1997¢); ‘Diary Entries’ for Frege (1979); ‘Formal Theories’ for Frege
(1984a); Foundations for Frege (1980); ‘Foundations of Geometry’ for Frege (1984c);
‘Function and Concept’ for Frege (1997a); ‘Insights’ for Frege (1997k); ‘Knowledge of
Mathematics’ for Frege (1997n); ‘Letter to Husserl’ for Frege (1997b); ‘Letter to Jourdain’
for Frege (1997j); ‘Letter to Russell’ for Frege (1997h); ‘Logic’ for Frege (1997g); ‘Notes’
for Frege (1997m); ‘Numbers’ for Frege (19970); ‘Review’ for Frege (1997f); ‘Sense and
Bedeutung’ for Frege (1997¢); The Basic Laws for Frege (1964); and ‘Thought’ for Frege
(19971). Page references for all but Begriffsschrift, ‘Diary Entries’, Foundations, and The
Basic Laws are in duplicate, first to the translations themselves and then to the original
German sources as indicated in their margins. All unaccompanied references are to the
Foundations.

2 He dissociated his work from what he called metaphysics in The Basic Laws, Introduction,
p. 18. See also Dummett (1981b), pp. 428ff.
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aim is the analysis of language,’ Frege cannot fail to count as a supremely
important contributor both to its inception and to its propagation. This
is not least because contemporary formal logic provides the single most
powerful set of tools that analytic philosophers use in undertaking such
analysis. But furthermore it was Frege who demonstrated how this kind of
close attention to language could play a crucial role in addressing philo-
sophical problems.*

I say a ‘crucial’ role. Some commentators would go further and say a
‘foundational’ role. In their view Frege was the main instigator, or one of the
main instigators, of the ‘linguistic turn’ in philosophy.® Michael Dummett is
the staunchest and best-known proponent of this view. He characterizes the
revolution that he sees Frege as having effected in the following terms:

Before Descartes, it can hardly be said that any part of philosophy was
recognized as being ... fundamental to all the rest: the Cartesian revolu-
tion consisted in giving this role to the theory of knowledge ...[, which]
was accepted as the starting point for more than two centuries.

Frege’s basic achievement lay in the fact that he totally ignored the
Cartesian tradition, and was able, posthumously, to impose his different
perspective on other philosophers of the analytic tradition....

For Frege the first task, in any philosophical enquiry, is the analysis of
meanings. (Dummett (1981a), pp. 666—667).

Dummett later adds:

[Frege] effected a revolution in philosophy as great as the similar revolu-
tion previously effected by Descartes.... We can, therefore, date a whole
epoch in philosophy as beginning with the work of Frege, just as we can
do with Descartes. (Ibid., p. 669; cf. Dummett (1993a), p. 5)

Dummett accordingly characterizes analytic philosophy as ‘post-Fregean
philosophy’ (Dummett (1978m), p. 441).°

I shall not try to arbitrate on whether Frege deserves such an accolade. It
is moot whether analytic philosophers do take the study of language to be
foundational in this way; moot, for that matter, whether Frege did; moot,
therefore, whether there has been any such revolution; and moot whether,

3 See e.g. Williamson (2007), Ch. 1.

4 Perhaps I should say, ‘who demonstrated afresh ...’. For what he demonstrated, at least in
broad terms, was hardly unknown to medieval thinkers.

5 The phrase ‘linguistic turn’ seems to be due to Gustav Bergmann, in Bergmann (1964),
p- 3. See again Williamson (2007), pp. 10ff.

¢ Cf. my comments about post-Cartesian philosophy and post-Kantian philosophy in Ch. 2,
§6,and Ch. 5, §1, respectively. For a further indication of Dummett’s views on this matter,
see Dummett (1993a), esp. Chs 2, 13, and 14. For further discussion of these views, see
Ch. 14, esp. §1.
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even if there has, Frege can take so much credit for it.” What is not moot is
that Frege is of colossal significance to the analytic tradition, both histor-
ically and philosophically, which is all that matters in the current context.
There is much in the next six chapters that will make little or no sense except
in relation to his work.® That is reason enough for me to have included
this chapter.

Even so, what I have said so far does not convey the full force of the rea-
son, nor, perhaps, its most important aspect.

Even within the shared commitment that analytic philosophers have to
the study of language — whatever precise form that commitment takes —
there is considerable latitude. In particular, what sort of language? Natural
language? There is a broad division between those analytic philosophers
who see themselves as dealing with language as it is and those who see
themselves as dealing with language as it ought to be — but very often is
not, absent the imposition of various kinds of reform on our ordinary
ways of speaking. Frege himself certainly belonged to the second of these
camps. He was largely contemptuous of natural language, which he held
to suffer from all sorts of defects that hamper clear thinking. It was in this
vein that he invented his own formal language, designed to enable him to
address the questions in the philosophy of mathematics that particularly
exercised him.’

Were Frege’s attitude to be extended to the practice of metaphysics, this
might appear to involve him in a clear and direct answer to the Novelty
Question which I posed in §6 of the Introduction, the question whether
there is scope for us, when we practise metaphysics, to make sense of things
in ways that are radically new. It might appear that Frege would have been
bound to say that there is, and bound indeed to say that we had better
do so. In fact, however, there is something profoundly non-revisionary
about Frege’s own use of his formal language. It was not intended to bring
about radical changes in our sense-making. It was intended to exploit, nur-
ture, and consolidate sense-making of ours that is already under way (cf.
Begriffsschrift, Preface, pp. 6-7, and Foundations, §2). In saying this, I do
not mean to suggest that Frege had no concern to bring about any changes

7 For especially fierce opposition, see Baker and Hacker (1984). For an interesting and com-
pelling attempt to provide a corrective, see Skorupski (1984), §II.

It is also of course moot whether, if there has been such a revolution, it has pointed phi-
losophy in the right direction. Dummett, who believes that it has, frankly admits that all
he has to offer to anyone who is sceptical about this is ‘the banal reply which any prophet
has to make to any sceptic: time will tell” (Dummett (1978m), p. 458).

8 There is much in Part Three that makes better sense in relation to it: see e.g. Ch. 17, §4;
Ch. 20, §3; and Ch. 21, §4.

° See Begriffsschrift, Preface, pp. 5-6, and ‘Insights’, pp. 323-324/p. 272. (Inventing this for-
mal language was a principal component in his founding contemporary formal logic: see
Begriffsschrift, Preface, p. 7.)
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in connection with our sense-making. On the contrary, one thing that he
wanted to do with his formal language, as part of the process of consolida-
tion, was to bring about reform in those cases — those many cases — where,
because of the imperfections of natural language, we merely think that we
are making sense and we need the help of some such regimentation either
to start making sense of the kind we think we are making or else to see that
in fact there is no such sense to be made.'” But when it came to introducing
new concepts, Frege only ever showed an interest in drawing new bounda-
ries in familiar regions of conceptual space, not in entering new regions; an
interest, as we might say, in conceptual innovation but not in radical con-
ceptual innovation (cf. §§64 and 88)."

None of this is enough to show that Frege would have given a conserva-
tive answer to the Novelty Question, had he addressed it. That he himself
was not interested in radical changes in our sense-making does not mean
that he would have denied the possibility of such a thing, either in meta-
physics or in any other discipline. What primarily mattered for Frege was
not whether we were making new sense or old sense, but simply whether we
were making sense. And this at last brings us back to my reason for includ-
ing him in my historical narrative. One of Frege’s greatest achievements was
the way in which he made (linguistic) sense an object of philosophical scru-
tiny in its own right. Philosophers had certainly reflected on sense before.
(See e.g. Ch. 4, §2, where we considered some of Hume’s ruminations on
it.) There had even been attempts to subject different aspects of sense to
close methodical investigation.!> But these had been relatively piecemeal.
Nobody previously, or at least nobody previously in the modern period,

10 Cf, Diamond (1991a), §IV; (1991b); and (1991d).

' In distinguishing between non-radical conceptual innovation and radical conceptual
innovation I only mean to register a distinction of degree; the spatial metaphor should
not be taken to indicate otherwise. Roughly, the degree in question is the degree of inde-
pendence that the new concepts enjoy with respect to old concepts. The least radical con-
ceptual innovation consists merely in combining old concepts to form new ones. As Frege
emphasized in §88, he was interested in conceptual innovation that was more radical
than that, for he was interested in conceptual innovation that was ‘fruitful’, in a way in
which the combining of old concepts never could be. Nevertheless, to revert to my spa-
tial metaphor, what he was interested in still involved drawing boundaries over, around,
and within those that had already been drawn. It did not involve drawing boundaries in
new regions altogether. For further discussion, see Moore (2003a), pp. 121-124. (I there
introduce a shift of metaphor, to one of fineness of grain. In many ways this is a more
appropriate metaphor, though it infelicitously downplays the difference between the con-
ceptual innovation that Frege was interested in and that which I am now calling radical;
see p. 123.)

Particularly noteworthy is Arnauld and Nicol (1996), which is commonly known as the
Port-Royal Logic and which was written during the seventeenth century. This was a logic
textbook that incorporated a good deal of semantics.
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had attempted to produce a theory of sense: a rigorous systematic com-
prehensive account of what sense is and how it functions. Frege did. I use
the word ‘attempted’ advisedly. It is by no means uncontroversial that he
succeeded. It is not even uncontroversial that what he attempted to do was
something that could be done. We shall see scepticism of various kinds later
in Part Two.'? The fact remains that Frege helped to provide a new focus in
philosophy. Because he wanted to make sense of how we make mathemat-
ical sense, he was led to address some very general questions about sense
itself. And, linguistic turn or no linguistic turn, he thereby helped to inau-
gurate a phase in my narrative in which due attention to sense came to be
seen as an indispensable tool in the quest to make sense. Despite his lack of
engagement with metaphysics, he is of immediate and obvious relevance to
the story I have to tell.

2. The Project: Arithmetic as a Branch of Logic

Frege’s philosophical project is to show, contra Kant, that the truths of arith-
metic are analytic. More specifically, it is to show that they are laws of logic
(§87). ‘More specifically’, because a law of logic is a truth that is not only
analytic but also composed (exclusively) of logical concepts. It may be ana-
lytic that all aunts are female, but it is not a law of logic. Neither the concept
of an aunt nor the concept of being female is a logical concept.

Can Frege realize his project just by showing that the truths of arithmetic
are composed of logical concepts? An analytic truth need not be composed
of logical concepts; but is the converse perhaps true? Is a truth that is com-
posed of logical concepts guaranteed to be analytic? No. A putative coun-
terexample is that there are infinitely many non-logical objects'* (if that is
a truth; if it is not, then a putative counterexample is that there are only
finitely many non-logical objects)."”

Frege’s task is twofold, then: to show that the truths of arithmetic are
analytic, and to show that they are composed of logical concepts. It hardly
appears that way to Frege, however. This is because, in Frege’s view, there is
hardly anything, in the second case, to show. His notion of a logical concept
is a concept that can be exercised in thought about any subject matter.'

13 See esp. Ch. 10, §2,and Ch. 12, §§4 and 5.

4" A non-logical object is anything whose existence is not guaranteed by logic alone. What
would be an example of the opposite, a logical object? If Frege is right (see below), any of
the natural numbers 0, 1, 2, ....

15 Why putative? Well, for this to be a genuine example requires, among other things, that
the concept of being logical be a logical concept. It is not obvious that it is, though I think
Frege would have said it is; see further below.

16 In the terms of Ch. 5, §8, we could also say that it is a concept that can be exercised in
sense-making of the thinnest kind.
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This is connected to the fact that he takes logical laws to govern thought
(as such), not any of the more specific things that thought may be about
(‘Thought’, p. 323/p. 58; cf. again §87, and cf. ‘Foundations of Geometry’,
p. 338/pp. 427-428). And he takes it to be clear already that arithmetical
concepts satisfy this condition; for whatever specific things we may think
about, they can be counted (see e.g. ‘Formal Theories’, p. 112/pp. 94-95)."7

Insofar as it is clear already that arithmetical concepts are logical con-
cepts, is it not likewise clear already that arithmetical truths are logical
truths, that is laws of logic? If even Kantian things in themselves can be
counted, for example, then must it not be the case that seven things in them-
selves, of some kind, and five things in themselves, of some disjoint kind,
together constitute twelve things in themselves? Must not the truths of arith-
metic extend as far as the concepts of arithmetic, which, if that is as far as
coherent thought, straight away marks them out as laws of logic?

That is too quick. There is an equivocation here. “To extend as far as
coherent thought’ may mean to extend to all that actually exists and can
be an object of coherent thought, which is as much as is secured for the
truths of arithmetic by the fact that its concepts are logical. Or it may mean
to extend to all that can coherently be thought to exist, which is what is
required of the truths of arithmetic for them to count as laws of logic. Even
if the truths of arithmetic extend as far as coherent thought in the former,
weaker sense, they may still depend, like the truth concerning how many
non-logical objects there are, on some logical contingency about what actu-
ally exists. That is, they may fail to extend as far as coherent thought in the
latter, stronger sense.

Even so, once we have got as far as agreeing that arithmetical concepts
are logical concepts, which, however uncontentious it may seem to Frege,
already sets us apart from Kant,'® we have overcome what is probably the
main obstacle to viewing the truths of arithmetic as laws of logic. And indeed
there is a passage very early in the Foundations in which Frege all but gives
the quick argument above for his thesis. Having indicated his agreement
with Kant that the truths of geometry hold only of what can be given in
spatial intuition,'” he writes:

Conceptual thought alone can after a fashion shake off this yoke.... For
purposes of conceptual thought we can always assume the contrary of
some one or other of the geometrical axioms, without involving ourselves
in any self-contradictions when we proceed to our deductions, despite the

17 Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics, Bk T', Ch. 3. 1005a19-24.

18 See Kant (1998), A242/B300, and Kant (2002a), §10.

19 Frege likewise agrees with Kant that the truths of geometry can be known a priori. It is
a further matter, however, whether he sees this combination of features in quite the same
way as Kant, and in particular whether he sees it as supplying grounds for transcendental
idealism; for extensive discussion, see Dummett (1991f), esp. §7.
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conflict between our assumptions and our intuition. The fact that this is
possible shows that the axioms of geometry are independent ... of the
primitive laws of logic, and consequently are synthetic. Can the same be
said of the fundamental propositions of the science of number [i.e. arith-
metic]? Here, we have only to try denying any one of them, and complete
confusion ensues. Even to think at all seems no longer possible. The basis
of arithmetic lies deeper, it seems, ... than that of geometry. The truths of
arithmetic govern all that is numerable. This is the widest domain of all;
for to it belongs not only the actual, not only the intuitable, but every-
thing thinkable. Should not the laws of number, then, be connected very
intimately with the laws of thought [i.e. logical laws]? (§14)

It looks as if Frege is already where he wants to be. But no; he sees these
considerations merely as lending plausibility to his thesis. He takes that the-
sis still to stand in need of proof.”’ In particular, of course, he thinks he still
needs to show that the truths of arithmetic are analytic. That is his great
project.

Now although Frege intends nothing other by analyticity than what Kant
intended (§3, n. 1), one of his chief services to philosophy is to provide a far
clearer characterization of the notion than Kant ever did.”' Frege’s charac-
terization, in application to mathematics, is as follows:

When a proposition is called ... analytic ..., [this] is a judgement about
the ultimate ground upon which rests the justification for holding it to
be true.

This means that the question is ... assigned, if the truth concerned is a
mathematical one, to the sphere of mathematics. The problem becomes,
in fact, that of finding the proof of the proposition, and of following
it up right back to the primitive truths. If, in carrying out this process,
we come only on general logical laws and on definitions, then the truth
is an analytic one, bearing in mind that we must take account also of
all propositions upon which the admissibility of any of the definitions

depends. (§3)

To show that the truths of arithmetic are analytic, then, Frege needs to
supply a set of suitable definitions and a set of ‘primitive’ logical laws, by
which is presumably meant logical laws whose truth is beyond dispute and
indeed — if questions are not to be begged — whose status as logical laws is
beyond dispute, and then to demonstrate that the truths of arithmetic can
be derived from the latter with the aid of the former. (This is reminiscent

20 Cf. Dummett (1991a), pp. 45-46. [ am greatly indebted to Dummett’s discussion of these
matters: see esp. ibid., Chs 3 and 4.

2! In §88 he notes some obscurities and other infelicities in what Kant himself proffered: see
Ch. 5, §3, esp. n. 16.
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of a procedure that Kant implicitly counted as sufficient for establishing
that a truth is analytic, and that Leibniz explicitly counted as sufficient for
establishing that a truth is a truth of reasoning: namely, to demonstrate that
the denial of the truth can, by a finite process of analysis, be reduced to
absurdity.””) How then does Frege proceed?

3. The Execution of the Project

It is far beyond the scope of this chapter to supply a full answer to this ques-
tion. But there are some features of Frege’s procedure that are especially
worth noting in the context of our enquiry.

Despite his wariness of natural language, and despite his knowing full
well that, in natural language, numerals sometimes have an adjectival use,
Frege takes at face value their nominal use there, which is apparently to refer
to particular objects: an example is the use of the numeral ‘four’ in the sen-
tence, ‘The number of symphonies written by Schumann is the same as the
number of gospels, namely four’ (§57). This certainly connects with the role
played by numerals in arithmetic itself, where they likewise seem to function
as names, used to refer to particular objects. The sentence ‘7 > 4’ has the
same surface grammar as the sentence ‘Mount Everest is higher than Mount
McKinley.” Both sentences seem to relate one object to another. A crucial
part of the project is therefore to say what exactly the objects referred to in
arithmetic are — what numbers are (Introduction, pp. iff.).

Frege insists, again contra Kant, that they are not anything given in intu-
ition (§12). But here already there is a complication. On Kant’s definition,
intuition is simply ‘that through which [cognition] relates immediately to
[objects]” (Kant (1998), A19/B33). It is that whereby objects are immediately
given to us. And Frege does not deny that numbers are given to us in some
way. So does it not follow trivially that they are given to us in intuition?

In fact, granted what Kant goes on to say about intuition, and granted,
for that matter, the reference to immediacy in his definition, it is clear that
he means something that Frege is quite right to dissociate from his own
conception of how numbers are given to us.”> What Kant means, as Frege

22 The two procedures are in effect the same if (1) analysis is just a matter of applying suit-
able definitions, (2) absurdity is the violation of a primitive logical law, and (3) a truth can
be proved by reductio ad absurdum. Concerning (1), see §88. Concerning (2), see Ch. 3,
n.33,and Ch. 5, §3, esp. n. 17. (Leibniz may in fact have had a broader notion of absurd-
ity than this, and Kant, for whom the only absurdity was contradiction, a narrower one.)
Concerning (3), see Ch. 14, §§2 and 3, esp. n. 47.

There is also an issue about whether Frege understands the term ‘object’ in the same way
as Kant (see §89; and see Potter (2000), pp. 65-66). Frege understands the term in a way
that is extremely broad; see further §7. Kant, arguably, understands it in a way that is
much narrower; see e.g. Kant (1998), B137.

23
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himself points out (§12), is a product of the faculty that he (Kant) calls
sensibility. Sensibility is a faculty of pure passive receptivity. And it is to
be contrasted with the faculty that Kant calls understanding, a faculty of
spontaneity, whereby we actively think about what we passively receive. It
is understanding which issues in concepts. (See Ch. 5, §4.)** For Frege the
practice of arithmetic does indeed require only something of the latter kind.
Arithmetic is purely conceptual, in a sense in which even Kant would agree
that logic is purely conceptual (Kant (1998), A52-53/B76-77).>* Otherwise,
of course, its truths would be synthetic.

How, then, are numbers given to us, if not in intuition? To address this
question Frege invokes his famous ‘context principle’. This is the principle
that it is only in the context of a sentence that words have any meaning
(Introduction, p. x, and §62). In particular, it is only in the context of a
sentence that any singular noun phrase, such as ‘the number of gospels’,
‘the cube root of 27°, or ‘five’, stands for a number. The question becomes,
for Frege: how are we to understand sentences containing such phrases? If
we can answer this question, without circularity, we shall have said all that
we either can say or need to say not only about how numbers are given to
us, but also about what numbers are. And we shall have taken the first cru-
cial step towards showing that all the relevant sentences containing such
phrases, namely those that occur in arithmetic, express analytic truths.?

Of especial concern to Frege are statements of identity, such as the sen-
tence “The number of symphonies written by Schumann is the same as the
number of gospels.” This is because the main reason why we refer to numbers
at all is to assign them to properties®” as a measurement of how ‘numerous’

24 Frege reflects on this contrast in §§12 and 89, and in various other places. For discussion,
see Dummett (1991f), esp. §5.

25 Note that Kant’s own term for logic is ‘general logic’. He contrasts this with ‘transcenden-

tal logic’, the study of how our a priori concepts relate to intuition (Kant (1998), A57/

B81-82 and A154/B193ff.).

It is in this change of focus, from how we perceive things to how we talk about them,

that Michael Dummett thinks we see the very first example of the linguistic turn in phi-

losophy (see §1). He describes the short paragraph in which Frege explains his strategy,

i.e. §62, as ‘arguably the most pregnant philosophical paragraph ever written” (Dummett

(1991a), p. 111). Here, as before, there is an issue about whether Dummett is guilty of

overstatement. Here, as before, there is something of undeniable significance to which he

is nonetheless drawing our attention.

27 Beware a significant terminological complication. I talk about ‘properties’ where Frege,
though he also sometimes talks about ‘properties’ (e.g. §53 and ‘Concept and Object’,
pp- 189-190/pp. 201-202), typically talks about ‘concepts’. I avoid the latter term because
I have already been using it in a very different, essentially Kantian way to mean something
more like an instrument of thought. To anticipate material from §§4 and 7 below, what
I call “‘concepts’ are sense-like; what I, and Frege sometimes, call ‘properties’, and what
Frege typically calls ‘concepts’, are the Bedeutungen of predicates. This means that the

26
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the properties are: to say how many things have the properties (§46). Not
that it is always clear from the surface grammar of what we say that this is
what we are doing (one of the many defects of natural language). To assign
the number four to the property of being a symphony written by Schumann,
or to the property of being a gospel, we are unlikely to refer to the number
explicitly; we are more likely to use the numeral “four’ adjectivally and say,
‘Schumann wrote four symphonies,” or ‘There are four gospels.” But still, on
a Fregean conception, we are assigning numbers to properties when we say
such things. And this makes the statements of identity especially important
because we need to be clear about what it takes for two properties to be
assigned the same number, in other words for there to be just as many things
that satisfy the one property as satisfy the other.

Frege explains carefully how such statements of identity are to be under-
stood. On his definition, for two properties to be assigned the same number
is for there to be a one-to-one correlation between the things that satisfy
the one property and the things that satisfy the other (§§63 and 70-73). He
does the same for other sentences that we might naturally use in talking,
either explicitly or implicitly, about numbers. But he also feels bound to con-
sider sentences that we would never dream of using, such as “The number
of symphonies written by Schumann is Julius Caesar.” The reason we would
never dream of using such sentences is not that they are obviously false. (We
would never dream of using their negations either.) It is rather that they
appear to be only just this side of gibberish. No doubt, if pressed, we would
say that this particular sentence is false, that Julius Caesar is not a number.
But only if pressed. And that is not good enough for Frege. He thinks that
we do not have a properly clear idea of what we are talking about until we
have said exactly what numbers are and settled all such matters in advance
(§§56 and 63-67).%¢

I said earlier that Frege was not a metaphysician. Here, however, he
seems to have got involved in an issue that is ‘metaphysical’ in the most
pejorative sense, that is, in the colloquial sense in which ‘metaphysics’ con-
notes utter futility. He seems to be seeking an account of the quintessence
of numbers that completely transcends our normal commerce with them.
Surely, his own insight, that there is nothing more to numbers than what is
required to understand sentences about them, need only ever have extended

latter are very coarsely individuated. If whatever has a heart also has a kidney, and vice
versa, then the property of having a heart is the same as the property of having a kidney.
For discussion, see Diamond (1991d), p. 118. For a profound problem afflicting this use
of ‘property’, from which for the time being I shall prescind, see §7(b).
28 For an argument that we need say no more than Frege has said already, see Wright (1983),
pp. 113-117. For a rejoinder, see Dummett (1991a), pp. 159-162.
Note: in Cartesian terms, Frege’s demand is not just for a clear idea of what we are
talking about; it is for a (clear and) distinct idea of what we are talking about (see

Ch. 1,§3).
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to sentences that anyone would dream of using? Or perhaps even, granted
his specific project, to sentences of arithmetic??’

However that may be, Frege gets over the ‘Julius Caesar’ problem by
stipulating that numbers are sets of a certain kind. More specifically, he stip-
ulates that each number is the set of properties to which it is assigned. Four
is the set of properties that have four instances, for instance. (See §68.%)

This stipulation has three remarkable features. First, there is the very fact
that it is a stipulation. If it is a legitimate question what exactly numbers
are, in this (literally) extraordinary sense, then with what right does Frege
settle the matter just by deciding what they are? Frege is quite open about
the arbitrariness of his stipulation. He writes:

This way of getting over [the ‘Julius Caesar’ problem] cannot be expected
to meet with universal approval, and many will prefer other methods of
removing the doubt in question. I attach no decisive importance even to
bringing in [sets] at all. (§107)

Frege’s rationale for settling the matter by stipulation seems to be that, since
the aim of the exercise at this stage is to show that the truths of arithmetic
are analytic, not that they are composed of logical concepts, all he need do
is to define numbers in such a way as to allow for the derivation of truths
about them from primitive logical laws (cf. §70, p. 81), taking care in par-
ticular not to presuppose anything synthetic in the definitions he gives. But
this raises a further question. Granted that defining numbers (in the sense
of identifying them with things of some independently recognizable kind) is
not a prerequisite of realizing this aim, why define them at all?> Why not do
something that would be just as effective as far as the ‘Julius Caesar’ prob-
lem is concerned, namely accept that numbers are sui generis? After all, if
any two definitions that satisfy the relevant desiderata are as good as each
other, then they are as bad as each other. Why opt for any of them??!

2 1 believe that this reflects his own attitude later in his career when he is confronted with
a similar problem; see Moore and Rein (1986), esp. n. 19. It is true that if we confine
attention to sentences of arithmetic, there is a danger that we shall make it harder for
ourselves, if not impossible, to explain the applicability of arithmetic. But that is not part
of the current project. A much more serious danger, as far as the current project is con-
cerned, is that we shall invoke definitions that depend on synthetic truths not expressible

in arithmetical language.
3

Beware the terminological discrepancies. As I have already noted (n. 27) Frege typically
talks of ‘concepts’ where I talk of ‘properties’. But he also talks of ‘extensions of concepts’

where I talk of ‘sets’.
3

Cf. Benacerraf (1983). These remarks perhaps do insufficient justice to a certain intuitive
appeal that Frege’s definition has. It is noteworthy, for instance, that Bertrand Russell inde-
pendently arrived at something very similar (Russell (1992c)). But other definitions have
some intuitive appeal too. See e.g. David Lewis (1991), §§4.5 and 4.6, where Lewis moti-
vates an identification of numbers with quite different sets. Cf. also Quine (1960), p. 263.
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The second remarkable feature of Frege’s stipulation is his insouciance
concerning what sets are. ‘I assume it is known,’ he says, ‘what [a set] is’
(§68, n. 1; cf. §107). But insofar as we are exercised about whether Julius
Caesar is a number, ought we not to be exercised about whether Julius
Caesar is a set??” This question reinforces the thought that we might just as
well accept that numbers are sui generis. Sooner or later, it seems, we have
to accept that something is.

The third remarkable feature of Frege’s stipulation is the fact that it
does not make him reconsider whether arithmetical truths are composed
(exclusively) of logical concepts. By drawing our attention so forcibly to the
question of what exactly the subject matter of arithmetic is, does not this
discussion likewise impress upon us that arithmetic does after all have a sub-
ject matter, in other words that there are objects with which it is peculiarly
concerned? If a logical concept is a concept that can be exercised in thought
about any subject matter, ought it not to be tied to no special subject matter
of its own? Frege might reply that properties of all kinds have a numerosity,
and that this is enough for the concept of a number to qualify as logical. But
properties of all kinds can be thought about in the bath. Does that make the
concept of a bath a logical concept?

All three of these features indicate concerns that we might reasonably
have about Frege’s stipulation. But they are also symptomatic of concerns
that we might reasonably have about all his definitions, most notably those
that take at face value the nominal use of numerals and cast numbers as
objects that measure how numerous properties are. What makes such defi-
nitions correct? Or ‘admissible’, to use Frege’s own word (§3), a word that
the stipulative character of at least some of his definitions suggests is more
appropriate? One natural thought would be that a definition is admissible if
anyone who already understands the terms in it can in principle be brought
to accept it. But ‘in principle’> How much latitude does this allow? What
background knowledge can be presupposed? Certainly not knowledge of
anything synthetic, to echo a point that I made a little earlier. But, given that
what we are now grappling with is an idea that plays a crucial role in the
very drawing of the distinction between the analytic and the synthetic, this
observation scarcely helps.’* Frege himself, in the Foundations, which is the
work in which he first proposes these definitions, contributes surprisingly
little to this discussion.** In later work, however, he provides material that is
very pertinent to it, as we shall now see.

32 Cf. Dummett (1991a), p. 159.

33 See Williamson (2007), Ch. 4, for further problems with this natural thought.

3 Cf. Dummett (1991a), pp. 33-35. For Dummett’s own contribution to the discussion, see
ibid., Ch. 12, esp. pp. 152-153, where he provides a suggestion about what makes a def-
inition admissible. See also David W