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ix

Preface to the Third Edition

This book is an introduction to metaphysics that presupposes no prior acquain-
tance with philosophy. It can be used either as an introductory textbook, suitable for
an upper-level undergraduate course in metaphysics (where it would probably be
supplemented by “readings” chosen by the instructor), or as a book that the—I hope
not mythical—“interested general reader” can pick up and read without guidance
from an instructor. It is primarily as an aid to this interested general reader that I
have included Suggestions for Further Reading at the end of each chapter (but one).

It should be noted that this book is a “systematic” rather than an “historical”
introduction to metaphysics. Although it contains discussions of arguments that
have their origins in the works of various of the great philosophers, it does not
pretend to present these arguments in a way that does scholarly justice to the form
in which they were originally presented. And no attempt is made at a connected
history of metaphysics.

For the benefit of the instructor who is considering using the book as a text, I
list the basic questions that the book addresses and some of the topics that are
considered in the course of addressing those questions:

• What is metaphysics? (Appearance and reality; which questions are metaphys-
ical questions; comparison of the task and methods of metaphysics with
those of science and theology; diagnoses of the failure of metaphysics to
provide agreed-upon answers to any metaphysical questions, particularly the
diagnoses of Kant and the logical positivists.)

• Is there a plurality of things, or is there only one thing? (Arguments for
monism, particularly those of Spinoza and Bradley; the authority of mysti-
cal experiences.)
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Preface to the Third Editionx

• Is there an external world, a world of things that exist independently of human
thought and sensation? (Berkeley’s arguments.)

• Is time real? (Russell’s “token-reflexive theory; McTaggart’s argument.)
• Is there such a thing as objective truth? (Realism and anti-realism.)
• Why is there something rather than nothing? (Necessary and contingent exis-

tence; the ontological and cosmological arguments; the Principle of Suffi-
cient Reason; dependent and independent beings; the relevance of scientific
considerations to this question.)

• Why are there rational beings? (Design and purpose in nature; physical cos-
mology and “fine-tuning”; the teleological argument; the hypothesis of a
Designer vs. the “many-worlds” hypothesis.)

• Are we physical or non-physical beings? (Dualism and physicalism; arguments
for and against dualism and for physicalism; type–type physicalism and
 token–token physicalism; personal identity.)

• Have we free will? (Determinism and indeterminism; free choice; the apparent
incompatibility of free choice with both determinism and indeterminism.)

In this third edition, a chapter on ontology has been added at the end of the
book, as a “Coda.” This chapter discusses the concepts of being and existence, and
applies the conclusions reached in this discussion to two ontological problems: the
problem of non-existent objects and the problem of universals.

Peter van Inwagen
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1

Introduction

An introductory textbook of geology or tax law or music theory will probably
begin with some sort of account of what geology or tax law or music theory is.
Perhaps an introduction to almost any subject could be expected to begin with a
general account of that subject, with something like a definition. Thus, an intro-
duction to biology might begin with some such words as ‘Biology is the scientific
study of living organisms’, and a textbook of sociology might begin by telling its
readers that sociology is the study of how people live together. Nothing could be
more natural than this, for the first thing the student of any subject wants to
know is what that subject is. The need for a definition is especially acute in the
case of metaphysics.

Most people have at least an inkling of what ‘geology’ and ‘tax law’ and ‘music
theory’ mean, even if they would be hard put to it to provide dictionary-style defi-
nitions of these terms. But it is a near certainty that someone who has not actually
studied metaphysics—formally, in a course of study at the university level—will
have no inkling of what the word ‘metaphysics’ means. It seems obvious, there-
fore, that an introduction to metaphysics should begin with some sort of defini-
tion of metaphysics. Unfortunately, it is unlikely that a definition of metaphysics
can convey anything useful.1 The nature of metaphysics is best explained by ex-
ample. When you have read this book you will have a tolerably clear idea of what
metaphysics is. But it hardly seems fair to leave the matter there. Anyone who
opens a book has the right to some sort of preliminary account of what the book
is about. This chapter is an attempt at this kind of account.

When I was introduced to metaphysics as an undergraduate, I was given the
following definition: metaphysics is the study of ultimate reality. This still seems
to me to be the best definition of metaphysics I have seen. Nevertheless, it is not
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Chapter 12

as helpful and informative a definition as one might hope for. What, one might
well ask, is meant by “reality,” and what does the qualification “ultimate” mean?
Our preliminary account of metaphysics will take the form of an attempt to an-
swer these questions.

We know that appearances can be deceptive. That is, we know that the way
things look (or sound or feel or smell or taste) can mislead us about the way those
things are. We know that Jane may look healthy and nevertheless be dying. We
know that Tom may sound honest and nevertheless be a confidence man. We know
that if one has just withdrawn one’s hand from very hot water, a warm object may
feel cool to one’s touch. To take a more important example, we know that most
people in the Middle Ages believed that the earth was at the center of the universe
and that the stars and planets were embedded in invisible spheres that revolved
around the stationary earth.

Let us concentrate on this last example. Why did the medievals believe this?
Well, because that’s how things felt (the earth beneath our feet feels as if it were
not moving) and that’s how things looked. Today we know that the astronomical
system accepted by the medievals—and by the ancient Greeks from whom the
medievals inherited it—is wrong. We know that the medievals, and the Greeks
before them, were deceived by appearances. We know that while the solid earth
beneath our feet may seem to be stationary, it in fact rotates on its axis once every
twenty-four hours. (Of course, we also know that it revolves around the sun, but
let’s consider only its rotation on its axis.) Now suppose you were standing on a
merry-go-round (in Britain, a roundabout) and were wearing a blindfold. Would
you be able to tell whether the merry-go-round was turning or stationary? Cer-
tainly you would: passengers on a turning merry-go-round feel vibration and the
rush of moving air and, in certain circumstances, a hard-to-describe sort of
“pulling.” (This last will be very evident to someone who tries to walk toward or
away from the center of a turning merry-go-round.) These effects provide the
“cues,” other than visual cues, that we employ in everyday life to tell whether we
are undergoing some sort of circular motion. The medievals and the ancient
Greeks assumed that because they did not experience these cues when they were
standing or walking about on the surface of the earth, the earth was therefore not
rotating. Today we can see their mistake. “Passengers” on the earth do not experi-
ence vibration because the earth is spinning freely in what is essentially a vacuum.
When they move about on the surface of the earth, they do not experience the
“pulling” referred to above because this effect, while present, is not sufficiently
great to be detected by the unaided human senses. And they do not experience a
rush of moving air because the air is carried along with the moving surface of the
earth and is thus not moving relative to them.
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Introduction 3

This example shows that it is sometimes possible to “get behind” the appear-
ances the world presents us with and to discover how things really are: we have
discovered that the earth is really rotating, despite the fact that it is apparently
 stationary.

Let us think for a moment about the two words ‘really’ and ‘apparently’. These
two words have little meaning in isolation from each other. When we say that
something is really true, we imply that something else is apparently true. It is hard
to imagine anyone saying that two plus two really equals four or that Abraham
Lincoln was really a man. The reason is that in neither case is there an opposing
“apparently.” Two plus two does not apparently equal three or five, and Lincoln
was not apparently a woman or a cat or a Martian.

The nouns ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’ are derived from ‘apparently’ and ‘really’
and are related to each other in the same way. We talk about reality only when there
is a misleading appearance to be “got behind” or “seen through”: the reality of the
matter is that (despite appearances) the earth rotates on its axis; in reality (and de-
spite appearances) the heavens do not revolve around the earth. But this may sug-
gest that whenever we manage to get behind some misleading appearance, what we
find there is something we can call “reality” without any need for qualification. In
fact, however, what we find behind appearance is often something that can be
called “reality” only in relation to that appearance. What we find behind appear-
ance is often itself an appearance that hides a deeper reality. In the 1920s, for exam-
ple, writers of books on popular science liked to astound their readers by telling
them that science had discovered that what people had always thought were solid
objects (things like tables and chairs) were in actuality “mostly empty space.” And
there was certainly a sense in which this was true. At the very time at which the
popular-science writers were proclaiming this revelation, however, physicists were
beginning to discover that what had been called “empty space” was really very far
from empty. In other words, no sooner had people begun to digest the idea that
what are normally called solid objects contain a lot of what is normally called
empty space than it was discovered that what is normally called empty space is ac-
tually very densely populated. This minor episode in the history of thought sug-
gests a general question: Could it be that the reality behind every appearance is
itself only a further appearance? If the answer to this question is No, then there is a
reality that is not also an appearance. This final or “ultimate” reality is the subject-
matter of metaphysics.

If there is no ultimate reality, then metaphysics is a study without a subject-
matter. (It would not be the only one. Astrology, for example, is a study without a
subject-matter, since the celestial influences on our lives that astrologers claim to
study do not, as a matter of fact, exist.) It is, however, hard to see how there could
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Chapter 14

be no ultimate reality. Suppose your friend Jane were to try to tell you that there
was no ultimate reality. “It’s all just appearances,” says Jane. “Whenever you think
you’ve found reality, what you’ve found is just another appearance. Oh, it may be
a deeper appearance, or a less misleading appearance than the one you had before,
but it will still be an appearance. And that’s because there isn’t any ultimate reality
waiting to be found.”

Let us look carefully at Jane’s statement that there is no ultimate reality. Is this
something that is really so or only something that is apparently so? It seems rea-
sonably clear that Jane means to be telling us how things really are. Paradoxically,
in telling us that there is no ultimate reality, Jane is telling us that ultimate reality
consists of an endless series of appearances. In other words, the statement that
there is no ultimate reality is, as we might say, self-refuting because it is a statement
about ultimate reality and, if it is true, it is a true statement about ultimate reality.
It does not seem to be possible, therefore, to avoid the conclusion that there is an
ultimate reality and that metaphysics has a subject-matter. But we must concede
that nothing we have said has any tendency to show that metaphysics has much
more to say: perhaps nothing can be discovered about ultimate reality beyond the
bare fact that there is an ultimate reality.

Metaphysics, then, attempts to get behind appearances and to tell the ultimate
truth about things. It will be convenient to have a collective name for “things”—
for everything. Let us call “everything” collectively ‘the World’. Since ‘the World’
is a name for everything, the World includes even God (if there is a God). We are
therefore using the word in a more inclusive sense than that employed by the reli-
gious believer who says, “God created the world.” If we should later decide that
there is a God who created everything besides Himself, it will be easy enough to
find another word to use as a collective name for everything other than God—‘the
universe’, say.

Metaphysics attempts to tell the ultimate truth about the World, about
everything. But what is it we want to know about the World? What are the ques-
tions whose answers would be the ultimate truth about things? There are, I sug-
gest, three such questions:

1. What are the most general features of the World, and what sorts of things
does it contain? What is the World like?

2. Why does a World exist—and, more specifically, why is there a World hav-
ing the features and the content described in the answer to Question 1?

3. What is our place in the World? How do we human beings fit into it?

One way to get a feel for what is meant by a question is to look at possible an-
swers to it. I will lay out two sets of answers to these questions, in the hope that
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Introduction 5

they will make the questions clearer by showing what sorts of statements count as
answers to them. The first set of answers, which was most widely accepted in the
Middle Ages, is this:

1. The World consists of God and all He has made. God is infinite (that is, He
is unlimited in knowledge, power, and goodness) and a spirit (that is, He is
not material). He has made both spirits and material things, but all the
things he has made are finite or limited. God has always existed, and at a
certain moment in the past He first made other things; before that, there
had never been anything besides God. God will always exist, and there will
always be things He has made.

2. God has to exist, just as two and two have to equal four. But nothing else
has this feature; everything besides God might not have existed. The things
other than God exist only because God (who has the power to do anything)
caused them to exist by an act of free will. He could just as well have chosen
not to create anything, in which case there would never have been anything
besides Himself. Moreover, God not only brought all other things into exis-
tence, but He also keeps them in existence at every moment. If God did not
at every moment keep the sun and the moon and all other created things in
existence, they would immediately cease to exist. Created things no more
have the power to keep themselves in existence than stones or lumps of iron
have the power to keep themselves suspended in the air.

3. Human beings were created by God to love and serve Him forever. Thus,
each of them has a purpose or function. In the same sense in which it is true
of John’s heart that its function is to pump blood, it is true of John that his
function is to love and serve God forever. But, unlike a heart, which has no
choice about whether to pump blood, a human being has free will and can
refuse to do the thing for which it was made. What we call human history is
nothing more than the working out of the consequences of the fact that
some people have chosen not to do what they were created to do.

The second set of answers, which was most widely accepted in the nineteenth
century, is this:

1. The World consists of matter in motion. There is nothing but matter, which
operates according to the strict and invariable laws of physics. Every individ-
ual thing is made entirely of matter, and every aspect of its behavior is due
to the workings of those laws.

2. Matter has always existed (and there has always been exactly the same amount
of it), for matter can be neither created nor destroyed. For this reason, there is
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no “why” to the existence of the World. Because the World is wholly material,
and because matter can be neither created nor destroyed, the World is eternal:
it has always existed. The question ‘Why does it exist?’ is a question that can
be asked only about a thing that had a beginning. It is a request for informa-
tion about what caused the thing to come into existence. Since the World is
eternal, the question ‘Why does the World exist?’ is meaningless.

3. Human beings are complex configurations of matter. Since the World is
eternal, the existence of complex configurations of matter is not surprising,
for in an infinite period of time, all possible configurations of matter will
come to exist. Human beings are just one of those things that happen from
time to time. They serve no purpose, for their existence and their features
are as much accidents as the existence and shape of a puddle of spilt milk.
Their lives—our lives—have no meaning (beyond such purely subjective
meaning as we choose to find in them), and they come to an end with phys-
ical death, since there is no soul. The only thing to be said about the place of
human beings in the World is that they are—very temporary—parts of it.

These two sets of answers are indeed radically opposed. Nevertheless, they have
many common features. For example, each set of answers assumes that individual
things (things like you and me and Mount Everest) are real. Other sets of answers,
however, would deny this assumption, and contend that all individuality is mere
appearance, that in reality there are no “separate” objects at all. Both sets of an-
swers presuppose the reality of time, but there are those who would say that both
the order of events in time (“before” and “after”) and the seeming movement or
“passage” of time are mere appearances. And there are those who would say the
same about space: that the familiar “here” and “there” of ordinary experience are
no more than appearance. Both sets of answers assume the reality of a material
world, a world of non-mental objects, but there have been philosophers who have
held that nothing exists outside the mind. And, finally, each set of answers—just
by being a set of answers—presupposes that our three questions can be answered.
As we shall see later in this chapter, however, there are philosophers who would
maintain that our three “questions” are not really questions at all but only strings
of words that have the superficial appearance of questions (and, of course, if they
are not questions, they do not have answers).

If I am right in supposing that our three questions are the questions the an-
swers to which would be the ultimate truth about the World, we may define meta-
physics as the study that proposes answers to these three questions and attempts to
choose among the competing sets of answers to them. (This definition is reflected
in the structure of the present book: each of the three parts of the book is an in-
vestigation of one of the three questions.)
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Introduction 7

Another sort of aid in understanding what is meant by ‘metaphysics’ is provided
by distinguishing metaphysics from the things it might be confused with. First,
metaphysics must be distinguished from the most general and all-embracing of the
physical sciences: cosmology and the physics of elementary particles. (Cosmology
is the part of astronomy that studies the physical universe or “cosmos” as a whole.
The physics of elementary particles studies the basic building blocks of the physical
universe and the laws by which they interact.) These two fields of study have
turned out to be closely connected and have, since the 1960s, produced results that
are of the deepest significance for metaphysics. Let us give the name “physical cos-
mology” to those scientific investigations that intimately involve both cosmology
and the physics of elementary particles. Here is an example of the metaphysical sig-
nificance of physical cosmology. Physical cosmology seems to show that the phys-
ical universe had a beginning in time (about fourteen thousand million years
ago)—or at least that it does not have an infinite past throughout which it has been
much the same as it is now. If this is correct, all metaphysical speculations that pre-
suppose an infinite past during which the components of a universe much like the
present universe have been eternally rearranging  themselves—our second set of an-
swers to our three metaphysical questions provides one important example of spec-
ulations that make this presupposition—are incorrect. And this by itself is
sufficient to show the relevance of physical cosmology to metaphysics.

But if physical cosmology is of the deepest significance for metaphysics, it nev-
ertheless does not and cannot answer all the questions metaphysics poses. For one
thing, it cannot answer the question, Why does the World exist? (Or, at least, this
seems evident to me. But there are many who hope that some day—perhaps very
soon—physical cosmology will answer this question. This is in my view a false
hope. We shall consider it in Chapter 7.) Physical cosmology, moreover, does not
and cannot tell us whether the physical universe is all there is—whether there is
more to the World than the physical universe. Scientists sometimes assert that the
World is identical with the physical universe, as a famous astronomer, the late
Carl Sagan, did in the opening words of his popular television series Cosmos, but
the assertion is a metaphysical, not a scientific, assertion. It is certainly possible to
argue that science will someday explain all observable phenomena and that one
should therefore believe that the World is identical with the physical universe,
since one should believe that nothing exists beyond those things science postulates
in the course of giving its explanations. But this argument is—and any argument
for the same conclusion will be—a metaphysical, not a scientific, argument.

Secondly, metaphysics must be distinguished from sacred or revealed theology.
Theology is, by definition, the science or study of God. Theology partly overlaps
metaphysics. What is common to theology and metaphysics is usually called philo-
sophical, or natural, theology. It is the remaining part of theology that is called  sacred,
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Chapter 18

or revealed, theology. According to those religions that regard God as a conscious,
purposive being who acts in history (the so-called Abrahamic religions:  Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam), God has revealed to human beings certain important truths
they could not have found out for themselves. Sacred, or revealed, theology is the sys-
tematic study of the truths God has supposedly revealed. Many of these supposedly
revealed truths are metaphysical, or partly metaphysical, in character. That is, they are
theses of the right kind to be, or to imply, answers to one or more of our three meta-
physical questions. Nevertheless, just as metaphysics must be distinguished from
physical cosmology, metaphysics must be distinguished from revealed theology.

Physical cosmology and revealed theology have their own methods and their
own histories, each of which differs from the method and history of metaphysics,
although the histories of the three are hard to disentangle from one another in
practice. Both physical cosmology and revealed theology, in addition to endorsing
(in various ways and degrees) statements and theories unrelated to the business of
metaphysics, endorse statements and theories that have important metaphysical
implications. But it does not follow that the metaphysician2 can make the same
sort of use of physical cosmology and revealed theology. Two important differ-
ences between physical cosmology and revealed theology imply that the meta-
physician must treat these two disciplines differently.

First, there is in a very straightforward sense only one science of physical cos-
mology, but each of the Abrahamic religions has its own revealed theology (since
each has its own views about the content of God’s revelation to humanity). It is
worth noting that a unique science of physical cosmology is not an inevitable
state of affairs. It would be easy enough to imagine a world in which every religion
and political ideology had its “own” science, including its own physical cosmol-
ogy. Anyone who doubts whether this is possible should reflect on the fact that
not long ago cosmological theories implying that the physical universe had a be-
ginning in time were discouraged in the Soviet Union, since this idea contradicted
the teachings of the official Soviet philosophy, dialectical materialism.

The second important difference between physical cosmology and revealed the-
ology is this: Although practically no one regards physical cosmology as a pseudo-
science or a repository of illusion, there is a large and respectable body of opinion
that holds that there have never been any divine revelations and that revealed theol-
ogy is therefore entirely illusory. This view of revealed theology is certainly
strengthened by the fact that believers in divine revelation do not speak with one
voice as to its content. But even if there were complete unanimity as to the content
of divine revelation (among those who believed it had occurred at all), there would
no doubt still be a large body of respectable opinion that held that revelation was il-
lusory. It is important to remember, in connection with these observations, that,
like those who believe in revelation, those people who collectively constitute “re-
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Introduction 9

spectable opinion” do not speak with one voice. It follows that respectable opinion
must sometimes be in error. Indeed, respectable opinion is sometimes in very per-
nicious error. Respectable opinion has held that it was the sacred duty of Europe to
impose its own style of civilization on the rest of the world; respectable opinion has
held that Karl Marx had achieved a scientific understanding of history.

When these qualifications have been duly noted, however, it remains true that
there is in fact only one science of physical cosmology (and many revealed theolo-
gies), and it remains true that a large body of respectable opinion considers any
belief in revelation to be entirely illusory. It can therefore hardly be maintained
that the metaphysician, even the metaphysician who accepts the reality of divine
revelation, can make the same kind of use of physical cosmology and revealed the-
ology. In this book I regard myself as free to appeal to any widely accepted cosmo-
logical theories. But, despite the fact that I believe in divine revelation and believe
that many of the things God has revealed have important metaphysical implica-
tions, I make no appeal to revelation. The reason is simple enough: by appealing
to physical cosmology, I do not restrict my audience in any significant way, and
if I were to appeal to what I believed to be divine revelation, I should no doubt
 restrict my audience to those who agreed with me about the content of divine
 revelation—and I do not wish so to restrict my audience.

Metaphysics, then, must be distinguished from physical cosmology and from
sacred or revealed theology. But metaphysics is a part or branch of the more gen-
eral field of philosophy and it must also be distinguished from other parts of phi-
losophy.3 Any distinction between metaphysics and the other parts of philosophy
will, however, be to some degree artificial, for every part of philosophy raises
metaphysical questions and therefore cannot be regarded as absolutely distinct
from metaphysics. Let us look at an illustration. The branch of philosophy called
ethics, or moral philosophy, is an inquiry into the nature of good and bad and
right and wrong. Anyone who thinks about these topics will soon find that they
raise metaphysical questions. Consider, for example, the statement that Hitler was
an evil man. (Statements like this one are certainly a part of the subject-matter of
ethics.) Many would consider this statement to be, in a quite straightforward
sense, true. If it is true, the person who makes this statement would seem to be
correctly ascribing to Hitler a certain feature or property called being evil. But
what sort of thing is this property? It is obviously not a physical property of Hitler
like his height or his weight. And if it is not a physical property, and if it really
does exist, then it would seem to follow that the World in some sense contains
non-physical things—for if Hitler is evil, and if evil is something non-physical,
then how can the World consist entirely of matter in motion?

For the sake of convenience of reference, I list here the most important branches
of philosophy other than metaphysics and ethics. Epistemology, or the theory of
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Chapter 110

knowledge, investigates the nature, scope, and conditions of human knowledge. Logic
investigates the nature of valid reasoning and attempts to lay down rules that guaran-
tee validity of reasoning. Aesthetics investigates the nature of works of art, the nature
of their creation by the artist, and the nature of the act of viewing, listening to, or
reading them. In addition to these branches of philosophy with traditional one-word
names, there is a long list of “philosophies of”—branches of philosophy that deal
with very general and very puzzling questions (that is, philosophical questions)
about human nature and the various branches of human knowledge and  various
characteristically human activities. Their names more or less explain themselves: the
philosophy of mind, the philosophy of politics, the philosophy of science, the phi-
losophy of mathematics, the philosophy of language, the philosophy of religion, the
philosophy of history, the philosophy of law. No final list of “philosophies of” is pos-
sible, owing to the fact that no final list of important topics that can pose very gen-
eral and very puzzling questions is possible. What the beginner in metaphysics
should keep in mind is that though metaphysics is to be distinguished from all these
branches of philosophy, each of them, like ethics, poses important metaphysical
questions and therefore cannot be regarded as entirely distinct from metaphysics.

Perhaps we have done all that can be done by way of giving a preliminary
 account of what is meant by ‘metaphysics’. A deeper understanding of the concept
of metaphysics can be achieved only be actually “doing” some metaphysics, and
that is the task to which the remaining chapters of this book are devoted. Before
we begin to do some metaphysics, however, we should be aware of an important
way in which a textbook of metaphysics differs from a textbook of geology or tax
law or music theory.

Textbooks in these three subjects—and in hundreds of other subjects—contain
information. There are things you can learn from them: that the continents are in
motion, or that corporations can be taxed, or that a diminished-seventh chord is
put together in such-and-such a way. You can be required to take examinations
on the content of these textbooks, and, unfortunately, your answers may well
be wrong. If you write on your tax law examination that only individuals can be
taxed, no one is going to praise your originality or independence of mind. You
will just be marked wrong. Metaphysics is not like that. In metaphysics there is no
information and there are no established facts to be learned.4 More exactly, there
is no information and there are no facts to be learned besides information and
facts about what certain people think, or once thought, concerning various meta-
physical questions. A history of metaphysics will contain much information about
what Plato and Descartes and the other great metaphysicians of the past believed.
The present book contains no information, other than a little incidental informa-
tion about what famous and respected people—famous among philosophers and
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respected by the author of this book, at any rate—have said about certain topics
in metaphysics.

One might well wonder why metaphysics is so very different from geology and
tax law and music theory. Why is there no such thing as metaphysical informa-
tion? Why has the study of metaphysics yielded no established facts? (It has had
about twenty-five hundred years to come up with some.) This question is really a
special case of a more general question: Why is there no such thing as philosophi-
cal information? The situation confronting the student of metaphysics is no dif-
ferent from the situation confronting the student of any part of philosophy. If we
consider ethics, for example, we discover that there is no list of established facts
the student of ethics can be expected to learn (nor are there accepted methods or
theories the specialist in ethics can apply to search out and test answers to unre-
solved ethical questions). And the same situation prevails in epistemology and the
philosophy of mathematics and the philosophy of law and all other parts of phi-
losophy.5 Indeed, most people who have thought about the matter would take this
to be one of the defining characteristics of philosophy. If some branch of philoso-
phy were suddenly to undergo a revolutionary transformation and began, as a
consequence, to yield real information, it would cease to be regarded as a branch
of philosophy and would come to be regarded as one of the sciences.6 It is, in fact,
a very plausible thesis that this is just how “the sciences” began. At one time what
we now call natural science was not clearly distinguished from what we now call
philosophy—it was then called natural philosophy. (As late as the early nineteenth
century, people occasionally used the word ‘philosophical’ to mean what ‘scien-
tific’ now means,7 and physics is still officially called ‘natural philosophy’ in the
Scottish universities.) When the sciences, as we now call them, began to yield real
information, they began to be perceived as something different from metaphysics
and epistemology and ethics, and the word ‘science’, which comes from the Latin
word for ‘knowledge’, was reserved for them. (The word already existed, but be-
fore that time a “science” was what we should call a “discipline” today.)

Well, why is there no philosophical information? Why is there no agreed-upon
body of philosophical fact? Why is there no such thing as a philosophical discov-
ery? Why are there not even philosophical theories that, although they are admit-
ted to be unsatisfactory in various respects, are at least universally agreed to be the
best theories treating their particular subject-matter that we have at present?

It would not be the whole truth to say that by definition there is no body of philo-
sophical fact because it is a defining characteristic of philosophy that it has no infor-
mation to offer. A few onetime branches of philosophy (natural science and logic
and psychology, say) may have, at a certain point in history, begun to be sources of
information and thus, for that reason, have ceased to be called ‘philosophy’, but
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metaphysics and ethics and most other branches of philosophy have not been able to
make the transition natural science and logic and psychology have made. Why not?

This is an extremely interesting question to which I do not pretend to know
the answer. A moment’s thought will show that the question could have no un-
controversial answer, for the question is itself a philosophical question. It is a
question that belongs to the philosophy of philosophy (for philosophy itself is one
of the many human activities whose features raise very general and puzzling ques-
tions; the present question is one of them) or to metaphilosophy, as the philosophy
of philosophy is sometimes called.

Philosophers have not been blind to the fact that philosophy has not been able
to produce any uncontroversial results. Naturally enough, philosophers have not
been inclined to blame themselves for this state of affairs. And it is hard to see how
they could be to blame. It can’t be that there is no body of established philosophical
fact simply because philosophers are stupid. Although a few scientists have dropped
hints to this effect, it would seem to be statistically unlikely that any given field of
study should attract only stupid people. Besides, there have been philosophers who
have demonstrated by their accomplishments outside philosophy that they were
not only highly intelligent but were great geniuses. This was particularly true in the
seventeenth century, when the philosopher Descartes invented analytical geometry
and the philosopher Leibniz invented the infinitesimal calculus.8 Despite these ac-
complishments, however, when Descartes and Leibniz turned their attention to
philosophy, they produced work as controversial as any other philosophical work.
Each of these men thought he had established certain philosophical facts. Each of
them thought he had made philosophical discoveries, discoveries that were discov-
eries in the same sense as, say, Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of blood. But
this has not been the judgment of history. In the end, their philosophical work con-
vinced no one. Analytical geometry and the calculus are indispensable tools of sci-
entific thought to this day, but the philosophical work of Descartes and Leibniz is
simply a part of the history of philosophy.

If the lack of established results in philosophy is not the fault of the philoso-
phers themselves, what is its explanation? Philosophers who have thought about
this question have given two sorts of answers. According to one point of view, it is
a consequence of the nature of philosophy: philosophical questions are defective
questions, defective because they have no answers. According to the other point of
view, it is a consequence of the nature of the human mind: there is something
about the human mind that unfits it for investigating philosophical questions.

As an example of the first point of view, we may consider a school of philosophy
called logical positivism that flourished between the two world wars.9 According to
the logical positivists, all metaphysical statements and questions are meaningless.
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And since almost all traditional philosophical statements and questions have (as we
noted above) an important and essential metaphysical component, almost all tradi-
tional philosophical questions and statements are meaningless.

In saying that metaphysical questions and statements were meaningless, the
logical positivists were not saying that these questions and statements were point-
less or that they were divorced from the real concerns of human life. They were
advancing a much more radical thesis. They were saying that these “statements”
and “questions” were not really statements and questions at all, but merely se-
quences of words that had the superficial appearance of statements and questions.
Thus, for a logical positivist, a metaphysical question like ‘Why is there a World?’
is a mere piece of articulate noise that, because it has the grammatical form of a
question, has been mistaken for a question. It can be compared to such “ques-
tions” as ‘How high is up?’ and ‘Where does your lap go when you stand up?’ If
metaphysical—and, more generally, philosophical—questions are in this sense
meaningless, it is not surprising philosophers have not been able to agree about
how to “answer” them. If one stares into the fire long enough, one will see pictures
there, and, since pictures seen in the fire are merely reflections of the psychology
of the viewer, it is to be expected that different people will see different pictures.

Like the metaphysical systems of Descartes and Leibniz, logical positivism now
belongs entirely to the history of philosophy. Like those systems it was unable to
provide the basis for any kind of philosophical consensus. If, as the logical posi-
tivists maintained, the metaphysical systems of the past were so many pictures seen
in the fire, logical positivism itself would appear to have been just one more pic-
ture: some philosophers saw things that way and some did not and those who saw
things that way were unable to get the philosophical community as a whole to see
things their way. (We could contrast this case with the case of a young employee of
the Swiss patent office named Albert Einstein. In a series of papers published be-
tween 1905 and 1915, this hitherto unknown young man proposed a way of look-
ing at the relations among motion, mass, energy, space, time, and gravity radically
different from the received view of these relations. Within a few years, the commu-
nity of physicists saw things his way.) The fate of logical positivism is the fate of all
attempts to diagnose the failure of philosophy to produce a body of established fact
or even a body of provisionally accepted theory. Such diagnoses are invariably “just
more philosophy” and exhibit the very symptoms they are supposed to explain:
they are proposed, people argue about them, a few converts are made but only a
few, and, in the end, they retire to occupy a place in the history of philosophy.

What of the other view mentioned above, the view that explains the failure of
philosophy to produce a body of information as being due to the intrinsic inca-
pacity of the human mind to find the answers to philosophical questions? The
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most famous example of a view of this sort was held by the eighteenth-century
German philosopher Immanuel Kant. Kant held that metaphysical questions—
such as ‘Did the world have a beginning in time, or has it always existed?’—are
meaningful but that human beings are not constructed the right way to be able to
find out the answers to them; if they insist on trying to do so, they will lose them-
selves in contradictions. Kant did not base his position on some special feature of
human beings, some feature that might be absent from Martians or intelligent
dolphins. He held that his diagnosis of the human failure to achieve established
metaphysical results applied to any possible beings that represented external real-
ity to themselves by means of their internal states. (For example, if I know that
there is a tree—a thing external to my mind, a thing existing independently of
myself—before me, this can only be because I have an internal, or mental, repre-
sentation of a tree that is before me. If my mind were a blank, if there were no
configuration within my mind whose meaning for me was “Here’s a tree,” I could
not know there was a tree before me.) This description is so abstract and general
that it is hard to see what kind of being could fail to satisfy it. Perhaps only God
could fail to satisfy it. If so, then, if Kant is right, only God could know the an-
swer to any metaphysical question.

There could be more modest versions of the second view than Kant’s. One
might hold that the human failure to achieve established metaphysical results is
due to some special quirk of the human mind, a quirk that could be absent from
the minds of Martians or intelligent dolphins. Evolutionary biology suggests
that human beings possess a very specific set of mental talents and that other in-
telligent or rational species might possess a different but equally specific set of
talents. We, as a species, are very good at physics, and—all the evidence suggests
this—very bad at metaphysics. Perhaps we shall one day discover among the
stars a species that is very good at metaphysics and very bad at physics.10 It may
be that the best human metaphysicians are like acrobats. Acrobats are people
who, in virtue of long training and arduous discipline, can do what arboreal
apes do much better without any training at all. Acrobats achieve what they do
achieve by taking capacities of hand, mind, and eye that were “designed” for
purposes quite unrelated to swinging through the air and pushing these capaci-
ties to their limits. Perhaps human metaphysicians are like that: they work by
taking human intellectual capacities designed for purposes quite unrelated to
questions about ultimate reality and pushing these capacities to their limits. It
may be that a comparison Samuel Johnson used for a rather different purpose
applies to the human metaphysician: such a person is like a dog walking on its
hind legs. “It is not done well,” said Dr. Johnson, “but you are surprised to find
it done at all.”
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This latter, more modest, version of the second view is the one I favor. I recog-
nize, however, that this proposed explanation is, like the proposal of the logical
positivists, “just more philosophy.” In the end we must confess that we have no
idea why there is no established body of metaphysical results. It cannot be denied
that this is a fact, however, and the beginning student of metaphysics should keep
this fact and its implications in mind. One of its implications is that neither the
author of this book nor your instructor (if you are reading this book because it is
an assigned text) is in a position in relation to you that is like the position of the
author of your text (or your instructor) in geology or tax law or music theory. All
these people will be the masters of a certain body of knowledge, and, on many
matters, if you disagree with them you will simply be wrong. In metaphysics,
however, you are perfectly free to disagree with anything the acknowledged ex-
perts say—other than their assertions about what philosophers have said in the
past or are saying at present.11

Let us consider a concrete case. Alice has always believed she has an immortal
soul. She enrolls in a course in metaphysics. Alfred, her instructor, believes—as I
do—that people do not have immortal souls. Several scenarios are possible.

It is possible that Alfred will treat his position as instructor in the course as a plat-
form from which to make fun of the idea that there are immortal souls. When it
comes to affecting students’ opinions, this is a remarkably effective procedure. But
Alice should not be impressed: that someone finds an idea ridiculous is not a reason
to reject it.

It is possible that Alfred will treat the thesis that there are no immortal souls as
an established fact, as something all educated people believe. This, too, is a very
effective procedure for affecting students’ opinions. Again, however, Alice should
not be impressed. She should ask herself whether it is really true that all educated
people deny the existence of immortal souls. (Admittedly, it may be difficult for
her consciously to formulate this question, since Alfred will probably not have
said in so many words that educated people do not believe in immortal souls. He
will simply have talked as if this were something everyone knew.) And Alice
should ask herself whether, if it is true, all these educated people have some good
reason for their beliefs—after all, highly educated people have believed in all sorts
of things: the beneficence of colonial rule, Freudian psychology, and Marxism, for
example.12

It is possible that Alfred will give reasons for believing that there are no immor-
tal souls. He will define his terms, make relevant distinctions, cite various scientific
facts, and, finally, use these terms, distinctions, and facts as the basis for one or
more arguments for the conclusion that there are no immortal souls. Here, at last, is
something Alices’s intellect can go to work on. She can examine the definitions and
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the distinctions and try to decide whether the arguments really do prove their
point. (Perhaps she will also want to check out the supposed scientific facts to see
whether Alfred has indeed got them right.) If there seems to her to be something
wrong or dubious about the argument, she can, and should, raise her hand.

But suppose she can’t find anything in the argument that seems to her to be
wrong. What shall she do then? Shall she abandon her belief that she has an im-
mortal soul? Well, she might. That’s really up to her. In the end, it is Alice who is
responsible for what Alice believes. But she needn’t abandon her beliefs. She may
well reason as follows. “Look, if there were really an unanswerable argument for
the conclusion that there was no immortal soul, everyone would know about it,
or at least all the experts would. If there were such an argument, every philoso-
pher would believe there were no immortal souls. Or at least practically every
philosopher. But philosophers don’t agree about anything, so that can’t be right.
I’ll bet there are lots of philosophers who know all about these arguments and
still believe in immortal souls. So there must be lots of philosophers who think
there’s something wrong with these arguments. Chances are, some of them have
said what they think is wrong with them. I think I’ll ask the instructor how those
philosophers who disagree with him would reply to his arguments.” If Alice does
take this course, she should realize that it is possible that Alfred may not know of
the best arguments against his position. People are inclined to suppose that an
expert in a certain field of study must be omniscient in that field, but this is
wrong. Experts can be quite ignorant of things they really ought to know. She
should also realize that Alfred may not represent the arguments that run counter
to his position in their strongest or most convincing form. (It really is very hard
to act the part of a convincing advocate for a position one is unsympathetic
with.) She should also remember that Alfred is much more experienced than she
is in the art of metaphysical disputation, and the fact that he is able to “outma-
neuver” her in debate is to be expected on that ground alone; it needn’t mean
that her position is indefensible.

All this is by way of practical advice to the beginning student of metaphysics.
To sum up this advice, take anything said in this book (or in any other book
about metaphysics) or by your instructor with a grain of salt. What you can hope
to learn from an introductory textbook on metaphysics, or an introductory course
in metaphysics, is what it is like to work out and defend a metaphysical position.
And this is something you should do for yourself.

In the following chapters, I am going to work out and defend metaphysical po-
sitions on a number of issues. That is, I am going to say what I think is true, and I
am going to explain why I think that these things, and not various other things,
are what is true. I am going to do this because it is the only way of writing a book
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I am capable of. Because I have chosen to write the book this way, it may bear a
certain superficial similarity to a text in geology or tax law or music theory. Re-
member, however, that you are required to believe nothing in this book and that
everything in this book has been disputed by many people whose qualifications to
expound on metaphysics are at least as impressive as mine.

The reader of a textbook has the right to know its author’s biases. This is partic-
ularly true of a subject like metaphysics, in which there is no body of established
fact, for a textbook in such a subject must inevitably be very deeply influenced
both as to form and to content by the opinions of its author. The  nineteenth-
century English metaphysician F. H. Bradley once said that metaphysics was an at-
tempt to find bad reasons for what one was going to believe anyway. This was
perhaps an unduly pessimistic statement. There have been cases of metaphysicians
who have changed their minds, and perhaps some of the reasons that have been ad-
vanced by metaphysicians in support of various theses have been good reasons.
Nevertheless, I have to admit that there is probably some truth in the charge that
there are certain theses that I “was going to believe anyway”—theses that I should
believe no matter what philosophical arguments I was presented with.

The reader will remember that earlier in the chapter I listed three questions and
suggested that to know the answers to these three questions would be to know the
ultimate truth about everything. And I put forward two possible sets of answers to
these questions, in order to show what answers to them would look like. The first
set of answers more or less expresses my beliefs concerning the ultimate truth about
everything. These beliefs, moreover, are not ones I hold in a tentative or halfhearted
way. They are firm convictions about matters I think are of the utmost importance,
and it is almost certainly true that I should hold them no matter what metaphysical
arguments I was presented with. I have, of course, tried to be fair and objective in
discussing points of view opposed to my own, but it is unlikely I have succeeded.
Another firm conviction of mine is that the reader is unlikely to find a book about
metaphysics whose author does not hold some view or other in just the firm and
“non-negotiable” way in which the author of the present book holds the view rep-
resented by the first set of answers to our three metaphysical questions. I have seen
books about metaphysics (and about other parts of philosophy) that give the im-
pression that their authors reached the positions they defend in those books solely
on the basis of logical argument and the objective evaluation of carefully gathered
data. The authors of these books write in such a way as to suggest that either they
had no biases when they began to try to formulate their metaphysical opinions or
else that they sternly set their biases aside and allowed themselves to be influenced
only by evidence and argument. I do not claim to be able to read minds, but I
doubt whether any metaphysician has actually proceeded this way.
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What is much more likely to be true is this. Many factors are effective in form-
ing people’s opinions besides evidence and argument. Among these we may cite
religion (and anti-religion), politics, loyalties to certain social groups, antipathy
to other social groups, the desire for emotional comfort, the desire to be respected
by one’s peers, the desire to be thought original, the desire to shock, the desire
to be in a position to force one’s opinions upon others, the desire to belong to a
like-minded group of people who flatter one another by making fun of people
whose opinions differ from those of the group, and the desire to be one of a small
group of enlightened ones who bravely struggle against the superstitions of the
masses.

There are two senses in which one may be said to care about the answer to a
question. First, one may want very much to know what the right answer to that
question is. Secondly, one may desire very strongly that a certain answer to that
question be the right one. Those who care deeply in the first sense about the an-
swers to metaphysical questions (or any questions) will be moved by evidence and
argument. Those who care deeply in the second sense about the answers to meta-
physical questions (or any questions) will be moved by factors like those listed
above. It is unlikely that anyone who has actually taken the trouble to write a
book about metaphysics will be completely free of any desire that certain answers
to metaphysical questions be the right ones. It is therefore likely that the author of
a book about metaphysics will be subject to biases arising from factors like those
listed in the preceding paragraph. Sociological investigations of scientific research
strongly suggest that this is the case in the sciences, and it is unlikely that meta-
physicians are any freer from bias than scientists.

In the sciences (and particularly in the “hard” sciences like physics and chem-
istry), the biases of investigators are to a large degree corrected—in the long run—
by the responsibility of these sciences to the data of observation. A scientific
theory is expected to make predictions about how experiments will go and what
observations will reveal, and—again, in the long run—if a theory does not make
the right predictions, it will be abandoned even if all sorts of factors like those
listed above make it psychologically attractive to the members of the scientific
community. But no such corrective exists in metaphysics. If two metaphysical
theories are in competition, no experiment will decide between them. They will
not differ about how the World will look to an observer, no matter how sophisti-
cated the observer’s instruments may be.13 It is likely, therefore, that a metaphysi-
cian’s position is going to be, to a significant degree, a reflection of certain biases,
however much it may also owe to evidence and argument. It is likely that there
will be certain theses the metaphysician would have accepted no matter what evi-
dence or what arguments had come to his or her attention. I have tried to fore-
warn the reader about what theses I bear this sort of allegiance to.
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Suggestions for Further Reading

Very useful articles on almost every philosophical topic imaginable can be found
in the monumental Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Paul Edwards. The Ency-
clopedia was published in 1967, and thus no longer represents the “state of the
art.” Nevertheless, it remains an indispensable resource for the student of philoso-
phy. A Supplement is in preparation.

The anthology Metaphysics: The Big Questions, edited by Dean W. Zimmerman
and the author of this book, contains readings on all the topics discussed in this
book.

Kant’s diagnosis of the failure of metaphysics to become a science in the sense
in which mathematics and physics are sciences received its most complete and sys-
tematic expression in his Critique of Pure Reason (1781; second, and considerably
revised edition, 1787). Unfortunately, this book is impenetrable to the uniniti-
ated. There are two “little” books on Kant’s philosophy that generations of begin-
ning students have found very helpful, despite the fact that some specialists in
Kant’s philosophy have reservations about them: Ewing’s A Short Commentary on
Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Körner’s Kant.

A. J. Ayer’s Language, Truth and Logic (1936) is a classic popular exposition of
logical positivism, written with the enthusiasm of a recent convert.

Colin McGinn’s Problems in Philosophy is a deep and powerful exploration of
the question why philosophy is unable to produce uncontroversial results.

Notes

1. Nor is information about the history of the word much help. For what it is
worth, however, here is a brief account of how we got the word ‘metaphysics’.

The word ‘metaphysics’ was invented by the ancient Greeks. It comes from two
Greek words: ‘meta’, which means ‘after’ or ‘beyond’, and ‘phusis’, which means ‘nature’.
(There is a sound in Greek that used to be represented in our alphabet—the Greeks, of
course, did not use our alphabet—by the letter ‘y’ but which is today usually repre-
sented by the letter ‘u’.) One meaning of the word ‘nature’, not a very common one, is
something like ‘the universe’. Thus, the basic laws the universe obeys are called the laws
of nature, and those scientists whose work most closely concerns the basic laws are called
physicists. These facts suggest an obvious explanation of what the Greeks had in mind
when they invented the word ‘metaphysics’: they meant this word to designate a study
that goes beyond the study of nature, that investigates matters somehow transcending
those investigated by physics. Unfortunately, this obvious explanation is probably
wrong. (For one thing, the word ‘meta’ was not used by the Greeks in the metaphorical
sense of ‘beyond’ required by this explanation.)
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The correct explanation is probably the following. In the fourth century B.C., the
Greek philosopher Aristotle wrote (among many other books) a book about nature
called Physics (or Ta Phusika) and a book about what he called “first philosophy.” The
latter book was devoted to what we today call metaphysics. After Aristotle’s death, his
books came to be arranged in what students of his philosophy considered their appro-
priate order. In this conventional ordering, the book on “first philosophy” came im-
mediately after the Physics, and students of Aristotle’s philosophy began to refer to it as
Ta Meta ta Phusika, or Metaphysics. They may have meant no more by this title than
“the book after the Physics.” Or they may have meant, “the book dealing with topics
one can begin work on only after one has mastered the Physics.”

2. The practitioner of metaphysics is called a metaphysician and not, as one might
expect, a metaphysicist. This is because the words ‘metaphysician’ and ‘physician’ al-
ready existed (and meant what they mean today) when people first began to feel a
need for a special word for those scientists we today call physicists. The best word
would have been ‘physician’ (indeed, a physicist is called a physicien in French), but
that was already taken. The word ‘physicist’ was therefore invented, but too late to af-
fect the established use of ‘metaphysician’.

3. The word ‘philosophy’ was, according to Plato, invented by his teacher Socrates.
If Plato’s story is historical, it records events that took place late in the fifth century
B.C. In those days, there were men who made a living by teaching wisdom (in Greek,
sophia), or so they claimed. The most successful made a very good living indeed. Be-
cause these men claimed to be wise, and to be able to teach wisdom to others, they
were called “sophists.” Socrates, however, believed that the sophists had no wisdom to
teach and, in fact, that what many of them taught—that morality is only a human
convention, for example—was false and harmful. Socrates, interestingly enough,
claimed not to be wise. (Or not in the way the sophists claimed to be wise. He believed
the sum of his wisdom to consist in his knowing that he did not possess that kind of
wisdom.) But, he said, although he was not wise and knew he was not wise, he would
very much like to have been wise. He proclaimed himself not a possessor but a lover of
wisdom. If one loves what one does not possess, Socrates said, one will seek after that
thing and try to possess it. This proclamation was the origin of the word ‘philosophy’,
for the Greek word ‘philosophia’ means just exactly ‘the love of wisdom’. The word was
used by Plato, and by Plato’s student Aristotle, for what they wrote their books about,
and, since all subsequent thinking about these subjects is a continuation of the work
of Plato and Aristotle, the word has come to designate the subjects Plato and Aristotle
wrote on. (It should be noted that this is an account of the origin of the word ‘philos-
ophy’ and not of philosophy, for there were philosophers in Greece before Socrates—
they are called, appropriately enough, the pre-Socratic philosophers. Moreover,
philosophy arose independently of Greek philosophy in China and India.)
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4. To say there are no established facts in metaphysics is not to say there are no facts,
and to say there is no information is not to say there is no knowledge. Consider, for ex-
ample, the proposition, briefly argued for in the text, that there is an ultimate reality
(even if we can know nothing about it except that it exists). In my view the argument I
presented shows that the existence of an ultimate reality is a fact (and if it is a fact, it is a
metaphysical fact), and I believe that, because I am aware of and understand this argu-
ment, I know this fact. Nevertheless, this fact—assuming it is a fact—cannot be said to be
an established fact, and the statement that there is an ultimate reality cannot be said to be
a piece of information. It is an established fact, a piece of information, that the conti-
nents are in motion. We call the latter fact “established” because anyone who does not
agree that the continents are in motion either does not fully appreciate the data and argu-
ments a geologist could put forward in support of the thesis that the continents are in
motion, or else is intellectually perverse. (There exists an organization called the Flat
Earth Society, which is, as one might have guessed, devoted to defending the thesis that
the earth is flat. At least some of the members of this society are very clever and are fully
aware of the data and arguments—including photographs of the earth taken from
space—that establish that the earth is spherical. These people take great delight in con-
structing elaborate “refutations” of the thesis that the earth is spherical. Apparently this is
not a joke; they seem to be quite sincere. What can we say about them except that they
are intellectually perverse?) It cannot be said that the existence of an ultimate reality is an
established fact, however, because there are people who are aware of, and understand per-
fectly, the argument given earlier in this chapter for the conclusion that there is an ulti-
mate reality and who, nevertheless, do not accept this conclusion. And these people
cannot be called intellectually perverse. I think the argument I have given is good enough
to support my claim to know that there is an ultimate reality; I do not believe it thrusts its
conclusion upon the mind with such force and clarity that anyone who disputes it simply
cannot be taken seriously—as people who say the earth is flat cannot be taken seriously.

5. The thesis that there are no established results in philosophy should not be con-
fused with the thesis that philosophy has no practical consequences. The latter thesis is
demonstrably false. Even if we leave aside the question whether physics and the other
natural sciences grew out of philosophy, a large number of examples of the practical
consequences of philosophical thinking can be cited. Many features of the Constitution
of the United States can be traced to the writings of the philosophers Thomas Hobbes
and John Locke, and much of the misery of the twentieth century is rooted in the writ-
ings of the philosophers G. W. F. Hegel and Karl Marx. (Not all practical consequences
are good consequences.) Much of the theory computer scientists use in their daily work
has its origin in early twentieth-century philosophy of mathematics. In the 1960s, an
ambitious project to write computer programs for translating scientific articles from one
language to another was abandoned because of a philosophical argument (devised by
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the philosopher of language Yeshua Bar-Hillel) for the practical impossibility of such
programs. At the present time, there is a good deal of fruitful interaction between
philosophers of mind and psychologists.

6. We can see this happening with logic. About one hundred years ago, the study
of logic began to undergo a radical transformation, and there began to be a body of es-
tablished logical fact. (Or one might argue that there had been a body of established
logical fact ever since the fourth century B.C. but that, until about one hundred years
ago, this body of fact was too meager and obvious for there to be much motivation for
thinking of logic as a science in the present sense of science.) As the effects of this rad-
ical transformation of logic have borne more and more fruit, logic has come to be re-
garded less and less as a branch of philosophy and more and more as either a science in
its own right or as a branch of pure mathematics.

7. The nineteenth-century German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel unkindly cited an
advertisement from an English magazine promising a “philosophical” cure for baldness!

8. The calculus was independently invented by Sir Isaac Newton.
9. In the nineteenth century, there were philosophers who called themselves posi-

tivists because they held that there was no knowledge but “positive” knowledge, which
was their term for what we should call scientific knowledge. The twentieth-century
logical positivists called themselves positivists because they agreed with this thesis
about knowledge. They called themselves logical positivists not because they were
claiming to be logical where the nineteenth-century positivists had been illogical but
because they made extensive use of the discoveries and techniques of twentieth-
 century logic.

10. I once heard the linguist Noam Chomsky suggest this in a lecture.
11. And this comes down to facts about what words philosophers have written.

There is often extensive disagreement about the interpretation of what philosophers
have said. If you have read something by, say, Plato, and if your instructor (or the au-
thor of this or any book) says Plato meant x and it looks to you as if Plato meant y,
there is no law that says you have to take anyone’s word for it that Plato meant x. It
would be a better procedure to see what sort of case can be made for each of the two
interpretations and then to form your own opinion about which (if either) is right.

12. In this sentence, I have treated the beneficence of colonial rule, Freudian psy-
chology, and Marxism as if they were things all educated people now know it would
be absurd to believe in. Notice how easy it is to do this.

13. Could this be what is “wrong” with metaphysics? Should we say that a theory is
valueless if it does not make predictions about how experiments will go or about what
observations will reveal? This is a very attractive position. Variants on it were held
both by Kant and the logical positivists. Unfortunately, every attempt to work out a
carefully stated theory along these lines has turned out to be “just more philosophy.”
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Part One

THE WAY THE WORLD IS

Introduction to Part One

In Chapters 2 through 5, our topic will be the World. Or, rather, our topic will
be most of the World, for human beings—who, like all other things, are parts of
the World—will be the special topic of Part Three.

Ordinary people, the people you pass on the street every day, have widely differ-
ing conceptions of the World. A Roman Catholic or an Orthodox Jew will have one
sort of conception of the World, an atheist a very different conception, and a Hindu
yet a third conception, one that differs greatly from the conceptions of the Catholic
and the Jew and from the conception of the atheist. Are these examples intended to
imply that when we are talking about conceptions of the World we are talking about
religion? Well, only accidentally. For one thing, the atheist will no doubt stoutly in-
sist that atheism is not a religion. (Let us take the person we are calling “the atheist”
to be a typical Western atheist—the sort of atheist you would be likely to encounter
in Europe or one of the English-speaking  countries—and not a Japanese Zen Bud-
dhist or any such exotic atheist as that.) For another, most of the six billion or so
people in the world practice some religion, and every religion involves some sort
of conception of the World. As a consequence, most people get their conceptions of
the World wholly or partly from their religions. But not everyone does, and views
of the World can be discussed without any need to talk about many of the things
typically involved in a religion—things such as ritual, the veneration of sacred ob-
jects or persons or places, and characteristically religious emotions.

23
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The differences between the Catholic and the Jew, on the one hand, and the
atheist, on the other, are obvious. The Catholic and the Jew both think that the ba-
sis of the World is personal: each believes that there is a Person—a conscious Being
who acts for reasons and carries out plans—who caused everything besides Himself
to exist. And the atheist does not. The atheist thinks that the World existed before
there had ever been any persons, and that the first persons there ever were came to
be as a by-product of various purposeless processes going on here and there in the
World. One might suppose that there could be no more profound disagreement
about the nature of the World than this. And yet the atheist shares with the Catho-
lic and the Jew many important metaphysical beliefs that would be rejected by the
Hindu. All three of the “Westerners” believe that the things they see around them
are real, and that these things have, for the most part, the features they seem to
have. All three of them would probably give their assent to the following statement.

Buildings and trees and grass and the sun and the stars are all real. Each build-
ing, each tree, each blade of grass, each star, is an object distinct from the others,
and each has a certain set of properties. That building is one thing and that tree
is another. The tree weighs a certain number of kilograms, even if no human be-
ing knows just how many kilograms that is. Each of them is at a certain distance
from me. Either the tree is forty meters away from me or it is some other per-
fectly definite distance away. And if it is forty meters away, then anyone who
thinks it’s thirty meters away from me is just wrong. If Jane insists that the tree
is thirty meters away from me when it is really forty meters away, she is wrong
because her beliefs do not match the way things are. The tree and its properties
exist independently of Jane’s beliefs and of anything else present in her mind,
and it is up to the contents of her mind to correspond to external reality, just as
it is up to a map to correspond to the territory. If the contents of her mind do
not match external reality, if they and the independently existing facts are not in
correspondence, then her picture of the world is at least partly false.

The properties of the tree, moreover, are not exhausted by the properties it
has at the present moment. The tree has a certain age. There is a certain moment
in the past at which it began to exist. Before that moment, for ages and ages,
things came to be and flourished and passed away, and the tree did not yet exist.
Although there was an unimaginably long (perhaps even an infinite) period dur-
ing which the tree did not yet exist, it is nevertheless now true that the tree has
existed for quite a long time: it was here yesterday, and it was here the day be-
fore, and the day before that and so on through a series of many thousands of
days. And this is no mere manner of speaking. This use of the pronoun ‘it’
should be taken literally. The tree (this very tree) was here last year, even though

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 24



Introduction to Part One 25

it then had a slightly different set of properties from those it has now. (For exam-
ple, it probably had a different number of leaves then.) But it was the same tree.
And the tree can change its position as well as its properties. Not only is the tree
being carried around the sun by the earth, but one could uproot the tree and
carry it to the opposite side of the earth and re-plant it there, and it would be the
same tree at every moment during this sequence of events.

Furthermore, the tree and all the other things we have mentioned exert in-
fluences on one another. The light of the sun falls on the grass and the tree and
the building and me and warms us: it is no accident that an object gets warmer
when it moves from shadow to sunlight; the warming happens because the sun-
light has an effect on the object. And I am able to perceive these things only be-
cause they have effects on me. My perceptions of the tree and the building are
due to influences that cross the space between those objects and me and cause
changes in my sense-organs and my brain.

The Hindu—at least the well-educated Hindu who understands the full implica-
tions of Hinduism—will agree with none of this. The Hindu will insist that any-
one who says that this statement describes how things really are has mistaken
appearance for reality. And it is not only Hindus who would say this. This point
of view is confined neither to religion nor to the Far East. Many Western philoso-
phers, particularly in the nineteenth century, would have agreed with our Hindu
and would have given philosophical arguments to back up their assertions. Many
other Western philosophers would not go so far as to reject the entirety of this
statement but would reject certain parts of it, particularly those having to do with
space and time, the cause-and-effect relation, and perception.

Let us say that the above passage—the passage I said the Roman Catholic and
the Orthodox Jew and the atheist would all give their assent to and the Hindu
would not—represents the Common Western Metaphysic,1 that is, the core of
metaphysical belief common to most of the views of the World held by ordinary,
unreflective people in Europe and the English-speaking countries.2 Since most of
the readers of this book will no doubt be Westerners, let us take the Common
Western Metaphysic as a starting point for our discussion of the way the World is.
Since most of us are Westerners, it is not surprising that most of us will find this
metaphysic to be obviously right. But is it really right? Does the Common West-
ern Metaphysic describe things as they really are or only as they apparently are?

We shall use this question to organize our discussion of the way the World is. It
would require a work of many volumes even to touch briefly on all the important
metaphysical issues raised by the question whether a statement of the Common
Western Metaphysic is a description of appearance or reality. We shall be able to
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discuss only four of these issues in detail. We shall discuss them under the four
headings Individuality, Externality, Temporality, and Objectivity.

Notes

1. A particular metaphysical theory or position or system of beliefs is often called a
“metaphysic.”

2. It is a plausible thesis that the “Common Western Metaphysic” is also the Com-
mon Eastern Metaphysic—that it is common to the views of the World held by ordi-
nary, unreflective people in India and other parts of the Far East. It would seem to be
a doctrine of Hinduism and of at least one form of Buddhism that only a small minor-
ity of enlightened people—people who have been willing to subject themselves to a
certain rigorous discipline—are capable of “seeing through” the illusions of individu-
ality, space and time, cause and effect, and so on.
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2

Individuality

According to the Common Western Metaphysic, the world contains many indi-
vidual things. Each human being, each living thing, each star, each atom, each
building is an individual thing. Even God, if there is a God, is an individual thing.
But what do we mean by calling all these very different things “individual” things?
As far as dictionary meaning goes, we may say that an individual thing is a separate
thing, a thing distinct from the rest of the World, but this statement does not
really tell us very much, and its use of the word ‘separate’ has at least one mislead-
ing implication.

Let us first deal with the misleading implication. We would not ordinarily say
that an object and one of its parts—a tree and one of its leaves, say—were “sepa-
rate” things. But a part of an individual thing may very well be itself an individual
thing: a tree and one of its leaves, for example, are both individual things. The
sense of ‘separate’ in which an individual thing must be a “separate” thing, there-
fore, is not the same as the sense of ‘separate’ in which a leaf is not “separate” from
the tree it is a part of. A leaf still growing on a branch, a rabbit’s foot (undetached),
and the roof of a house are separate things in the required sense of ‘separate’. But
that sense is rather unclear. This unclarity is the reason why the dictionary sense of
‘individual’ is not very helpful in explaining the metaphysical concept of an indi-
vidual thing. Perhaps the best way to say what is meant by ‘individual thing’ is to
supplement our list of examples of individual things by giving some examples of
things that are not individual things.

First, a thing is not an individual thing if it is a mere modification of something
else. For example, a wrinkle in a carpet is not an individual thing because it is a mere
modification of the carpet. This use of the word ‘modification’ is a metaphysician’s
term. It may be explained as follows. One way to “modify” (or change) something is
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to add to its parts, as when we modify a house by adding a room. But we may
 modify a thing without adding to its parts: I can modify my hand by making a fist,
modify a piece of string by tying a knot in it—or modify a carpet by wrinkling it. If
something comes into existence as the direct and inevitable result of modifying a
thing x in the second way—without causing x to gain any new parts—then we call
the thing thereby brought into existence a mere modification of x. Thus, a fist is a
mere modification of a hand, a knot in a piece of string is a mere modification of the
string, and a wrinkle in a carpet is a mere modification of the carpet.

Let us think about the wrinkle, this mere modification of the carpet, which we
have said is not an individual thing like the carpet itself. It certainly seems in
many ways to be like the things we are willing to call individual things. It has a
certain location in space, it came into existence at a certain time, and it can influ-
ence other things—you could trip over it, and break your nose, which is a pretty
robust case of influence. Is it different from the carpet in any important way?

Note that if the carpet is not in its accustomed place, it makes sense to ask what
has happened to it, since a carpet can move in relation to other things or be de-
stroyed. If the wrinkle is not in its accustomed place, can we ask what has hap-
pened to it? Can a wrinkle move in relation to other things? Well, a wrinkle in a
carpet can move if the whole carpet moves, of course. But a carpet can move with-
out the necessity of anything else’s moving—other than the carpet’s own parts and
the things that have to get out of the carpet’s path to make way for it. Can the
wrinkle move like that? Anyone who has tried to “get a wrinkle out of a carpet,” as
the idiom has it, will perhaps be inclined to say that the answer is Yes. But is the
wrinkle that seems in some sense to move across the carpet the same wrinkle
throughout the whole frustrating procedure? If it is, that one wrinkle has to
be made of different carpet threads at different times as it moves, while the carpet
can move without changing its parts. It would seem that the question ‘Does the
 wrinkle really move?’ should either be answered No or else the question should be
regarded as a pointless conundrum like ‘Where does your lap go when you stand
up?’ The answer to the question ‘Does the carpet really move?’ however, is a very
straightforward Yes—at least according to the Common Western Metaphysic.

The case is similar with the question whether the wrinkle can be destroyed. If a
wrinkled carpet is straightened, the wrinkle in the carpet no longer exists, but it
would be a joke to say that the wrinkle or anything else had been destroyed in this
episode.

These differences between the wrinkle and the carpet suggest that (according
to the Common Western Metaphysic) the carpet is a thing that exists “in its own
right,” whereas the wrinkle is only a sort of temporary complication in the shape
of the carpet; it does not exist in its own right, but, as we might say, in the carpet’s
right. If this is true, we must distinguish between the wrinkle and the particular
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part of the carpet that has been thrust up to form the wrinkle. The latter is what
you trip over when you “trip over the wrinkle,” and it is an individual thing, a
thing that exists in its own right. There is a perfectly good answer to the question
whether it is destroyed when the carpet is straightened: No; it is still right there. If
you wanted to, you could bend over the now-flat carpet and cut it out of the car-
pet with a carpet knife, and you could then move it about in space in the same
way you could have moved the whole carpet about.

Other examples of things that are not individual things because they exist only
as modifications of other things are: the Cheshire Cat’s grin (as opposed to the
Cheshire Cat’s lips and teeth), the point of a knife (as opposed to the first millime-
ter of the knife), and a hole in a piece of cheese (as opposed to the cheese that
“lines” the hole).

Secondly, a thing is not an individual thing if it is a mere collection of things. If
we say that the army is much larger than it was in 1935, and if we assume that any
army is (in some sense) composed entirely of soldiers, then the thing—if indeed
there is such a thing—of which we are saying that “it” is larger than “it” used to
be, is not an individual thing but a mere collection of things. It is very hard to give
any precise sense to the idea of a mere collection of things. After all, a cat is an in-
dividual thing, and yet in a way a cat is a collection of cells or of atoms. The intu-
itive reason for saying that the army is a mere collection of soldiers is that the army
of 1935 and the army of today are supposed to be the same army (the U.S. Army
or the British Army, or whatever), and yet not a single soldier is common to both.
This suggests that there is really no individual thing “there” besides all the soldiers
and that, therefore, the army is “nothing more than” the soldiers to such a striking
degree that it seems appropriate to call it not only a collection but a mere collec-
tion. This consideration seems to have a certain amount of force, and yet it is hard
to say why it does, since there are few if any atoms common to the cat of today
and the cat of five years ago, despite the fact that—according to the Common
Western Metaphysic—they are one and the same cat.

We could, of course, define a mere collection as a collection that is not an indi-
vidual thing, but that would not help us to understand the notion of an individual
thing. Perhaps the best we can do is to say that insofar as we understand the notion
of a mere collection, no mere collection is an individual thing—or that, if we are
inclined to think of a thing as a mere collection, we should be disinclined to call it
an individual thing.

Thirdly, a thing is not an individual thing if it is a stuff, like water or flesh or
steel or hydrogen. The Walrus’s famous list of topics for after-dinner conversation—
shoes and ships and sealing wax and cabbages and kings—contains four kinds of in-
dividual things and one stuff. The Walrus says his list comprises “many things,” but
a stuff like sealing wax is not a thing in the same sense as that in which shoes and
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cabbages are things. When we say that water is a chemical compound of hydrogen
and oxygen or when we say that sealing wax is used for sealing envelopes, we are in
a sense describing things called ‘water’ and ‘sealing wax’. But these “things” are not
individual things, and, more generally, stuffs are not individual things.1

Fourthly, a thing is not an individual thing if it is a “universal,” a universal being
a thing that can have “instances.” For example, the novel War and Peace is not an in-
dividual thing, although my copy of War and Peace and your copy of War and Peace
are both individual things. Each of these two copies of the novel is, in the language
of metaphysics, an “instance” of the novel, which is a universal. Other examples of
universals are numbers and properties and relations. The number four has as in-
stances any things that are four in number: the points of the compass, the Gospels,
or the Stuart kings of England. A property, such as wisdom, aridity, or the color
white, has as instances those things that possess it: each of the Three Wise Men is an
instance of wisdom; Arizona and New Mexico are both instances of aridity; the Taj
Mahal and the Washington Monument are both instances of the color white. In-
stances of a relation like ‘to the north of ’ are things standing in that relation: Mon-
treal and New York stand in the relation ‘to the north of ’, as do Edinburgh and
London. The problem of the nature of universals is an important problem in the
history of metaphysics, but it is not a problem addressed in this book.

Finally, an individual thing is not an event or process, like the death of Caesar
or the Second World War or the industrialization of Japan. Events and processes
start and end and happen (or take place or occur), while individual things come into
existence and go out of existence and endure (or last or get older).

Perhaps we now have some notion of what is meant by an individual thing. Ac-
cording to the Common Western Metaphysic, the World consists of individual
things. (Does that mean the World is itself an individual thing? Not necessarily.
Many metaphysicians who have held that the World consists of individual things
have also held that the World is a mere collection of individual things. The ques-
tion whether the World is an individual thing will become important in Chap-
ter 7.) Moreover, the Common Western Metaphysic holds that there are many
individual things. As we have seen, there are metaphysicians who deny this. But
what do people who deny this believe instead? What are the alternatives to believ-
ing in many individual things? The following three alternatives are exclusive and
exhaustive (that is, they are inconsistent with each other and they cover all the re-
maining possible cases):

• There are no individual things (Nihilism).
• There is one individual thing (Monism).
• There is more than one individual thing, but there are not many.
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The third alternative has no name because it has not had any adherents. Meta-
physicians who reject the thesis that there are many individual things are either
Nihilists or Monists. (The word ‘dualism’ is the name of several metaphysical po-
sitions involving the number two, but it has never been used for the position that
there are two and only two individual things. “Dualists” believe that there are two
kinds of things—mental things and physical things are the usual ones—or that the
World embodies two fundamental and opposed principles, such as Order and Dis-
order or Good and Evil.) This is in a way surprising, because metaphysicians are as
fond of the numbers two and three as they are of the numbers zero and one. We
have seen, for example, that metaphysicians are perfectly willing to say that there
are two kinds of things. Whatever the explanation may be, it appears that the
unanimous opinion of the metaphysicians is that once real diversity among indi-
vidual things has been admitted to exist, the question how many of them there are
is not a philosophical question. Let us not struggle against this remarkable con-
sensus (any consensus among metaphysicians is remarkable). Let us rather turn to
and examine Nihilism and Monism.

The word ‘nihilism’ comes from a Latin word that means ‘nothing’.2 Does this
imply that the Nihilist believes that nothing exists? Not necessarily, for there are
other things than individual things. It is, for example, consistent with Nihilism to
affirm the existence of universals, such as numbers or properties. But it does not
seem very plausible to affirm the existence of universals and nothing else. If there
are only universals, what is the “this” we see all around us? If there were no things
but universals, then we—leaving aside the question what “we” should be if there
were no things but universals—should see nothing at all. Can Nihilists believe in
anything besides universals?

What about mere modifications and mere collections? Could those things exist
in the absence of individual things? Could it be that A is a mere modification of
B, and B a mere modification of C, and C a mere modification of D, and so on
forever? Or could it be that A is a mere modification of B, and B a mere modifica-
tion of C, and C a mere modification of A—or, more briefly, that A and B are
mere modifications of each other? I can only record my conviction that, although
there may well be “second order” mere modifications (mere modifications of mere
modifications) or even third- or higher-order mere modifications, any chain of
mere modifications must terminate in something that is not a mere modification
of anything but rather exists in its own right. It seems reasonable to adopt the
convention that any member of a chain of mere modifications, however long, that
terminates in an individual thing is itself a mere modification of that individual
thing. Thus, if a crimp in a wrinkle in a carpet is a mere modification of the wrin-
kle, and the wrinkle is a mere modification of the carpet, then the crimp is a mere
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modification not only of the wrinkle but of the carpet as well. The principle that
any chain of mere modifications must terminate in an individual thing may then
be put this way: anything that is a mere modification of something is a mere mod-
ification of an individual thing.

The case for there being nothing but mere collections seems even more im-
plausible. Could there be a collection each of whose members was a collection and
which, moreover, was such that each of the members of its members was a collec-
tion, and so on forever? Or could A be a collection whose members were B and C,
B a collection whose members were A and C, and C a collection whose members
were A and B? The answer to both these questions is plainly No. While there may
well be second- and higher-order collections (perhaps the phrase ‘the armies of
South America’ designates a collection of collections), there must be things that
are not collections if there are to be collections at all. Otherwise the collections
“couldn’t get started,” so to speak.

What about events? It would seem that there cannot be an event unless there is
something that is not an event. An event is a change in something or a change in
the relations holding among two or more things. If there were no things “there” to
undergo change, there could be no events. It may be that events themselves can
change (a war that had been confined to Europe might spread to the Far East, and
that sounds like a change in an event), but it is very hard to see how there could be
events “in the first place” if there were no things of other kinds.

This is not to say that Nihilists cannot believe in mere modifications or mere
collections or events. But Nihilists who do believe in those things must also be-
lieve in things that are neither universals nor modifications nor collections nor
events. What sort of thing might there be for them to believe in that fills this bill?
We have seen only one sort of thing that is neither an individual thing nor a uni-
versal nor a mere modification nor a mere collection nor an event: stuffs. A Ni-
hilist who believed in stuffs would believe that there was stone but nothing made
of stone, butter but nothing made of butter, steel but nothing made of steel, and
so on. Such a Nihilist would believe in stone but not in stones, butter but not in
pats of butter, and in steel but not in battleships. Such a Nihilist would believe
that various stuffs are spread out in space, just as any adherent of the Common
Western Metaphysic does: in this region of space there is only air, in that region
there is only water, in the other there is only marble . . . and so on. (And such a
Nihilist might maintain that in some regions of space there was no stuff at all,
only emptiness.) And it might be that this Nihilist would say there were things
that were mere modifications of various stuffs and collections of mere modifica-
tions of stuffs and events that consisted in changes in stuffs. According to this Ni-
hilist, however, the stuffs that are spread out in space never add up to or compose
or constitute any individual thing.
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Is this a tenable theory? It would certainly seem to face grave difficulties. It
would have been easier for an ancient Greek to hold this theory than it would be
for someone today. It was possible for an ancient Greek to believe that matter was
continuous and that at least some stuffs were “homoeomerous,” a homoeomerous
stuff being a stuff that is the same stuff “all the way through” or “all the way down.”
If bronze, for example, is homoeomerous, and if a certain region of space is filled
with bronze, then any smaller region within that region must also be filled with
bronze. Today we know that bronze is not homoeomerous: within any region of
space entirely filled with bronze there are smaller regions containing no bronze.3

There are, for example, regions that contain single copper atoms, regions that con-
tain single tin atoms (bronze is a copper-tin alloy), and regions that contain only
empty space, or space as nearly empty as modern physics allows. And we know that
bronze is in no way special in this respect. Every stuff visible to the naked eye arises
from an arrangement of atoms that are not themselves made of that stuff.

This failure of visible stuffs to be homoeomerous does not by itself refute the
form of Nihilism according to which there are stuffs, for it might be that atoms are
made of some stuff or stuffs. If that were true, the Nihilist could say there were
really no atoms—just as there are really no stones or pats of butter or battleships.
Rather, the Nihilist could say, there is just “atom-stuff” spread out in space in a
certain way. Unfortunately for the Nihilist, atoms are not made of any kind of
stuff. There is no answer to the question ‘What is an atom made of?’ that is like
‘stone’ or ‘butter’ or ‘steel’. There is no such thing as “atom-stuff.” An atom is in-
deed made of smaller individual things—at least if “sub-atomic particles” are indi-
vidual things. Atoms are made of electrons, protons, and neutrons, and the
protons and neutrons in their turn are made of still smaller particles called quarks.
And, at least if current physics is right, the electrons and quarks are not made of
anything (certainly not of smaller particles, and it is hard to see how they could be
made of any kind of stuff ). The most obvious conclusion to draw from this is that
all stuffs are ultimately arrangements of quarks and electrons: for a region of space
to be filled with stone is for the region to contain quarks and electrons arranged in
one way; for a region of space to be filled with butter is for it to contain quarks and
electrons arranged in another way, and so on. And quarks and electrons would
seem to be individual things. (But this is not beyond dispute. According to one of
the versions of Monism we shall later consider, quarks and electrons are mere
modifications of the one individual thing. And some physicists and philosophers
of physics hold that current physics implies something very similar: that so-called
particles—electrons and quarks—are mere local modifications of a fundamental
field, rather as wrinkles are mere local modifications of a sheet of material.) If this
is correct, then in an obvious sense individual things are more “basic” than stuffs:
to have stuffs, you have to have individual things, but you can have individual
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things without having stuffs. And in that case the philosopher who says there are
stuffs but no individual things is in the unenviable position of holding a theory in-
consistent with modern physics.

This is not a knockdown, irrefutable argument against the thesis that there are
only stuffs. (For one thing, what we now call “modern physics” may be super-
seded. Perhaps the physicists will some day decide that quarks and electrons are
made of some homoeomerous stuff.) There are no knockdown, irrefutable argu-
ments in metaphysics. But it has sufficient force that it would seem that we should
not accept the thesis that there are only stuffs unless there is a good reply to this
argument. And since the thesis that there are only stuffs is the only form of Ni-
hilism that seems even plausible,4 let us, tentatively, reject Nihilism and turn to
Monism.

The word ‘monism’ comes from a Greek word that means ‘alone’ or ‘single’.5

As we have said, Monism is the thesis that there is only one individual thing. But
this statement of Monism raises an interesting question. If there is only one indi-
vidual thing, what is meant by calling it an individual thing? We have seen that an
individual thing is a thing that is in some not-too-well-defined sense a separate
thing. But if there is only one individual thing, what is it “separate” from? It can’t
be its own parts it is separate from, for, if it had parts, those parts would them-
selves be individual things: an individual thing with parts would “automatically”
not be the only individual thing.6 (For example, if the World consisted of a single
chair, there would be many individual things. There would be the legs of the
chair, the back of the chair, various carbon and oxygen atoms that were parts of
the chair, and so on.)

It might be suggested that the one individual thing was separate, at least poten-
tially, from other things that might have been. A theist (someone who believes in
God), for example, might argue as follows. “Suppose God—who has no parts—
had never created anything. Then Monism would have been true: there would
have been only one individual thing, God. But God would have known that He
could have created, say, Eve, and that if He had created her, she would have been
separate from Him, another individual thing. Thus, He would know He was at
least potentially separate from other things. And that’s really all that is needed for
something to be an individual thing: for it to be potentially separate from other
things.”

The trouble with this suggestion is that it seems to misrepresent the intentions
of the Monist, although that is perhaps the fault of our statement of Monism. The
serious Monist does not think of Monism as something that happens to be true
but might have been false—or as something that potentially has the following fea-
ture: it happens to be false but it might have been true. The serious Monist thinks
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of Monism as a doctrine about the way things have to be—a doctrine that, if true,
couldn’t possibly have been false and, if false, couldn’t possibly have been true.
The serious Monist does not think that there are even potentially separate things.
The serious Monist thinks that the idea of there being two or more individual
things does not represent a possible state of affairs.

Let us therefore understand Monism as the thesis that there is a single individ-
ual thing and that, moreover, this thing could not possibly have coexisted with
any other individual thing. And let us say that it is a part of the thesis of Monism
that that is the way the World has to be: the World must consist of a single indi-
vidual thing that could not possibly coexist with any other individual thing.
When Monism is so stated, it is indeed difficult to see what the Monist could
mean by saying that there is only one individual thing, for it is difficult to see in
what sense the word ‘separate’ could be applied to a thing that not only does not
but could not coexist with other individual things, and it is therefore difficult to
see what is meant by applying the word ‘individual’ to the thing that is supposed
to be the one individual thing.

Perhaps the best thing to say is the following: Monists believe that there is only
one thing that is at all like the things that those who believe there are many indi-
vidual things (people like the proponents of the Common Western Metaphysic)
call individual things. Monists believe that there is, and could be, only one non-
universal that exists in its own right. More exactly, they believe that there is only
one thing that is not a universal or a stuff or a mere modification of something
else or a mere collection of things or an event. Let us call this thing the One. The
Monist’s thesis, then, is that everything there is is either a universal or a stuff or an
event or the One or a mere modification of the One or a mere collection of mere
modifications of the One.

Ordinary people think that Julius Caesar and the Taj Mahal and the sun are
three distinct things, each of which exists in its own right. Monists say that there
is only one thing that exists in its own right. The ordinary people and the Monists
therefore disagree. But what is the exact point on which the ordinary people and
the Monists are disagreed? There are actually several points at which the disagree-
ment between the ordinary people and the Monists might be located, each of
which corresponds to a possible “version” of Monism.

First, a Monist might say that the ordinary people are wrong to think that Julius
Caesar and the Taj Mahal and the sun are things that exist in their own right. The
Monist might say that these three things are mere modifications of the One—three
different modifications, to be sure, but nevertheless only modifications. They are
thus related to the One in a way something like the way three wrinkles in a carpet
are related to the carpet. But this analogy is imperfect. For one thing, each wrinkle
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in a carpet involves a particular part of the carpet, and the One has no parts. (If the
One did have parts, each of its parts would be a thing that existed in its own right,
just as—according to the Common Western  Metaphysic—every part of a carpet,
including those parts that happen to be thrust up to form wrinkles, is a thing that
exists in its own right.) Thus it cannot be that the sun is a modification of one part
of the One and Julius Caesar a modification of another part of the One. The differ-
ences between Caesar and the sun (and the differences between Caesar and Brutus)
must, according to this version of Monism, arise from the fact that Caesar and the
sun are different kinds of modification of the One. This version of Monism was
held by the seventeenth-century Dutch philosopher Benedict Spinoza.

Secondly, a Monist might say that Caesar and the Taj Majal and the sun do not
really exist at all, not even as mere modifications of the One. According to this
version of Monism, a belief in these things, or any things like them, is an illusion,
the result of taking what is mere appearance for reality. The first version of
Monism holds that ordinary people are right to think that Caesar and the Taj Ma-
hal and the sun exist but wrong to think of them as things that exist in their own
right. The second holds that individuality (the existence of distinct individual
things) is a complete illusion. It is indeed false that there are distinct individual
things, but that is not all that’s false: it is false even that there are distinct modifica-
tions. Our belief in a plurality of individual things cannot be diagnosed as the con-
sequence of our having mistaken distinct modifications for distinct individual
things, for distinctness or “more-than-oneness” does not exist even at the level of
mere modification. According to this version of Monism, the One cannot have a
plurality of modifications; it must have either one modification or none.

This second version of Monism was adopted by those nineteenth-century West-
ern philosophers who were mentioned above in passing as opponents of the Com-
mon Western Metaphysic. (These philosophers were called Absolute Idealists. They
were called idealists not because they professed high ideals but because they be-
lieved that no reality existed apart from the mind and its ideas. The eighteenth-
 century Irish philosopher George Berkeley, whose metaphysic we shall examine at
some length in the following chapter, also believed this and is also called an idealist.
But Berkeley believed in individuality. He believed that there were many minds,
that each of these minds was an individual thing, and that ideas were mere modifi-
cations of these individual minds. The nineteenth-century idealists, however, be-
lieved that the only thing that existed in reality, the only thing that was not mere
appearance, was a sort of mind or idea—the distinction between a mind and the
ideas or thoughts of that mind, they held, is a distinction valid only at the level of
appearance—which they called the Absolute Mind or the Absolute Idea or simply
the Absolute. The Absolute is, of course, their name for what we have been calling
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the One.) It may be that the second form of Monism is held by some Buddhists,
but I am not prepared to say this with any confidence.

Thirdly, a Monist may believe that Caesar and the Taj Mahal and the sun really
do exist and are not mere modifications of the One. According to the third form
of Monism, Caesar and the Taj Mahal and the sun are all the very same thing, that
is to say, each of them is the only thing there is: each of them is the One. Accord-
ing to this view, the One presents itself to people (that is, to itself, for, of course,
there is nothing special about Julius Caesar: you and I and Madame Curie and
“everyone else” are also the One) in various guises, sometimes as Caesar, some-
times as the sun, and so on. The third form of Monism, like the second, therefore
entails that individuality is a complete illusion, an illusion that arises from mistak-
ing the various guises of the One, which exist only at the level of appearance, for
reality. I am not sure whether anyone really holds the third form of Monism. I
have often heard it said that this is the form of Monism accepted by the Hindus,
but I’ve never heard this from anyone I regard as a reliable source. Hindus cer-
tainly accept some form of Monism, but it may be that my informants may have
failed to distinguish the three forms of Monism with sufficient care and that Hin-
dus really accept the first or the second form of Monism.7

All three forms of Monism agree in affirming the doctrine that individuality is
an illusion. Even the most “liberal” form of Monism, the first, consigns distinct-
ness to the realm of things that exist only as mere modifications of something else.

The question naturally arises why anyone accepts this metaphysic. It seems
most natural to accept individuality as a real feature of the World. The Monists
themselves concede this—even the “hard line” Monists of the second and third
varieties—when they describe individuality as belonging to the level of appear-
ance, for what that means is that there is apparently such a thing as individuality.
Normally, we believe that what is apparently the case is really the case unless there
is some known reason to believe that what is apparently the case is not really the
case after all. For example, as we saw in Chapter 1, people once believed that
the earth was stationary and that the rest of the universe revolved around it, and
they believed this because it was apparently true. Later, when new evidence came
to light that not only showed that the earth revolved around the sun and rotated
on its polar axis but which also showed how it could be apparently true but really
false that the earth was stationary, people revised their opinion and came to accept
what was apparently true as being really false. This would seem to be the best pro-
cedure. It is obvious that we human beings do not have any infallible way of
knowing the truth. The best we can do is to believe what seems to us to be true
unless we have some good reason to reject it. What, after all, is the alternative? To
believe what does not even seem to be true when we know of no good reason to
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 accept it? Or even to believe what seems to be false when we know of no good rea-
son to accept it? One could, of course, be so impressed by the fallibility of our ac-
cepted procedures for finding out the truth that one decided to believe nothing at
all or to believe very little. (Philosophers who take this option are called “skep-
tics.”) But this is not the decision of the Monists, who do believe something, and,
in fact, something one would expect would be (if true) very hard to find out.

There seem to be two kinds of reasons that Monists have given for rejecting in-
dividuality: some Monists have appealed to metaphysical argument and some
have appealed to a kind of direct experience or “vision” of the World as a whole
that supposedly unmasks individuality as an illusion.

We earlier cited Spinoza as an example of a philosopher who accepted the first
form of Monism. In his great book the Ethics,8 he presents an extended argument
for the conclusion that all the things we should normally take to be individual
things are mere modifications of the One, which he variously calls, depending on
context, ‘Substance’ (see note 1), ‘God’, and ‘Nature’. It would be beyond the
scope of a book like this to present a serious and historically adequate discussion
of Spinoza’s argument for this conclusion. I will remark, however, that Spinoza’s
argument appears to rest on the following premise:

If a thing is not absolutely independent of everything else, then it must be a
mere modification of something absolutely independent of everything else.9

To say that a thing is absolutely independent of everything else (here ‘everything
else’ means ‘everything besides its own parts and modifications’—everything “ex-
ternal” to it, we might say) is to say at least that it could exist without there being
anything else. In an example we used earlier, we considered the possibility that
there be nothing besides (i.e., nothing external to) a single chair. But is that really
a possibility? One might argue that a being of unlimited intellect who examined a
chair would see that its existence implied the existence of other things. For exam-
ple, if the chair were made of wood, this being might be able to deduce the exis-
tence of trees and go on to deduce the existence of soil, air, water, and the sun.
One might therefore argue that the hypothesis that a chair could exist “all by it-
self ” is impossible, a chair being a thing that in effect carries a label reading ‘this
thing can exist only as a result of the action of other things.’ Even if God—not
Spinoza’s God, but the traditional God of Judaism and Christianity—were to
“short circuit” the usual processes by which wood is produced and create a
wooden chair without first creating trees, soil, air, water, and the sun, the chair
would still owe its existence to the action of something other than itself, namely
God. If these speculations are correct, it is not possible for a chair to exist all by
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 itself, and a chair is not in the required sense absolutely independent of everything
else. If Spinoza’s premise is correct, therefore, it follows that if there are chairs,
they must be mere modifications of something absolutely independent of every-
thing else.

Spinoza applies this premise in the following way. He presents arguments in-
tended to show, first, that there must exist a being that is absolutely independent of
everything else and, secondly, that there could not be two beings each of which was
absolutely independent of everything else. It follows that there is exactly one being
that is absolutely independent of everything else. From this result and the premise,
it follows that all other things are mere modifications of this one “independent” be-
ing. It is by this argument—or rather by a very complicated argument of which
this is a highly simplified version—that Spinoza claims to establish Monism.

It is not clear to me, however, why one should accept Spinoza’s premise.10 Why
should one believe that anything that is not an absolutely independent being is a
mere modification of some absolutely independent being? This premise has been
denied both by theists and by typical atheists.11

Most theists would maintain that there is exactly one absolutely independent
being, God. They would maintain that everything besides God depends upon God
for its existence and that this is the way things have to be: that there could not pos-
sibly be a thing (other than God Himself ) that did not depend upon God for its
existence. And yet, they would maintain, chairs and tables and the Taj Mahal and
Julius Caesar and the sun are not mere modifications of God. To say they were—
theists maintain—would be a form of pantheism. (Monists who apply the term
‘God’ to the One are called pantheists, ‘pan’ being Greek for ‘all’. Spinoza is thus a
pantheist. Two other forms of pantheism are possible; they correspond to the two
other forms of Monism.) Theists have generally regarded theism as a middle
ground between two extremes: atheism, which holds that the term ‘God’ applies to
nothing, and pantheism, which holds that the term ‘God’ applies to everything.
Theism, by contrast, holds that the term ‘God’ applies to one thing and not to any
of the others.12 Theists, therefore, are no more kindly disposed to pantheism than
they are to atheism (they are in fact inclined to regard pantheism as a disguised
form of atheism, since they believe that what pantheists apply the term ‘God’ to is
not properly called ‘God’), and they would reject Spinoza’s premise.

Typical atheists regard the physical universe as the World, as all that is. As to
the existence of absolutely independent beings, they divide into several camps.
Some say that there are no absolutely independent beings, that everything de-
pends on something else, the World being a mere collection of such “dependent”
beings. Others say that there are many independent beings—elementary particles,
perhaps—and that the World is either itself an independent being made of these
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“small” independent beings or else is a mere collection of them. Still others say
that there is one independent being, the World or physical universe itself, tables
and chairs and such being parts of the one independent being. The differences
among these theories are important for the student of metaphysics, but the
theories all agree that tables and chairs and the Taj Mahal and Julius Caesar and
the sun are not mere modifications.

Since, therefore, many people reject Spinoza’s premise, it can hardly be re-
garded as being so obvious that it requires no argument. (He himself seems to
have regarded it as just that obvious. He in effect builds it into one of his defini-
tions.) And since he has given no argument for it, there would seem to be no com-
pelling reason to believe it. We must conclude that Spinoza has given us no
compelling reason to accept Monism.

Spinoza’s argument was an argument for the first form of Monism. The Ab-
solute Idealists argued for the second form. They accepted the second form of
Monism because they thought that the idea of there being two or more things
(even two or more modifications: two or more anythings) could be seen to be self-
contradictory. (Why were they Monists of the second kind rather than the third?
Monists of both the second and third kinds reject numerical diversity or distinct-
ness. I believe the Absolute Idealists would have answered this question by saying
that it was a part of the meaning of phrases like ‘Julius Caesar’ and ‘the Taj Mahal’
that they were supposed to name limited or bounded parts of reality, and that these
phrases therefore could not be alternative names for the Absolute Idea.) They
were, of course, willing to concede that we cannot get along in everyday life with-
out talking as if there were many things, but they believed that if one made a seri-
ous attempt to think through the idea of there being two or more things in reality,
one would see that this idea was incoherent. The most celebrated argument for
this conclusion was due to the late-nineteenth-century English philosopher F. H.
Bradley. In his book Appearance and Reality, Bradley argued for this astonishing
conclusion on the basis of a distinction between “internal” and “external” rela-
tions. I am not at all sure I have been able to follow Bradley’s reasoning. What fol-
lows is my own reconstruction of his reasoning, a reconstruction that may very
well misrepresent Bradley’s intent. The argument requires a little stage-setting.

We begin with a distinction between “intrinsic” and “relational” properties. A
relational property is a property a thing has only in virtue of the ways in which it
is related to other things. Some examples of relational properties are: being fifty
miles north of a burning barn; once having met the Canadian prime minister; be-
ing a widow. All properties that are not relational are intrinsic. Some examples of
intrinsic properties are: being spherical; being male; being bright green; having a
(rest) mass of fourteen kilograms. The distinction between intrinsic and relational
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properties is sometimes explained in terms of the concept of a “real change in a
thing”: if the gain or loss of a property would be a real change in a thing, then that
property is intrinsic; otherwise, it is relational. Suppose, for example, that a barn
fifty miles south of you catches fire. At that moment you acquire the property “be-
ing fifty miles north of a burning barn.” But there seems to be an obvious sense in
which the acquisition of this property does not constitute a “real change” in you.
For all you know—unless geographical considerations render it impossible—you
did acquire this property a moment ago, and you never noticed a thing. And if
you had been undergoing, say, a complete physical examination at the moment,
the physician conducting the examination wouldn’t have noticed a thing either.

If we restrict our attention to the properties of physical objects, there is a use-
ful, but fallible, test for a property’s being “intrinsic.” The test involves the idea of
a “perfect duplicating machine.” Readers of science fiction will be familiar with
that idea: one places any sort of physical object one likes in the “in” tray of this
useful device, and a perfect atom-for-atom duplicate of the object appears in its
“out” tray. If a property of the original object is intrinsic, it will be reproduced by
the machine; that is, it will be a property of the duplicate. Or, what is the same
thing, if a property is not reproduced by the machine, it is not intrinsic but rela-
tional. (The test really involves only the idea of two objects’ being perfect dupli-
cates; it does not essentially involve the idea of a machine that can make a perfect
duplicate of a given physical object, although imagining a perfect duplicating ma-
chine in operation is an intuitively useful way of imagining situations in which
there are perfect duplicates. It is fortunate that the idea of a perfect duplicating
machine is not essential to the test, because there is good reason to think that such
a machine is a quantum-mechanical impossibility.) Thus, if one makes a perfect
duplicate of, say, a woman who has met the Canadian prime minister, the dupli-
cate will not have met the prime minister (although she will no doubt think she
has); the property of having met the Canadian prime minister is therefore a rela-
tional property. But the property of having a mass of fourteen kilograms passes
the test because if an object has a mass of fourteen kilograms, so will a perfect du-
plicate of the object. It does not, alas, follow that this property is intrinsic, for
there are relational properties that will pass the test: being the same color as the
thing in the “in” tray, for example, or being in contact with a perfect duplicating
machine. I call the test “useful” for two reasons. First, failure is conclusive: a prop-
erty that fails the test has to be relational. Secondly, the relational properties that
pass the test are rather contrived. “If a property passes the test, it is intrinsic” is a
good rule of thumb.

We are now ready to explain the central idea employed in Bradley’s argument,
the distinction between internal and external relations. An internal relation is a

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 41



Chapter 242

 relation that holds between objects just because of their intrinsic properties; a rela-
tion is internal if the intrinsic properties of two (or more) objects settle the question
whether that relation holds between (or among) them. Thus, the relation “being
the same color as” is an internal relation because for any two objects, the intrinsic
properties of those objects settle the question whether that relation holds between
them—which is not surprising, since color is an intrinsic property. But spatial re-
lations, relations like “being between,” are external. For consider three objects, x,
y, and z, each of which has a spatial location. No matter how much you know
about the intrinsic properties of these three objects, this knowledge will not en-
able you to tell whether x is between y and z, for more or less the same reason that
aerial photographs of New York, Chicago, and San Francisco will not enable you
to tell whether Chicago is between New York and San Francisco.

Bradley’s argument has two main premises:

1. If there are two or more things, then there are external relations.
2. All relations are internal.

The first of these premises is at least somewhat plausible. This may be seen if we
try to imagine a World in which there are no external relations but which never-
theless contain two or more things. Suppose that one of these things has the prop-
erties A, B, C, . . . , and that the other has the properties X, Y, Z. . . . What would
make it the case that these were indeed two things having these two sets of proper-
ties rather than one thing having the properties A, B, C, . . . , X, Y, Z, . . . ? If the
World had the features the Common Western Metaphysics ascribes to the real
World, and if the two things were, say, chairs, it is clear enough what the answer to
this question would be: the chair having A, B, C, . . . is over here, and the chair
having X, Y, Z, . . . is over there, and, therefore, what has A, B, C, . . . is one thing,
and what has X, Y, Z, . . . is another. (Some philosophers think that, in addition to
the two chairs, there is a larger object “made of” the two chairs, the so-called sum
of the chairs. Assuming this thing does exist, however, it certainly does not have
the properties A, B, C, . . . , X, Y, Z, . . . . If, for example, A is the property of hav-
ing a mass of fifteen kilograms, and X is the property of having a mass of twenty
kilograms, the sum of the two chairs will not have either A or X; it will instead
have the property of having a mass of thirty-five kilograms.)

As far as physical things like chairs go, therefore, it seems plausible to suppose
that it is only because there are—or so we normally suppose—external relations
like spatial and temporal relations that the World can be “split up into” separate
things each with its own set of properties. And perhaps it is even plausible to sup-
pose that this principle also applies to non-physical things, although in that case it
might be hard to say what the external relations were. But let us assume for the
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sake of argument that this principle applies to all possible things; that is, let us
suppose the first premise of Bradley’s argument is true.

What about the second premise? Why is it supposed to be true that there are
only internal relations? Bradley has an argument for this thesis, an argument cele-
brated both for its influence and for its obscurity. The argument goes like this:

Suppose for the sake of argument that two things, x and y, are related by or
stand in a certain external relation, R. (For example, if R is the relation “. . . is
ten meters from . . . ,” then any two things ten meters apart are “related by” or
“stand in” R.) Since R is external, the fact that x and y stand in R does not de-
pend on the intrinsic properties of x and y. But then why do these two things
stand in that relation? What makes it true that they do? Or, to put the question
another way, what makes it true that x, y, and R stand in the relation “the two
things . . . and . . . stand in the external relation . . . ”? (Let us call this second
relation R*.) The fact that x, y, and R stand in R* cannot depend on the intrin-
sic properties of x, y, and R, for if it did, x and y would stand in R just because
of the intrinsic properties of x and y. Therefore, the second relation, R*, is also
an external relation. But if R* is an external relation, what makes it true that x,
y, and R stand in R*? Or, to put the question another way, what makes it true
that x, y, R, and R* stand in the relation “the two things . . . and . . . and the ex-
ternal relation . . . stand in the external relation . . . ”? (Let us call this third rela-
tion R**.) The fact that x, y, R, and R* stand in R** cannot depend on the
intrinsic properties of x, y, R, and R*, for if it did, x, y, and R would stand in R*
just because of the intrinsic properties of x, y, and R. Therefore, the third rela-
tion, R**, is an external relation.

It should be clear at this point that this style of argument can be carried on
without limit. No matter how far we go, some further external relation will be
“needed” to relate the things (the objects and the external relations) we have al-
ready considered. No matter how far we go, we shall never come to an internal
 relation whose holding makes it true that all the previously considered external
 relations hold.

Bradley’s reasoning so far is very complex and very abstract, but it seems to be
correct. But what is the point of it? The point depends on a further premise: that
the fact that a certain set of things stand in a given relation must somehow be
grounded in or explained by the intrinsic properties of those things. Bradley ar-
gues that the “infinite regress of external relations” that he has shown to exist—
the series the first few members of which we constructed above—shows that this
condition can never be satisfied by any external relation and that it is therefore
impossible for there to be external relations.
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All this reasoning seems to me to be plausible—with the crucial exception of
the “further premise” introduced in the preceding paragraph. This premise seems
to be just a way of saying that there are no external relations, for what is an exter-
nal relation if not a relation things can stand in without the fact that they stand in
it being grounded in their intrinsic properties?

Nevertheless, there is something puzzling about the idea of an external relation. To
get an intuitive sense of what is puzzling about external relations, let us consider spa-
tial relations, which are clear and easily visualizable examples of external relations.

Suppose the objects A and B are ten meters apart. What makes it true that A
and B are ten meters apart? What factor is it that allows a relation of spatial sepa-
ration like “being ten meters apart” to attach itself—so to speak—to one pair of
objects and yet not attach itself to another pair of apparently equally suitable ob-
jects? As we have seen, this factor cannot be a function of the intrinsic properties
of A and B, for there might be perfect duplicates of A and B that were not ten me-
ters apart. And it cannot be a function of their relational properties, for the only
relevant ones are spatial properties, and these cannot explain themselves; it cannot
be that A and B are ten meters apart because A and B are ten meters apart—and
it’s not much more helpful to say that A and B are ten meters apart because (say)
each is five meters from an object halfway between them. It is, moreover, no an-
swer to say that A and B are ten meters apart because they occupy points in or re-
gions of space that are ten meters apart. If there really are such things as points in
or regions of space, the relations of distance that hold between them are as much
external relations as the relations of distance that hold between material things
like tables and chairs. (And there is a further problem: the relation “is located at”
that holds between a material thing and a certain point in or region of space
would also be an external relation.)

Spatial and other external relations would therefore seem to raise the following
puzzle: it seems there is nothing about the objects they hold between that could
explain the fact that such relations hold between them. The fact that a given exter-
nal relation holds between two objects, therefore, has to be a kind of “brute” or ul-
timate fact. The fact that two things are the same color can be explained; one
object is, say, red and the other is red, too. The fact that two things are ten meters
apart, however, can have no explanation at all; it just is a fact and that’s all there is
to be said about it.

In the preceding two paragraphs, I have tried to give some sense of what the
Absolute Idealist may have found puzzling about the idea of external relations.
Perhaps Bradley’s elaborate argument was an attempt at an articulation of this in-
tuitive sense of the existence of a puzzle. But is there really a puzzle here? Suppose
the fact that a certain external relation holds between two objects is a brute fact.
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What’s so bad about brute facts? Surely there must be some brute facts somewhere
in the World? If we are determined to be puzzled by brute facts, we shall find that
internal relations and the intrinsic properties in which they are grounded also
present us with problems about brute facts. The fact that A is the same shape as B
is explained by the properties of A and B. But what explains the fact that A is the
shape it is—spherical, say? Let us call the relation that holds between a thing and
its properties ‘having’. So the thing A has the property of sphericity or being
spherical. But what explains the fact that the thing and the property stand in that
relation? There does not seem to be anything we can point to. The only fact about
A we can point to that seems at all relevant is the fact that A is spherical. And the
only fact about sphericity we can point to is that it is one of the properties of A.
But these facts yield no explanation. The fact that A is spherical does not explain
the fact that A has the property of being spherical, and the fact that the property
of being spherical is one of the properties of A does not explain the fact that A has
the property of being spherical.

It seems, therefore, that if Bradley’s enormously complicated argument for the
conclusion that there are no external relations is of any value, a much simpler ar-
gument that appeals to some of the same principles can be used to show that there
are not even any intrinsic properties—and, of course, if there are no intrinsic
properties, there are no internal relations, because internal relations are by defini-
tion relations grounded in intrinsic properties.

This conclusion, however, is very hard to accept. If it is right, it is hard to see
how one could be even a Monist. Even a Monist must believe that the One exists
(whatever the Monist’s favorite name for the One may be) and that it has some in-
trinsic properties. The Monist may indeed insist—many Monists have insisted—
that none of the properties of the One can be known by the finite human intellect.
The Monist may insist that none of the properties of the One is in any way even re-
motely analogous to the properties ordinary people mistakenly ascribe to the indi-
vidual objects of the world of appearance. But the conclusion we reached in the
preceding paragraph by reasoning that seems to be just as convincing as Bradley’s is
much stronger than this. This conclusion is not that there are no properties that
can be grasped by the finite human intellect. It is not that there are only properties
that are not even remotely analogous to the properties ordinary people believe in. It
is that there are no properties at all. And this is inconsistent with Monism. We
mentioned a moment ago those Monists who hold that none of the properties of
the One can be known by the finite human intellect. Their position is not coher-
ent, for in the very act of saying this they ascribe a property to the One, a property
their own finite human intellects are perfectly capable of grasping: the property
“being a thing having no properties the finite human intellect can grasp.” And
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there are certainly lots of properties that all Monists agree the One has. The prop-
erty “being the one real thing,” for example, belongs to the One by definition. It is
not my purpose to make much of this incoherency into which some Monists have
fallen; I wish only to point out that, whatever they may say in an incautious mo-
ment, all Monists really believe that the One has certain intrinsic properties and
that, therefore, any argument showing that there are no intrinsic properties refutes
Monism.

The bottom line is this: Bradley’s argument for the conclusion that there can-
not be, in reality, two or more things depends on his argument for the conclusion
that there are no external relations. And if this very complicated argument is cor-
rect, a much simpler argument that claims to show that there are no intrinsic
properties is correct. But if there are no intrinsic properties, then not even the
One can exist. Thus, the principles of reasoning Bradley uses in his attempt to re-
fute the existence of a plurality of things, if valid, refute even the existence of the
One. If these principles were correct, reality would be neither one nor many; exis-
tence itself would be self-contradictory.

We have looked at two philosophical arguments for Monism. It is impossible
to establish a negative conclusion by examining two or three cases: one cannot
prove there are no black swans by examining two swans and seeing that they are
white. And, similarly, one cannot prove there are no satisfactory arguments for
Monism by examining two arguments for Monism and showing them to be un-
satisfactory. Still, the prospects for establishing Monism by philosophical argu-
ment at this point appear bleak, if only because the two arguments we have
examined (those of Spinoza and Bradley) are the two best-known and most influ-
ential arguments for that conclusion.

What reasons other than philosophical argument might one have for accepting
Monism? I know of only one other reason people have had for being Monists:
some people have been Monists because they claim to have had a certain sort of
experience that shows that individuality is an illusion. Obviously, the experience
they appeal to cannot be ordinary sense experience, because ordinary sense experi-
ence (sight and hearing and so on) represents the World to us as composed of a
multitude of individual things. The experience they appeal to is rather what is
usually called religious or mystical experience. Some people claim to have had
 experiences—extraordinary experiences, quite unlike anything that occurs in
everyday life—in which it has been revealed to them that the World has the fea-
tures we have ascribed to the One. These experiences may simply happen to a per-
son, “out of a clear blue sky,” so to speak, or they may be the result of taking
drugs, or they may be achieved only after long training in various spiritual disci-
plines associated with certain Eastern religious traditions. Whatever the occasion
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for them, however, the people who have them are convinced that they are sources
of knowledge and that one of the most important pieces of knowledge one gains
from them is that individuality is an illusion.

Those who have such experiences are generally agreed that the experiences are
ineffable—that it is absolutely impossible to describe either what it is like to have
them or to give an adequate description of the knowledge one gains by having
them. But they are also generally agreed that certain very abstract statements can
be made about what is revealed in these experiences. And one of these statements
is that the experiences reveal that individuality is an illusion, that our belief in
many individual things is like the belief of our ancestors in the revolution of the
heavens: these beliefs have their origins in the way the World appears to us and
not in the way the World really is. Thus, according to these claims, certain experi-
ences have revealed to certain human beings that there is no such thing as the sun
and no such thing as the Taj Mahal, or else they have revealed that the sun and the
Taj Mahal are the very same thing, the One. The following quotation from
William James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience contains several examples of
the kind of language used by those who believe that the truth of some form of
Monism has been revealed to them in mystical experience:

‘That art Thou!’ say the Upanishads, and the Vedantists add: ‘Not a part, nor a
mode of That, but identically That, that absolute Spirit of the World.’ “As pure
water poured into pure water remains the same, thus, O Gautama, is the Self of
a thinker who knows. Water in water, fire in fire, ether in ether, no one can dis-
tinguish them; likewise a man whose mind has entered into the Self.” “‘Every
man,’ says the Sufi Gulshan-Râz, ‘whose heart is no longer shaken by any
doubt, knows with certainty that there is no being save only One. . . . In his di-
vine majesty the me, the we, the thou are not found, for in the One there can be
no distinction. Every being who is annulled and entirely separated from him-
self, hears resound outside of him this voice and this echo: I am God. . . .’”13

Most readers of this book (like its author) will not have had experiences that have
convinced them that individuality is unreal. The question naturally arises, What
should those of us who have not had mystical experiences conclude on the basis of
the claims of those who have? This is a large question, and it cannot be adequately
investigated in a book about metaphysics. I will mention only that it is not the
unanimous verdict of those who have claimed to have mystical experiences that
there are no individual things. This is illustrated in the following quotation,
which is from the writings of Saint Teresa of Avila, a sixteenth-century Spanish
nun, who was one of the great Christian mystics:
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One day, being in orison [meditation], it was granted to me to perceive in one
instant how all things are seen and contained in God. I did not perceive them in
their proper form, and nevertheless the view I had of them was of a sovereign
clearness and has remained vividly impressed upon my soul. It is one of the
most signal of the graces which the Lord has granted me.

It may not be absolutely clear in every respect what Saint Teresa means to convey
in this passage, but it seems evident that her words imply that although “all
things” may be “seen and contained in” God they nevertheless exist and are what
we have been calling individual things. And there would seem to be no reason to
suppose her visions to be of any less authority than those of the Eastern mystics
whose visions supposedly reveal that there are no distinct individual things. And
Saint Teresa is not an isolated case: many others have reported mystical experi-
ences that seem to imply the existence of distinct individual things. We cannot
therefore appeal to the authority of mystical experience to show that Monism
gives the true account of ultimate reality. That the Eastern mystics nevertheless
know, on the basis of their experiences, that there is no individuality certainly re-
mains a possibility, but there does not seem to be any way for those of us who do
not have such experiences to investigate this possibility further.

Neither philosophical argument nor mystical experience (or, rather, the written
accounts of mystical experiences available to those of us who do not have such ex-
periences) has given us any reason to reject the thesis, central to the Common
Western Metaphysic, that individuality is a real feature of the way the World is. Let
us therefore tentatively conclude that one feature of ultimate reality is that there are
individual things. We should note that this conclusion is rather weak; it is not a
part of this conclusion that the individual things that really exist are the individual
things we ordinarily believe in. We have not concluded that Julius Caesar or the
sun or the Taj Mahal exist but only that some individual things or other exist.

Suggestions for Further Reading

Spinoza’s Ethics is printed in its entirety in Spinoza: Selections. This collection is
easily available and inexpensive, but some scholars are unhappy with the Stirling
and White Translation of the Ethics that Wild has used. E. M. Curley’s recent
translation of the Ethics (included in Curley’s The Collected Works of Spinoza) is
highly thought of. Spinoza’s argument for Monism occurs in Part I of the Ethics.
Like the beginning student of Kant, the beginning student of Spinoza needs a
guide. Bennett’s A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics is recommended. An excellent discus-
sion of the argument for monism can be found in Chapter 3.
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Blackman’s Classics of Analytical Metaphysics contains a very useful selection of
writings related to Bradley’s argument for the conclusion that all relations are in -
ternal: Chapters II and III of Bradley’s Appearance and Reality (“Substantive and
Adjective” and “Relation and Quality”), Bradley’s “On Appearance, Error and Con -
tradiction” (a criticism of the “pluralistic” position that had recently been taken by
Bertrand Russell in his Principles of Mathematics), Russell’s reply, “Some Expla -
nations in Reply to Mr. Bradley,” and Bradley’s rejoinder, “Reply to Mr. Russell’s
 Explanations.”

There are a great many excellent textbooks devoted wholly or partly to Eastern
religions and Eastern philosophy. I have found Hutchinson’s Paths of Faith to be
very useful. William James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience is a classic treat-
ment of the question whether we can learn metaphysical truths from mystical or
religious experience. Readers of this book will find Lectures XVI and XVII partic-
ularly interesting.

Notes

1. In ordinary usage, the term ‘substance’ is often used in the sense in which we are
using ‘stuff ’. Thus, someone who claims to have seen a flying saucer may report that it
was made of “a silvery, metallic substance.” But the word ‘substance’ has a special, tra-
ditional meaning in metaphysics, a meaning close to the meaning of our term ‘indi-
vidual thing’. We shall not use the word ‘substance’ in this traditional sense in the
present book, but it would be inadvisable for us to use it in the ordinary sense of
‘stuff ’, for that usage might sow the seeds of later confusion in those readers—I hope
they are many—who go on to read other books about metaphysics.

2. The word ‘nihilism’ has several meanings in philosophy. It is often used for the
thesis that morality is an illusion—that in reality there are no moral constraints on hu-
man conduct.

3. This is one way to interpret the metaphysical consequences of modern physics
and chemistry. Another way would be this: today we know that no region of space is
entirely filled with bronze (or any other stuff ). On that interpretation, the thesis
“Every region of space entirely filled with bronze is such that every smaller region con-
tained within it is also entirely filled with bronze” is not false but vacuous—that is,
there are no regions entirely filled with bronze for it to apply to. It is like the thesis
that all unicorns have pointed ears.

4. There is another kind of Nihilism, which was suggested to me by my former col-
league Jonathan Bennett. According to this view, properties can be “present” or “instan-
tiated” in certain regions of space even if nothing (no individual thing and no stuff )
in that region has them. Thus, for example, redness might be “spread out through” a
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certain region of space, even though there is nothing (no individual thing and no stuff )
in that region and, therefore, nothing red in that region. I am unable to pursue this fas-
cinating suggestion, since the only way I can see for a property to be present in a region
of space is for it to be a property of some thing or stuff present in that region.

5. The word “monism” is sometimes used for the thesis that there exists only one
kind of individual thing—that all individual things are material, for example, or that
they are all mental. Used in this sense, it is opposed to “dualism.”

6. It is customary in current philosophical writing to use the word “part” in such a
way that everything is, by definition, a part of itself. The Taj Mahal, for example, is
said to be a “part” of the Taj Mahal—its largest part, the part including all the others.
Philosophers who use the word “part” in this way call the other parts of the Taj
 Mahal—its parts other than itself, its parts in the usual sense of the word—its “proper
parts.” Various technical advantages are gained by using the word ‘part’ in this way,
but I think this usage is likely to confuse beginners in philosophy, and I shall therefore
in this book use “part” in the usual way: a part of a thing will always be one of the
“lesser” objects that together make up that thing.

7. In his book Time and Eternity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1952),
W. T. Stace maintains, in effect, that although the poetic language employed in vari-
ous Hindu sacred texts often seems to imply the third version of Monism, the second
version is really the considered Hindu position (p. 162).

8. The Ethics Demonstrated in Geometrical Order was published in 1677, shortly af-
ter Spinoza’s death. The book was published posthumously partly because Spinoza con-
tinued to revise it throughout his life and partly because its monism was incompatible
with Christianity and Judaism, which could have caused considerable difficulty for
Spinoza even in the relatively liberal religious climate of late seventeenth-century Hol-
land. (Spinoza, a Jew, was expelled from the Amsterdam synagogue because of his reli-
gious views.) Although the book, as its title indicates, deals largely with ethical matters,
it begins with an extensive exposition and defense of Spinoza’s metaphysic, on which
his ethical theory is based. (As a matter of fact, the initial metaphysical part of the
Ethics has attracted far more attention and commentary in the three hundred years
since its publication than the later ethical part.) The perhaps puzzling allusion to geom-
etry in the full title stems from the fact that the Ethics is arranged like a geometry text-
book, with definitions, axioms, postulates, theorems, corollaries, and proofs.

9. This discussion of Spinoza’s argument for Monism does not employ Spinoza’s
technical vocabulary.

10. I do not mean to imply that this premise is the only weak point in Spinoza’s ar-
gument; it is simply the weak point that is relevant to our present topic. Almost all
philosophers would agree that Spinoza’s argument for the conclusion that there must
exist an absolutely independent being is invalid, and almost every feature of Part I of
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the Ethics (which is where Spinoza’s argument for Monism is to be found) has been
disputed by some commentator.

11. It can be plausibly argued that Spinoza was an atheist, though he can hardly be
described as a typical atheist. Philosophers have been reluctant to apply the word ‘athe-
ist’ to Spinoza for two closely related reasons. First, he applied the word ‘God’ to his
version of the One, and he regarded this label as both important and appropriate. Sec-
ondly, his emotional attitude toward the one absolutely independent being was very
similar in many respects to certain emotions theists feel toward God. Typical atheists
have an aversion to the word ‘God’, and they regard the feelings Spinoza had for the
One as feelings people should not have about anything. My own opinion is that it is
technically correct to call Spinoza an atheist (since Spinoza does not believe there is
anything to which the word ‘God’ applies, in what I regard as the proper sense of the
term) but that it would be very misleading to do so.

12. Logic would seem to dictate that the term ‘theism’ be used for the thesis that
some things, but not all things, are God (or gods); the term ‘monotheism’ would then
be used for the thesis that there is one God, and the term ‘polytheism’—from Greek
‘poly’, meaning ‘many’—for the thesis that there are many Gods (or gods). In actual
usage, however, the term ‘theism’ means the same as ‘monotheism’, ‘monotheism’ be-
ing reserved for contexts in which the alternatives being considered are belief in one
God and polytheism—as, for example, when one describes the development of
monotheism among the ancient Jews—, and ‘theism’ for contexts in which the alter-
natives are belief in one God and atheism.

13. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: Mentor Books,
1958), pp. 321f. The book is based on James’s Gifford Lectures, which were delivered
at the University of Edinburgh in 1901–1902.
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3

Externality

One of the most important features of the Common Western Metaphysic is its
thesis that the sun and the Taj Mahal and Caesar (or, at any rate, Caesar’s body)
are not only individual things but are also things that exist independently of the
mind. It is a part of the Common Western Metaphysic that there exist objects that
are in no sense mental, that not everything that exists or occurs exists or occurs
within the mind. This thesis is sometimes expressed by the statement that there
exists “an external world,” that is, a world of individual things external to the
mind. But not all philosophers have accepted the existence of an external world,
and of those who have, many have thought that the existence of an external world
was sufficiently unobvious that it would be a good idea to have some sort of proof
of or strong argument for its existence.1 Why have philosophers not simply re-
garded the existence of an external world as something so obvious it need never be
called into question? The answer seems to be that most philosophers—or at least
most European philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—have
been certain of the existence of an “internal world,” of the world of the mind.
And they have observed that the factors that made them certain of the existence of
the mind and its contents did not apply in the case of external objects. Let us ex-
amine the sources of this certainty and this observation.

Suppose you find yourself with a persistent sharp pain in your left shoulder. You
go to a doctor, who, after some examination, is unable to find any organic cause for
the pain. The doctor says to you, “There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with
your shoulder. Are you sure you’re in pain?” The natural response to this question
would be indignation; you would assume that the doctor was accusing you—using
a somewhat ironic turn of phrase—of pretending to be in pain. But suppose the
doctor disclaimed any such intent. Suppose the doctor went on to say, “No, no, I’m

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 53



Chapter 354

sure you’re perfectly sincere. I just thought you might be making an honest error.
Nobody’s perfect, after all. We all make mistakes. Maybe you’re not really in pain.”
These words make no sense at all. Although a person may be mistaken about the
intensity of a certain pain—the coward may describe as excruciating a level of pain
the stoic will say is all in a day’s work—no one can say sincerely, “There’s a pain in
my shoulder,” and be mistaken. Whether one is in pain is one of the few things one
can be absolutely certain about. Why this is true is an interesting question, but it is
not one we need to go into at present. The fact to note at present is that one cannot
be mistaken about one’s own pain or about any other sort of feeling: one cannot be
mistaken about whether one is feeling warm or cold or nauseated or elated or de-
pressed. And what holds for feelings holds for thoughts. If a friend asks you what
you are thinking about, and you reply that you are thinking about the meaning of
life, your friend cannot sensibly ask, “Are you sure? Isn’t it possible that you’re really
thinking about whether to buy a new car?” Or rather, your friend can ask this, but
only as a way of questioning your truthfulness. (In that case, the question would be
a way of saying, “Come on, you can’t fool me. Tell me what you’re really thinking
about. It’s buying a car, isn’t it?”)

What is common to thoughts and feelings is that both are in the mind. The
general lesson of our examples is that one cannot be mistaken about the present
content of one’s own mind.2 It is for this reason that many of the philosophers
who have believed in individual things have taken it for granted that at least some
of them are mental. The reasoning that underlies this conviction may be spelled
out in detail as follows. One cannot be mistaken about one’s feelings and
thoughts, and, therefore, since we all believe that we have feelings and thoughts, it
must be that feelings and thoughts exist. And these feelings and thoughts must
either themselves be individual things or else be modifications of individual
things. If they are modifications of individual things, the things of which they are
modifications must be mental. (A feeling or thought couldn’t be a modification of
something material or physical, could it—any more than a knot or a wrinkle could
be a modification of something that wasn’t physical?) Therefore, given that indi-
vidual things exist at all, at least some of them must be mental.

It is clear that any argument to show that at least some individual things must
be non-mental must be of a very different sort from this argument, for we do not
have grounds for claiming to be absolutely certain that non-mental things exist
that are at all similar to our grounds for being certain about the contents of our
own minds. If there is any doubt about this, it may be dispelled by considering a
famous argument invented by the seventeenth-century French philosopher René
Descartes. Descartes pointed out that it would be quite possible for some im-
mensely powerful spirit—he called it an “evil genius”—to deceive us about the
exis tence of the external world. (The phrase ‘evil genius’ may suggest to the  present-
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day reader that Descartes was imagining a mad scientist. But the original meaning
of the word ‘genius’ was ‘spirit’.) We could conceive of the evil genius as being pow-
erful and clever enough to be able to supply us with sensations just like the ones we
should be receiving from external objects if those objects existed, even though there
are in fact no such objects. If there were indeed an evil genius engaged in this activ-
ity, then things would look and feel to us exactly as if there were an external
world—things would look and feel exactly as they do now—and we should there-
fore believe that there was an external world when there was no such thing. The
evil genius would thus be able to deceive us about the existence of an external
world. And yet even the evil genius would be unable to deceive us about what was
going on in our own minds. (Imagine, for example, the task the evil  genius would
be faced with if it had to convince Tom—who is not experiencing any pain—that
he has an intense pain in his chest; or imagine the task of convincing Jane—who is
a militant atheist—that she is a devout Mormon.)

It would seem therefore that we can be absolutely certain that at least some indi-
vidual things are mental and cannot be absolutely certain that there are non-mental
individual things. Might it be that all individual things are mental? The thesis that
all things are mental—that nothing exists apart from the mind and its contents—is,
as we saw in Chapter 2, called idealism (‘idea’ being a word that some philosophers
have found it convenient to use for thoughts and feelings and any other things that
exist only as contents of the mind). As we have seen, some idealists, the Absolute
Idealists, have rejected individuality. Others—the  eighteenth-century  Anglo-Irish
philosopher George Berkeley, Bishop of Cloyne, is the most famous  example—
have accepted the existence of individual things. If Berkeley is right, then all indi-
vidual things are mental, a thesis that would certainly seem to be inconsistent with
what ordinary people believe. Interestingly enough, however, Berkeley claimed not
to be offering a theory inconsistent with the beliefs of ordinary people but rather to
be giving a careful account of what ordinary people  believed.

A great many philosophers have found this claim that Berkeley made for his phi-
losophy highly implausible. They would contend that ordinary people believe in an
external world, a world of external things, a world of things that are in no sense
 mental—things such as trees and buildings and snowballs and stars. Berkeley would
reply that this contention misrepresents what ordinary people believe. If you had
asked Berkeley what, say, a snowball was, he would have told you, first, that it was
nothing apart from its properties (for example, its roundness, hardness, whiteness,
and coldness) and that all its properties were modifications of the mind. That is,
Berkeley would have denied that there was anything “to” the snowball but its proper-
ties, and he would have denied that any of its properties could exist apart from
the mind. And this is just what ordinary people believe, Berkeley maintains. Only
a metaphysician, Berkeley tells us, could believe there was an unperceivable
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 “something” that was somehow present together with the perceivable roundness, the
perceivable hardness, the perceivable whiteness, and the perceivable coldness. We all
believe that we can see and feel snowballs. No ordinary person would say a snowball
was invisible or intangible, after all. But, in the strict sense, all we ever see are colors
and shapes, and the only things ever detected by the sense of touch are shapes and
tactile qualities like hardness and coldness. Therefore, a snowball (or any other object
present to the senses) must be composed of colors and shapes and tactile qualities.
And colors and shapes and tactile qualities cannot exist apart from the mind.

Proponents of the Common Western Metaphysic will reply by disputing
Berkeley’s thesis that there is nothing “to” an object present to the senses but its
properties or qualities. They will contend that in addition to the roundness, hard-
ness, whiteness, and coldness of the snowball, there must be something “there”
that is not itself a property but which has the properties of roundness, hardness,
whiteness, and coldness. And they will add that both this thing and its properties
could exist apart from the mind: even if there were no human beings or other
creatures with minds, there could still be round, hard, white, cold objects.3 That is
to say, they will affirm against Berkeley the existence of an external world.4

What reasons might there be for rejecting, with Berkeley, the existence of an
external world? Berkeley gives many arguments for the absurdity (as he sees it) of
believing in things independent of the mind, but perhaps the simplest and most
appealing is based on this simple question: If there is an external world, how do
we know anything about what it is like or whether it exists? Consider the snowball
we perceive—the round, hard, white, cold thing. If in addition to the perceived
snowball there is an “external” snowball, a thing that is the common cause of the
roundness, the hardness, the whiteness, and the coldness we perceive, what is it
like? We cannot say that it is round or hard or white or cold, for these are proper-
ties that exist only in the mind.

At this point the reader may want to break in and protest that it seems absurd to
say that roundness is a property that exists only in the mind. As we have noted, it
may be somewhat plausible to say that colors exist only in the mind, but it seems
much less plausible to say this about shapes. Berkeley’s defense of the thesis that
roundness and other shapes exist only in the mind is sufficiently interesting to be
worth a brief digression. Berkeley contends that there is not just one kind of round-
ness but two: “visual” roundness and “tactile” roundness. If one looks at a snowball
one is not touching, one perceives a certain property, a property whose presence one
reports by saying, “It’s round.” If one handles a snowball in the dark, one perceives
an entirely different property, a property whose presence one reports by using the
same words: “It’s round.” One uses the same words to report the presence of either
property only because the two properties are always found together; more exactly,
experience shows that when one is having both visual and tactile sensations of the
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same object, one either perceives both properties or else perceives neither. Neverthe-
less, when we stop to think about it, when we turn our gaze inward, as it were, and
carefully examine our sensations, we see that these two properties in no way resem-
ble each other. Therefore, there is, strictly speaking, no such property as roundness.
There are only the two properties “visual roundness” and “tactile roundness.” And
each of these two properties, considered by itself, is obviously something that cannot
exist apart from the mind. The fact that visual “roundness” exists independently of
touch and the fact that tactile “roundness” exists independently of vision conspire to
produce the illusion that there is one property called ‘roundness’ and that it exists in-
dependently of both touch and vision. And this point may be generalized. Each of
our words for a shape (‘triangular’, ‘cubical’, and so on) really stands for two proper-
ties, a visual property and a tactile property. This fact misleads us into thinking that
shapes are a kind of thing capable of existing independently of the mind.

If, therefore, there were a “real” snowball, a thing existing independently of the
mind, it could not have a color or a shape or any tactile property. Nor, says Berke-
ley, could it have properties in any way resembling roundness or hardness or white-
ness or coldness, for (he tells us) nothing can be like an idea but another idea—that
is, a thing existing in the mind (which is where hardness, whiteness, coldness, and
both kinds of roundness exist) can resemble only other things existing in the mind.
The nature of a mind-independent thing, what it was like, would therefore be com-
pletely unknowable to us.

And not only could we have no idea what such things were like, but we could
have no reason to believe they existed. After all, we have no way to “get behind” our
sensations and observe the (by definition) unobservable things that are supposedly
causing them. It is true that we can sometimes infer the existence of things we can-
not observe from the features of things we can observe. Robinson Crusoe, for exam-
ple, can infer the existence of a person he cannot see from a footprint he finds in the
sand. But this is possible only because we sometimes do observe people and we
sometimes observe them leaving footprints. The hypothetical external things that
cause our sensations, however, are in principle unobservable, and whatever proper-
ties they have are properties that correspond to nothing in our experience. Berkeley
concludes that if the objects we think about and talk about in everyday life (snow-
balls, chairs, trees, and so on) were really mind- independent objects, we should have
to be thoroughgoing skeptics about them: we should have to admit that we had no
reason to believe they existed and that we could say nothing about what they might
be like if they did exist. The wages of belief in an external world is skepticism.

If Berkeley had said nothing but what we have so far represented him as saying,
there would be a very obvious objection to his argument: He has told us nothing
about where our sensations come from. And, because our sensations come to us in
a coherent order, this is a question that requires some sort of answer. If I am carried
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blindfolded to a certain spot, and my blindfold is then removed and I see a rose
garden, what is the cause of the visual sensations (the colors and shapes) I then ex-
perience? Could they somehow come from within me? Am I their source? The
solipsist (see note 4) thinks this, but Berkeley denies it, and it does seem rather im-
plausible. In dreams I experience colors and shapes, and for all I know these colors
and shapes arise from some source inside myself. But dreams are fragmentary and
incoherent and vague, whereas the series of experiences I have as I observe the rose
garden, and perhaps not only see stationary rose bushes but also watch gardeners
and rose fanciers and dogs passing upon their lawful occasions, are integrated and
coherent and sharp. Nothing could be more unlike a dream. When I think about
it, it seems inconceivable that I have within myself the resources to fabricate (with-
out any awareness that that is what I am doing) this very undreamlike series of
 experiences. And if I consider the whole body of my experiences, from the earliest
time I can remember to the present, it seems, so to speak, even more inconceivable
that I am their author.

Very well then, the solipsists are wrong. My sensations—my experiences of col-
ors and shapes and textures and sounds and tastes and smells—come from a
source outside myself. What is this source? The Common Western Metaphysic
has an answer to this question. Their source is the external world, the world of
mind-independent physical objects like rose bushes and dogs and (the bodies of )
gardeners and rose-fanciers. (The postulation of an external world also explains
why it is that the sensations of two people can be coordinated in such a way that
communication about what they are observing is possible: they are observing the
same objects from different perspectives.) But what is Berkeley’s answer?

Since Berkeley admits the existence of nothing but minds and their modifica-
tions, he must say that the cause of my experiences lies within some mind, or
minds, other than my own. And this is just what he does say: the cause of my ex-
periences is God. God, like you and me, is a mind—the Supreme Mind. Since He
is the source of all being, He has created everything besides Himself and at every
moment holds everything besides Himself in existence—“everything besides
Himself ” being just all the minds besides Himself, since minds and their modifi-
cations are the only things there are. As a part of His general activity of creating
other minds and holding them in existence from moment to moment, God sup-
plies them with modifications and, in particular, with sensations. Moreover, He
coordinates the series of sensations that come to different minds. If you and I are
standing side by side and together enjoying the view of a rose garden and talking
about the roses, the visual sensations the two of us have will be very similar but,
owing to our slightly different perspectives, not quite the same. And they will not
only be similar, but similar in a very precise way. They will “fit together,” as we
might say, like adjacent pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. If this were not so, the fact
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would very quickly become evident to us. (“What do you mean, ‘That’s an inter-
esting variety’? There are no roses there. You’re pointing at a trash bin.”)

According to Berkeley, this is just how God creates rose gardens: by precisely
coordinating the series of sensations that come to certain minds, the minds we call
observers of rose gardens. More generally, this is how God creates what Berkeley
in a famous phrase calls “all the furniture of earth” (i.e., all the things usually
called physical objects; in Berkeley’s day the word ‘furniture’ was not yet tied
down to domestic movables). He carefully coordinates the sensations that come to
human minds in such a way that a common world is available to these minds.

Berkeley stoutly denies the charge that his theory represents God as creating
the illusion of a world of snowballs and rose bushes and trash bins. No, says Berke-
ley, in causing sensations of roundness and hardness and whiteness and coldness
to be present in a carefully coordinated way in the minds of various people, God
thereby causes a round, hard, white, cold thing really to exist—the coordinated
presence of roundness, hardness, whiteness, and coldness in various minds is what
it is for a round, hard, white, cold thing really to exist5—and, therefore, those of
us who report the presence of a round, hard, white, cold thing when God puts
certain sensations into our minds are under no illusion.

There is a further role that the activity of God plays in Berkeley’s metaphysic.
This activity makes the existence of unobserved objects possible—or, rather,
makes possible the existence of objects unobserved by any human being, for noth-
ing is unobserved by God. This role for the activity of God has been celebrated in
two well-known limericks:

There was once a man who said, “God
Must think it exceedingly odd
If he finds that this tree
Continues to be
When there’s no one about in the Quad.”

Dear Sir,

Your astonishment’s odd:
I am always about in the Quad.
And that’s why the tree
Will continue to be,
Since observed by

Yours faithfully,
God.6
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There does not seem to be any other way for an idealist to account for the or-
der in which our sensations come to us than to follow Berkeley’s lead and ascribe
this order to the activity of God. A person who accepts the existence of an external
world can (at least as far as anything we have said so far goes) be a theist or an
atheist or an agnostic. But someone who rejects the existence of the external world
has no real option but belief in a Supreme Mind. (It is worth noting that Berkeley
gave the following subtitle to his Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous: “In
Opposition to Sceptics and Atheists.”) It is better to say “a Supreme Mind” in this
context than “God,” because the mind idealism requires in order to account for
the order of our sensations need not have all the attributes traditionally ascribed
to God.7 But let us continue to use the word ‘God’ for the Supreme Mind, and let
us call the thesis that there is a Supreme Mind ‘theism’.

It will be convenient at this point to introduce some additional terminology.
Let us call the doctrine that there exists an external world ‘externalism’. (External-
ism, as we have seen, is an important component of the Common Western Meta-
physic.) And let us call the doctrine that the external world is the cause of the
order in which our sensations come to us ‘realism’. Is realism or idealism the more
reasonable thesis? It might be argued that realism is the more reasonable since ide-
alism requires those who accept it also to accept a very strong and far-reaching
thesis (theism) while realism requires only that those who accept it also accept the
relatively weak thesis of externalism.

The general principle this argument appeals to is sound enough. (It is called
Occam’s Razor, in honor of the medieval philosopher William of Ockham, who is
usually credited with having first explicitly formulated it.) Suppose, for example,
that there are two theories about a certain murder that account equally well for
the evidence the police have collected. One theory is that the murder was the
work of a robber who was surprised by the victim in the act of committing a rob-
bery. The other is that the murder was the work of a vast (and hitherto completely
unknown) international conspiracy. The former theory is obviously preferable to
the latter, and it is preferable just because it accounts for the available evidence on
the basis of an assumption much weaker than the assumption the latter theory re-
quires. Given the premise that externalism is a weaker assumption than theism,
we should accept realism and reject idealism. But is this premise in fact true?

The idealist (if we may judge from Berkeley’s conduct of the idealist’s case) will
reject this premise and argue as follows.

We already know that minds exist. We know from our own case what minds are
like, since each of us is a mind. Theism requires only that we postulate an addi-
tional mind, an additional thing of a sort we already understand. Externalism,
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on the other hand, requires us to postulate the existence of something that bears
no relation to anything in our experience: we must postulate a whole world of
“some things we know not what.” For, as we have seen, this hypothetical “exter-
nal world” is not only composed of things having properties we can form no
conception of, but of things whose properties can in no way resemble any prop-
erty we can conceive of. God may be vastly, even infinitely, greater than our-
selves, and our understanding of Him may fall far short of His reality, but the
fact that He is a mind like ourselves allows our understanding to get at least
some sort of foothold in His nature. The so-called external world, however, if it
existed, would offer us no such foothold. It would be entirely mysterious and
unknowable to us. To assume the existence of an entity entirely mysterious and
unknowable to us is certainly to make a very strong assumption, stronger than
the assumption of the existence of something of the same sort as ourselves, even
if that thing is infinitely greater than ourselves. (And let us not forget that an
 external world would be vastly, perhaps infinitely, greater than ourselves.)

This reply rests on Berkeley’s analysis of what it would be for there to be an ex-
ternal world, and it is plausible to just the degree that that analysis is plausible. Up
to this point, our presentation of Berkeley’s metaphysic has been almost entirely
sympathetic and uncritical. It is time to raise the question of what can be said
against Berkeley’s analysis of what it would be for there to be an external world.

Berkeley’s analysis of what it would be for there to be an external world is deter-
mined by his analysis of the nature of what he calls the furniture of earth; if the na-
ture of the furniture of earth is what he says it is, then his analysis of the external
world follows almost automatically: the external world is a hypothetical “some-
thing” in addition to the furniture of earth. Let us devise a less poetical and more
descriptive name for the furniture of earth: we shall call the items it comprises ‘ob-
jects of our common perception and discourse’—or ‘common objects’, for short.
This phrase is meant to call attention to the following feature of certain objects:
more than one human being can perceive them (unlike, say, the pain in my shoul-
der or the colors and shapes I am aware of in immediate conscious experience,
which I alone can perceive), and they are the objects we talk to one another about
and call one another’s attention to as we conduct the ordinary business of life.8

We have already given many examples of such objects: the sun, the Taj Mahal,
trees, chairs, rosebushes, dogs. . . . Both the idealist and the realist believe in com-
mon objects; idealists and realists differ about the nature of common objects,
about what they are. In this respect, they may be compared to two travelers who
are arguing about whether the dark mass on the horizon is a mountain range or a
bank of clouds; each can perceive the dark mass, and each can refer to it and speak
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of it to the other. (Although the two travelers have very different opinions about
its nature, there is nevertheless one thing they are arguing about. It is not as if one
of them were saying of one thing that it was a mountain range and the other were
saying of something else that it was a cloud bank.) If Berkeley and his fellow ideal-
ists are right about the nature of common objects, the external world, the world of
non-mental objects, is something (“something, we know not what”) in addition to
the totality of common objects. If, however, the realists are right about the nature
of common objects, the external world, the world of non-mental objects, just is
the totality of common objects.

I venture to suggest that Berkeley’s analysis of the nature of common objects is
based on two very doubtful assumptions. It will be easier to state these assump-
tions if we first define the notion of a sensible property of a common object. By
sensible properties of common objects we mean those properties of common ob-
jects, or of the stuffs they are made of, that are closely related to sensation. A prop-
erty is a sensible property of a common object if one can tell, without making use
of any special knowledge, whether something possesses that property by looking
at the object or touching it or listening to it or smelling it or tasting it. (Someone
might be able to tell by its taste that a certain mixture contained quinine. But this
ability would require special knowledge: knowledge of how quinine tastes.) Thus,
roundness and hardness and whiteness and coldness are sensible properties, but
electrical conductivity and chemical valence are not. The two assumptions are

1. A common object is nothing more than (or nothing apart from) its sensible
properties.

2. The sensible properties of common objects are the same things as the sen -
sations we have when we see or touch (or hear or taste or smell) common
 objects.

As to the first assumption, what does the statement that a common object is
nothing more than its sensible properties mean? One question that this statement
immediately suggests is this: What about the non-sensible properties of common
objects? What about properties like electrical conductivity, whose presence in an
object cannot be detected by looking at or touching or listening to or tasting or
smelling the object? Common objects have non-sensible properties, don’t they?
And if they do, then it can hardly be said that the sensible properties of an object
exhaust the being of that object. How then can the idealist say that a common ob-
ject is nothing apart from its sensible properties? Idealists have, for the most part,
been aware of the seriousness of this question and have given some very interest-
ing answers to it. Let us, however, ignore this question, which raises some very dif-
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ficult and technical philosophical problems, and let us pretend that common ob-
jects have only sensible properties. We assume, for example, that a snowball has
only such properties as roundness, hardness, whiteness, and coldness.

What, then, is meant by saying that the snowball is “nothing more than,” or
“nothing apart from,” roundness, hardness, whiteness, and coldness? It is certainly
possible for roundness, hardness, whiteness, and coldness to exist without the snow-
ball’s existing. But then what is it for a snowball to exist? What is it for there to be a
round, hard, white, cold thing? Berkeley, as we have seen, has an answer to this ques-
tion: it is for these properties to be coordinated in a certain way in various minds.
The Common Western Metaphysic also has an answer: it is for there to be a thing
that is not itself a property but has the properties roundness, hardness, whiteness,
and coldness. This, says the proponent of the Common Western Metaphysic, is a
trivial statement, one that wouldn’t be worth making if it were not for the fact that
idealists like Berkeley deny it. The statement is trivial because it is in the very nature
of properties (or features, characteristics, qualities, or attributes) to be had. A prop-
erty just is something that can be had by, or be possessed by, or belong to something.
Berkeley and the other idealists like to try to give the impression that if a snowball
were a non-property that had the properties of roundness, hardness, whiteness, and
coldness, then it would be a wholly mysterious thing—a thing we should be unable
to describe. But this is a piece of mis direction. We can easily describe it: it is round,
hard, white, and cold. We have already said that it has these properties, and what is
it to describe a thing but to say what properties the thing has? Again this is trivial. It
would not be worth saying if the idealists had not denied it.

One argument sometimes used against this position goes as follows. “As your
question implies, to describe a thing is to say what properties it has. It follows that
to give a complete description of a thing is simply to give a complete list of its prop-
erties. Therefore, once you have listed all the properties of a thing, you have said
everything there is to say about it. And, therefore, there can’t be anything more to
a thing than its properties.”

This is mere playing with words. If we assume for the sake of the illustration
that ‘roundness, hardness, whiteness, and coldness’ is a complete list of the prop-
erties of the snowball, it does not follow from this assumption that ‘roundness,
hardness, whiteness, and coldness’ is a complete description of the snowball. All
that follows is that ‘a thing that has the properties roundness, hardness, whiteness,
and coldness’ is a complete description of the snowball. The slogan, ‘to give a
complete description of a thing is simply to give a complete list of its properties’,
is true only if it is understood in the following sense: to give a complete descrip-
tion of a thing is to follow the phrase ‘a thing that has the properties’ with a com-
plete list of the properties of the thing.
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“Ah,” replies Berkeley, the spokesman for the idealists, “but you are forgetting the
arguments I gave to show that sensible properties of common objects—properties
like roundness, hardness, whiteness, and coldness—can exist only in the mind. If
these properties exist only in the mind, then how can a non-mental thing, which is
what you say the snowball is, have them? Do you really want to say that a thing
wholly independent of the mind can be such that all its properties exist wholly
within the mind?” This reply brings us to the second of Berkeley’s assumptions.

Suppose I look at a blank sheet of white paper. When I do this, I have a certain
sensation—a sensation of whiteness. And the paper, everyone agrees, is white, or
has the property whiteness. The word ‘whiteness’ occurs both in my description of
my sensation and in my description of the piece of paper. It seems, therefore, to
designate something that is both a property of the paper and is present in my
mind. That it does designate something with both these features is the burden of
Berkeley’s second assumption.

But is this right? Isn’t it far more plausible to suppose that the word ‘whiteness’
designates different things when we are talking about my sensation and when we
are talking about the piece of paper? When we use the words ‘white’ and ‘white-
ness’ to talk about sensations, we are talking about something that can exist only
as a part of some person’s conscious experience. When we use these words to talk
about a piece of paper, however, we are using them to talk about a feature of the
piece of paper, a feature the paper would have even if it were locked up in a dark
room. (Suppose you were to ask me whether there was any white paper in the
storeroom and I were to reply, “No, of course not. The lights are off in the store-
room, and the door is shut.” This would be rather a strange reply to your ques-
tion, would it not?) The feature or property of the paper we call ‘whiteness’ does
not vanish from the paper when no one is experiencing the paper; the paper can
lose this feature only if it is dyed or undergoes some other treatment of the kind
we—of course—describe as “changing the paper’s color.”

This is not to say that there are two unrelated things we just happen to use the
same word for, as is the case with the “bank” of a river and the “bank” where you
deposit your savings. Here is an analogy that may help. We may say both that Jane
is “healthy” and that her diet is “healthy.” Obviously, we who say this are using the
word ‘healthy’ to designate two different things: one of them is a feature of some
but not all human beings, and the other is a feature of some but not all patterns of
eating and drinking. Nevertheless, it is not a mere accident of the English language
that we use the same word in both cases, as it is with the two uses of ‘bank’: a
healthy diet is a diet conducive to health in a person who follows that diet. The two
things designated by the word ‘whiteness’ are connected in a similar way. A person
experiences sensations of whiteness when that person looks at an object that has the
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property whiteness—at least if the person’s eyes, optic nerve, and brain are in good
working order and if the object is being viewed under normal conditions (someone
who looks at a white piece of paper that has been placed under an intense green
spotlight will experience sensations of greenness, not  whiteness).

The idealist is likely to argue at this point that this supposed “whiteness” that
belongs to external objects is a property that lies wholly outside our experience
and is therefore a property we can form no conception of. But it is hard to see
what these words could mean—unless it is that the property is not a sensation,
which is exactly the position we are putting forward. We do experience the prop-
erty whiteness, or at least we experience objects that have it, and experience them
as having it. We experience the property whiteness by having sensations of white-
ness (provided these sensations are caused by the presence of a white object and
are caused in the normal way). We could say that these sensations represent to us
the presence of an object having the property. And we can easily form a concep-
tion of this property: it is the property of common objects that (in appropriate cir-
cumstances) causes observers of the objects to experience sensations of whiteness.

The thesis that our sensations of “whiteness” and the “whiteness” that is a
property of common objects are not the same can be strengthened if we imagine a
race of beings who have different sensations from ours when they perceive the
same common objects we perceive. Let us look at an example of this. In order to
make the example as simple as possible, let us pretend that we live in a world in
which everything is black or white or some shade of grey: a world of snow and salt
and charcoal and cloudy skies. It is easy to imagine a pair of spectacles that re-
verses black and white: when you put them on, the world (which had looked like
a black-and-white photograph) looks like a photographic negative. Imagine that
Alfred is wearing a pair of these spectacles. Now imagine that some natural, bio-
logical part of Alfred has the same effect on the rest of his perceptual apparatus as
the spectacles. Now imagine a whole race of “Alfreds,” the Alfredians, a race of
people who, as a natural feature of their species, have the kind of perceptual appa-
ratus we have imagined Alfred to have. It seems fairly obvious that we should say
that the Alfredians see black where we see white and see white where we see black:
when they look at a photograph, they have sensations like those we have when we
look at (a mirror-image of ) the negative from which that photograph was made.

Now consider this question: Do the Alfredians misperceive the world of com-
mon objects? Do we human beings see the world as it is, while the poor Alfredians
see it as it isn’t? We should note that if a human being, Alice, and an Alfredian,
Ecila, were exchanged in their cradles, no one would notice a thing. Ecila, raised
by human English-speakers, would be taught to apply the word ‘black’ to charcoal
and ‘white’ to salt, and no one would ever know that her sensations of black and
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white were our sensations of white and black—for she would apply the words
‘white’ and ‘black’ just as the rest of us do. And, of course, the same thing would
be true of Alice among the Alfredians, but in reverse, as it were. It seems obvious
enough that the Alfredians do not misperceive the world. Their sensations are, so
to speak, just as good as ours, just as suitable for representing the whiteness (and
blackness) of common objects. And, therefore, our sensations of whiteness and
the property whiteness of common objects cannot be the same thing.9

I must warn the reader that the argument of the preceding several paragraphs
depends on a picture of the perception of the colors of common objects that em-
bodies two simplifying assumptions, one of which is questionable and the other of
which is almost certainly false. The questionable assumption is that when two
members of our species look at the same common object under the same condi-
tions they will have the same sensations of color. The assumption that is almost
certainly false is that there is just one property of common objects that produces a
given color sensation—that when I look at the object x under appropriate condi-
tions and experience, say, greenness, and when I look at the object y under the
same conditions and experience greenness, the property of x that causes my sensa-
tion of greenness is the property of y that causes my sensation of greenness. But
neither of these assumptions is really necessary to the argument of the preceding
paragraphs; it’s just that without these assumptions the statements made in the
course of the presentation of the argument would have required so many qualifi-
cations that the argument would have been hard to follow. The important point
to note is that it is at least a tenable position that we need not accept Berkeley’s
identification of the sensible properties of common objects with the sensations we
have when we experience common objects.

Does this mean that we have refuted Berkeley’s metaphysic? By no means. If
Berkeley were in a position to read the above words, he would have a great deal to
say in response to them.

Consider, for example, our argument that since the concept of a property is the
concept of something that can be had or possessed by a “thing,” a non-property, it
cannot be that there is nothing more “to” a common object than its properties.
Berkeley has a well-worked-out theory about how we acquire our concepts, and
he might well respond to our argument by pointing out that it is a consequence of
his theory that we could not possibly have any concept that corresponded to the
words ‘a “thing” that is not a property but has or possesses properties’. And I
should have a rejoinder to his response: I should contend that his theory about
how we acquire our concepts was false and unworkable. He would have a reply to
my rejoinder. And so it would go.

Let us remember that it was not our object to try to refute Berkeley. Our object
was rather to defend the Common Western Metaphysic and its allegiance to the
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reality of an external world against the criticisms of Berkeley and his fellow ideal-
ists. Whatever Berkeley may say, it seems clear that before we come to study meta-
physics, we believe that there exist objects external to the mind. And this is not
something we just happen to believe. We believe this because it seems to us to be
true. Our visual and tactile sensations are not mere colored shapes and feelings of
pressure, like those we experience if we press hard with our fingers on our eyeballs.
Rather, they seem to “tell” us about a world of non-mental objects. Seeming, of
course, does not imply truth. After all, the earth seems to be at the center of the
universe, and the heavens seem to revolve around it. If we were indeed being de-
ceived by Descartes’s evil genius, then this seeming would be mere seeming. It
would, nevertheless, be seeming. If it were not, then what the evil genius was do-
ing would not be deception. If our sensations did not “tell” us that there was a
world of external objects, they would not tell us that falsely and there would be no
deception. Let us recall something we said in our discussion of Monism:

It is obvious that human beings do not have any infallible way of knowing the
truth. The best we can do is to believe what seems to us to be true unless we
have some good reason to reject it. What, after all, is the alternative? To believe
what does not even seem to be true when we know of no good reason to accept
it? Or even to believe what seems to be false when we know of no good reason to
accept it?

I suggest that idealism does not seem to us to be true and that, in fact, idealism
seems to us to be false. And I suggest that our critique of Berkeley’s two assump-
tions is strong enough to show that Berkeley has not presented any good reason to
accept idealism. If this is correct then the best course is for us to accept realism—
that is, unless we wish to be skeptics and say that the resources of the human mind
for investigating the questions raised by the realism-idealism debate are wholly in-
adequate and that we should therefore conclude that we cannot say whether real-
ism or idealism is the true metaphysic. At any rate it seems clear that we should
not be idealists. (Of course, it may well be that the idealists have a better case than
the one I have attributed to them. Students of metaphysics are hereby encouraged
to investigate this possibility for themselves.10)

Suggestions for Further Reading

The best introduction to Berkeley’s philosophy is his Three Dialogues between Hylas
and Philonous (1713). The R. M. Adams edition is recommended. For an excellent
exposition of Berkeley’s philosophy, and valuable commentary and criticism, see
the relevant section of Bennett’s Locke, Berkeley, Hume: Central Themes.
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Notes

1. In a footnote to the introduction to the second edition of his Critique of Pure
Reason (1787), Immanuel Kant writes, “. . . it still remains a scandal to philosophy,
and to human reason in general, that the existence of things outside us . . . must be
 accepted merely on faith, and if anyone thinks good to doubt their existence, we are
unable to counter his doubts by any satisfactory proof.” (Immanuel Kant, Critique of
Pure Reason, ed. and trans. by Norman Kemp Smith [2nd ed. London: Macmillan,
1933], p. 34n.)

2. At any rate, one cannot be mistaken about the “surface content” of one’s own
mind. I do not wish to dispute the notion that we have various “unconscious” beliefs
and motivations, which we are not only unaware of but would vigorously deny having
if their existence were suggested to us.

3. But some proponents of the Common Western Metaphysic might partly agree
with Berkeley: certain properties of things like snowballs cannot exist apart from the
mind (colors are the properties it is easiest to believe are dependent on the mind), but
other properties do exist apart from the mind (shapes are the properties it is hardest to
believe are dependent on the mind).

4. In saying that Berkeley denies the existence of an external world, we do not mean
to imply that he is what is called a solipsist. If one is a solipsist—from the Latin solus,
“alone” and ipse, “self ”—one believes one is the only individual thing there is. Berke-
ley believed there were many things besides George Berkeley and his modifications,
but he believed these things were other persons (we could also say ‘the minds of other
persons’, for Berkeley identified a person and that person’s mind) and their modifica-
tions and collections of their modifications.

5. This idea is summed up in what is perhaps the most famous sentence in all
Berkeley’s works: ‘Esse est percipi’—that is, ‘To be is to be perceived’.

6. The first is by Msgr. Ronald Knox. The second is by the prolific Anon.
7. For example, the Supreme Mind would certainly not need to be morally good.

And it is far from clear whether the Supreme Mind would need to be all-powerful or
to know absolutely everything. Is it even clear whether there would have to be just one
mind responsible for the order of our sensations? Wouldn’t it be possible for two or
more minds to cooperate to produce this order? One difficulty with this suggestion is
raised by the question how all these minds would communicate. One mind cannot
perceive another mind or its content “directly,” and, unless one single mind coordi-
nated all the sensations present in the multitude of minds coordinating human sensa-
tions, those minds could not communicate and coordinate their activities by some
indirect means analogous to the way in which human minds communicate. But if
there were such a mind, that mind would be the Supreme Mind.
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8. More exactly, that we could perceive and refer to if we were in the right place at
the right time: a dinosaur or a rock on some planet human beings will never visit is a
common object.

By the ordinary business of life I mean just about any activity human beings engage
in when they are not thinking about metaphysics. Thus, two physicists discussing the
track left by some exotic particle are engaged in what I am calling the ordinary busi-
ness of life.

9. Berkeley is perfectly well aware of examples of this type. He has constructed
many of them himself, although not this one. What he takes them to show is that
common objects cannot exist independently of the mind.

The thesis that beings who did not have the same color-sensations as we when they
looked at the same physical objects would be misperceiving those objects is sometimes
called Naive Realism. Or, at any rate, there is, or is supposed to be, a famous philo-
sophical thesis called “Naive Realism” (it is presumably not called that by those who
accept it, if there is anyone who accepts it), and this formulation of Naive Realism is
the only one I have been able to understand.

10. One good place to begin is with John Foster’s The Case for Idealism.
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4

Temporality

Space and time are among the most puzzling of our concepts. And these two
puzzling concepts seem to be inextricably linked. They are very different and yet
there is sufficient similarity between them that, long before physicists decided that
space and time were aspects of a single “space-time continuum,” they were known
intuitively to be two members, the only two members, of a kind or species.

The similarities between space and time are striking. Both space and time are
(or seem to be) composed of infinitely many dimensionless points. Between any
two points in space, there is an interval that has (or is assumed to have) a “mea-
sure,” such as 3.2 meters or six light-years. Between any two points in time, there
also is an interval that has (or is assumed to have) a measure, such as a nanosecond
or a billion years. Both space and time (at least as we conceive them) have a prop-
erty called density: between any two points in space, there are other points in
space; between any two points in time, there are other points in time. Space and
time, in fact, share another property, a property called continuity, that is of the
same sort as density, but even more demanding (that is, continuity implies den-
sity, but density does not imply continuity). This property is the basis for the term
“continuum”: space and time (and space-time) are continua.1

Space and time, then, are similar in that both are continua. And they are inti-
mately connected continua, intimately connected aspects of the physical world.
We need not appeal to the twentieth-century merging of space and time into
space-time to establish this fact. If the intimate connection of space and time is
not evident simply on the basis of our experience of living in the physical world
(spatial motion, the primary category of physical change, is change with respect to
time of position in space), it should be evident from the continual interplay of the

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 71



Chapter 472

variables ‘x’, ‘y’, and ‘z’ with the variable ‘t’ in almost every application of mathe-
matics to the physical world.

Reflection on the concept of space has raised all manner of philosophical prob-
lems. We may cite:

• Is space a thing (that is, an individual thing) or is it a mere system of rela-
tions among spatial things such as material bodies (is it a mere collection of
relations)?

• Could space exist but there be nothing in it? Could there be nothing but an
“enormous vacuum”? This question is closely connected with the previous
question. If space is an individual, a thing that exists in its own right, then
there is no obvious barrier to there being space but nothing that is in space
(Newton thought this was possible). But if space is a mere collection of spa-
tial relations among material bodies (or other space-occupying things)—as
Leibniz thought—the existence of space depends on the existence of space-
occupying things.

• Recall our discussion in Chapter 2 of Bradley’s argument for the impossibil-
ity of numerical distinctness. In that discussion, points in space provided a
primary example of things related by external relations (like “being one me-
ter apart”). Consider this question: if x and y are points in space, could they
“change places”?—or could each always have been “where” the other in fact
is? Obviously not; but why not? If x and y have the same intrinsic properties
(as any two points in space must, if points in space are real things), what
could have prevented God from having made a world in which x was
“where” y is in the actual world (in which x was related to all points in space
other than itself and y as y is in the actual world)?

• Space has three dimensions. But why three? Why not one or four or seven-
teen?2 (The next two points are related to this one: they depend on the fact
that space, unlike time, has more than one dimension.)

• Space has a topology and a geometry: there is a system of very general facts
about points in space, things “made of” them (lines and other paths, and
their higher-dimensional analogues, such as planes and solids), and the mea-
sures of these things (length, area, volume). Here are two well-known candi-
dates for such facts, although these particular statements probably do not
express facts, and probably do not describe the actual features of space: Space
is infinite; For any given line and any given point not on that line, exactly one
line passes through that point that is parallel to that given line. Mathemati-
cians know that more than one topology and more than one geometry can be
described without internal contradiction. Why, then, does space have the
topology and geometry it does, and not some other topology and geometry?
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• Consider a right-hand glove and a left-hand glove that, aside from their
“handedness,” are as alike as possible. They would seem to have exactly the
same internal spatial properties. But even if material things could “interpen-
etrate,” move through one another without resistance or distortion, it would
be impossible to move one of the gloves about in space in such a way that it
coincided with the other. How can this fact be explained, given that the two
gloves have identical spatial properties? Does this fact imply that space is not
simply a system of relations but must be a thing, an individual—since the
spatial relations that hold between the parts of one of the gloves are (or seem
to be) identical with the spatial relations that hold between the correspon-
ding parts of the other?

For each of these problems but the last three, the problems that depend on the
fact that space has more than one dimension,3 there is a corresponding or analo-
gous problem about time. This fact is rooted in the similarities between space and
time. But there would seem to be additional philosophical problems about time,
problems rooted in the differences between space and time, problems that do not
correspond to any problems about space.

• Space has three dimensions, and that, as we have said, seems arbitrary. Time
has one dimension, and that does not seem arbitrary. A particular number of
dimensions does not seem to be essential to the idea of space, but it seems
essential to the concept of time that time be one-dimensional.4 Why does
the concept of space allow us to conceive of (if not always to form a mental
image of ) a space of any number of dimensions, while the concept of time
forces (or seems to force) us to think of time as one-dimensional? How can
the concept of a certain kind of continuum force us to think of it as necessar-
ily having a certain number of dimensions—and why, in the present case, is
that number 1? (Or is this wrong? Might the idea of two- or six-dimensional
time make some sort of sense after all?)

• The single dimension of time seems to have two built-in and importantly
different “directions”: we might call them “pastward” and “futureward.” We
take entirely different attitudes toward events that lie in the pastward and
the futureward directions. Ten minutes after a painful visit to the dentist, we
say, “Thank goodness, that’s over.” Our attitude toward an unpleasant event
we believe to be ten minutes in the future is entirely different. Nothing in
our experience of space corresponds to this: all other things being equal, a
dangerous lion one hundred meters to the north of us and a dangerous lion
one hundred meters to the south of us are equally objectionable features of
the world. (Whatever problems this asymmetry of the “time line” may raise,
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they seem to many to be exacerbated by the fact that nothing in the funda-
mental laws of physics—at least as we currently understand them—explains
it: any process that is physically possible is equally possible “in reverse”: if
what is shown in a movie is physically possible, then so is what is shown
when the film is run backward. This fact, and it is a fact, contradicts our ex-
perience, or seems to at first glance, for we never experience an arrow leap-
ing out of a target without apparent cause, and flying back, feathers first, to
nock itself neatly on the string of the archer’s bow—the hole it had occu-
pied in the target closing immediately and without trace upon its departure.
And our initial inclination is to say that the reason we never experience this
is that it is physically impossible: if it happened, it would be a miracle.) We
may note that the language of time, the language we use to state temporal
facts, has not merely words but grammatical features (tense and aspect5) that
reflect the asymmetry of the time line.

• Time seems somehow to move, or we seem to move in time, even when we
are perfectly motionless in space. Points in time (or “moments”) are, of
course, fixed in relation to one another: the turn of the twentieth century
and the turn of the twenty-first century are unalterably one hundred years
apart. And yet one moment of time seems to break this rule and to move.
There seems to be a moment of time called the present, a moment we “al-
ways” occupy, that is “always” moving futureward and successively coincides
with different “fixed” moments of time. For any fixed moment, when the
moving present coincides with that moment, we call the aggregate of fixed
moments pastward from that moment “the past” and the aggregate of fixed
moments futureward from that moment “the future.” Thus, the past is con-
tinuously growing and the future continuously shrinking.6 Many have
found it natural to picture time as a river flowing futureward, and to picture
us, the inhabitants of time, as drifting downstream, drifting with the cur-
rent of the river of time, in a boat called the present. This picture represents
the events and situations we encounter in the course of our lives as objects
on the shore of the river: drifting steadily downstream, one arrives succes-
sively at a visit to the dentist, a telephone call from one’s mother, the six-
o’clock news. . . . When we have gone past one of these events or situations
it is in the past. (There is another, equally natural picture. It is equally natu-
ral for us to picture ourselves as standing on an island called the present in a
river that flows not futureward but pastward, watching the events and situa-
tions of our lives drift toward and then past us—past us into the past—like
logs and leaves drifting with the current of a non-metaphorical river. This
picture is reflected in an oft-quoted couplet in a hymn by Isaac Watts:
“Time, like an ever-rolling stream,/Bears all its sons away.”)7
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I have said I was going to mention some problems about time, but the last
point I have mentioned seems to be more an observation than a problem. Does
the apparent “movement” of time (or of the present or of us in time) raise a prob-
lem? Yes, indeed. But the problem is sufficiently complex that I had better return
to the body of the text to describe it. The problem is raised by a simple question.
If time is moving (or if the present is moving, or if we are moving in time) how
fast is whatever it is that is moving moving?8 No answer to this question is possi-
ble. “Sixty seconds per minute” is not an answer to this question, for sixty seconds
is one minute, and—if x is not 0—x/x is always equal to 1 (and ‘per’ is simply a
special way of writing a division sign). And ‘1’ is not, and cannot ever be, an an-
swer to a question of the form, ‘How fast is such-and-such moving?’—no matter
what “such-and-such” may be.9 ‘One meter per second’ is an answer, right or
wrong, to the question, ‘How fast is the cart moving?’ ‘One degree C per degree of
latitude’ is an answer, right or wrong, to the question, ‘At what rate does the aver-
age temperature drop as one proceeds northward in Alaska?’; ‘One’, ‘one’ “all by
itself,” ‘one’ period, ‘one’ full stop, can be an answer only to a question that asks for
a number; typically, these will be questions that start ‘How many . . . ’. ‘One’ can
be an answer, right or wrong, to the questions ‘How many children had Lady
Macbeth?’, ‘How many Gods are there?’, and ‘How many minutes do sixty sec-
onds make?’; ‘one’ can never be an answer, not even a wrong one, to any other sort
of question—including those questions that ask ‘how fast?’ or ‘at what rate?’
Therefore, if time is moving, it is not moving at any rate or speed. And isn’t it es-
sential to the idea of motion that anything moving be moving at some speed (even
if there is no privileged frame of reference; everything moving must at least be
moving at some particular speed in any given reference-frame)?

So, one is inclined to say, time obviously moves, or the present time obviously
moves; something in the conceptual vicinity of time obviously moves.10 This (one
is inclined to say) is a fact of our experience. And yet (careful reflection reveals)
the idea of time moving or the present moving or our moving in time makes no
sense. If we think hard about this conundrum, we may be tempted to say, with
Saint Augustine, “What is time? If you don’t ask me, I know. If you ask me, I don’t
know.” What we face when we think about time is either a deep mystery or the
product of our own conceptual confusions. It is not at all clear which of these it is.
And the problem of the apparent “movement” of time seems to be the deepest of
all the philosophical problems that reflection on time raises—or the home of all
the deepest confusions. Some thinkers have sought to solve “the problem of the
movement of time” by banishing this movement from the objective, physical
world to the world of subjective events, events inside each individual human con-
sciousness. H. G. Wells’s character “the Time Traveler” expounded this view of the
movement of time very forcefully in the opening pages of Wells’s novel The Time
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Machine. Here is a non-fictional example of this view (the author of this passage
was not only a real person but an important mathematical physicist):

The objective world simply is, it does not happen. Only to the gaze of my con-
sciousness crawling upward along the lifeline of my body, does a section of this
world come to life as a fleeting image in space which continuously changes in
time.11

But these words do not constitute a resolution of the apparent mystery of the
movement of time, for we may say to their author:

According to your view, there is a moving present, even if it is confined to hu-
man consciousness, for you say that the content of your consciousness changes
as it crawls upward along the lifeline of your body (which you conceive as a sort
of cable having a three-dimensional cross-section and laid out along a portion of
the time line). But a subjective moving present raises the same awkward ques-
tion as an objective moving present. Tell us this: how fast, at what rate, does
your consciousness crawl upward along the lifeline of your body?

A more radical solution to the problem of the movement of time is provided by
denying that there is any such thing as the present moment, even inside human
consciousness. Bertrand Russell was the first philosopher to work out carefully the
consequences of denying the reality of the present (and hence of the past and
the future).12 According to Lord Russell’s theory of time, there is no moment that
moves through time; and neither is there a property or feature or characteristic
called “being the present moment” that successively belongs to different mo-
ments. That is, the following description of time is incorrect: the moment we now
call ‘one hundred years before the present’ had the property “being the present
moment” exactly one hundred years ago; one year later, this property belonged to
the moment we now call ‘ninety-nine years before the present’—and so on. But
how can this be? How could the moment “one hundred years before the present”
have avoided having the property “being the present moment” one hundred years
ago? According to Russell, the answer is that if there were any such property, that
moment could hardly have avoided having it at that time (at itself, so to speak)—
but there is no such property. (And there are no such properties as “being a past
moment” and “being a future moment,” either.) Russell’s argument is essentially
this: If we grant the existence of the property “being the present moment” we lay
ourselves open to all sorts of puzzles (as we have seen), and we had therefore better
not suppose that that property exists if we can avoid doing so. And we can avoid
doing so, says Russell, since we can state every fact that has anything to do with
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time without even apparent reference to the property “being the present mo-
ment.” That we can avoid apparent reference to “the present” (and “the past” and
“the future”) can be seen from an examination of the language we use to talk
about time—about the temporal separation of events and about the past, the pres-
ent, and the future. The “language of time,” Russell tells us, requires only two
primi tive terms, only two items of “basic vocabulary” (“primitive” or “basic” in
that they can be given no definition but must be understood without explanation;
any other words we use to state temporal facts can be defined using only these
primitive terms). They are:

• x is before y
(where x and y are moments of or points in time), and

• A occurs at x
(where A is an event and x is a moment of time; we suppose for the sake of
simplicity that each event occurs at a moment, at one and only one mo-
ment: to extend Russell’s theory to events that occur over stretches of time
would require some complication but would affect no point of principle).

We now define three terms we shall find it easier to work with than our two
primitive terms. In these definitions, ‘A’ and ‘B’ both refer to events.

• ‘A occurs before B’ is defined as
the moment at which A occurs is before the moment at which B occurs.13

• ‘A occurs after B’ is defined as
the moment at which B occurs is before the moment at which A occurs.

• ‘A and B are simultaneous’ is defined as
the moment at which A occurs is the moment at which B occurs.

Having provided us with these three terms, with this rather sparse “vocabulary
of time” (which, it will be noted, contains no reference to the present, the past, or
the future), Russell shows us how to state any “fact that has anything to do with
time” using these terms and no other terms that involve any temporal concept. In
particular, he shows us how to eliminate (apparent) reference to the present, the
past, and the future from everything we might want to say in everyday life or in the
physical sciences. The following pairs of statements illustrate Russell’s proposal for
re-writing statements that apparently refer to the present, the past, and the  future.

• The election is occurring now (or: at the present moment)
• The election and this utterance14 are simultaneous.
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• The election is over (is in the past; occurred at a past moment)
• The election occurs15 before this utterance.

• The election is yet to come (is in the future; will occur at a future moment).
• The election occurs after this utterance.

The essential trick of Russell’s proposal consists, first, in the recognition of the
uncontroversial fact that talk of the past and future can be translated without loss
of meaning into talk of the present (supplemented by the relational terms ‘before’
and ‘after’), and, secondly, in the highly controversial thesis that talk of the present
can be eliminated from our discourse in favor of ‘simultaneous’ and such self-
 referential terms as ‘this utterance’ and ‘this thought’. According to Russell’s pro-
posal, all temporal facts can be expressed using these self-referential phrases and
the relational terms ‘before’, ‘after’, and ‘simultaneous’. And (his argument pro-
ceeds) this fact—if his proposal is correct, it is a fact—implies that the present, the
past, and the future belong to appearance and not to reality, for the meanings of
the self-referential phrases and the relational terms in no way involve the concepts
“present,” “past,” and “future.” These concepts, therefore, are not needed to de-
scribe any real features of the World, and may be allowed to go the way of such
concepts as “phlogiston,” “magic,” and “unicorn.” We should note that Russell’s
“translations” (the second sentence in each of the above pairs) do not carry any
suggestion that time—or anything in the conceptual vicinity—is moving. One
thing that cannot be said in Russell’s language is ‘The present moves’; at any rate,
we can do no better than ‘Various events occur before various other events’, which
hardly seems to involve the idea of movement. Whatever the source of our convic-
tion that time somehow moves may be, therefore, this conviction can safely be ig-
nored. (The reader may find it instructive to write out “Russellian” translations of
the following sentences: ‘Colonies on Mars will exist in the future’; ‘At the time of
Caesar’s death, Brutus’ death still lay in the future’; ‘Professor Blenkinsop is inter-
ested only in the past’.) It must be conceded that there are sentences that Russell’s
theory can provide only rather problematic translations of. Consider, for example

Every future event will someday be a past event.

This would have to be translated into Russell’s temporal vocabulary in some
such way as this:

For every event that occurs after this utterance, there is another event that occurs
after that event.
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We may wonder whether the translation is really adequate to the original. Is the
idea “the future event x will someday be a past event” really adequately conveyed by
the words ‘some event occurs after the future event x’? I think we can say this: It is
not simply evident that this translation is inadequate; unease about the adequacy of
the translation is not by itself sufficient reason to reject Russell’s theory.

If Russell’s theory of time is satisfactory, then, although time may be asymmet-
rical with respect to the past and the future (that is, although there may be some
real, and very important, difference between the pastward temporal direction and
the futureward temporal direction—in a way in which there is no important dif-
ference between one direction in space and the opposite direction), there is no
such property of moments of time as “being the present moment” or “nowness”
and, therefore, no growing era called the past and no shrinking era called the fu-
ture. (Advocates of Russell’s theory are fond of saying that the statement that there
is no such temporal property as nowness should be understood as strictly parallel
to the statement that there is no such spatial property as “hereness”; one does in-
deed pick out a place each time one says ‘here’, but ‘here’ simply means ‘the place
at which this utterance—or thought—occurs’.) If Russell’s theory is correct, the
seeming movement of time (or of whatever it is that is supposed to move) is a
mere seeming, a feature of appearance and not reality: in fact, an illusion. What
the theory does not seem to be able to do is to explain the source of the illusion.
In his essay “Time and Becoming,” J. J. C. Smart has suggested that our illusory
sense of the passage or motion of time “arises out of metaphysical confusion,” but
he does not explain how being metaphysically confused could be the source of an
illusion—of a feature of our conscious experience. The famous illusions of spatial
motion—the fact that it seems to us that our train has begun to move out of the
station when it is in fact the train on the next track that has begun to move, for
example—are explained in terms of the way the perceiver’s brain processes visual
cues, not in terms of the perceiver’s holding confused theories about the nature of
space. It is easy to see how metaphysical confusion can be a source of false beliefs;
it is difficult to see how metaphysical confusion can be a source of a feature of
conscious experience. If Smart replies that metaphysical confusions are the source
merely of a confused and wrong description of our conscious experience (“Time
seems to me to move”), it would seem that he leaves something out: the fact that,
confused though the description may be, it seems nevertheless a natural, even an
appropriate, description. If it is not entirely easy to explain how a wrong and con-
fused description could be a “natural” or “appropriate” description, that does not
change the fact that there is something natural and appropriate about the descrip-
tion. Perhaps the proponent of Russell’s theory can appeal to what we may call
“the mirror illusion” for support—to the fact that there seems to us to be a
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“world,” a world like our own, although with right and left reversed, behind each
mirror. (This seeming is strong enough to support a willing suspension of disbe-
lief when we read stories like Through the Looking-Glass.) At one time, we were
unable to explain the mirror illusion: that there seemed to be a reversed world be-
hind each mirror had to be accepted as a brute fact. With the advent of geomet -
rical optics, however, it became possible to explain this seeming. Perhaps—the
proponents of Russell’s theory may hope—some explanation of the illusion of
temporal motion will emerge in the future course of intellectual history (that is, in
that part of intellectual history that occurs after the writing of this sentence). It
must be conceded that the cases are not perfectly parallel. Serious thinkers really
do believe that the sensation we (even those of us who resist the temptation) are
tempted to describe as the sensation of temporal motion is veridical (“truth-
 revealing”), that it somehow puts us in touch with an aspect of reality that is un-
represented in Russell’s theory of time. And no adult has ever believed that “the
world behind the mirror” is anything other than a mere seeming. However this
may be, it seems better to have an unexplained psychological phenomenon on our
hands than a seemingly impossible feature of the World. Better to have to admit
the existence of an illusion we cannot explain than to have to say that there exists
a real feature of the World of which we cannot give a coherent description.

We have noted two fairly minor objections to Russell’s theory. First, some of
Russell’s proposed translations of our ordinary temporal language into his official
temporal language are just a bit worrying. Secondly, there is an illusion (it is an il-
lusion if Russell’s theory is right) that the proponents of Russell’s theory are un-
able to explain. What else can be said against Russell’s theory of time? Only this, I
should think: Granted that time (or the present moment) cannot literally move
past the observer, granted that the observer cannot literally move through time, it is
very hard to avoid the impression that there is something in some words I used in
the preceding paragraph:

The sensation we are (perhaps wrongly) tempted to describe as the sensation of
temporal motion is veridical: it somehow puts us in touch with an aspect of re-
ality that is unrepresented in Russell’s theory of time.

I myself find this “impression” hard to dismiss. I am very strongly inclined to be-
lieve that Russell’s theory does “leave out” an aspect of reality that is represented
to us by that feature of our experience that, however inappropriately, we pick out
by the words ‘the sensation of temporal motion’. Nevertheless, this inclination,
however strong it may be, is no more than an inclination. I am really very uncer-
tain about what the truth of the matter is. What I am certain of is that, even if
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there is such an “aspect of reality,” an aspect that we can direct our attention to by
considering a certain feature of conscious experience, no one has yet given an in-
telligible account or explanation of this aspect of reality. To say that there is a cer-
tain aspect of reality that is revealed to us in consciousness but of which we can
give no intelligible description, may be to say something true. But this true asser-
tion (if it is true) does not count as a theory; indeed, it hardly manages to rise to
the dignity even of a philosophical position.

It seems to me that there are two paths that can be taken by philosophers who
are interested in resolving the wholly perplexing philosophical problems raised by
the apparent movement of time. First, to accept Russell’s theory and to attempt to
explain the illusion (so it must be if Russell is right) of temporal movement. Sec-
ondly, to reject Russell’s theory and to attempt to give an intelligible description
of that aspect of reality Russell’s theory mistakenly denies reality to, that aspect of
reality to which we want to give the unintelligible description ‘temporal motion’.
(And, perhaps, to explain why we are so strongly moved to apply that particular
unintelligible description to it.)

In the remainder of this chapter, I will discuss a philosophical position concern-
ing time that has been historically important but seems to me to be simply wrong.
This is the theory that time is not real at all—not simply “temporal motion,” but
time itself, “the whole of time,” so to speak. I will examine a famous argument for
the unreality of time that is due to the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
English philosopher (English despite his surname) J. M. E. McTaggart.

McTaggart’s argument for the unreality of time is famously obscure. There are
key sentences in the text in which his argument is presented16 that, after ten care-
ful rereadings, are no more than strings of words to me. I offer my own recon-
struction of the argument, a reconstruction that, in my view, reveals its essence. I
simplify McTaggart’s argument in three ways. First, McTaggart’s argument dis-
cusses the temporal aspects of both “events” and “moments”; my reconstruction
pertains only to moments. Secondly, McTaggart’s argument allows for the possi-
bility that (if time is real) there may be a first or a last moment of time; my recon-
struction assumes that there is neither a first nor a last moment of time. (I could
dispense with this assumption at the cost of a little complication. The assumption
is irrelevant to the criticism of McTaggart’s argument that I shall presently offer.)
Thirdly, an important part of the argument is an attempt to show that the propo-
sition that moments of time can have the properties “past,” “present,” and “fu-
ture” involves those who accept it in a “vicious infinite regress” (an infinite regress
similar to the regress that, according to Bradley, attends the existence of external
relations). I can make nothing of this part of McTaggart’s argument, and my re-
construction involves no attempt to represent it.
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Russell, as we have seen, holds that the only essential temporal concepts are
“before” and “after” and “simultaneous with.” McTaggart holds that the concepts
“past” and “present” and “future” are also essential temporal concepts, and that
these concepts cannot be reduced to or be explained in terms of “before” and “af-
ter” and “simultaneous with.” If we call the series of moments ordered by the rela-
tions “before” and “after” the “time-line,” we may say that McTaggart holds that,
if time is real, the concepts “past” and “present” and “future” must correspond to
real and irreducible features of the time-line. His argument for the unreality of
time takes this form: the concepts “past” and “present” and “future” cannot corre-
spond to real features of the time-line—and time is therefore unreal. In what fol-
lows, I will grant for the sake of the argument McTaggart’s “anti-Russellian”
premise, that time is real only if the concepts “past” and “present” and “future”
correspond to real and irreducible features of the time-line. I will examine the ar-
gument by which he attempts to establish that these concepts cannot correspond
to real and irreducible features of the time-line. (This argument, if cogent, is im-
portant even if the anti-Russellian premise is false: if the anti-Russellian premise
is false, the argument supports Russell’s theory of time.) I shall try to show that
 McTaggart’s argument for this conclusion is defective. If I am right about this,
then McTaggart’s “whole” argument, his argument for the unreality of time, is de-
fective even if we grant his premise that time is not real unless “past” and “present”
and “future” correspond to real and irreducible features of the time-line. I will ex-
hibit his subordinate argument—his argument for the conclusion that the con-
cepts “past” and “present” and “future” cannot correspond to real and irreducible
features of the time-line—as an attempt to derive a contradiction from the follow-
ing proposition.

(1) The concepts “past” and “present” and “future” correspond to real and irre-
ducible features of the time-line.

(In what follows, I will continually use phrases like “McTaggart says” and  “McTag -
gart argues.” These phrases refer to a stylistically useful fiction: someone called
 McTaggart who has published an argument identical with my reconstruction of the
historical McTaggart’s argument.) Proposition 1, McTaggart says, implies

(2) There are moments of time that are not past moments but will be past
 moments.

(It may have occurred to the reader to protest that it is not entirely evident what
Proposition 1 means. Whether or not Proposition 1 is obscure, however, the
meaning of Proposition 2 is clear enough. Since, as we shall see, McTaggart’s argu-
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ment makes no further essential reference to Proposition 1, but rather proceeds by
attempting to derive a contradiction from Proposition 2, the possible obscurity of
Proposition 1 is not a difficulty that need detain us. Let us evade that difficulty, if
it is a difficulty, by simply granting to McTaggart the premise that, if time is real,
there are moments of time that are not past moments but will be past moments;
this premise is at least as plausible as the premise that, if time is real, the concepts
“past” and “present” and “future” correspond to real and irreducible features of the
time-line—and a good deal clearer.) Let us pick one of these moments—one of
these moments that are not but will be past moments—at random and discuss it
individually. We will give it the name ‘T’. We have, then,

(3) T is not a past moment but will be a past moment.

Let us examine the second word of this statement, the word ‘is’. McTaggart points
out that this ‘is’, the ‘is’ of ordinary, everyday English, is a present-tense verb-form:
when we say that x “is” F, we are saying that x is F now, at the present moment. In
saying that x “is” F, we are not saying only that the object x and the property F are
related in a certain way; we are saying that the object x and the property F and the
present moment are related in a certain way. The ‘is’ of everyday English thus ex-
presses a three-term relation. If I say, “Washington is the capital of the United
States,” you cannot object to my statement on the ground that the property being
the capital of the United States has at various times in the past belonged to New
York and Philadelphia, or on the ground that, for all anyone knows, it will belong
to Denver or Seattle in the future.

McTaggart’s argument depends on the existence of what we might call a more
basic or fundamental relation between object and property than that expressed by
the everyday ‘is’. He postulates a two-term relation, the relation of “pure predica-
tion,” that is similar to the relation expressed by ‘is’ but holds simply between an ob-
ject and a property and makes no hidden reference to a moment of time, the present
or any other. Suppose we use ‘IS’ to express the relation McTaggart postulates. We
may attempt to explain the meaning of ‘IS’ as follows. When we say that x “IS” F,
we are asserting the existence of a connection between x and F alone—we are not
 asserting of some relation that it holds between x, F, and a moment of time or any
other third thing. Consider, for example, Bucephalus, the famous horse of Alexan-
der the Great. The statement ‘Bucephalus is an animal’ is, strictly speaking, false,
owing to the fact that Bucephalus does not now exist and is thus not now to be
found among the world’s animals (thus the three-term relation  expressed by ‘is’ does
not hold between Bucephalus, animality, and the present moment). But the state-
ment ‘Bucephalus IS an animal’ is true—or so McTaggart tells us—owing to the
fact that the two-term relation of pure predication, the relation expressed by ‘IS’,
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holds between Bucephalus and animality. (It’s not that this relation now holds be-
tween Bucephalus and animality; pure predication is not in the business of holding
between objects and properties at times: pure predication holds between Bucephalus
and animality period; it holds between Bucephalus and animality full stop.)

This must suffice for an explanation of ‘IS’.17 Now let us ask: How are ‘is’ and ‘IS’
related? McTaggart seems to think that the following two expressions are equivalent:

• x is F
• x IS F at the present moment.

(But does the second of these two expressions make sense if “pure predication”
does not hold between an object and a property at a time—as McTaggart says it
does not? We shall return to this question.) And he holds two further theses that
are natural extensions of this thesis about the present tense of ‘to be’ to its past
tense and its future tense: ‘x was F’ is equivalent to ‘x IS F at some past moment’
and ‘x will be F’ is equivalent to ‘x IS F at some future moment’. Let us for the mo-
ment accept these three theses. If they are correct, Proposition 3 is equivalent to

(4) T IS not a past moment at the present moment and T IS a past moment at
some future moment.

That is, (3) and (4) say the same thing in different words.
We now come to the crucial premise of McTaggart’s argument. At this point, I will

simply record this premise; commentary and criticism will come later. The premise is:

(5) Every moment IS a past moment, IS a present moment, and IS a future
moment.

This premise obviously entails

(6) Every moment IS a past moment.

From (4) and (6) we can infer

(7) T IS not a past moment at the present moment and T IS a past moment at
some past moment.

(Note that (7) is like (4), except that the word ‘future’ in (4) has been replaced by
‘past’.) Why does (7) follow from (4) and (6)? For this reason. Consider the sec-
ond “part” of (4), what logicians call its second conjunct:
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T IS a past moment at some future moment.

If this statement is true, then there is some future moment t such that

(8) T IS a past moment at t.

Consider this future moment t. According to (6), every moment IS a past mo-
ment, which implies

(9) t IS a past moment.

But (8) and (9) together imply

(10) T IS a past moment at some past moment.18

Therefore, as I have said, (7) follows from (4) and (6): The first conjunct of (7) is
also the first conjunct of (4), so that follows from (4); and when we put that state-
ment together with (10), we have (7).

But (7) is, McTaggart points out, impossible. It says that T is not now a past
moment but once was a past moment, a clear contradiction (for “once past, always
past”: any moment that ever was a past moment must be a past moment still).
Hence, we have derived a contradiction from (1). And time is real only if (1) is
true; hence, time is not real. (Or, if we are uneasy about whether (1) really means
anything, we can say: We have derived a contradiction from (2). And time is real
only if (2) is true; hence, time is not real.)

Is this argument cogent? In my view, it is not. As the reader might guess from
my having called it the “crucial” premise of the argument, my reason for saying
this is connected with premise (5). Why does McTaggart think (5) is true?—or let
us ask why he thinks that (6), the conjunct of (5) that actually figures in the argu-
ment, is true. Let us consider a concrete case. If McTaggart thinks that (6) is true,
he must think that the proposition

Noon, January 1, 2050, IS a past moment

is true. But why? His reasoning is hard to represent. Let us try this. If there is such
a property as “being a past moment,” it obviously belongs in some way to noon,
January 1, 2050. But how can we express this “belonging” relation? Not by using
the everyday, present-tense ‘is’: noon, January 1, 2050, is not a past moment. And
what alternative is there but ‘IS’—the relation of pure predication? Noon, January
1, 2050, IS, therefore, a past moment.
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But does this argument for the truth of (5) in fact make any sense? Does it, at any
rate, make sense in the context of McTaggart’s larger argument, his deduction of (7)
from (1)? McTaggart’s deduction of (7) from (1) depends essentially on the assump-
tion that ‘IS’, the relation of pure predication, can be temporally qualified. Thus, if
McTaggart is right, both the following propositions make sense (and both are true):

Noon, January 1, 2050, IS a past moment
Noon, January 1, 2050, IS a past moment at 3:00 P.M., March 11, 2150.

But can both these propositions make sense? And, if so, what is the relation be-
tween them? Suppose the latter makes sense. Suppose, that is, that it makes sense
to append temporal qualifications like ‘at 3:00 P.M., March 11, 2150’ to phrases
like ‘IS a past moment’. What, then, does the predicate ‘IS a past moment’, which
occurs in the former statement, mean? What does it mean when it occurs, so to
speak, all by itself? It cannot be equivalent to any of the following predicates

• IS a past moment at the present moment
• IS a past moment at some past moment
• IS a past moment at some future moment
• IS a past moment at every moment.

In none of these four cases will the predicate ‘IS a past moment’ apply to every
moment, and, therefore, if ‘IS a past moment’ were equivalent to any of these
predicates, premise (6) would be false. There is, however, another possibility. If we
assume that ‘IS a past moment’ is equivalent to

IS a past moment at some moment,

this assumption will have the consequence that (6) is true.19 On this assumption,
(6) is equivalent to

(6') Every moment IS a past moment at some moment.

And (6') is true (given, as we have been assuming, that there is no last moment of
time). But this reading of ‘IS a past moment’ creates an insurmountable problem
for McTaggart’s argument, for (7) does not follow from (4) and (6'). All that fol-
lows from (4) and (6') is

(7') T IS not a past moment at the present moment and T IS a past moment at
some moment that IS a past moment at some moment.
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And this proposition is not “impossible”—or even false. It is simply true. Suppose,
for example, that T is (or IS) 1:00 A.M., August 17, 2250. The moment 1:00 A.M.,
August 17, 2250, IS not a past moment at the present moment, but IS a past mo-
ment at some moment that IS a past moment at some moment. It IS, for example,
a past moment at 4:00 P.M., October 23, 2350, and 4:00 P.M., October 23, 2350 IS
a past moment at some moment—it IS a past moment at the turn of the fourth
millennium, for instance.

No contradiction can be deduced from (6') and McTaggart’s other premises.
It may, of course, be that McTaggart will want to say that ‘IS a past moment’ is
not equivalent to ‘IS a past moment at some moment’. But we should take note
of the following dilemmas that face McTaggart. Either the notion of pure predi-
cation (“IS”) makes sense or it does not. If it does not, McTaggart’s argument
fails, for it makes essential use of the idea of pure predication. If pure predication
does make sense, there are two possibilities: either temporal qualifications like ‘at
4:00 P.M., October 23, 2350’ can be meaningfully applied to expressions of pure
predication like ‘IS a past moment’ or they cannot. If they cannot, McTaggart’s
argument fails, for it makes essential use of temporal qualifications of pure pred-
ication. If statements of pure predication can be temporally qualified, the expres-
sion ‘ IS a past moment at some moment’ makes sense; and must not logical
relations of some sort hold between the expression ‘IS a past moment’ and the
expression ‘IS a past moment at some moment’? And, surely (even if these two
expressions do not “mean” the same thing, even if they do not “say the same
thing in different words”20), must not one of the logical relations that holds be-
tween them be this: it is necessarily true of every moment of time that if it IS a
past moment at some moment, then it IS a past moment? And if this is a neces-
sary truth, then it is a necessary truth that if (7') is true, then (7) is true. And if
this latter if-then statement is indeed a necessary truth, then (7) is impossible
only if (7') is impossible. But (7') is, as we have seen, not impossible, and, there-
fore, (7) is not impossible.

McTaggart’s argument is therefore a failure. McTaggart has failed to show that
(as both he and Russell believed) the concepts “past,” “present,” and “future” do
not correspond to real features of the World.

Suggestions for Further Reading

Richard Gale’s The Philosophy of Time: A Collection of Essays (1968) is still very
useful. It contains a fine bibliography and helpful explanatory essays by the editor.
An even older collection, which contains much interesting material that is not
otherwise easily accessible, is J. J. C. Smart’s Problems of Space and Time. More re-
cent essays on time (and on space) can be found in van Inwagen and Zimmerman,
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Metaphysics: The Big Questions (in the section “What is time? What is space?”).
Both the Gale and the van Inwagen and Zimmerman collections include the sec-
tions of McTaggart’s The Nature of Existence that contain the argument for the un-
reality of time that is examined in the present chapter. Paul Davies’s About Time:
Einstein’s Unfinished Revolution is an accessible discussion of time from a scientific
point of view, and contains much that is of philosophical interest. Chapter Two,
“Space, Time, and Motion” of Lawrence Sklar’s Philosophy of Physics (a book in the
same series as the present volume) is an excellent introduction to the physics of
space, time, and space-time from a philosophical perspective. It is rather more dif-
ficult than Davies’s book.

Notes

1. Unfortunately, it is not possible to explain continuity without a lengthy digres-
sion. A dictionary will tell you that ‘continuous’ means ‘unbroken, extending without
interruption or gap’, and that is as much as can be said about continuity in a few
words. “But isn’t density, as you have explained it, sufficient for the property ‘without
interruption or gap’?” The short answer is No. A more satisfactory answer would re-
quire, as I say, a lengthy digression.

When I say space and time have certain properties, I mean we are naturally inclined
to think of space and time as having these properties—these are the “default” proper-
ties of space and time, the properties we are going to ascribe to them unless some
weighty consideration prevents our doing so. (This is why I have used qualifications
like “is assumed to have” and “as we conceive them.”) For example, relativity theory
has forced us to accept the astonishing thesis that the interval or distance between two
points in space in not absolute but observer-relative. That we naturally think of space
and time (and space-time) as continua composed of dimensionless points is evidenced
by the fact that physical scientists, in constructing theories of the physical world, use
(generally unreflectively) mathematics that presupposes that space and time have these
properties. But whether space, time, and space-time are continua composed of dimen-
sionless points in reality is a perfectly legitimate question in both physics and philoso-
phy. The argument that will be our primary concern in this chapter, McTaggart’s
argument for the unreality of time, presupposes at least that time is composed of di-
mensionless points and that between any two points in time there is a measure. I shall
be critical of McTaggart’s argument, but I shall not dispute those presuppositions.

2. In terms of space-time: Space-time comprises three spatial dimensions and one
temporal dimension. But why three? Why does space-time not comprise seventeen
spatial dimensions and one temporal dimension? (In one version of “superstring
theory,” space-time comprises nine spatial dimensions and one temporal dimension—
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six of the spatial dimensions being “rolled up,” and thus normally imperceptible to us.
But why nine?—and why are six of them rolled up?) However we think about the spa-
tial aspect of our experience, it seems our description of that aspect of our experience
must contain some inexplicable number—or numbers.

3. Since time is one-dimensional, it is hard to see how there could be interesting
“geometrical” questions about time. But there are certainly interesting topological
questions about time. Is time finite or infinite? (Time is finite if there is some number
n of, say, seconds, such that any two points in time are separated by less than n sec-
onds.) If time is finite, might it be “circular”? That is, could every point in time be
both before and after every other point? (Might the turn of the fourth millennium
be both about a thousand years in the future and, say, twenty-six billion years in the
past?) If time is infinite, does it have both an infinite past and an infinite future?—or
does it have a finite past and an infinite future?—or an infinite past and a finite future?
For the mathematically inclined: if time has a finite past, was there a first moment of
time?—and if time has a finite future, will there be a last moment of time? (Those fa-
miliar with the mathematics of continua will know that a finite past does not logically
imply a first moment and a finite future does not imply a last moment.) And: What-
ever the topology of time may be, why does time have that topology and not one of
the other topologies that can be described without logical contradiction?

4. In terms of space-time: it seems essential to the idea of a space-time continuum
that it comprise some number, any number (greater than 0) of spatial dimensions and
exactly one temporal dimension; why this asymmetry between the spatial and the tem-
poral aspects of a space-time continuum?

5. The verbs in the statements ‘Alice plays ice-hockey’ and ‘Alice is playing ice-
hockey’ are said both to be in the present tense but to be of different “aspects.”

6. We can eliminate one obviously objectionable feature of this picture, the “mov-
ing moment.” Let us say that no moment of time literally moves; what happens,
rather—according to the picture I am proposing—, is that the property “is the present
moment” belongs successively to different moments of time. Think of a row of falling
dominoes. When we watch the dominoes fall, it looks to us as if something was mov-
ing along the row, but nothing is, for there is nothing there but dominoes, and each
fallen domino remains more or less where it was when it was standing. What is really
happening is that the property “is falling” belongs successively to different dominoes.
(The causal features of a row of falling dominoes, the fact that each domino falls be-
cause it is nudged by the domino that fell previously, should not be considered a part
of the analogy.) If we think of the property “is the present moment” as moving future-
wards along the time-line in a way analogous to the way in which “is falling” moves
along the row of dominoes, we need not suppose there is a moment called ‘the present’
that, unlike all other moments, is able to move along the time-line. We should note
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that the previous sentence makes use of a kind of picture-thinking we find congenial
because of the perceptual illusion that represents something, some thing, as moving
along the row of falling dominoes. Properties, even properties of things having loca-
tions (like “is falling”), do not themselves have locations and therefore cannot literally
move. Nevertheless, the literally meaningless statement that what is moving along the
row of dominoes is the property “is falling” is somehow useful in getting across the
point that no domino, and no physical object of any sort, is moving along the row.

7. One important asymmetry between the past and the future pertains to the
kinds of knowledge we have of past and future events. Supernatural resources aside,
we know the future only by inference. We can know about the past by inference, too,
but we can also know about the past by means of our memories and surviving records
of past events. It might, therefore, be appropriate to add the following features to our
pictures: we are sitting in the boat facing backwards (upstream), or standing on the is-
land facing backwards (downstream); and we occasionally take photographs of the ob-
jects we pass on the shore, or which drift past our island. If these features are added to
the picture, sight corresponds metaphorically to memory and the accumulating pile of
photographs to the historical record.

8. For a discussion of this argument, and many references, see Ned Markosian,
“How Fast Does Time Pass?”

9. The point I am trying to make can be put much more neatly using some vocab-
ulary familiar to anyone who has studied any physics: dividing an interval of time by
an interval of time (which is what we are doing when we speak of ‘sixty seconds per
minute’ or ‘one second per second’ or ‘one hour per hour’) yields a dimensionless
number, and a speed or rate can never be a dimensionless number. (This use of ‘di-
mensionless’ is a special, technical term, and has nothing to do with size; its meaning
in this context is unrelated to its meaning in the phrase ‘dimensionless point’.)

10. Or we move in time. But note that if this is so, we have no choice about how we
move through time. When we move through space, we can (in most circumstances)
change the direction in which we’re moving. If I am moving north, I can reverse my
direction of travel and move south for a while. But it makes no sense to say, “I’ve
grown tired of moving futureward; I think I’ll move pastward for a while.”

11. Hermann Weyl, The Philosophy of Mathematics and Natural Science (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1949), p. 116.

12. The Principles of Mathematics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1903),
see especially pp. 458–476. Russell’s theory is sometimes called the “token-reflexive”
theory because some philosophers of language have (for reasons we need not go into)
classified phrases like ‘this thought’ and ‘this utterance’ as “token-reflexives.” My state-
ment of “Russell’s theory” in the text owes as much to later statements of the token-
 reflexive theory by other philosophers as it does to Russell.
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13. Those familiar with formal logic will see that this expression (and the two ex-
pressions that follow) can be put into a form that makes use only of ‘is before’ and ‘oc-
curs at’—that is, they will see that we need not have used the form of words ‘the
moment at which . . . occurs’. Here is the trick:

For any moments of time x and y, if A occurs at x and B occurs at y, then x is before y.
14. Or, if appropriate, ‘this thought’.
15. This use of ‘occurs’ is supposed not “really” to be in the present tense, but to be

“tenseless.” We could, if we liked, write ‘occurred’ in place of ‘occurs’, provided this
use of ‘-ed’ merely reflected an aesthetic preference on our part and not an allegiance
to the idea that the past tense corresponded to any real feature of the World. The
“tenseless” statement ‘The election occurs before this utterance’ is supposed to convey
no more than what one would convey by saying, “Events are temporally ordered as
shown in this diagram of the time-line,” while displaying the diagram:

The reader will note, however, that even this statement contains the apparently tensed
verb ‘are’!

16. The Nature of Existence, Vol. II, §§303–333.
17. Compare note 15 on Russell’s “tenseless” sense of ‘occurs’.
18. At any rate, (10) follows from (8) and (9) on the assumption that ‘past mo-

ment’ is equivalent to ‘moment that IS past’ and not to ‘moment that is past’. A fuller
examination of all the ins and outs of McTaggart’s argument would have to raise the
question which of these two expressions was the correct reading of ‘past moment’.

19. And if we also assume that ‘IS a present moment’ is equivalent to ‘IS a present
moment at some moment’ and that ‘IS a future moment’ is equivalent to ‘IS a future
moment at some moment’, these three assumptions will have the consequence that (5)
is true.

20. Do ‘Denmark is north of Italy’ and ‘Italy is south of Denmark’ mean the same
thing? Do they say the same thing in different words? It is perhaps not entirely clear
what ‘mean the same thing’ and ‘say the same thing in different words’ mean, and the
answer to these questions is therefore perhaps a matter of definition. But one thing is
clear: these two propositions are logically related in a very specific way: they must
either be both true or both false. If ‘4:00 pm October 23rd, 2350 IS a past moment’
and ‘4:00 pm October 23rd, 2350 IS a past moment at some moment’ are related in
this way, if they must be either both true or both false, McTaggart’s argument fails.

The Election This Utterance

<Pastward Futureward>

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 91



0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 92

This page intentionally left blank 



93

5

Objectivity

One important component of the Common Western Metaphysic is the thesis
that there is such a thing as objective truth. This thesis itself has two components.
First, our beliefs and our assertions are either true or false; each of our beliefs and
assertions represents the World as being a certain way, and the belief or assertion is
true if the World is that way, and false if the World is not that way. It is, as one
might put it, up to our beliefs and assertions to get the World right; if they don’t,
they’re not doing their job, and that’s their fault and no fault of the World’s. Our
beliefs and assertions are thus related to the World as a map is related to the terri-
tory: it is up to the map to get the territory right, and if the map doesn’t get the
territory right, that’s the fault of the map and no fault of the territory.

The second component of the thesis that there is such a thing as objective truth
is this: the World exists and has the features it does in large part independently of
our beliefs and our assertions. (I say ‘in large part’ because our beliefs and asser-
tions are themselves parts—very minor parts, it would seem—of the World. And,
of course, our beliefs and assertions may affect other parts of the World, as when
my false belief that the traffic light is green causes an accident. But even the total-
ity of all the parts of the physical universe affected by the beliefs and assertions of
all human beings would seem to be a very small part of the universe: if we learn
nothing else from astronomy and geology, we learn that if human beings had
never existed, the history and future of the physical universe would be much the
same.) The truth or falsity of our beliefs and assertions is therefore “objective” in
the sense that truth and falsity are conferred on those beliefs and assertions by
their objects, by the things they are about.

And how do the objects of our beliefs and assertions confer truth on them? The
idea that the objects of our beliefs and assertions have this power may seem mysterious
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if we think about it in the abstract, but the mystery vanishes if we look at one or two
concrete examples. If I assert that Albany is the capital of New York State, what I have
asserted is true if and only if Albany is the capital of New York State and is false if and
only if Albany is not the capital of New York State. If Berkeley believes that nothing ex-
ists independently of the mind, what he believes is true if and only if nothing exists in-
dependently of the mind, and what he believes is false if and only if something exists
independently of the mind. If two people, you and I, say, have the same belief about
something—perhaps we both believe that Albany is the capital of New York State—
then truth or falsity is conferred on our common belief by the features of that one ob-
ject. Truth is therefore “one”; there is no such thing as a belief or assertion being “true
for me” but “not true for you.” If your friend Alfred responds to something you have
said with the words, “That may be true for you, but it isn’t true for me,” his words can
only be regarded as a rather misleading way of saying, “That may be what you think,
but it’s not what I think.”

Before we go further, it will be necessary to clear up a possible confusion. Many
fair-minded people seem to object to the notion of objective truth and falsity be-
cause they think it implies some sort of dogmatism. They think that if Mary says
that each of our beliefs and assertions is either objectively true or objectively false,
then Mary must be setting herself up as an arbiter of that objective truth and falsity.
“Who’s to say what’s true and what’s false?” they ask. But Mary is not committed by
her belief in the objectivity of truth and falsity to the claim that she is in a position
to lay down the law about what’s true and what’s false. Indeed, she is not committed
to the thesis that anyone is in a position to lay down the law about what’s true and
what’s false. She is committed only to the thesis that truth and falsity exist and are
(in general) conferred on beliefs and assertions independently of what is going on in
the minds of the people who have those beliefs and make those assertions. One ex-
ample should suffice to make this clear. Consider the question whether there is in-
telligent life on other planets. “Who’s to say whether there’s intelligent life on other
planets?” Who, indeed? In my view, no human being at this point in history is in a
position to lay down the law on this question. But saying that is perfectly consistent
with saying that either there is intelligent life on other planets or there isn’t, and that
the statement that there is intelligent life on other planets is made true (if it is true)
or made false (if it is false) by facts about the way things are on distant planets—
facts that are the way they are independently of our existence and our beliefs and
our desires.

The thesis that each of our beliefs and assertions is either true or false, if it is to
be at all plausible, requires two qualifications, qualifications most adherents of the
Common Western Metaphysic will be willing to make. The first is that it may well
be that some of our utterances are meaningless, although they do not seem to us to
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be meaningless when we make them—otherwise, we should no doubt not make
them. (We have seen, for example, that the logical positivists held that all meta-
physical utterances were meaningless. But they did not hold that metaphysical ut-
terances seemed to the metaphysicians who made them to be meaningless.) In the
works of the nineteenth-century American Absolute Idealist Josiah Royce, there oc-
curs the following sentence: ‘The world is a progressively realized community of
interpretation’. Perhaps these words mean nothing at all—perhaps, as we say, they
are “just words”—despite the fact that many people have thought they meant
something true and important. If this sentence is indeed meaningless, the thesis
that each of our beliefs and assertions is either true or false does not, properly un-
derstood, mean that someone who utters this sentence says something that is either
true or false, for that person says nothing at all.

The second qualification our thesis requires has to do with vagueness. Most of
the words we use in everyday life are vague. That is, for most words there will be
possible—and usually actual—cases in which it is not clear whether that word can
be correctly applied. For example, if a man is 181.5 centimeters (5 feet 11 and 1/2
inches) tall, there is perhaps no definite answer to the question whether he is “tall.”
The word ‘tall’ is therefore vague, and the statement that Alfred (who is 181.5 cen-
timeters tall) is tall cannot be said to be either true or false. The thesis that each of
our beliefs and assertions is either true or false therefore requires this qualification:
because many of the words and phrases we use in making our assertions and for-
mulating our beliefs are vague, there will sometimes be no definite yes-or-no an-
swer to the question whether these words and phrases apply to the things we are
talking about. As a consequence, some of our beliefs and assertions will be neither
true nor false. Let us call such beliefs and assertions indeterminate. Believers in ob-
jective truth and falsity do not deny the existence of indeterminate beliefs and as-
sertions. They simply insist that the status “indeterminate” is as much an objective
status of certain beliefs and assertions as “truth” and “falsity” are of certain others.
If, for example, Alfred’s hero-worshiping ten-year-old brother believes that Alfred is
tall, facts whose existence is independent of what is going on in the boy’s mind
confer the status “indeterminate” on his belief. In the remainder of this chapter, I
will simplify the discussion by ignoring the status “indeterminate”; I will talk as if
the thesis of the objectivity of truth implied that every belief and assertion was
either true or false. That is, I will ignore the existence of vagueness, which is not
really germane to the questions we shall be considering.

Before leaving the topic of vagueness and what it implies about truth and fal-
sity, however, I want to make just one more point. The fact that our language con-
tains vague words and phrases does not entail that a given assertion (or belief )
cannot be true or false unless it can be made (or formulated) without the use of
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vague words. If that were so, few if any of our assertions or beliefs would be either
true or false, owing to the fact that most of the words we use in our daily speech
are vague. Most of the assertions that we make using vague words manage to be
either true or false, owing to the fact that for just about any vague word there are
perfectly clear cases of things that word applies to, and people do not normally use
a word if they are in any doubt about whether it applies to whatever they are talk-
ing about. Although there are certainly people who cannot be clearly said to be
“tall” and cannot be clearly said to be “not tall,” there are also many people the
word ‘tall’ clearly applies to or clearly does not apply to—for example, men who
are 200 centimeters tall, or men who are 150 centimeters tall. Thus, anyone who
says that Bertram (who is 200 centimeters [6 feet 7 inches] tall) is tall says some-
thing true, and anyone who says that Charles (who is 150 centimeters [4 feet 11
inches] tall) is tall says something false.

With these two qualifications of the thesis that each of our assertions and be-
liefs is either true or false in mind, let us return to our discussion of the question
of objective truth.

The most interesting thing about objective truth is that there are people who
deny that it exists. One might wonder how anyone could deny that there is such a
thing as objective truth. At least I might. In fact, I often have. For some people, I
am fairly sure, the explanation is something like this. They are deeply hostile to
the thought of anything that in any sense stands in judgment over them. The idea
toward which they are most hostile is, of course, the idea of there being a God.
But they are almost as hostile to the idea of there being an objective universe that
doesn’t care what they think and could make their most cherished beliefs false
without even consulting them. (But this cannot be the whole story, since there are
people who deny that objective truth exists and who also believe in God. I have to
admit, therefore, that the notion of a world devoid of objective truth must have
some sort of appeal that is simply hidden from me.) Let the reader be warned. It
must be evident that I am unable to enter into the smallest degree of imaginative
sympathy with those who deny that there is such a thing as objective truth. I am
therefore probably not a reliable guide to their views. Perhaps, indeed, I do not
understand these views. I should like to think so. I should prefer to think that no
one actually believes what, on the surface at least, it very much looks as if some
people believe.

Philosophers who deny the existence of objective truth are today usually called
“anti-realists”—in opposition, of course, to “realists,” who affirm the existence of
objective truth. This is confusing, because, in our discussion of the external world,
we have opposed realism to idealism, to the thesis that everything that exists is a
mind or a modification of a mind. (And it was no arbitrary decision on my part to
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use the term ‘realism’ this way. In opposing “realism” to idealism, I was following
customary usage.) It could be argued that it is not entirely misleading to use the
word ‘realism’ both for the thesis that is opposed to idealism and for the thesis
that is opposed to “anti-realism.” Is not idealism essentially the thesis that there is
no mind-independent world “out there” for our sensations to be correct or incor-
rect representations of? And is not anti-realism the thesis that there is no mind-
 independent world “out there” for our assertions to be true or false statements
about? Since the two theses are both rejections of a mind-independent world, is it
so very misleading to oppose both of them to “realism,” the thesis that there is a
so-called real—that is, mind-independent—world?

This plausible-sounding argument depends on confusing two different senses
of ‘mind-independent’. The idealist who says that nothing is independent of the
mind means that the nature of everything there is is mental: everything is either a
mind or a modification of a mind or a collection of modifications of various
minds. Nevertheless, according to the idealist, the general nature of reality, the
way the World is, how things are, is something that does not depend on the mind.
(Not even on the mind of God, although, of course, vast ranges of particular fact
depend on His decisions—just as much smaller ranges of particular fact depend
on your decisions and mine.) The anti-realist who says that nothing is indepen-
dent of the mind, however, really does mean something very much like this: the
collective activity of all minds is somehow determinative of the general nature of
reality. What exactly the anti-realist does mean is a question we shall have to turn
to in a moment. For the present, we must simply note that although the idealist
and the anti-realist may both use the words ‘nothing is independent of the mind’,
they mean something very different by these words. It is therefore misleading to
oppose “realism” to both idealism and anti-realism.

Let us respect both the traditional opposition of realism and idealism and the
current tendency to use ‘realism’ for the thesis that there is an objective truth; we
can carry out this resolution by the simple expedient of retaining the traditional
opposition of ‘realism’ and ‘idealism’ and calling the thesis that there is an objective
truth ‘Realism’ with a capital R. (The thesis that there is no objective truth, or that
the way the World is is mind-dependent, will, of course, be called anti- Realism.)

What, then, is the thesis of anti-Realism? I confess I have had a very hard time
finding a statement of anti-Realism I can understand. I find, in fact, that I am much
better at understanding examples of how particular “truths” or “facts” that would be
supposed by most people to be independent of the mind are in fact (according to
the anti-Realists) mind-dependent than I am at understanding formulations of anti-
Realism as a general doctrine. Let us look at an example of such a particular truth
and see what light it can give us. Here is an example of a fact most people would say
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was in no way dependent upon the existence of the human mind or any activity of
or fact about the human mind:

Mount Everest is 8,849.87 meters high.

Let us call this fact ‘F’. F would seem to be a pretty good example of a fact most
people would take to be, in any reasonable sense, independent of human mental
activity. The reasons underlying this conviction might be articulated and pre-
sented in the form of an argument in the following way. This argument, although
it may appeal to some scientific facts not everyone is familiar with (and some
people will reject the assumption it contains that human beings are the product of
an evolutionary process), can certainly be said—scientific details aside—to repre-
sent the metaphysical point of view of the ordinary person:

The forces that cause mountains to rise have never been in the smallest degree
influenced by the evolutionary processes that produced human beings. If no hu-
man beings had ever evolved, and if no other intelligent beings inhabited the
earth, the vast, slow collision of the Indo-Australian and the Eurasian tectonic
plates, which is what caused (and is still causing) the rise of the Himalayan
Mountains, would have occurred in exactly the fashion in which it did. And, as
a consequence, if there had never been any intelligent beings on the earth,
Mount Everest would, despite the absence of intelligence from the terrestrial
scene, have exactly the size and shape it has in fact. If you think about it, this
conclusion is presupposed by geologists’ explanations of the present-day features
of the earth, for these explanations presuppose that the processes that shaped
these features had been going on for unimaginably long periods during which
there were no intelligent beings to observe them or to think about them. Now
since Mount Everest would be of exactly the size and shape it actually is even if
there had never been any minds, it is obvious that the fact F is entirely indepen-
dent of all human mental activity. If there were no beings with minds, there
would be no one to observe or grasp or be aware of this fact, but the fact would
still be there.

This argument, it will be noted, presupposes that common objects can exist in-
dependently of the mind and therefore presupposes the falsity of idealism, and the
idealists, as we have said, are no friends of anti-Realism. Still, we have found rea-
son to reject idealism, and there seems to be no reason to restrict ourselves to the
use of arguments acceptable to idealists. (I am tempted to say: Let the idealists
find their own arguments against anti-Realism.) There is, however, an argument
Berkeley has used against this kind of reasoning that an anti-Realist might want to
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appropriate, and we had better take a moment to examine it. It is this: it is impos-
sible to imagine geological processes—or anything else—going on independently
of the mind, for if you try, you will find you have to imagine yourself (or at least
someone) present and watching the processes take place; therefore, you do not suc-
ceed in your attempt to imagine the processes in question going on independently
of the mind. (Most undergraduates will probably have heard the similar argument
for the conclusion that it is impossible for one to imagine one’s own funeral: one
would have to imagine oneself there, watching what was going on, so one would
not really be imagining oneself dead, so one would not really be imagining one’s
funeral.)

This argument is without force, however. Even if we grant the premise that one
cannot imagine, in the sense of “form a mental image of,” an event no one is ob-
serving, the argument is without force. (And that premise is very doubtful. To say
one cannot imagine an event no one is observing is like saying one cannot paint a
picture of someone who is alone—since any attempt to do so would represent the
figure in the painting as observed by someone who was occupying a certain point
of view, the point of view that the viewer of the painting is invited, in imagination,
to share.) The above argument for the mind-independence of F does not require
that those to whom the argument is addressed form a mental image of unobserved
geological processes but only that they understand certain verbal descriptions of
those processes.

What does the anti-Realist say about F? How can the anti-Realist continue to
maintain that the way the World is is dependent on human mental activity in the
face of the fact that the size and shape of Mount Everest were determined by geo-
logical processes operating mostly before and always independently of the biologi-
cal processes that produced intelligent life? The argument goes something like this:

Mountains and height are human social constructs. Let us first consider moun-
tains. It is a human fiction, one that has gained currency because it serves certain
social needs, that a certain portion of the earth’s topography can be marked off
and called a “mountain.” What are the boundaries of Mount Everest? If you look
at the place where these boundaries are supposed to be, you will not find any line
on the surface of the earth; you will find only homogeneous rock. If you want to
find out where Mount Everest begins and ends, you will discover that you have
to apply to certain social institutions for your answer—the International Geo-
graphical Union or some such. And the answer you get will not be dictated by
some “reality” that is independent of the activities of human beings. The Interna-
tional Geographical Union—or whoever is responsible for such decisions—
might just as well (“just as well” as far as any mind-independent reality enters
into the matter) have decided that a “mountain” began at the tree line, and they
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might have decided to call what we call the part of the mountain below the tree
line the ‘mountain base’. The fact that they made the decision they did about the
boundaries of mountains and not some other decision has a social explanation,
like any other social fact. Perhaps it is this: some people want to or have to climb
mountains, and it serves their purposes to draw the boundaries around “moun-
tains” at the place where the specifically human activity called climbing has to
start. (Intelligent birds would not have that particular purpose; they might well
draw the boundaries around “mountains” differently—if, indeed, they drew any
such boundaries at all.) Mountains, therefore, are social constructs. So is height.
You can’t drop a weighted rope from the peak of Mount Everest to the ground
and then measure the rope with a meter stick and call the result the height of
Mount Everest. We therefore have to use a special instrument called a theodolite
to measure the height of Mount Everest. But why do we call the both the figure
that a certain procedure involving a theodolite gives us with respect to Mount
Everest and the figure that measuring a weighted rope gives us with respect to a
certain tower the “height” of the thing measured? The answer is that we do this
because we have found it socially useful to establish a convention to the effect
that a single quality is measured by these two very different procedures. Height is
therefore a social construct. (It is true that if we used the theodolite to measure
the “height” of the tower, it would give the same figure as the weighted rope. But
that’s not a reflection of some fact about an extra-social reality called height; it’s
rather a reflection of a certain social fact, namely the procedure we use for cali-
brating theodolites. If the theodolite did not give the same result as the weighted
rope, we would recalibrate the theodolite.) Both mountains and height, there-
fore, are social constructs, and it follows that “facts” about the height of moun-
tains are social facts. Facts about the height of mountains before there were any
people (or facts about what the height of certain mountains would have been if
there had never been any people) are no less social facts. They are simply facts
about the way in which we apply social constructs retrospectively (or hypotheti-
cally). If we wanted, we could adopt quite different conventions about how to
apply those constructs in discourse about the distant past. We could adopt the
convention that before, say, 1,000,000 B.C., everything was just one-half the size
things were before that date according to our present system of conventions. We
don’t do this because it would make our geological and evolutionary and astro-
nomical theories harder to state and harder to use. But ease of statement and use
is a requirement we impose on our theories because of our interests. If we were
to meet Martians who did adopt such a convention because it satisfied their
 interests—aesthetic interests, perhaps, or interests we couldn’t understand at
all—nothing but human chauvinism could lead us to say they were wrong. Who
are we to dictate their interests?
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This is, or so I maintain, a fair sample of the way in which anti-Realists argue.
(Their argument for the general thesis of anti-Realism would simply be an applica-
tion of what has been said in this passage about the supposedly mind- independent
fact F to all supposedly mind-independent facts.) If this is the extent of the anti-
Realists’ case, I do not find it very impressive, for the reason that, in my opinion, it
does not establish the mind-dependence of facts like F.

Let us first consider the case of Mount Everest. Let us grant for the sake of argu-
ment everything our imaginary anti-Realist has said about the social interests
served by our drawing the boundaries around the things we call “mountains” the
way we do. Let us grant that we might have drawn these boundaries differently if
we had had different interests. Still, we have drawn these boundaries in a certain
way, and—or so it would seem—in drawing them this way we have picked out cer-
tain objects as the objects designated by names like ‘Mount Everest’, ‘Pikes Peak’,
‘the Matterhorn’, and so on, and there are certain properties that these objects will
turn out to have when we get round to examining them. They will turn out to have
these properties because they already have them, for these properties belong to
these objects independently of the human mind and human conventions and hu-
man interests and human social activities. If we had adopted different conventions
about where to draw the boundaries of mountains, then ‘Mount Everest’, which in
fact designates the object x, an object that is 8,849.87 meters high, would have des-
ignated some other object y, an object that (no doubt) has some other height. But
this is merely a fact about the names things have or might have had, and the height
of a thing is not affected by what people call it or by whether they call it anything.
No matter how we had chosen to use ‘Mount Everest’, the objects x and y would
still be there, and x would still be 8,849.87 meters high, and the object y would still
have whatever height it does have.

But doesn’t this line of reasoning neglect the contention of the anti-Realists that
properties like height, as well as physical objects like mountains, are “social con-
structs”? The same points apply to this contention. Height is a “social construct”
only in the sense that it is a matter of social convention what property (if any) is as-
signed to the word ‘height’ as its meaning. (No doubt the fact that a certain prop-
erty has been chosen to be the meaning of some abstract noun will typically be
explained by the fact that some social interest is served by having a word whose
meaning is that property. The Realist will concede this rather obvious thesis, which
is in no way damaging to Realism.)

The social convention that assigns a particular property to the word ‘height’ is
simply a social convention to the effect that the word ‘height’ is to be used as a
name for what is measured by a certain set of procedures. The word ‘height’ might
have been used as a name for what is measured by some different set of proce-
dures. For example, what we call the ‘height’ of a mountain is measured in meters
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(or whatever) above sea level. Sea level was chosen as our bench mark because the
system of measurement so established satisfies certain of our interests. Other
bench marks could have been used, however. If we had chosen to employ one of
these other bench marks, we might have had not only different figures for the
heights of various mountains (perhaps 8,773.12 meters instead of 8,849.87 me-
ters for the height of Mount Everest) but different answers to questions of the
form ‘Is Mount A or Mount B the higher mountain?’

But it does not follow that it is a matter of social convention what the height of
Mount Everest is or whether Mount Alfred is higher than Mount Beatrice. All
that follows is a fact about English usage: given the actual conventions for using
the word ‘height’ (and related phrases like ‘higher than’), the string of English
words ‘Mount Alfred is higher than Mount Beatrice’ expresses a certain thesis x; if
a certain different convention governed the usage of English-speakers, this string
of English words would express the distinct thesis y. And it is consistent with these
facts about the conventions that govern (or might have governed) English usage to
suppose that x is true and y is false, the respective truth and falsity of these two
theses being things that are not determined by our social conventions, since they
depend only on the way in which masses of rock have been molded over the aeons
by geological forces—forces that operate in serene indifference to social conven-
tion. Here is another way to express what is essentially the same point. Suppose
we invent a word to designate the property that ‘height’ would have designated if
we had adopted the other conventional bench mark we have been imagining. Let
the word be ‘schmeight’. (And we have the related verbal inventions ‘schmigh’ and
‘schmigher than’.) Then all the following statements may well be simultaneously
true (objectively true):

• Mount Everest is 8,849.87 meters high.
• Mount Everest is 8,773.12 meters schmigh.
• Mount Alfred is higher than Mount Beatrice.
• Mount Beatrice is schmigher than Mount Alfred.

All the impressive-sounding thesis that “height is a social construct” really
comes to, therefore, is this: if we had adopted a certain different set of conventions
for using the word ‘high’, then the first sentence in the above list would mean,
‘Mount Everest is 8,849.87 meters schmigh’ and the third sentence would mean
‘Mount Alfred is schmigher than Mount Beatrice’—which is false if (as the fourth
sentence asserts) Mount Beatrice is schmigher than Mount Alfred. This harmless
thesis—which is, of course, perfectly acceptable to the Realist—is not a premise
from which anti-Realism can be deduced.
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Not only does the “social construct” argument fail to establish any thesis that
could reasonably be called anti-Realism, but our application of this argument to
the case of the fact F (which certainly looks like a mind-independent fact) fails to
provide us with any clue as to what thesis anti-Realism is. What the proponent of
the “social construct” argument says about the fact F turns out to be, when it is
properly understood, something perfectly consistent with Realism. And, there-
fore, anti-Realism cannot simply be a generalization to all facts of what the propo-
nent of the “social construct” argument is represented above as saying about the
fact F.

I am of the opinion that we can do more than simply show that a certain argu-
ment for anti-Realism fails to establish that thesis—or any thesis incompatible
with Realism. (That, after all, is a very weak result, for the anti-Realist might have
other arguments.) We can present a very strong argument against anti-Realism.
Now one might wonder how I could promise a strong argument against a thesis
when, by my own testimony, I not really know what that thesis is. But nothing
mysterious is being proposed. I do not fully understand anti-Realism, but I do un-
derstand some of the features anti-Realism is supposed to have. The anti-Realists
have ascribed various features to anti-Realism, and many of these features are
clearly taken by the anti-Realists to be essential to anti-Realism: any thesis that did
not have those features would not be anti-Realism. The argument I shall present
has this conclusion: any thesis that combines these features must be incoherent.

In order to see this, let us consider some brief statement of anti-Realism. It will
make no real difference what brief statement we choose or how well we under-
stand it. Let us choose the following statement, which we shall call AR:

Objective truth and falsity do not exist.

Now let us enquire about the status of AR itself—according to AR. AR is a state-
ment about all statements, and it is therefore a statement about itself. What does it
say about itself? Well, just what it says about all other statements: that it is neither
objectively true nor objectively false. And, of course, it follows from this that it is
not objectively true. If it is not objectively true, if it is not true in virtue of corre-
sponding to a reality independent of human mental activity, what is it—according
to the anti-Realists? What status do they ascribe to it? No doubt the anti-Realists
will say they ascribe the same status to it as they ascribe to statements like ‘17 + 18
= 35’ and ‘Lions are carnivorous’ and deny to statements like ‘14 ÷ 12 = 7’ and
‘Snails are aquatic mammals’. And what status is that? “Well,” says the anti-Real-
ist—at least many anti-Realists say something like this—“these statements fit in
with our experience, and their denials go against our experience. For example, I
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have seen lions eating meat, I have never seen any eating vegetables, their teeth are
obviously fitted for meat and not for vegetables, all the lion experts say lions are car-
nivorous, and so on. You Realists admit that there is such a status as this. It’s just
the status that leads you to accept or believe certain statements. And you concede
that there are statements that have this status and are nevertheless not what you call
‘objectively true,’ since you concede that a misleading series of experiences could
cause someone to accept, say, the statement that lions are herbivorous, which you
regard as ‘objectively false.’ Well, we anti-Realists simply don’t see the need for
these two additional statuses you call ‘objectively true’ and ‘objectively false.’ We
are content with the statuses ‘fits in with our experience’ and ‘goes against our ex-
perience.’ To answer your question, it is the former of these two statuses that I
 ascribe to AR: it fits in with our experience.”

But what does the anti-Realist mean by saying, “AR fits in with our experience”?
What is this “fitting in”? The way AR fits in with our experience cannot be much
like the way ‘Lions are carnivorous’ fits in with our experience. If one were to reject
the latter statement and were to proceed on the assumption that lions were herbiv-
orous, one might get eaten. This fact, and many others like it, provide a fairly ro-
bust sense in which the statement that lions are carnivorous “fits in with” our
experience and in which its denial “goes against” our experience: if one does not ac-
cept this statement, and particularly if one accepts its denial, one may very well get
into serious trouble, trouble one’s experiences will make it very clear to one that
one is in. The same is true of highly theoretical scientific statements like ‘Many of
the important properties of water are due to hydrogen bonding’ and ‘Gravity is a
function of the curvature of spacetime’, although in the case of such statements,
the “trouble” will typically reveal itself only in very special circumstances (just the
circumstances laboratories are designed to produce and astronomical observatories
are designed to search out in the heavens). Mathematical statements, too, can be
said to fit in with our experience in this sense; if we accept the wrong mathematical
statements, our checks will bounce and our bridges will fall down.

But in what sense can a very abstract philosophical statement like AR be said to
fit in with our experience? Suppose that Andrew is an anti-Realist and Rachel is a
Realist. Are there any possible circumstances in which Rachel will get in trouble
because she rejects AR and in which Andrew will avoid trouble because he accepts
AR? It is absurd to suppose that Andrew is less likely than Rachel to be eaten by a
lion or to propose a scientific theory that is refuted by experiment or to design a
bridge that falls down. Andrew may say that he will produce better philosophical
theories than Rachel will, but this statement would not seem to be consistent with
his account of what is “good” about some statements and “bad” about others—
theories are, after all, special kinds of statements—unless the qualities of his
theories that make them “better” than Rachel’s theories somehow reveal them-
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selves to our experience. And this—making predictions about how our experi-
ences will go—is just what philosophical theories, unlike scientific theories, noto-
riously do not do.

Or, at any rate, that is what philosophical theories notoriously do not do if by
experience we mean sense-experience. Perhaps, however, the anti-Realist is think-
ing of experience in a broader sense than this. If there were some knockdown ar-
gument for AR, that fact might establish the anti-Realist’s contention that this
statement fits in with our experience, for one sort of experience we have is the ex-
perience of examining arguments and finding them compelling. Whether or not
this would do the trick, however, it is not something we have. There are, as we
have observed, no knockdown arguments in philosophy. There are no philosophi-
cal arguments that all qualified philosophers regard as compelling.

If there were arguments for AR that seemed to the majority of philosophers def-
initely to outweigh all the known arguments against AR, that fact might be enough
to establish the anti-Realist’s contention that AR fits in with our experience. But,
again, whether or not this would do the trick, it is not something we have, for, as
matters stand, this is not how things seem to the majority of philosophers.

It seems, therefore, that there is no clear sense in which AR can be said to “fit
in with our experience.” Suppose, then, that the anti-Realist were to give up on
“us” and retreat to “me”; suppose that the anti-Realist were to say something like
“The ‘good’ feature I ascribe to statements like ‘Lions are carnivorous’ and AR and
deny to others like ‘Snails are aquatic mammals’ and ‘Objective truth and falsity
exist’ is just this: fitting in with my experience.” Suppose our anti-Realist, Andrew,
does say this. What can Rachel the Realist say in reply? Here is one possibility.

A. Objective truth and falsity do not exist.

R. If I understand your theory, when you make that statement you are claiming
no more for it than that it fits in with your own experience. Well, you should
know. Apparently, when you consider the arguments for AR, you find them
convincing: you have that experience. I shouldn’t dream of disputing your
claim to find those arguments convincing. And you, I’m sure, wouldn’t
dream of disputing my claim to have the experience of finding the arguments
against AR compelling. So you can have no objection to my saying, as I do:
Objective truth and falsity exist.

A. But that statement goes against my experience.

R. According to your theory, that would be a ground for objecting if you made
the statement, “Objective truth and falsity exist.” But why should you regard
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it as a ground for objecting when I make that statement?—unless you think
I’m lying when I assure you that when I consider the philosophical argu-
ments against AR I have the experience of finding them compelling. What-
ever one may say against Realism, it at least makes disagreement intelligible:
according to Realism, when two people disagree about a statement, one of
them says it has the “good” feature objective truth and the other says it lacks
it. But, according to you, when you say “Objective truth and falsity do not
exist” and I say “Objective truth and falsity exist,” each of those statements
has the only “good” feature whose existence you admit: each of them fits in
with the experience of the person who made it. Or did you really mean that
there is just one “good” feature that can belong to any statement, no matter
who makes it—namely, fitting in with your experience? If you do mean that,
I’m afraid your theory isn’t going to win many adherents beyond the one it
already has.

Rachel, I believe, has an excellent point. If Andrew can find no “replacement”
for truth but “fits in with my own, personal experience,” then (assuming Andrew
isn’t really proposing that everyone use “fits in with Andrew’s experience” as a re-
placement for truth) he is proposing a theory according to which the philosopher
who says “Objective truth and falsity exist” and the philosopher who says “Objec-
tive truth and falsity do not exist” are not in disagreement. And this is an absurd
consequence. The avenue we have been exploring, therefore, the avenue opened
by the suggestion that each individual person has a “private” substitute for truth,
has turned out to be a dead end. Let us suppose, therefore, that anti-Realism must
postulate a single substitute for truth, one that is the same for everyone.

In that case, however, it seems that anti-Realism is self-refuting: anti-Realism
seems to tell us not to accept AR—that is, not to accept anti-Realism. The anti-
Realists, if they are to make a convincing case for anti-Realism, must propose a
substitute for objective truth; they must specify a feature “good” statements like
‘Lions are carnivorous’ have and “bad” statements like ‘Snails are aquatic mam-
mals’ lack. But they have conspicuously failed to find a substitute for truth that
satisfies the following two conditions: (a) all the uncontroversially “good” state-
ments have it and all the uncontroversially “bad” statements lack it, and (b) anti-
Realism has it.

In the preceding discussion, we considered one such substitute for truth: fitting
in with our experiences and having a denial that goes against our experiences.
Anti-Realists have offered other substitutes for truth than this, but I am convinced
that my general criticism holds: it always seems that anti-Realism itself lacks the
anti-Realist’s proposed substitute for truth. (One famous—or notorious—anti-
Realist has proposed the following substitute: a statement is one of the “good”
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ones if one’s peers will let one get away with making it. Most of his peers have
greeted this proposal with expressions of outrage or amusement, depending on
their temperaments, which would seem to be a pretty clear example of not letting
someone get away with something.) Realists face no such problem. Their position
is simply that Realism is objectively true and that anti-Realism is objectively false.
Whatever other problems Realism may face, it does not say of itself that it should
not be accepted.

Our argument against anti-Realism is in some ways similar to the argument pre-
sented in Chapter 1 for the conclusion that there is such a thing as ultimate reality,
a reality that lies behind all appearances. This is no accident, for one consequence
of anti-Realism is that the distinction between appearance and reality is a distinc-
tion that can be applied only in certain limited contexts and that, therefore, the
 notion of an ultimate reality—a reality whose status as reality is independent of
context—is incoherent. If there were such a context-independent reality, there
would be such a thing as objective truth: those statements would be objectively
true that correctly described the ultimate or context-independent reality. It is there-
fore misleading to think of anti-Realism as a metaphysic, in the sense in which ide-
alism or lower-case-r realism is a metaphysic. Anti-Realism, rather, is a denial of the
possibility of metaphysics, since the very enterprise of metaphysics is the attempt to
discover the nature of ultimate reality. And Realism is a metaphysic only in the
sense that it is a thesis common to all metaphysical theories.

I propose that, given the very plausible “geological” arguments for Realism, and
given the apparently self-refuting nature of anti-Realism, we should be Realists.

Before we leave the topic of Realism and anti-Realism, however, I should like to
direct the reader’s attention to the greatest of all attacks on anti-Realism, George Or-
well’s novel 1984. Anyone who is interested in Realism and anti-Realism should be
steeped in the message of this book. The reader is particularly directed to the climax
of the novel, the debate between the Realist Winston Smith and the anti-Realist
O’Brien. In the end, there is only one question that can be addressed to the anti-
 Realist: How does your position differ from O’Brien’s?

This completes our promised discussion of four important issues raised by the
question whether a statement of the Common Western Metaphysic is a descrip-
tion of appearance or reality. As we remarked earlier, there are many other issues
that are raised by this question, issues that have bulked large in the history of
metaphysics. Some of these issues will be addressed in later chapters. There is, for
example, the issue of what metaphysicians call “persistence through time” or “the
identity of an object across time,” the problem of whether one and the same ob-
ject can (as the Common Western Metaphysic alleges) exist at two different times.
We shall discuss that problem in connection with our discussion of human beings,
since it is human beings whose persistence through time we care most deeply
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about; because of this concern we have about the persistence of human beings, it
will be important to examine the consequences of any theory of persistence for
the special case of human beings, and, for that reason, we postpone discussion of
persistence till Chapter 11.

Suggestions for Further Reading

It is very hard to find anything about the Realism/anti-Realism debate to recom-
mend to the beginning student of metaphysics. Almost everything that has been
written on this topic is either forbiddingly technical or else forbiddingly obscure
(or both). Two happy exceptions are John Searle’s The Construction of Social Real-
ity and Thomas Nagel’s The Last Word. With some reservations, I recommend four
other works. The first is rather on the technical side. The remaining three, al-
though they contain many sections that are clear enough, are rather unclear on
the matter of exactly what it is the authors believe. Alston’s “Yes, Virginia, There Is
a Real World” is a defense of Realism. Putnam’s Reason, Truth and History (see par-
ticularly the first three chapters) and The Many Faces of Realism (see particularly
Lectures I and II) represent the anti-Realist point of view, as does Rorty’s Philoso-
phy and the Mirror of Nature.
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Part Two

WHY THE WORLD IS

Introduction to Part Two

In Part One, we considered various arguments and speculations concerning the
features of the World. But why is there a World at all? Why is anything there to
have the features we argued and speculated about—or any other features, any fea-
tures at all? Why is there something rather than nothing? One cannot plausibly
argue that this is an illegitimate question owing to the fact that if there were noth-
ing we should not be here to ask it. After all, essentially the same argument could
be addressed to the astronomer who asked why the sun had planets or to the biol-
ogist who inquired into the origin of life, and everyone agrees that questions
about the origin of the planets or of life are legitimate questions. It does not fol-
low, however, that the question, Why is there something rather than nothing? is a
legitimate question, and it is undeniable that in some respects it is strikingly un-
like questions about the origin of the planets or of life.

The philosopher who asks why there is anything at all faces a difficulty to
which nothing in the inquiries of our astronomer and our biologist corresponds.
Before there were planets, before there was life, there were already lots of things,
and the problem of explaining the origin of the planets or the origin of life is just
the problem of explaining how those already-existing things interacted to produce
the planets or to produce life. But before there was anything—if indeed the world
‘before’ makes any sense in this context—there was, of course, nothing. And how
can “nothing” serve as the basis of an explanation? If nothing exists, nothing is
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 going on. If nothing exists, nothing has any properties that can be used in giving
an explanation—as can the properties of a “pre-planetary” nebula surrounding the
sun or the properties of the “pre-biotic soup” some have said was the arena within
which life developed. “Nothing” has no parts that could interact with one another
or display contrasting properties. For that matter, “nothing” has no parts that
could fail to interact with one another or fail to display contrasting properties.

In fact, the word ‘nothing’ is not a name at all, although our use of the word in
double quotes in the last few sentences might suggest that it is a name. Surround-
ing the word ‘nothing’ with double quotes makes the word look as if it were sup-
posed to function as a sort of nickname for a vast emptiness or an enormous
vacuum. But to regard the word ‘nothing’ as functioning in that way would be to
misunderstand it. To say there is nothing is to say there isn’t anything, not even a
vast emptiness. If there were a vast emptiness, there would be no material  objects—
no atoms or elementary particles or anything made of them—but there would nev-
ertheless be something: the vast emptiness.

If it seems implausible to suppose that an emptiness is something, a thing, con-
sider the fact that we have qualified this emptiness with an adjective: ‘vast’. To say
of something that it is vast is to say it has a size, and only a thing can have a size—
or any other property or feature or characteristic. One can of course see why
someone would say there would be nothing if there were only a vast emptiness.
For that matter, one can see why someone would say that a room “contained
nothing” (or there was “nothing in” the room) if there were no furniture or other
large, solid objects in it. When we talk about what is in a room, we are generally
thinking of large, solid objects like pieces of furniture. And if you said, “Well, we
could move all those things into Janice’s old bedroom. There’s nothing in there
now. It’s completely empty,” you would probably regard it as a tedious joke if
someone replied that you were mistaken because the room contained lots of air
and water vapor and millions of dust motes. Nevertheless, what the tedious hu-
morist said would be true. And the same applies to the vast emptiness. If we said,
“If there were only a vast emptiness, there would be nothing,” we should no
doubt mean that there would be nothing of the sort we are usually interested in—
things made of atoms or elementary particles—and the statement that there
would still be a vast emptiness would be regarded as a tedious joke. Nevertheless,
it would be true that there was still a vast emptiness, for spatial extent would still
exist, and there couldn’t even be spatial extent if there were really nothing.

When it is fully appreciated what ‘There is nothing’ means when these words
are taken in the strictest sense, it becomes evident how strange and difficult the
question ‘Why is there anything at all?’ is. The question ‘Why is there life on the
earth?’ may be difficult, but it is easy enough to see in a very general way what sort
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of thing would count as an answer to it. The question would be answered by
someone’s showing how a state of affairs in which there were no living things but
lots of non-living things developed into a state of affairs in which there were both
non-living and living things. The person who answered the question would show
how non-living things interacted and came together and arranged themselves to
produce living things. But no one is going to show how a state of affairs in which
there were no things of any sort developed into a state of affairs in which there
were things. No one is going to show how non-existent things interacted and
came together and rearranged themselves to produce existent things. To undertake
such an explanation would be to undertake nonsense, for, just as ‘nothing’ is not a
name of a thing, so ‘non-existent thing’ is not a name of a kind of thing. Words
like ‘dragon’ and ‘unicorn’ are not names for kinds of non-existent things. Rather,
they are not names for anything of any sort, for there are no dragons or unicorns
for them to name.

The strangeness of our question, if not its difficulty, doubtless explains why it
has occurred only to philosophers. One might expect that the religions of the
world would have offered various explanations of why there was something rather
than nothing. But it is in fact only under the impetus provided by philosophical
speculation that any religion has provided an explanation, be it profound or silly,
plausible or implausible, of the fact that there is something rather than nothing. It
is true that the adherents of many religions tell stories that our culture describes as
“creation myths”; it is often said that these stories are primitive attempts to ex-
plain the beginnings of things. I doubt whether these stories really were attempts
to explain the beginnings of things, but I do not propose to go into that question.
The point I want to make is that none of these stories even pretends to answer the
question, Why should there be anything at all? This is immediately evident when
we read them with that question in mind. Here is a story that is typical of a large
range of “creation myths,” despite the fact that I have made it up.

Once there was nothing but a great sea of mud. The god Unwit rose in this sea
of mud like a bubble. When he had reached the surface, he gave birth to the
god Um from his mouth and the goddess Usk from his navel. Um and Usk fell
upon their father and devoured his flesh, but his bones they did not eat. Then
Um lay with Usk and she bore him seven gods and seven goddesses, whom Um
and Usk commanded to build a great palace for them. But the gods and god-
desses grew weary of this task and they begged Um and Usk to make servants
for them to help them in their labors. Um and Usk had pity on their children,
and from the bones of their father Unwit they made Ea, the first man, and Iwa,
the first woman.
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We may note that this story says nothing about where the great sea of mud came
from or how long it had been there or what lay outside its borders or why a god
should rise in it like a bubble or why he would have a navel. The story does not
begin with there being nothing. It does not even begin with a vast emptiness.
When the curtain rises, there is already something on the stage. It might be ob-
jected that this grotesque little tale is modeled on very primitive creation stories.
But if we look at “purer” or “more highly developed” traditional creation stories,
we still find the stage occupied when the curtain rises:

The god Tagaloa lived in the far spaces. He created all things. He was alone,
there was no heaven, no earth. He was alone and wandered about in space.1

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was
without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the
Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God said, Let there be
light: and there was light.2

In the Samoan story, the god Tagaloa is on stage when the curtain rises. And there
seems to be a fair amount of empty space as well, since Tagaloa is able to move
about. In the Hebrew story, God, at least, is on stage when the play begins. If the
alternative translation mentioned in the note is correct, a “heaven” and a formless,
empty, watery “earth” are also present. It is clear, therefore, that if all religious cre-
ation stories are like these, none of these stories addresses the question why there
should be anything at all. This does not mean that no religion has ever had any-
thing to say about why there is something rather than nothing, for it may be that
some religion has had something to say about this question that is unrelated to or
goes beyond the creation story it tells. And in a sense—but only in a sense—this is
the case. It is the case because many religions have co-existed with philosophical
speculation and have absorbed some of the ways of thinking generated by philo-
sophical speculation.

In Christian Europe, for example, there was an intimate relation between phi-
losophy and the Christian religion, a relation that persisted in one form or an-
other from soon after the beginnings of Christianity till the eighteenth century.
And many of the Christian philosophers belonging to one strand or another of
this tradition were aware of the question ‘Why should there be anything at all?’
and attempted to answer this question from a Christian perspective. Or perhaps it
would be more accurate to say that these philosophers gave answers to this ques-
tion that incorporated many Christian elements, even if they were never simply
dictated by Christianity.3 Nevertheless, the investigations of these philosophers
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were philosophical investigations and stemmed at least in large part from philo-
sophical motives: the discussion of the question may have belonged to Christian
philosophy, but it certainly belonged to Christian philosophy and not to any other
aspect of the Christian religion.

The same point could be made in relation to Jewish and Muslim philosophy.
The philosophical traditions on which Christian, Jewish, and Muslim philosophy
have drawn are Greek in origin and antedate Christianity and Islam. And if these
roots do not antedate Judaism, they certainly antedate any Jewish concern with
speculative philosophical questions. It would be a task far beyond the scope of this
book to examine all these roots. I will instead discuss two metaphysical arguments
that are products of the appropriation by the three Middle Eastern or “Abra-
hamic” religions of the tradition of philosophical reflection that began in Greece.
These two arguments are of central importance in any investigation of the ques-
tion, Why is there a World? Their central importance in the investigation of this
question is due to the fact that they turn on the concept of a “necessary being.” As
we shall see, any answer to the question, Why is there a World? must somehow in-
volve this notion.

Notes

1. From a Samoan creation story. Quoted in Robert Shapiro, Origins: A Skeptic’s
Guide to the Creation of Life on Earth (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986), p. 36.

2. Genesis 1:1–4. According to some scholars, the opening words of this passage
could also be translated as follows: ‘When God was first beginning to create the
heaven and the earth, the earth was without form and void’.

3. See, for example, G. W. Leibniz’s treatise (published in 1714; there are many edi-
tions and translations) Principles of Nature and Grace, particularly §7.
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6

Necessary Being
The Ontological Argument

Late in the eleventh century, a theologian named Anselm (later the archbishop
of Canterbury) wrote a book called the Proslogion, which was largely devoted to
the exposition of a certain argument for the existence of God. The interesting
thing about this argument was that it claimed to prove the impossibility of the
non-existence of God, owing to the fact that any assertion of the non-existence of
God must be self-contradictory. This is a very strong claim indeed. To see how
strong it is, imagine an atheist named Athelred who is fond of proclaiming to all
and sundry that there is no God. If Anselm is right, then every time Athelred is-
sues this proclamation, he contradicts himself; he contradicts himself in just as
strong a sense as he would have if he had said, “There is no God . . . and there is
a God” or “My house is rectangular and has six sides.” Anselm did not, of course,
contend that the contradiction involved in saying there was no God was quite as
blatant as the contradictions involved in these two statements. If the contradiction
were that easy to spot, no argument would be needed to display it. But he did
contend that this contradiction was a contradiction in the same strong sense as the
contradictions involved in these two statements.

It should be obvious that if Anselm is right in his claims for his argument, then
this argument provides an answer for the question, Why should there be anything
at all? For if the thesis that there is no God is self-contradictory, it cannot be true.
And if there were nothing at all, that thesis would be true. If Anselm’s argument
shows that there has to be a God, then, it shows that there cannot be nothing.
Granted, it does not show that there has to be a physical universe like the one we
observe around us, and thus it does not answer the question why there should be
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such a universe. But the question, Why should there be anything at all? is not the
same question as, Why should there be a physical universe? The conclusion of
Saint Anselm’s argument, moreover, is not irrelevant to the latter question, since,
if there is a God, this God no doubt has a great deal to do with the fact that there
is a physical universe.

Anselm’s argument was almost immediately attacked by one Gaunilo, a Bene-
dictine monk, and theologians and philosophers have been attacking it ever since.
About two hundred years after Anselm’s time, in the late thirteenth century, the
argument was declared invalid by Saint Thomas Aquinas, and almost everyone
has followed his lead in declaring it invalid. Indeed, philosophers and theologians
have not only mostly regarded the argument as invalid but have also mostly re-
garded it as obviously, scandalously, and embarrassingly invalid. This judgment
was nicely summed up by the nineteenth-century German philosopher Arthur
Schopenhauer, who called the argument a “charming joke.”

And what is this notorious argument? Actually, rather than examine Anselm’s
argument, we shall render our task considerably easier if we look at an argument
devised about five hundred years later—at roughly the time the Pilgrims were
landing at Plymouth Rock—by René Descartes. Descartes’s argument (which is
much easier to state and to follow than Anselm’s) and Anselm’s argument are gen-
erally classified as different “versions” of the same argument: each is customarily
described as a version of “the ontological argument.”1

Descartes’s argument goes something like this:

If we look within ourselves, we find that we possess the concept of a supremely
perfect being. [Descartes identifies the concept of a supremely perfect being—
from now on we shall say simply ‘perfect being’—with the concept of God and
therefore regards his argument as a proof of the existence of God. But since the
existence of God is not our primary concern—our primary concern is the ques-
tion why there is anything at all—let us ignore this aspect of Descartes’s argu-
ment. We shall simply avoid the word ‘God’ and the question whether the
concept of a perfect being is the same as the concept we customarily associate
with this word.] That is, we find the concept of a being that is perfect in every
respect or, as we may say, possesses all perfections. But existence itself is a per-
fection, since a thing is better if it exists than if it does not exist. But then a
 perfect being has to exist; it simply wouldn’t be perfect if it didn’t. Existence is a
part of the concept of a perfect being; anyone who denied that a perfect being
had the property existence would be like someone who denied that a triangle
had the property three-sidedness. Just as three-sidedness is a part of the concept
of a triangle—the mind cannot conceive of triangularity without also conceiv-
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ing of three-sidedness—existence is a part of the concept of a perfect being: the
mind cannot conceive of perfection without also conceiving of existence.

This argument of Descartes’s, if it is correct, provides us with an answer to the
question, Why is there anything at all? If Descartes is right, it is impossible for
there to be no perfect being, just as it is impossible for there to be a triangle that
does not have three sides. And if it is impossible for there to be no perfect being, it
is impossible for there to be nothing at all, since the existence of a perfect being is
the existence of something.

The faults that have been ascribed to the ontological argument are many and
various. One might, for example, raise the question why existence should be re-
garded as a “perfection.” What’s so wonderful about existence? one might wonder.
After all, many people seem to think that they can improve their lot by suicide—
that is, by electing non-existence. But it is generally conceded, or was until rather
recently, that one of the faults of the ontological argument is so grievous that it is
the only one the critic of the argument need mention. This fault, or alleged fault,
is best known in the formulation of Immanuel Kant. Kant’s diagnosis of the argu-
ment’s chief fault can be stated as follows:

Whatever else a perfection may be, any perfection must be a property—or fea-
ture, attribute, or characteristic—of things. But existence is not a property of
things. ‘Existence’ is not one item in the list of the properties of (for example)
the Taj Mahal, an item that occurs in addition to such items as ‘white’, ‘famous
for its beauty’, ‘located in the city of Agra’, and so on. Rather, when we specify
certain properties and say that something having those properties exists, all we
are saying is that something has those properties. Suppose, for example, that the
following are the properties everyone agrees the poet Homer had if he existed:
he was a blind, male Ionian poet of the eighth century B.C. who wrote all or
most of the epic poems we know as the Iliad and the Odyssey. Call this set of
properties H. Now suppose there are two classical scholars, one of whom thinks
Homer existed and the other of whom thinks Homer was legendary (the two
great epics that are supposedly his compositions having been pieced together
over a long period from the work of many anonymous poets). It would be
wrong—in fact, it would be absurd—to describe the disagreement of these two
scholars by saying that one thought that someone had the set of properties H
and, in addition, the property “existence,” while the other agreed that someone
had the set of properties H and went on to assert that this person lacked the
property “existence.” No, it’s just that one scholar thinks that someone had all
(or at least most of ) the properties in the set H and that the other thinks that no
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one has ever had all of (or even very many of ) them. This case illustrates the
sense in which existence is not a property.2 But if existence is not a property, it
cannot be an ingredient of a concept. A concept is really no more than a list of
properties, the properties a thing must have to fall under that concept. For ex-
ample, the concept of a dog is just the list of properties a thing must have to
count as a dog. (The list of properties enumerated a few sentences back spells
out the concept associated with the description ‘the poet Homer’.) What
Descartes has done is to treat existence as if it were the kind of thing that could
be an ingredient of a concept. If one does this, however, one opens the door to
all sorts of evident absurdities. Here is an example of such an absurdity. Define
an ‘egmount’ as an existent mountain made entirely of gold: to be an egmount,
a thing must (a) be a mountain, (b) be made entirely of gold, and (c) exist. It is
obviously a part of the concept of an egmount that an egmount exists: it says so
on the label, as it were. But, as everyone knows, there are no egmounts. The
 ontological argument is this same absurdity in a (thinly) disguised form.

Although this refutation of the ontological argument was “standard” for almost
two hundred years, it cannot be regarded as satisfactory.3 The problem is not so
much that Kant says anything that is definitely wrong. The difficulty is rather
as follows. It is possible to construct an argument very similar to Descartes’s
 argument—an argument that just obviously ought to be invalid for the same rea-
son as Descartes’s argument—that does not treat existence as a property. And it is
possible to point to a rather obvious defect that is shared by the two arguments. It
will be obvious when we have done this that the shared defect is what is really or
fundamentally wrong with Descartes’s argument and that the Kantian refutation
of the argument is at best a point about a peripheral fault in the argument.

Let us consider the idea of necessary existence. A thing has necessary existence if
it would have existed no matter what, if it would have existed under any possible
circumstances. An equivalent definition is this: A thing has necessary existence if
its non-existence would have been impossible. And by ‘impossible’ we mean ab-
solutely impossible: if x is a necessary being, then the non-existence of x is as im-
possible as a round square or a liquid wine bottle. (I hope no one is going to be
tiresome and tell me that ordinary room-temperature glass is a liquid.) It is obvi-
ous that you and I do not possess necessary existence: we should never have ex-
isted if our respective sets of parents happened never to have met, and that is
certainly a “possible circumstance.” Moreover, it is clear that the same point ap-
plies to Julius Caesar and the Taj Mahal. As to the latter, it would not have existed
if the beloved wife of a certain Mogul emperor had not died young. And even an
object that has, by everyday standards, a really impressive grip on existence—
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Mount Everest, say—lacks necessary existence: Mount Everest would not have ex-
isted if the Indian subcontinent had not drifted into contact with Asia. The very
sun would not have existed if certain random density distributions in the pre-
 stellar nebulae had not led to the gravitational contraction of a particular group-
ing of hydrogen atoms into a radiating body. For all we know, even the physical
universe might not have existed—either because whatever it was that caused the
universe to come into existence ten or fifteen thousand million years ago failed to
produce any universe at all or because this cause produced some other universe.

These reflections make it clear that necessary existence is a property, in just the
sense that mere existence is not (if Kant is right) a property. It is true that it may
not be a possible property. Perhaps it is a property like being both round and square
or being a liquid wine bottle or being a prime number larger than all other prime
numbers, a property nothing could possibly have. (It is certainly hard to think of
an uncontroversial example of a necessarily existent thing.) The important point
for present purposes is that necessary existence cannot be said not to be a property
at all—not, at any rate, because of considerations of the sort Kant adduces to
show that existence is not a property. It seems clear that whatever may be the case
with mere existence, necessary existence can be an ingredient in a concept. In fact,
many philosophers and theologians have held that necessary existence is a part of
the concept of God—and other philosophers and theologians have denied that
necessary existence is a part of the concept of God. Now let us consider an argu-
ment that is like Descartes’s ontological argument, except that ‘necessary exis-
tence’ is substituted for ‘existence’ throughout. The argument would look
something like this:

• A perfect being has all perfections.
• Necessary existence is a perfection.

Hence, A perfect being has necessary existence.
• Whatever has necessary existence has existence.

Hence, A perfect being has existence.
• Whatever has existence exists.

Hence, A perfect being exists.

It is interesting to note that in one way, at least, this argument is more plausible
than Descartes’s actual argument. We saw above that it is not quite clear why one
should assume that existence is a perfection. But there seems to be no such prob-
lem about necessary existence. A being (like you and me and Caesar and the Taj
Mahal and the sun and perhaps even the physical universe) that lacks necessary
existence will typically depend for its own existence on the prior operations of
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other beings, and probably these operations will involve a large element of sheer
chance. But a necessarily existent being is not dependent on the vagaries of chance,
for its existence is absolutely inevitable. To exist necessarily is, therefore, a most
impressive accomplishment—the same can hardly be said for existence: the lowli-
est worm and the most ephemeral subnuclear resonance manage to exist—and any
necessarily existent thing is a most impressive being. Many philosophers and the-
ologians have, for this very reason, wanted to include necessary existence among
the attributes of God. It therefore seems very plausible to hold that necessary exis-
tence should be an item in any list of “perfections.”

Be that as it may, the new version of Descartes’s argument is obviously invalid,
and it looks very much as if it were invalid for much the same reason as the origi-
nal version. Recall the example of the egmount. We can easily construct a similar
example that is addressed to the revised argument. Let us define a “negmount” as a
necessarily existent golden mountain. If the revised version of the argument is
valid, then (or so it would seem) so is the following argument. Let us call the three
properties that occur in this definition (necessary existence, being made of gold,
and being a mountain) the “negmontanic properties.” We may now argue:

• A negmount has all negmontanic properties.
• Necessary existence is a negmontanic property.

Hence, A negmount has necessary existence.
• Whatever has necessary existence has existence.

Hence, A negmount has existence.
• Whatever has existence exists.

Hence, A negmount exists.

But the conclusion of this argument is obviously false. There is no negmount.
In fact, it can plausibly be argued that not only is the conclusion false but it
couldn’t possibly be true. A mountain, whatever it may be made of, is a physical
object, and it is very hard to see how a physical object could possibly be necessar-
ily existent. Even if necessary existence is possible for some sorts of things, a phys-
ical object is composed of parts, and it would not have existed if those parts had
never come together. But there is no need to argue about this subtle point. The
same conclusion can be reached in a way that allows no evasion. Let a “nousquare”
be a necessarily existent round square. If the above argument is valid, an exactly
parallel argument proves the existence of a necessarily existent round square—and
hence of a round square.

It is clear, therefore, that the above argument is not valid. But where is its logi-
cal defect to be found? Not where Kant says the defect in Descartes’s argument is
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to be found, for the argument does not assume that existence can figure as an in-
gredient of a concept, and Kant has provided no reason to think that necessary
 existence cannot figure as an ingredient of a concept. (The concept of a negmount
seems to me to be a perfectly good example of a concept, albeit it is not a very use-
ful concept.) What is wrong with the negmount argument is very simple: its first
premise—‘A negmount has all negmontanic properties’—is ambiguous. That is, it
could have either of two meanings:

• Anything that is a negmount has all the negmontanic properties.
• There is a negmount that has all the negmontanic properties.

(The former of these statements is true whether or not there are negmounts. It
simply says that a thing does not count as a negmount unless it has all the neg-
montanic properties. The latter statement, of course, cannot be true unless there is
a negmount.) The ambiguity is rooted in two quite different functions performed
by the indefinite article. To say “A public official is sworn to uphold the law” is to
say that anyone who is a public official is sworn to uphold the law, an assertion
that could, in principle, be true even if there were no public officials. To say “A
public official was arraigned in Superior Court today” is to say that there is a pub-
lic official who was arraigned in Superior Court today. (Descartes’s original state-
ment of his argument was in Latin, which has no word corresponding to ‘a’ and
‘an’. But there is a corresponding ambiguity in the Latin constructions he used.)

Because the first premise of the negmount argument is ambiguous, “it” is not
really one argument at all, but two arguments jumbled together. When we disen-
tangle the jumble, we find that one of these arguments begins with the premise
that anything that is a negmount has all the negmontanic properties, and pro-
ceeds to the conclusion that anything that is a negmount exists; the other begins
with the premise that there is a negmount having all the negmontanic properties,
and proceeds to the conclusion that there is a negmount that exists. Neither of
these two arguments should convince anyone that there is a negmount.

As to the first argument, its premise is clearly true, but its conclusion—any-
thing that is a negmount exists—is true whether or not any negmounts exist (just
as ‘Anything that is a unicorn has a single horn’ is true whether or not there are
any unicorns). As to the second argument, its conclusion obviously implies that
there is a negmount (an existent negmount, if that adds anything to the assertion
that there is a negmount), but this was asserted by the premise—there is a neg-
mount that has all the negmontanic properties—and it is no news that one can
derive the conclusion that there is a negmount from the premise that there is a
negmount. Such plausibility as the original negmount argument had derived from
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the fact that, because the two arguments were run together, it looked as if we had
an argument with the impressive conclusion of the second argument and the in-
nocent premise of the first.

All these points apply, with very minor adjustments, both to Descartes’s onto-
logical argument and to the revised version of his argument (the one that appeals
to the notion of necessary existence rather than to simple existence). Let us con-
sider the revised version. When the first premise of the argument is properly dis-
ambiguated, we have two arguments:

• Anything that is a perfect being has all perfections.
• Necessary existence is a perfection.

Hence, Anything that is a perfect being has necessary existence.
• Whatever has necessary existence has existence.

Hence, Anything that is a perfect being has existence.
• Whatever has existence exists.

Hence, Anything that is a perfect being exists.

• There is a perfect being that has all perfections.
• Necessary existence is a perfection.

Hence, There is a perfect being that has necessary existence.
• Whatever has necessary existence has existence.

Hence, There is a perfect being that has existence.
• Whatever has existence exists.

Hence, There is a perfect being that exists.

The first of these two arguments proceeds from an obvious premise to a trivial
conclusion. The second argument has a non-trivial conclusion, but this conclu-
sion is, essentially, its first premise. Those who grant the first premise of the sec-
ond argument hardly need the other premises; they can make do with a much
simpler argument:

• There is a perfect being that has all perfections.
Hence, There is a perfect being.

But this argument has—to say the least—little persuasive force.
It should be clear that the ambiguity we have found in the revised version of

Descartes’s argument is present in the original. Such persuasive force as the origi-
nal argument has is due simply to its being a jumble of two arguments; one of the
two has an obviously true premise and the other has an interesting conclusion.
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Descartes’s attempt to prove the impossibility of the non-existence of a perfect
being is therefore a failure and so can be of no help to us in our inquiry into why
there should be anything at all. (Without going into the details of the matter, I
will record my conviction that the earlier argument of Saint Anselm is also a fail-
ure.) This does not mean, however, that the ontological argument is of no rele-
vance to our inquiry, for it may be that there are other versions of the ontological
argument, versions not guilty of the fallacy of ambiguity that was the downfall of
Descartes’s argument. And recent researches in the philosophy of modality (the
philosophy of necessity and possibility) do indeed seem to have produced a “new”
ontological argument, an argument that does not exploit a hidden ambiguity or
commit any other logical fallacy.

This argument, which is usually called the modal ontological argument, is best
presented in terms of “possible worlds.” This notion may be explained as follows. We
have said the “the World” is the totality of everything there is. But it is obvious that
the World might be different—indeed that it might always have been  different—
from the way it is. There might be fewer cats or more dogs. There might never have
been any cats or dogs at all (if, say, evolution had taken a slightly different course).
Napoleon might have lost the battle of Austerlitz or won the battle of Waterloo. As
we saw in our discussion of the notion of a necessary being, the sun—perhaps even
the physical universe—might never have existed. A list of the ways things might
have been different (which is the same as a list of the ways the World might have
been different) could go on and on without any discernible limit. By a possible
world, we mean simply a complete specification of a way the World might have
been, a specification so precise and definite that it settles every single detail, no mat-
ter how minor.4 If we assume that everything there is or could be is subject to the
flow of time—almost certainly not a wise assumption—we could say that a possible
world is a complete history-and-future that the World might have (or might have
had), one whose completeness extends to every detail.

In order to make full use of the concept of a possible world, we need the idea of
truth in a given possible world and we need the idea of existence in a given possible
world. While various technical accounts of these ideas are available, we shall be
content with an intuitive or impressionistic account of them. A few examples
should suffice. If in a given world x there are no dogs—if that is how x specifies
things: that there are no dogs—then in x dogs do not exist, and it is true in x that
there are no dogs, and the proposition (assertion, statement, thesis) that there are
no dogs is true in x. If in a given possible world y Napoleon won the battle of
 Waterloo, then it is true in y that Napoleon won the battle of Waterloo, and the
proposition that Napoleon won the battle of Waterloo is true in y. And, of course,
Napoleon must exist in y, for one cannot win a battle if one does not exist. But
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there are possible worlds in which Napoleon was never born (or even conceived)
and in those possible worlds he does not exist.

Once we have the notion of a proposition’s being true in a possible world, we
can say what it is for a proposition to be possibly true and for a proposition to be
necessarily true. A proposition is possibly true if it is true in at least one possible
world, and necessarily true if it is true in all possible worlds.

The possible world that specifies the way the World really is is called the actual
world. A more formal definition is this: a possible world w is the actual world just
in the case that something is true in w if and only if it is—without qualification—
true.5 It is important not to confuse the actual world with the World. The actual
world is a mere specification, a description of a way for things to be. It has only
the kind of abstract reality that belongs to a story or a scenario or a computer pro-
gram. The World, however, is not a description of a way for things to be: it is, so
to speak, the things themselves. If it is an individual thing, it has you and me and
every other individual thing as parts. If it is not an individual thing but a mere
collection, it is at least the collection of all individual things. It is the features of
the World that make one of the possible worlds the one that is actual, just as it is
the geographical features of the earth that make some maps accurate or correct
and other maps inaccurate or incorrect. It is the features of the World that confer
on exactly one among all the ways things could be the status “the way things are.”

It is not necessary to make use of the concept of a possible world in presenting
the “modal ontological argument,” but it is advisable, since the English grammat-
ical constructions used in formulating modal reasoning are sources of much ambi-
guity, and this ambiguity can cause logically invalid arguments to look as if they
were valid.6 The easiest and most elegant way to avoid these ambiguities is to
carry on discussions that involve modal reasoning in terms of possible worlds.

In order to state the modal ontological argument, we need two notions: the no-
tion of a necessary being and the notion of something’s having a property (feature,
attribute, characteristic) essentially.

We have already met the notion of necessary existence in our discussion of
Descartes’s ontological argument. A necessary being is simply a being that possesses
necessary existence. But we may define this concept very simply in terms of the
concept of a possible world: a necessary being is a being that exists in all possible
worlds (and necessary existence is the property of existing in all possible worlds).
Beings that are not necessary are called contingent. That is, a contingent being is
simply a being that exists in some but not all possible worlds. You and I and every
object of our experience are, no doubt, contingent beings. You, for example, do not
exist in any possible world in which you were never conceived (and this would cer-
tainly seem to be a possible state of affairs).
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The concept of the essential possession of a property is this: a thing has a prop-
erty essentially just in the case that that property is a part of the thing’s nature, so
inextricably entwined with the thing’s being that it could not exist if it did not
have that property. We may explain this notion in possible-worlds language as fol-
lows: for a thing x to have a given property essentially is for x to have that property
in every possible world in which x exists. It should be emphasized that this is a
definition, not a recipe. It tells us what the essential possession of a property is,
but it does not give us a method for determining whether a particular property is
in fact possessed essentially by a particular thing.

Consider you, for example, and the property humanity, or being human. Ob-
viously you have this property—you are human—, but do you have it essentially?
Is being human so “inextricably entwined with your being” that you could not ex-
ist without being human? Are you a human being in every possible world in
which you so much as exist? This is a metaphysical question, and a very controver-
sial one. Philosophers disagree about how to answer this question because they
disagree about what you are, and, as a consequence, they disagree about what you
could have been. But for our present purposes it will not be necessary to have any
uncontroversial examples of the essential possession of a property (which is fortu-
nate, for few if any examples of “essential properties” are uncontroversial); it is
enough that we understand what is meant by the essential possession of a prop-
erty. It will sometimes be useful to have a term to oppose to ‘essentially’ in discus-
sions of the possession of a property by a thing. If a thing has a property but does
not have it essentially, we say it has that property accidentally.

The ontological argument is, or claims to be, a proof of the existence of a per-
fect being. And what is a perfect being? A perfect being, Descartes tells us, is a be-
ing possessing all perfections. But now let us raise a question this formula does not
answer. When we say that a perfect being possesses all perfections, do we mean
that a perfect being possesses all perfections essentially or could a being be a per-
fect being if, although it indeed had every perfection, it had some or all of its
 perfections only accidentally? In order to see more clearly what is at stake in this
question, let us look at a particular perfection. We may not be sure exactly which
properties are perfections, but it seems reasonable to suppose that wisdom is
among them. If this is not right, however, it will make no difference to our argu-
ment, which—with one exception, as we shall see—does not make any assump-
tions about which properties are perfections. We choose wisdom only to have
something to use as a reasonably plausible example of a perfection.

Let us consider two (equally) wise beings, one of which has its wisdom essen-
tially and the other of which has its wisdom only accidentally. This means that
while one of the two beings would have been wise no matter what (as long as it
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managed to exist at all), the other might have been unwise. The nature of the for-
mer being is incompatible with unwisdom, and the nature of the latter is compat-
ible both with wisdom and with unwisdom. Although it is a matter of necessity
that the former is wise, given that it exists, it is, speaking metaphysically, an acci-
dent that the latter is wise. The latter’s wisdom is, so to speak, a gift of the circum-
stances in which that being happens to exist, and that gift would not have been
conferred by other sets of circumstances, circumstances in which that being might
have found itself. (This is certainly the way most of us look at the wisdom of hu-
man beings. If Alice is, as we all agree, wise, we do not suppose that it follows
from the undisputed fact of her wisdom that she would have been wise if she had
been raised among people who provided her with no examples of wisdom or if she
had been raised in grinding poverty that left her with no leisure for reflection. And
we should probably agree that she would definitely not have been wise if she had,
as a small child, suffered brain damage that had left her with severely diminished
mental capacities.)

Now—we continue to assume for the sake of the illustration that wisdom is a
perfection—which of our two beings is a better candidate for the office “perfect
being”? The example seems to offer fairly strong support for the thesis that the es-
sential possession of a perfection brings a being closer to the status “perfect” than
does the merely accidental possession of that same perfection. Let us therefore say
that a perfect being is a being that possesses all perfections and, moreover, pos-
sesses those perfections essentially and not merely accidentally—of its own nature,
and not merely as a gift of circumstance.

And what properties are perfections? As I said, we shall make only one assump-
tion about this. We shall assume that necessary existence is a perfection. And this
does not seem to be an implausible assumption. As we said in our discussion of
Descartes’s ontological argument, if a being exists necessarily, its existence does
not depend on the vagaries of chance, for its existence is absolutely inevitable. Is
not “just happening to exist” a disqualification for the office “perfect being”? Must
we not, therefore, count necessary existence as a perfection?

That necessary existence is a perfection is one of the premises of the modal on-
tological argument. The argument has only one other premise: that a perfect be-
ing is possible—or, equivalently, that a perfect being is not impossible. And such a
premise must in some sense be required by any argument for the existence of any-
thing, since an impossible being—a round square, say, or a liquid wine bottle—by
definition cannot exist. Here, then, is the modal ontological argument:

• A perfect being (that is, a being that possesses all perfections essentially) is
not impossible.
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• Necessary existence is a perfection.7

Hence, A perfect being exists.

Our first task will be to show that this argument is logically valid—that is, that its
conclusion (that a perfect being exists) follows logically if its two premises are
granted. Our next task will be to see whether the two premises should be granted.
And this will come down to the task of seeing whether the first premise (that a perfect
being is not impossible) should be granted, for we have already said about as much as
there is to be said on the question whether necessary existence is a perfection.

We proceed to show that this argument is valid. It will be easiest to display the
reasoning behind the modal ontological argument diagrammatically. Let us sup-
pose (just to keep the diagram manageable; our argument in no way depends on
how many possible worlds there are) that there are exactly four possible worlds,
which we shall call One, Two, Three, and Four. We shall represent each possible
world by a circle. And let us represent the assertion that, in a given possible world,
there exists something having a given property, by placing inside the circle repre-
senting that possible world a symbol representing that property. For example, if
‘W’ represents wisdom, then the figure

represents the assertion that in Possible World Four there exists something wise.
And let us represent the assertion that a given possible world is actual by placing
the symbol ‘<’ to the right of the circle representing that possible world. (We shall
call this symbol the ‘actuality cursor’, since it will be useful to think of it as a mov-
able “pointer.”) Thus, the figure

represents the assertion that Possible World Two is the actual world, and the figure

represents the assertion that Possible World One is actual and contains something
wise. By a world-diagram we mean a diagram satisfying two conditions: first, the
diagram must contain labeled circles representing each of the possible worlds,
and, secondly, the diagram must contain the actuality cursor (the symbol ‘<’),
placed to the right of exactly one of the circles. (The second condition corre-
sponds to the fact that exactly one possible world is actual.)
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In addition to these two “required” features, a world-diagram may also have the
following “optional” feature: it may contain any number of symbols representing
properties, these symbols being placed inside any or all of the circles. If a symbol
representing a certain property occurs anywhere in a world-diagram, its absence
from a circle in that diagram represents the assertion that in the world that circle
represents nothing has that property.

The following figure satisfies the defining conditions of a world-diagram and
therefore is a world-diagram:

A world-diagram is to be understood as telling us which possible worlds there
are and which of them is the actual world; it may also tell us whether, in various of
those possible worlds, there are things having certain specified properties. The
above diagram represents the assertions that there are exactly four possible worlds,
One, Two, Three, and Four, that Three is the actual world, that in worlds One
and Four something is wise, and that in worlds Two and Three nothing is wise.

A world-diagram is said to be “correct in” a given possible world if (and only if )
every assertion represented in the diagram is true in that possible world. The
above diagram is correct in Possible World Three if it is true in Three that there
exist exactly the four possible worlds displayed in the diagram, that Possible
World Three is the one that is actual, that in worlds One and Four something is
wise, and that in worlds Two and Three nothing is wise.

Let us now see how world-diagrams can help us with the question whether the
conclusion of the modal ontological argument follows from its two premises. Let
us assume for the sake of argument that the premises of the modal ontological ar-
gument are both true and see whether we can deduce its conclusion from this as-
sumption. The first premise tells us that a perfect being, a being having all
perfections essentially, is possible. That is to say: in at least one possible world there
exists a being who has all perfections essentially. Let us arbitrarily assume that such
a being exists in Possible World Two—that Two is the possible world, or one of the
possible worlds, in which there is a perfect being. Our arbitrary choice of Possible
World Two as a “starting point” can do no harm since, according to the premise
whose truth we have assumed, a perfect being must exist either in One or in Two or
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in Three or in Four (or else in more than one of these four possible worlds), and we
shall see that the reasoning we are about to examine would lead to the same conclu-
sion no matter which possible world we took as our starting point.

Let us use the symbol ‘P’ to stand for the property of being a perfect being
(that is, the property of having all perfections essentially), and let us suppose that
a certain inhabitant of Possible World Two, William, is set the task of drawing a
world-diagram showing how the property P is, as we might say, distributed among
the possible worlds. William, let us suppose, knows there is a perfect being in
Two, and he therefore begins drawing his diagram as follows:

Why does William place the actuality cursor to the right of the circle representing
Possible World Two? Well, we are imagining William’s constructing his diagram in
Possible World Two, and it is true in Possible World Two that Possible World Two
is the actual world. (In general, it is true in any given possible world that that pos-
sible world is the actual world—just as it is true in any story that everything in
that story is true.)

Can William fill in the rest of the world-diagram he has begun? He can, for he
may reason as follows. “Let’s see . . . I know a perfect being exists. Suppose I call that
being—or one of them if there’s more than one—‘X’. X has all perfections, and one
perfection is necessary existence. Therefore, X exists in all possible worlds. Moreover,
I know that X has all perfections essentially. That is, I know that X has all perfec-
tions in every possible world in which X exists. I can infer that, in every possible
world, something—X—has the property P. Therefore, the following world-diagram

correctly represents the distribution of the property P among the various possible
worlds.”

Let us assume for the moment that the reasoning we have attributed to William
is correct. Then—given the truth of our two premises—it follows that the world-
diagram William has drawn is correct in Possible World Two. Can we infer from
this anything about which world-diagrams are correct in the other three possible
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worlds? We certainly cannot infer that this world-diagram is correct in any other
possible world, for this diagram tells us that Possible World Two is the actual world,
and that proposition is, as we have seen, true only in Two. But let us make just
one change in William’s diagram; let us take the actuality cursor and “slide it down
a notch,” so that it is placed beside the circle representing Possible World Three:

The revised diagram says that Possible World Three is the actual world. This asser-
tion is true in Possible World Three. Does it follow from the assumption that
William’s diagram is correct in Two that the revised diagram is correct in Three?
The following general principle of modal reasoning would justify this conclusion:

If a world-diagram is correct in the possible world x, then the diagram obtained
from it by moving the actuality cursor until it is beside the circle representing
the possible world y is correct in the possible world y.

This principle seems intuitively very plausible. All it really says is (i) that the same
possible worlds exist from the perspective of every possible world, and (ii) that the
“inner” or intrinsic features of a given possible world are features that world has
from the perspective of every possible world. It could be summed up in the fol-
lowing slogan: the only thing that changes from possible world to possible world
is which possible world is actual. But this slogan is ambiguous, for there is a sense
in which lots of other things “change from possible world to possible world”: who
won the battle of Waterloo, the population of Russia, whether I exist—in fact,
everything that could be different. A more cautious way to put the thought the
slogan is intended to convey is this: The only thing about a possible world x that
can “change” or “look different” when x is “viewed from” various possible worlds
(including x itself ) is whether x is actual.

Thus, the only feature of the whole set of possible worlds that two possible
worlds “disagree” about is which member of that set is the actual world. (They
must, of course, disagree about at least this much, since it is true in each possible
world that it is the actual world. Our principle says that this is all they disagree
about.) We have, in fact, already assumed this principle, or something very much
like it. We assumed it when we were describing William’s reasoning. William, we
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remember, reasoned (in part) as follows: “I can infer that, in every possible world,
something—X—has the property P. Therefore, the following world-diagram

correctly represents the distribution of the property P among the various possible
worlds.” But what—a carping critic might ask—allows us to assume that William,
having reached the conclusion that, in every possible world, something had the
property P, would go on to draw the world-diagram displayed above? Why
shouldn’t he go on to draw, say, the following diagram?

“But we are assuming that there are four possible worlds, One, Two, Three,
and Four, and this world-diagram asserts that there are only three possible worlds,
One, Two, and Three.” True, the carping critic replies, but if possible worlds One,
Two, Three, and Four exist, it does not follow that in Possible World Two those
same four possible worlds exist. That would follow if we assumed that Possible
World Two was the actual world (in which case what was true in Two would be
the same as what was true “period”); it would also follow from the weaker assump-
tion that the possible worlds that exist from the point of view of Two are the same
ones that exist from the point of view of the actual world. But suppose that (say)
Possible World Four is the actual world and that, according to Possible World
Two, there are only the three possible worlds One, Two, and Three. Then, for all
we know, the following world-diagram might be correct in Four:
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If this diagram is indeed correct in Possible World Four, there is no perfect being
in Four (which, remember, is the actual world) even though it is true in Two that a
perfect being exists in all possible worlds—for, from the point of view of Possible
World Two, there is no such possible world as Four. And this shows that the con-
clusion of the modal ontological argument does not follow from its premises; for all
we know we are in just the situation we have imagined: a perfect being is possible
because it exists in a certain possible world, but it does not in fact exist because the
possible world that is in fact the actual world does not exist—even as a possibility—
from the point of view of the world in which the perfect being exists.

Here ends the carping critic’s carping. What the critic is suggesting is, in effect,
that what is possible is not fixed and necessary: certain things that are in fact pos-
sible might not have been possible. For example, if Possible World Four does not
exist from the point of view of Possible World Two, this means—given that Four
is the actual world—that the way things are might not have been even possible.
The critic is in fact suggesting that what is possible and impossible might have
been different. And this does not seem to be a very plausible notion.

At any rate, it does not seem to be very plausible if by “possible and impossible”
we understand those things that are possible and impossible “in themselves,” as op-
posed to those things that are possible and impossible in relation to other things.
Perhaps some examples will make the proposed distinction clearer. It is now impos-
sible for anyone to own a passenger pigeon; that is because passenger pigeons are
now extinct. It was impossible for anyone to fly to the moon in 1930; that was be-
cause the relevant technology had not yet been invented. Such impossibilities as
these we might call conditional impossibilities, since their impossibility is condi-
tional on something that might have been different: if passenger pigeons had not
become extinct (as they might well not have), it wouldn’t be impossible to own one;
if the pace of technological development since the beginning of the industrial revo-
lution had been considerably more rapid (as presumably it might have been), it
wouldn’t have been impossible to fly to the moon in 1930. One might even argue
that, although it is in fact impossible to travel at 400,000 kilometers per second, it
wouldn’t have been impossible if the speed of light were twice what it is, and that
the speed of light could have been—in some sense of ‘could have been’—twice
what it is. But the impossibility of a round square or a liquid wine bottle is not
conditional on anything; such things are simply, without qualification, impossible.
This kind of impossibility we may call intrinsic impossibility, and we may say that
what is not intrinsically impossible is intrinsically possible.

It seems very plausible to suppose that although what is conditionally impossi-
ble may be different in different possible worlds, what is intrinsically impossible
(and intrinsically possible) is the same in all possible worlds. A round square is in-
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trinsically impossible, and it would have been intrinsically impossible no matter
what: not only is there no possible world in which there are round squares, but
there is no possible world in which it is true that there could be round squares. A
sixty-meter-high marzipan statue of Lassie is intrinsically possible, and it would
have been intrinsically possible no matter what: not only is there a possible world
in which there is a sixty-meter-high marzipan statue of Lassie, but there is no pos-
sible world in which it is true that there couldn’t be a sixty-meter-high marzipan
statue of Lassie.

The lesson of our reply to the carping critic is this: the validity of the modal
ontological argument depends on the assumption that what is intrinsically possi-
ble has that status as a matter of necessity. But that is no defect in the argument,
for that assumption is very plausible indeed. Our “general principle of modal rea-
soning” in fact embodies this very plausible assumption. If we accept this princi-
ple, we immediately see that if the above world-diagram were indeed correct in
Possible World Four, as suggested, then the “three world” diagram would not be
correct in Two; instead—the principle says—the following diagram would be cor-
rect in Two:

Let us assume that the proposed general principle of modal reasoning is indeed
correct. Then a world-diagram obtained from the figure

by an appropriate placement of the actuality cursor will be correct in every possible
world. (The world-diagram obtained by placing the actuality cursor on the top line
of the figure will be correct in Possible World One, the world-diagram obtained by
placing the actuality cursor on the second line of the figure will be correct in Possible
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World Two, and so on.) Therefore, no matter which of the four possible worlds the
actual world is, a perfect being exists in the actual world. (It should now be evident
that our argument did not depend on our simplifying assumption, the assumption
that there were just four possible worlds. And neither did it depend on our arbitrary
choice of Possible World Two as our “starting point”: if we had begun by assuming
that a perfect being existed in One or in Three or in Four, we should have got the
same result.)

Have we therefore proved the existence of a perfect being? If we have, then we
have answered the question, Why should there be anything at all? If there has to be
a perfect being—and the modal ontological argument claims to show not only that
there is a perfect being, but that there has to be one—then it is impossible for there
to be nothing at all. But the modal ontological argument rests on two premises and
a general principle of modal reasoning. And at least one of these three things is far
from evident: that a perfect being is not impossible. Our argument perhaps shows
that the concept of a perfect being is in an important way unlike the concept of a
lion or a unicorn. It is not impossible for there to be unicorns,8 but there are none.
If there were no lions, it would nevertheless be possible for there to be lions, and li-
ons, despite their possibility, would not exist. A perfect being, however, is not like
that: if a perfect being is so much as intrinsically possible—like a unicorn, and un-
like a liquid wine bottle—then a perfect being really does exist. But is a perfect be-
ing possible?

This is a question we cannot evade, for there can be no presumption in favor of
possibility. It may be that in many areas of thought and inquiry one is entitled to
assume that a certain concept is possible—not self-contradictory, not intrinsically
impossible—in the absence of a argument for its impossibility, rather as, under
Common Law, a person is to be presumed innocent of a charge till proved guilty.
But this cannot be a presumption in any area of inquiry in which modal reasoning
like that which we have been considering is employed. This contention is easily
demonstrated by the fact that such a presumption of possibility would lead to
contradictory results.

To see that this is a fact, consider the concept of a “knowno”: the concept of a
being who knows that there is no perfect being. There would seem to be no rea-
son, on the face of it, to suppose that there being a knowno is an intrinsically im-
possible state of affairs, like there being a liquid wine bottle. But consider. If a
knowno is not intrinsically impossible, there is a knowno in some possible world.
But then there is a possible world in which there is no perfect being, since, if
someone knows something, then what that person knows is true. And, as we have
seen, if a perfect being is possible, then there exists a perfect being in every possi-
ble world. It follows that if a knowno is possible, a perfect being is impossible—
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and that if a perfect being is possible, a knowno is impossible. (The two state-
ments ‘If a knowno is possible, a perfect being is impossible’ and ‘If a perfect be-
ing is possible, a knowno is impossible’ are logically equivalent.)

We have, therefore, a pair of concepts—the concept of a perfect being and the
concept of a knowno—such that either of them is possible only if the other is im-
possible. And we have no argument for the impossibility of either concept. If we
adopted the general rule “A concept is to be assumed to be possible in the absence
of an argument for its impossibility,” we should have to assume both these con-
cepts to be possible, and we know that it is false that they are both possible. (It is
interesting to note that we cannot consistently adopt the Common Law principle
“A person is to be presumed innocent of a charge till proved guilty” if we know
that either Alice or Bertram murdered Clara but have no proof that Alice mur-
dered her and no proof that Bertram murdered her. The best we can do in such a
case if we want to be logically consistent is not to assume that Alice is guilty and
not to assume that Bertram is guilty.)

If we wish to evaluate the modal ontological argument, therefore, there is no
alternative to attempting to find some argument for the conclusion that the con-
cept of a perfect being is possible or else some argument for the conclusion that a
perfect being is impossible.

How might we do this? Well, how, in general, do we go about finding out
whether a concept is possible? The most reliable way of showing a concept to be
possible is to show that it has instances: the most reliable way of showing the concept
of a dog to be possible is to show that there are dogs; the most reliable way of show-
ing the concept of a unicorn to be possible is to show that there are  unicorns—and
so on. But this method will not help us to find out whether the concept of a perfect
being is possible, since we do not know whether there are any perfect beings. (Or, if
some among us do know that there is a perfect being, or do know that there is no
perfect being, this knowledge is certainly not common knowledge, and it is not,
therefore, knowledge that we can appeal to in presenting a metaphysical argument
that is not addressed to any particular group of people.)

What other methods are there? There is always the method of abstract meta-
physical argument. The seventeenth-century metaphysician G. W. Leibniz claimed
to have discovered a metaphysical argument demonstrating the possibility of a per-
fect being. (Leibniz, a very acute modal reasoner, saw that any successful version of
the ontological argument must include a proof of the possibility of a perfect being.)
His reasoning was as follows. A perfect being is a being possessing all perfections; a
perfect being is therefore possible if all perfections are consistent with one another.
And every perfection is a “simple, positive property.” (A property is a “simple”
property if it is not a complex that includes simpler properties, as being both red

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 135



Chapter 6136

and round is a complex that includes both being red and being round. A property is
a “positive” property if it is not a negative property: being red and being round are
positive properties, and not being red and being non-round are negative properties.)
And all simple, positive properties are consistent with one another, since the only
way for two properties to be inconsistent is for one to be the negation of the other
(example: not being red is the negation of being red) or for one to be a complex that
includes the negation of the other or the negation of a property included in the
other (example: being round and not red is inconsistent with both being red and
being hard and red).

Leibniz held that most of our everyday adjectives stood for elaborate complexes
of simple, positive properties and their negations. This is what makes it possible
for, say, ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ to denote incompatible properties; a complete analysis of
hardness and softness would bring to light at least one simple, positive property F
such that one of the two includes F and the other includes the negation of F. It ob-
viously follows from this analysis of inconsistency that no simple, positive property
is inconsistent with any other simple, positive property. And, if every perfection is
indeed a simple, positive property, it follows that a being who has all perfections is
possible. (It does not, however, follow that a perfect being, in our sense of the term,
is possible, for we have defined a perfect being as a being who has all perfections
essentially. To reach the further conclusion that a perfect being in our sense was pos-
sible, we should need some further premise, such as ‘If a property is a perfection,
then the property of having that property essentially is also a perfection’. An in-
stance of this general thesis would be: If wisdom is a perfection, then having wis-
dom essentially is also a perfection. One might, of course, wonder whether both
wisdom and having wisdom essentially could be simple, positive properties.)

There are a great many problems with Leibniz’s argument. I will mention only
one of them. It is not at all clear whether the idea of a simple, positive property
makes any sense. Let us look just at the idea of a positive property (remarks simi-
lar to those that follow apply to the idea of a simple property). Consider the prop-
erty not having parts. This would seem to be a pretty good example of a negative
property, being obviously the negation of the property having parts. But suppose
we call the property of not having parts ‘simplicity’, as Leibniz himself did. (He in
fact regarded it as one of the perfections, and thus as a simple, positive property.)
Then we can call the property of having parts ‘non-simplicity’, and, if we do our
thinking in this terminology, it looks as if non-simplicity is the negative property,
being the negation of simplicity. This case suggests that properties are not negative
or positive in themselves and that the belief that they are is a mistaken inference
from the fact that properties can have names that have negative or positive forms.
There is a good deal more to this issue, however, and Leibniz would have a lot to
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say in reply to what I have said. In this brief passage I have tried only to give a
rough idea of why I regard Leibniz’s argument for the possibility of a perfect being
as unsatisfactory.

If we find it difficult to show that the concept of a perfect being is possible, this
could be because that concept is in fact impossible. If this were true, is there any
way in which it might be demonstrated? A concept can sometimes be shown to be
impossible by the deduction of a known impossibility (such as a formal contradic-
tion) from the proposition that that concept applies to something. For example,
the following argument shows that “round square” is an impossible concept: if
there were a round square it would have corners (since it is square) and would also
not have corners (since it is round).

The Anglo-American philosopher J. N. Findlay once claimed to be able to
show that an impossibility could be derived from the concept of a perfect being.
His argument was that a perfect being must be a necessary being, and that an im-
possibility follows from the concept of a necessary being. An impossibility follows
from the concept of a necessary being, Findlay argues, because if there were a nec-
essary being, there would have to be at least one necessarily true existential propo-
sition, and necessarily true existential propositions are impossible. (An existential
proposition is a proposition asserting the existence of something, a proposition of
the form “There is an x” or “There exists an x” or “An x exists.”) Necessarily true
existential propositions are impossible because necessary truths are just those
truths that owe their status as truths to the meanings of words. (For example, it is
necessarily true that all nuns are female; but the necessity of all nuns’ being female
is due simply to the fact that “female” is a part of the meaning of the word ‘nun’:
the word ‘nun’ is inapplicable to males—even members of religious orders—, for
‘nun’ means ‘woman belonging to a religious order, membership in which implies
vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience’.)

Now it is obviously impossible (the argument continues) for a true existential
proposition to owe its truth to the meanings of words. It may be a consequence of
the meanings of the word A and the word B that whatever A applies to, B also ap-
plies to—as with ‘nun’ and ‘female’. But it can never be a consequence simply of
the meaning of the word A that A applies to anything. We may give to ‘nun’ or
‘aardvark’ or ‘molybdenum’ whatever meanings we like, but these meanings will
never guarantee that there is anything to which these words apply. But for there to
be a necessary existential proposition, there would have to be a word or words
whose meaning guaranteed that they applied to something, and this, as we have
seen, is impossible.

To retrace the steps of the argument: there can be no such thing as a necessary
existential proposition, so there can be no such thing as a necessary being, so there
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can be no such thing as a perfect being. And, therefore, the modal ontological ar-
gument has a false premise: that a perfect being is not impossible. And, therefore,
the modal ontological argument is a failure, and we are still without an answer to
the question, Why should there be anything at all?

The main problem with Findlay’s argument lies in the theory of necessary
truth to which it appeals. Findlay tells us that there can be no necessary existential
propositions. And he tells us that there can be no necessary existential proposi-
tions because, for every necessarily true proposition, the fact that that proposition
is true is a consequence of the meanings of words. This theory of necessary truth
was almost universally accepted by English-speaking philosophers at the time at
which Findlay wrote (1948).9 It was widely, if not universally, regarded as a theory
that philosophical investigation had shown to be true. As of the time of this writ-
ing, however, it has become merely a part of the history of philosophy. Let us con-
sider an example, the proposition that the atomic number of iron is 26. A great
many philosophers of logic and language currently working maintain that this
proposition is necessarily true and that its truth is not due to the meanings of
words. They would argue that this proposition is necessarily true because the
atomic structure of an element is of its very essence and that no matter how much
some possible metal might superficially resemble iron, unless the nuclei of the
atoms that composed it contained twenty-six protons, it would simply not be
iron. And yet (their argument continues) it is not a part of the meaning of the
word ‘iron’ that it apply only to a stuff that is a chemical element having the
atomic number 26—for something can be a part of the meaning of a word only if
a person who knows the meaning of that word knows it is (as, for example, a per-
son who knows the meaning of the word ‘nun’ knows that “female” is a part of the
meaning of ‘nun’). That this is so is evident from such facts as the following: lots
of people who have no idea that there is such a concept as “atomic number” know
the meaning of the word ‘iron’ perfectly well; Queen Elizabeth I meant by the
word ‘iron’ just what you and I mean by it, even though she died long before the
advent of modern chemistry (lots of English words have changed their meanings
since the sixteenth century, but ‘iron’ is not one of them); the Latin word ‘ferrum’
means exactly what the English word ‘iron’ means, even though Latin ceased to be
a living language a thousand years before the advent of modern chemistry.

We should note, however, that even if these philosophers are right, it does not
follow that there can be necessary existential propositions, for ‘The atomic num-
ber of iron is 26’ is not an existential proposition: if the currently popular theory I
have sketched is right, this proposition states one of the essential characteristics of
iron; it does not say that there is any iron. But it does follow from this theory that
the account of necessary truth on which Findlay bases his premise (that there can
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be no necessary existential propositions) is mistaken. And there are propositions
many philosophers would say were necessary existential propositions. Mathemat-
ics provides many plausible examples of necessary existential propositions, such as
‘There exists a number that can be expressed in more than one way as the sum of
two cubes’. It is true that mathematical examples provide only cases of necessary
propositions that assert the existence of universals, such as numbers. Still, they
tend to undermine Findlay’s position, since his argument and its conclusion are
very general. His argument proceeds from premises about the nature of language,
and its conclusion should hold for any proposition, regardless of its subject-
 matter. His conclusion would therefore appear to be refuted by any example of a
necessary existential proposition, no matter what its subject-matter was. If his ar-
gument were sound, it would show that there could be no necessary existential
propositions, even in mathematics.

If this much is correct, however, it does not show that there could be a necessar-
ily existent individual thing. Perhaps only universals like numbers can be necessarily
existent. And a perfect being would certainly have to be an individual thing. Find-
lay’s argument may be refuted by the observation that it proves too much (that
there could not be necessarily existent universals), but even if this is granted, it has
no tendency to show that his stated conclusion—the impossibility of a perfect
 being—is wrong. I know of no argument that purports to show that there could
not be a necessarily existent individual thing, with the exception of Findlay-style ar-
guments for the conclusion that there could not be a necessarily existent anything.
Such an argument would have to show that the two properties being necessarily exis-
tent and being an individual thing were inconsistent with each other, and I can see
no way of constructing even a plausible candidate for such an argument.

It is interesting to note that if these two properties are not inconsistent, then
there is in fact a necessarily existent individual thing. This can be shown by a sim-
plified version of the reasoning we used to show the validity of the modal ontolog-
ical argument:

If a necessarily existent individual thing is possible, then there is a necessarily exis-
tent individual thing in some possible world. Since that individual thing is neces-
sarily existent in that possible world, it is true in that possible world that it, that
very individual thing, exists in all possible worlds. It follows that it is true in every
possible world that that thing exists in all possible worlds, since “nothing changes
from possible world to possible world but which possible world is actual.” More-
over, it seems evident that the property being an individual thing is essential to
whatever has it; if something is an individual thing, it could not have been a uni-
versal or a mere collection or a stuff or any other kind of non- individual thing.
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Therefore, this being not only exists in every possible world but is also an individ-
ual thing in every possible world. And there is thus a necessarily existent individ-
ual thing in every possible world, including, of course, whichever world is the
actual world. Therefore, there actually is a necessarily existent individual thing.

This argument, which we may call the minimal modal ontological argument,
shows that the reasoning underlying the modal ontological argument does not
really have anything to do with the concept of a perfect being. What this reason-
ing really shows is that, for any set of properties whatever, if it is possible for there
to be a thing that is necessarily existent and has all these properties essentially,
then there actually is something that is necessarily existent and has all these prop-
erties essentially. (A perfect being is a being that has all perfections and has them
essentially; a perfect being is thus a being that is necessarily existent—necessary
existence being a perfection—and has a certain set of properties essentially.)

This result has an important consequence: the minimal modal ontological ar-
gument will serve our purposes as well as the modal ontological argument itself.
(Our question is, Why is there something rather than nothing? and any individual
thing is a “something.”) It is free from logical error if the modal ontological argu-
ment itself is free from logical error, and its controversial premise—a necessarily
existent individual thing is possible—is true if the corresponding premise of the
modal ontological argument is true. I say ‘if ’ and not ‘only if ’ because the propo-
sition that a perfect being is possible entails that a necessarily existent individual
thing is possible, but the reverse entailment does not hold, or at least does not ob-
viously hold. A perfect being has to be a necessarily existent individual thing, but
a necessarily existent individual thing does not have to be a perfect being, or does
not obviously have to be a perfect being. It may, therefore, be possible to find out
whether the premise of the minimal modal ontological argument is true even if it
is impossible to find out whether the corresponding premise of the modal onto-
logical argument (‘A perfect being is not impossible’) is true. Let us then turn our
attention to the minimal modal ontological argument and ask whether its premise
is true; that is, whether a necessarily existent individual thing is possible; that is,
whether the properties existing necessarily and being an individual thing are com-
patible. It does not seem possible to deduce any formal contradiction from the as-
sumption that there is a necessarily existent individual thing. Nevertheless, these
two properties may well be incompatible. It is hard to believe that the two proper-
ties being a solid sheet of iron and being as transparent as glass are compatible, but
there is no way of deriving a formal contradiction from the proposition ‘There is a
sheet of solid iron as transparent as glass’. Still, the two properties may be compat-
ible. How could one know? I am at a loss to answer this question. In general, there
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are only two “foolproof” ways to discover whether two properties are compatible.
One knows that two properties are compatible if one knows that there is in fact
something that has both of them. And one knows that two properties are incom-
patible if one can deduce an impossibility (such as a formal contradiction) from
the assumption that something has both of them. As I have said, I know of no
way to apply the latter method in the case of necessary existence and individuality.
And as to the former method, if I knew how to prove the existence of a necessarily
existent individual thing, I should have no need of the minimal modal ontological
argument, since I should know that its conclusion—that a necessarily existent in-
dividual thing exists—was true independently of the minimal modal ontological
argument.

If we cannot demonstrate the possibility of a necessarily existent individual
thing, we certainly cannot demonstrate the possibility of a perfect being, since a
perfect being is a being that is a necessarily existent individual thing and has vari-
ous other properties—such as wisdom and goodness and unlimited power (or
whatever the perfections other than necessary existence may be). And although
there might in theory be a proof of the impossibility of a perfect being that was
not a proof of the impossibility of a necessarily existent individual thing—a proof,
say, that wisdom was a perfection, together with a proof that wisdom was incom-
patible with necessary existence—no one has in fact proposed such a proof and no
such proof suggests itself. All the proofs of the impossibility of a perfect being
anyone has ever proposed are (supposed) proofs of the impossibility of necessary
existence. It would seem, therefore, that the long history of the ontological argu-
ment, from Saint Anselm to the present day, is at best inconclusive. Every version
of the argument either contains some logical error or other or else depends upon a
premise whose claim to truth we are unable to adjudicate. And, therefore, we have
not found an answer to the question, Why should there be anything at all?

There is, nevertheless, one valuable lesson we have learned from our study of
the ontological argument. If we could show that there was a necessary being, a
necessarily existing individual thing, we should have an answer to our question.
For if there were a necessary being, it would be impossible for there to be nothing.
And if we could show that it was impossible for there to be nothing, that, surely,
would count as an answer to our question.

Is there any approach to the question whether there is a necessary being other
than via the ontological argument? There is indeed. It has often been suggested
that if there were no necessary being there could not be any beings at all. If this
“if ” statement could be shown to be true, we could combine it with the obvious
truth that there is something to show that there is a necessary being. We shall dis-
cuss this possibility in the next chapter.
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Chapter 6142

Suggestions for Further Reading

Plantinga’s The Ontological Argument is an excellent collection. See especially the
selections from Anselm, Gaunilo, Aquinas, Descartes (including Descartes’s replies
to the objections of various philosophers), Leibniz, Kant, Findlay, Malcolm, and
Hartshorne. Plantinga’s God, Freedom, and Evil contains a powerful and sophisti-
cated discussion of the ontological argument in various versions, including the
“modal” version (pp. 85–111).

Hume’s seminal argument for the conclusion that there can be no necessary
 existential propositions occurs in Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Part IX.
Current “anti-Humean” views on the nature of necessary truth are contained in
Kripke’s Naming and Necessity and Putnam’s “The Meaning of ‘Meaning’.” These
are difficult works for those without formal philosophical training, but are, at least
in large part, accessible to the highly motivated reader. Schwartz’s Naming, Neces-
sity, and Natural Kinds is a useful collection of essays on the issues raised by Kripke
and Putnam. Kripke’s important essay “Identity and Necessity” is particularly
 recommended.

Notes

1. The label ‘ontological argument’ seems first to have been applied to Anselm’s and
Descartes’s arguments by Kant in the eighteenth century. The word ‘ontological’ is de-
rived from the Greek word for ‘being’ or ‘existence.’ 

2. What Kant actually says is that being is “a logical but not a real predicate
(Prädikat).” I believe the idea he intended to express by this formula is more or
less the idea I have expressed in the text by the words ‘Existence is not a property.’

3. The refutation of Descartes’s argument attributed to Kant in the text contains
only one of the points Kant makes against the argument. For two hundred years,
philosophers discussing the ontological argument represented this “refutation” as
decisive and neglected another, more effective point that Kant makes against the
argument. This point could be put as follows: Granted, a non-existent perfect be-
ing is a contradiction in terms; but a non-existent golden mountain is just as much
a contradiction in terms, and for the same reason: to say there is a non-existent
golden mountain is to contradict oneself; a non-existent anything is, for this reason,
and this reason alone, a contradiction in terms; hence, from ‘A non-existent X is a
contradiction in terms’, one cannot validly deduce ‘An X exists.’

4. Or perhaps it would be better to say, “a complete specification of a way a World
might have been,” for it may be that the World is a full-fledged individual thing, as
opposed to a mere collection, and that if things had been sufficiently different, that in-
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dividual thing would not have existed at all, and some other individual thing—either
a part of the World or some individual thing that does not exist at all—would have
been the referent of the description ‘the World’.

5. What allows us to speak of the actual world here? Why can’t two possible worlds
specify the way things really are? Well, those two possible worlds, being, by definition,
completely specific, would have to agree in every detail—otherwise at least one of
them would get the way things really are wrong. If, according to one of the two possi-
ble worlds, the number of Douglas fir trees in Canada is odd and according to the
other it is even, then it can’t be that both possible worlds get the way things really are
right, for, as things really are, the number of Douglas firs in Canada is either odd or
even. But if the two possible worlds agree about everything, in what sense are they two
possible worlds, two different specifications of how things are? Does it make sense to
speak of two specifications of the features of, say, a house that are the same in every de-
tail and yet are two different specifications? At any rate, I am going to make this true
by definition: if x and y are possible worlds, and if x and y agree in every detail, then x
and y are one and the same possible world.

6. Here is an example of an invalid modal argument that, on first blush, could ap-
pear to be valid: It is impossible for a hippopotamus to be an elephant; The largest an-
imal in the local zoo is a hippopotamus; Therefore, it is impossible for the largest
animal in the local zoo to be an elephant. It is easy to see that something must be
wrong with this argument because it is easy to see that its premises might be true and
its conclusion false. But metaphysical arguments turning on just the modal fallacy this
argument illustrates have been accepted by philosophers.

7. The logically sophisticated will be aware that this premise must be read as saying
not only that the property of existing necessarily is in fact a perfection but that it
would exist and would be a perfection no matter what. But few would want to deny
that if there is such a property as necessary existence, and if this property is a perfec-
tion, then it would exist no matter what and would be a perfection no matter what.

8. At any rate, it is possible for there to be animals shaped the way the unicorns of
legend are supposed to be shaped. The American philosopher Saul Kripke has, how-
ever, presented interesting and plausible arguments for the conclusion that no possible
animal would really count as a unicorn and that unicorns are therefore impossible.

9. But it was by no means a recent invention. Hume, for example, wrote, “Whatever
we conceive as existent, we can also conceive as non-existent. There is no being, there-
fore, whose non-existence implies a contradiction.” (Dialogues Concerning Natural Reli-
gion, IX. The Dialogues were first published in 1779, three years after Hume’s death.)

143Necessary Being: The Ontological Argument

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 143



0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 144

This page intentionally left blank 



145

7

Necessary Being
The Cosmological Argument

The argument we shall be mainly concerned with in this chapter is based on the
so-called Principle of Sufficient Reason: for every truth, for everything that is so,
there is a sufficient reason for its being true or being so.1 What the Principle of Suf-
ficient Reason tells us can best be appreciated by looking at the way it applies in the
case of a particular fact and then generalizing what we see. Consider the fact that
my car wouldn’t start last Tuesday. What the Principle of Sufficient Reason tells us
is that if someone asked, “Why wouldn’t van Inwagen’s car start last Tuesday?”, that
person’s question has an answer, a correct answer, an informative answer, a fully sat-
isfying answer. And, in general, for anything that is so, the question why that thing
is so has an answer: this is the Principle of Sufficient Reason.

Before we go on, it may be advisable to clear up a possible confusion. The
words ‘why’ and ‘reason’ and many related words are used in various senses. Sup-
pose someone were to ask why Adrian, who was hit by a truck whose brakes had
failed, died. Here are two answers to this question:

• There was no reason at all for his death; he just happened to be at the wrong
place at the wrong time.

• He died of massive trauma, which was due to his having been struck by a
large, heavy, rapidly moving vehicle.

The first of these answers presupposes that the question was a request for some-
thing that would display the meaning or purpose of Adrian’s death. But the Principle
of Sufficient Reason does not tell us that everything that happens has a meaning or

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 145



a purpose. And that is certainly to the credit of the Principle, for not everything has
a meaning or purpose. (If I knock over a bottle of wine while gesturing expansively
at dinner, it is as evident as anything could be that the shape of the resulting stain
on the carpet has no meaning or purpose.) What the Principle tells us is that an an-
swer of the second kind is available to every “why” question. (An answer of the sec-
ond kind need not be at all interesting. Shakespeare and Cervantes died on the
same day, and if someone asks why they died on the same day, the Principle asserts
that that person’s question has an answer. But it is consistent with the Principle that
the answer be nothing more interesting than an explanation of the fact that Shake-
speare died on 23 April 1616, together with a wholly unrelated explanation of the
fact that Cervantes died on 23 April 1616.)

There is certainly a lot to be said for the Principle of Sufficient Reason. Some
philosophers have maintained that it is the basis of modern science. The ancient as-
tronomers were content carefully to describe the motions of the planets and the
stars. If you had asked them why the lights in the sky moved according to the enor-
mously complicated set of rules they had extracted from their observations, you
would not have awakened much interest. A Babylonian astronomer might have
said, “Well, they’re gods. Obviously, gods move as they like. It would be impious to
enquire further.” A Greek might have said, “Well, the philosopher Aristotle said
that the planets move in circles because circular motion is the most perfect motion.
But that’s too deep for me. I’m just a simple astronomer. All I can do is tell you how
they actually do move.” But modern science takes an entirely different attitude to-
ward “why” questions about observed phenomena. According to modern science,
for example, the rules describing the motion of the planets can actually be ex-
plained (by, roughly speaking, deducing those rules from Newton’s laws of motion
and his law of universal gravitation). And—so some would  argue—modern science
is never content to say that something just is, and that’s all there is to say about it.
No scientist would be content to say that mountains were just there, and that that
was all there was to say about the existence of mountains. Modern  science—so
some would argue—therefore presupposes the Principle, and so do all of us who
live in a scientific age and a scientific culture. Whether the Principle is a presup -
position of modern science or not, it does seem very plausible. Let us, for the mo-
ment, accept the Principle and see what follows from it.

We can begin by taking a look round us and noting that the World contains
individual things—or “beings” as we shall call individual things in the present
chapter. Whatever features these beings may have, it is obvious that there are be-
ings. (Even if the Monist is right, there is one being.) All the beings we observe
seem to be contingent beings; some of them certainly are. It seems reasonable,
therefore, to suppose that the following statement is true:
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There are some contingent beings.

Now if the Principle is correct, there is some explanation of the truth of this state-
ment, some answer to the question ‘Why are there contingent beings?’ But what
would an explanation of the existence of contingent beings look like? One possi-
ble explanation of this state of affairs is the following:

Something necessarily existent, some necessary being, is in some way responsible
for the fact that there are contingent things.

This is not, of course, a very detailed explanation, but it seems to be a perfectly
satisfactory explanation as far as it goes. It is conceivable that someone might ob-
ject to it on the ground that it “merely pushes the problem of the existence of
things back a step.” The worry here is something like this: “All right, the necessary
being explains the existence of the contingent beings, but what explains its exis-
tence? Why does it exist?” But to say this is to neglect the fact that a necessary be-
ing is a being whose non-existence is impossible. Thus, for any necessary being,
there is by definition a sufficient reason for its existence: there could hardly be a
more satisfying explanation for the existence of a thing than that its non-existence
was impossible.

As to the fact that the explanation is almost wholly lacking in specifics, we
should note that there are few if any explanations that could not be given in
greater detail. The explanation could be “filled in” in various ways, some of them
inconsistent with one another. Here, for example, are two inconsistent explana-
tions of the existence of contingent beings that come from filling in the details of
the above explanation in different ways:

• God is necessarily existent and is the source of the existence of all other be-
ings; although He was under no compulsion to create anything, of His own
free will He made beings other than Himself; His purpose in bringing other
beings into existence surpasses human understanding.

• A formless, necessarily existent Chaos is the source of the existence of all
contingent beings; swirls and local condensations occur by chance within
Chaos, and it is these that give rise to contingent beings.

We are interested only in the question whether some version of the explanation
is correct. The possible ways in which such an explanation might be filled in and
made more nearly complete, although they are interesting and important, need
not detain us. But is some version of this explanation correct? Is there any way to
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explain the existence of contingent beings other than by an appeal to the existence
of a necessary being that is in some manner responsible for their existence? Let us
see whether we can conceive of an alternative explanation of the existence of con-
tingent beings, an explanation of the existence of contingent beings that does not
involve the existence of a necessary being. There seem to be grave problems with
the idea of such an explanation.

Suppose the only beings were contingent beings. (Some or all universals may be
necessarily existent, but universals by themselves cannot explain the existence of
individual things—or of “beings,” as we are now calling individual things. For ex-
ample, the existence of properties and numbers does not explain the fact that
there are beings having those properties and numbered by those numbers. Only
beings can explain the existence of beings.) If the only beings were contingent be-
ings, could there be an explanation of the fact that there were contingent beings?
Could there be an answer to the question ‘Why are there contingent beings?’?

It is hard to see how there could be. Any statement that was true in a world in
which there were only contingent beings—and whatever else a correct explanation
may involve, the statements made in the course of giving the explanation must all
be true—would derive its truth from the way those contingent beings were
arranged (that is, from the number of them and their individual intrinsic proper-
ties and the relations they bore to one another). And all such statements would
appear to presuppose the existence of contingent beings. It seems wholly implau-
sible to suppose that a series of statements all of which presuppose the existence of
contingent beings could add up to an explanation of the existence of contingent
beings. One might as well suppose that one could explain the existence of human
beings by setting out a series of statements about the properties of human beings
and the relations human beings bear to one another.

In general, to explain the existence of the members of any class of contingent be-
ings, one must cite facts about the properties and relations of beings outside that
class. For example, to explain the existence of the human species, one must cite
some facts about God or about the evolutionary process or about something besides
human beings. And doesn’t this rule apply to the whole class of contingent beings?
To explain the fact that contingent beings exist “at all,” one must cite some facts
about non-contingent beings. And non-contingent beings are just necessary beings:
any explanation of the existence of contingent beings must involve facts about one
or more necessary beings. (But is it obvious that any sufficient reason for the exis-
tence of contingent beings must involve a necessary being? Suppose it is a necessary
truth that there are contingent beings. Then the non-existence of contingent beings
is an impossibility, and this impossibility is a sufficient reason for their existence.
And this sufficient reason does not involve any appeal to the existence of a necessary
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being. We can take account of this worry in the following way. Those who take seri-
ously the idea that it is a necessary truth that there are contingent beings—I shall
later discuss some difficulties with this idea—may look at the argument we are con-
sidering, the argument that appeals to the Principle of Sufficient Reason, as one
part of a larger argument. In rough outline: That there are contingent beings is
either a necessary truth or a contingent truth; If it is a necessary truth, it is impossi-
ble for there to be nothing; If it is a contingent truth, then—given the Principle of
Sufficient Reason—there exists a necessary being, and it is impossible for there to
be nothing; In either case, it is impossible for there to be nothing.)

If this reasoning is correct, then, given that there are contingent beings, and
given the Principle of Sufficient Reason, there is at least one necessary being. (This
reasoning is a version of the “cosmological argument.” The name comes from the
Greek word kosmos, which means ‘the universe’ or ‘the totality of contingent be-
ings’.2) And if there is a necessary being, we have our answer to the question, Why
should there be anything at all? (For if there is a necessary being, then “There be-
ing nothing” is an impossible state of affairs.) We could, in fact, have started from
a weaker premise than the premise that there are contingent beings. The premise
that there are beings would have sufficed. For every being is either necessary or
contingent; therefore, if there are beings, there are either necessary beings or con-
tingent beings (or both); if there are necessary beings, there are, of course, neces-
sary beings; if there are contingent beings, then (as the cosmological argument
shows) there is at least one necessary being; hence, there is at least one necessary
being. Indeed, we do not even require the premise that there are beings. The
premise that there could be beings would suffice. For if there could be beings, then
in some possible world there are beings. And the Principle of Sufficient Reason, if
it is true, must be true in that possible world, for the Principle could not be a
merely contingent truth. And the above reasoning, carried out in that possible
world, would show that in that possible world there was a necessary being. (The
cosmological argument, together with the premise that it is possible for there to
be beings, individual things of any sort, thus establishes the doubtful premise of
the minimal modal ontological argument: that it is possible for there to be a nec-
essary being.) And, as we saw in our discussion of the modal ontological argu-
ment, if there is a necessary being in some possible world, there is a necessary
being in the actual world. The cosmological argument therefore in effect shows
that if there can be something (can be beings), there has to be something: if it is
not impossible for there to be something, it is impossible for there to be nothing.
And we could hardly be asked to do better with the question, Why should there
be anything at all? than to deduce the impossibility of there being nothing from
the mere possibility of there being something.
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Unfortunately we have not deduced this impressive conclusion from the single
premise that it is possible for there to be something. Our argument has a second
premise: the Principle of Sufficient Reason (in fact, the necessary truth of the
Principle of Sufficient Reason). It is time to ask how plausible this premise is. It
turns out that this premise is not very plausible at all.

In the first place there are scientific difficulties. According to quantum mechan-
ics, nature is filled with events whose occurrence has no explanation whatever. If,
for example, the nucleus of a certain radium atom decays at a certain time, there is
no explanation whatever of its decaying at that time rather than some other time.
Or, at least, this is true according to the standard interpretation of quantum me-
chanics, the so-called Copenhagen Interpretation. It is possible to construct “hid-
den variable” interpretations of quantum mechanics, according to which there is an
explanation of the fact that a particular radium nucleus decays at such-and-such a
moment. But hidden-variable interpretations of quantum mechanics have various
unattractive features, and most physicists do not find them of much interest.
Whether or not the standard interpretation of quantum mechanics constitutes a
metaphysically correct picture of sub-atomic events, these facts at least cast consid-
erable doubt on the Principle.

In the second place, a careful examination of the Principle shows that it has a
consequence most people would have a very hard time accepting: that all true
propositions are necessarily true. In broad outline, the argument is this: if there are
any contingent propositions (that is, contingently true propositions), then there is
a set of all contingent propositions; but an explanation of any set of contingent
propositions must appeal to some contingent propositions outside that set; hence,
the whole set of contingent propositions can have no explanation; hence, if every
set of true propositions is such that there is an explanation for the fact that it con-
tains only truths (as the Principle implies), there can be only necessary truths.

But this “broad outline” is too compressed to be of much use. It is intended
only to give the reader some sense of where the following rather lengthy piece of
reasoning is going. Here is our plan: we shall assume for the sake of argument that
there are contingent propositions, and we shall deduce from this assumption the
conclusion that the Principle of Sufficient Reason is false.

Suppose, then, that there are some contingent propositions. It follows that
there are propositions that are true in some possible worlds and false in others.
But then there is more than one possible world. Our argument will not depend on
how many there are, not so long as we assume that there is more than one. Let us
suppose there are four—the same four that figured in our discussion of the modal
ontological argument. Exactly one of these four possible worlds must be actual.
Our argument will not depend on which, so let us arbitrarily suppose that Possible
World Two is the actual world.

150 Chapter 7

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 150



If the Principle of Sufficient Reason is correct, there is a sufficient reason for
the fact that Possible World Two is the actual world; that is, this fact has an expla-
nation; that is, the question ‘Why is Possible World Two the actual world?’ has an
answer. Let us use ‘S’ to stand for the series of statements one would make if one
were giving this explanation or this answer. We know that S must be true in Possi-
ble World Two (that is, we know that each statement in the series of statements S
must be true in Possible World Two), for every statement made in the course of
giving a correct explanation must be true, and Possible World Two is the actual
world, and any true statement is true in the actual world.

Could S also be true in one or more of the other possible worlds? No, for if a
set of statements is true in, say, Possible World Three, that set of statements is at
best a part of the explanation of the fact that Possible World Two is the actual
world. Here is an analogy that will help to explain why this is the case. Suppose
the cancer rate in Watkins Grove is much higher than the national average, and
the City Council wants to know why. Suppose it is pointed out that there are
many chemical plants in Watkins Grove, and it is suggested that the presence of
these plants is the explanation the City Council is looking for. If it turns out that
many communities the size of Watkins Grove contain a comparable number of
chemical plants and yet have a cancer rate not much different from the national
average, this fact will show that the explanation the City Council has been offered
must be at best a part of the explanation of the high cancer rate in Watkins Grove.
It may well be that the chemical plants are an important part of the explanation of
the high cancer rate in Watkins Grove, but, as the idiom has it, “there must be
more to it than that.” (Something else—the particular chemicals produced in
Watkins Grove, or the way the plants dispose of their chemical wastes, or some
combination of any of literally hundreds of factors—must also be a part of the ex-
planation of the high cancer rate in Watkins Grove.)

An explanation of the high cancer rate in Watkins Grove must be a series of
statements that does not leave open any possibility that the cancer rate in Watkins
Grove be average or low. By analogy, an explanation of the actuality of Possible
World Two must be a series of statements that does not leave open any possibility
that Possible World Two be non-actual. But then if S, which is by stipulation an
explanation of the fact that Possible World Two is the actual world, were true in,
say, Possible World Four, it would be true in Possible World Four that Possible
World Two was the actual world. (And this, of course, is impossible, for the only
possible world that is actual in Possible World Four is Possible World Four itself.)

In evaluating the reasoning of the preceding two paragraphs, it is important
not to confuse the notion of an explanation with the notion “all the explanation
there is.” Suppose the Principle of Sufficient Reason is false and that, therefore,
some fact F has no explanation. It doesn’t follow that if someone asks, “Why is F a
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fact?” there is nothing whatever that can be said in response to this question; it
follows only that whatever is said in response to the question, however relevant
it may be to the question, will not be an answer to the question. Suppose, for ex-
ample, that some chemical plants cause cancer, and that other, exactly similar,
chemical plants in exactly similar environments do not cause cancer. (We can sup-
pose this to make a metaphysical point, but no one would believe it—not in a “real
life” situation. This fact illustrates our conviction that at least some facts must
have explanations, even if we do not know what they are.) Then, if someone asks,
“Why is there a high cancer rate in Watkins Grove?”, the statement “There are
many chemical plants in Watkins Grove” is certainly a relevant statement for
someone who is responding to the question to make. But it is not an answer to the
question. It is not an explanation of the fact that there is a high cancer rate in
Watkins Grove. If “There are many chemical plants in Watkins Grove” is the only
relevant statement that can be made in response to the question “Why is there a
high cancer rate in Watkins Grove?”, and if other cities, cities whose cancer rates
are low or average, have the same numbers of (exactly similar) chemical plants,
there simply is no explanation of the high cancer rate in Watkins Grove. The high
rate is, so to speak, just one of those things.

So S must be true in Possible World Two and in no other possible world. What
propositions have this feature? Only one: the proposition that Possible World Two
is the actual world. (For consider any proposition true in Possible World Two. The
proposition that Stockholm is the capital of Sweden will do as well as any as an ex-
ample. If this proposition were true in Possible World Two alone, it would follow
from the fact that Stockholm was the capital of Sweden that Possible World Two
was the actual world. That is, the truth of the proposition that Stockholm was the
capital of Sweden would settle or determine everything else: it would follow from
the fact that Stockholm was the capital of Sweden that Mars had two moons and
that spiders had eight legs and that British forces under the command of Lord El-
gin burned the Summer Palace at Pekin in 1860 and that . . . well, everything—
everything true, that is—would follow. It would be absolutely impossible for
Stockholm to be the capital of Sweden and for any of these things to be false. And
this is absurd. There is only one true proposition whose truth necessitates all other
truths, and that is the proposition that Possible World Two is the actual world.3)
But it is as evident as anything could be that the fact that Possible World Two is
the actual world cannot serve as an explanation of the fact that Possible World
Two is the actual world. “Because Possible World Two is the actual world” is not
an answer to the question “Why is Possible World Two the actual world?” To say it
was would be no better than saying that “Because the sky is blue” was an answer
to the question “Why is the sky blue?”
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Our conclusion must be that there can be no answer to the question “Why is
Possible World Two the actual world?” Another way to put this point would be to
say that there can be no explanation of the whole set of truths—for the actual
world is simply that possible world such that whatever is true is true in it; what
makes a particular possible world the actual one is that it “contains” all the truths
and none of the falsehoods. And this conclusion is not implausible. One cannot
explain the fact that a given contingent proposition is a truth simply by appealing
to necessary truths. Therefore, any explanation of a contingent truth must appeal
to other contingent truths, and, as a consequence, the whole set of contingent
truths cannot be explained because there are no contingent truths outside this set
to appeal to. But then the Principle of Sufficient Reason is false.

We have, therefore, as we promised, deduced the falsity of the Principle from
the assumption that there are contingent propositions. It follows that if the Princi-
ple is true, then there are no contingent propositions; if the Principle is true, every
truth is a necessary truth. Such propositions as “Stockholm is the capital of Swe-
den” and “Mars has two moons” and “Spiders have eight legs” and “British forces
under the command of Lord Elgin burned the Summer Palace at Pekin in 1860”
would be necessary truths in the same sense as that in which “5 + 7 = 12” and
“There are no liquid wine bottles” are necessary truths. But this is absurd. We must
therefore conclude that the Principle of Sufficient Reason is false.4 And, therefore,
the crucial premise of the cosmological argument is false. (It is worth noting that if
we were willing to accept the conclusion that every truth was a necessary truth, we
should not need the cosmological argument. The conclusion we derived from this
argument was that if something exists, then it is a necessary truth that something
exists. But this obviously follows from the thesis that all truths are necessary truths.
Another way to put this point would be to say that it is not very surprising that if a
certain proposition entails that all truths are necessary truths, then it is possible to
construct an argument, an argument having that proposition as a premise, the con-
clusion of which is that if something exists, then it is a necessary truth that some-
thing exists.) If we suppose that there is real contingency in the world, then we
must regard the question, Why is there anything at all? as still unanswered.

The arguments we have considered do not rule out the possibility of showing
that there is a necessary being by employing some “restricted” version of the Prin-
ciple of Sufficient Reason, some weaker principle of the same type that does not
entail that all truths are necessary truths. One might, for example, try to discover
a plausible principle according to which many truths (including ‘There are con-
tingent beings’) have a sufficient reason, although some truths (including the set
of all truths, that is, the conjunction of all true propositions into a single proposi-
tion) do not. Or one might try to discover a plausible principle that applies to all
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contingent truths but appeals to some notion weaker than “sufficient reason.” A
candidate for such a principle might be ‘All contingent truths have at least a par-
tial explanation’. (If an argument for the existence of a necessary being had this
principle as a premise, it would also have to have a premise along the lines of ‘If
one is to give even a partial explanation of the existence of the members of any
class of contingent beings, one must cite facts about the properties and relations
of beings outside that class’.) This idea is promising, but it needs work. What, one
might ask, would a “partial” explanation of the truth of the proposition that is the
conjunction of all true propositions look like? Would an explanation of the fact
that Paris is the capital of France be a partial explanation of the truth of the
proposition that is the conjunction of all true propositions? If so, the premise
mentioned in the parenthesis doesn’t seem very plausible. If not, how plausible is
it to suppose that the truth of the proposition that is the conjunction of all true
propositions has even a partial explanation? I will consider one argument of the
first type, an argument that appeals to a principle according to which all facts of a
certain sort have an explanation: for every being that exists, there is an explanation
of its existence.

Let us say that a being is an independent being if its existence depends on no be-
ings outside itself. (That is, its existence depends on no beings but itself and its
parts—if parts it has.) If a being is not independent, we call it dependent. It is im-
portant to realize that if a being depends on beings outside itself for its existence,
it does not follow that those beings or any facts about them constitute a sufficient
reason (in the sense demanded by the Principle of Sufficient Reason) for its exis-
tence. You and I, for example, depend upon our parents and all our other ances-
tors for our existence. And, for all anyone knows, there is no explanation of the
fact that my parents met and had offspring or of the fact that your parents met
and had offspring. But if these facts indeed have no explanation, it is nevertheless
true that you and I depend upon our parents for our existence and are therefore
dependent beings.

All the beings we are aware of would seem to be dependent beings. What would
an independent being be like? What would be a reasonable candidate for the office
of independent being? Well, a necessary being looks like a pretty good candidate. (It
is not, however, easily demonstrable that just any necessary being would be an in-
dependent being. Anyone who wanted to demonstrate this conclusion would have
somehow to prove the impossibility of cases like the following one. Suppose that A
is a necessary being and that A causes the existence of B and that it is necessary that
A cause the existence of B. Then B will be a necessary  being—B will exist in all
possible worlds, since A exists in all possible worlds, and, in every possible world in
which it exists, causes B to exist in that possible world—but B will nonetheless de-
pend upon A for its existence.)
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Could there be a being that was independent and contingent? It is possible to
construct cases that suggest there could be. Suppose that a being “popped into exis-
tence” in empty space, and that there was no reason whatever for this: it just did.
And (if this is not implied by what we have already supposed) let us suppose that
no other being was in any way causally connected in the slightest, most remote de-
gree with the coming into existence of this being. Since there was no reason what-
ever for this being’s coming into existence, it can be plausibly maintained that it
might just as well not have come into existence; it can be plausibly maintained,
that is, that it is a contingent being. And, since its existence in no way depends on
the existence or properties of any other being, it seems evident that it has to be clas-
sified as an independent being.

It is, moreover, not self-evidently impossible for there to be an independent and
contingent being that has always existed. Suppose, for example, that there is a be-
ing, X, that has always existed and has always been made of the parts A, B, and C.
Suppose X is essentially made of just those parts: suppose X could exist only if A, B,
and C existed and were joined in a certain way. And suppose there is no necessity
in the arrangement of A, B, and C; suppose it is perfectly possible for them to have
been arranged in some other way. And suppose, finally, that A, B, and C do not de-
pend for their existence or their arrangement on any other beings. Now either A, B,
and C are all necessary beings or else at least one of them is contingent. If one of
them is contingent, it is an independent and contingent being that has always ex-
isted. But even if all three of them are necessary beings, the being made of them, X,
is an independent and contingent being that has always existed—for it would not
have existed if A, B, and C had not been arranged just the way they are, and yet it
does not depend on any being outside itself for its own existence.

It may nevertheless be that these cases represent only superficial possibilities and
that it is impossible for there to be an independent and contingent being. If we
consider the first (alleged) possibility, a being that simply pops into existence, we
may feel a certain metaphysical unease. Isn’t there something strange—something
positively weird, as the contemporary idiom has it—about the idea of something’s
just popping into existence without anything’s being even partly responsible for this
event? The medieval philosophers had a slogan: Ex nihilo nihil fit: “Nothing comes
from nothing.” And this sounds like very good sense. Some may judge it to be self-
evident. Others, however, may judge that it rests on the Principle of Sufficient Rea-
son, taken together with the observation that if something really came from
nothing, there could be no possible explanation of its existence, since there would
be no objects or facts that could be cited in that explanation. And they may con-
tend that if the Principle is discredited the medieval slogan is thereby discredited.

It is important to note, in connection with this slogan, however, that few
people have ever denied it. It is not denied by the Judeo-Christian doctrine that
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God created the universe “from nothing,” for that doctrine means only that God
did not make the universe from some pre-existent material whose existence was
independent of His will. After all, the doctrine of Creation implies that the uni-
verse depends for its existence on something outside itself and that it does not,
therefore, violate the principle (propounded by Christian philosophers) that noth-
ing comes from nothing. It was not denied by the cosmological model called
“continuous creation” (popular in the 1950s), for, according to that model, the
hydrogen atoms that “popped into existence” in empty space were caused to do so
by the local gravitational potential, which was dependent on the distribution of
already-existent matter. It is not denied by the currently standard cosmological
model, the “Big Bang,” for this model addresses only questions concerning events
subsequent to the initial singularity. (The Big Bang model can be supplemented
with an attempt to explain the singularity itself. One might, for example, supple-
ment it with the thesis that God is responsible for the existence of the singularity.
But all such supplements appeal to the existence of beings that did not themselves
evolve out of the singularity. We shall presently examine an apparent exception to
this generalization.) It is not denied by the ubiquitous “popping into existence” of
so-called virtual particles that is a consequence of quantum field theory, for these
particles pop into existence owing to the properties of a more fundamental phys-
ical entity called the quantum field (a point to which we shall presently return).
The thesis that a being cannot simply pop into existence without any help from
antecedently existent beings would therefore seem to be at least very plausible.

If it seems strange to suppose that there might be an independent and contin-
gent being whose existence begins at a certain moment, it can seem hardly less
strange to suppose that there might be an independent and contingent being that
has always existed. Suppose that, one day while strolling through the forest, we
were to come upon a mysterious translucent ball about two meters in diameter.5 It
would not occur to us to doubt that there was some explanation for its  existence—
even if we were aware of the difficulties facing the Principle of Sufficient Reason.
Even if we cannot accept the thesis that every fact has an explanation, we may be
convinced that many facts—among them, the fact that this two-meter translucent
ball exists—have explanations. And we cannot explain the fact that the ball exists
by saying that it has always existed, even supposing it has always existed. No one
would say that one could explain the existence of something that has always existed
by citing the fact that it has always existed, but some philosophers would maintain
that if a thing has always existed, it follows that there can be no explanation of its
existence. (See, for example, the “second set of answers to our three metaphysical
questions” in Chapter 1.) But it is certainly possible to imagine explanations of the
existence of something that has always existed. If, for example, the sun has always
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existed and has always been a radiating body, there has always been sunlight. And
there will be an explanation of the fact that sunlight has always existed: “Because
the sun has always existed and has always been a radiating body.”

The conviction that there must be an explanation for existence of the translu-
cent ball has nothing to do with the special features of that object. It is a conse-
quence of a more general conviction, a conviction that can be stated as a principle
(a restricted version of the Principle of Sufficient Reason):

Every being has this feature: the fact that it exists has an explanation.

(This is a much weaker principle than the Principle of Sufficient Reason. Consider
our ball. This principle says that there must be an explanation of the fact that the
ball exists; it does not say that there must be an explanation of the fact that it is two
meters in diameter.)

If this restricted version of the Principle of Sufficient Reason is true, it seems to
be plausible to suppose that there are no independent and contingent beings
(whether ones that had just popped into existence at some time in the past or ones
that had always existed). An equivalent statement of this plausible thesis would be
this: if there are any beings that in no way or in any degree depend for their exis-
tence on things outside themselves, those beings are necessary beings. The argu-
ment is this: for every being that exists, the fact that it exists has an explanation (so
the restricted version of the Principle of Sufficient Reason tells us), and if a being is
truly independent, there can be only one explanation of any sort of its existence:
that its nonexistence is impossible. (For what other form could an explanation of
the existence of an independent being have? By definition, the explanation cannot
cite any facts about the actions or properties of any beings outside that being.)

If there can be no independent and contingent beings, there is a plausible argu-
ment for the existence of a necessary being. This argument may be classified as a
version of the cosmological argument, since it proceeds from the observation that
there are beings to the conclusion that there is a necessary being. It is a very simple
argument indeed:

When we look around us, we perceive various beings. Since there are beings,
there must be a being that is the totality of beings: the World. The World is an
independent being, since, by definition, nothing is outside the World. But an
independent being must be a necessary being. Hence, the World is a necessary
being. And it can plausibly be argued that there must also be other necessary be-
ings, necessary beings that are parts of the World—at least if Monism is false
and the World has parts. For it is a plausible thesis that a necessary being cannot
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be composed entirely of contingent parts. (Plausible but not self-evident. After
all, an infinite being can be composed entirely of finite parts, and an eternal be-
ing could be composed entirely of short-lived parts. But it does seem plausible.)
And yet, all the parts of the World we observe—Caesar, the Taj Mahal, the
sun—are contingent beings. There must, therefore, be parts of the World we do
not see that are necessary beings.

Is this a proof of the existence of a necessary being? (That is, are the first five sen-
tences of the offset material a proof of the existence of a necessary being? Note
that the subsequent part of the offset material is an argument for a further conclu-
sion; if this second argument is wrong—because, say, it is possible for a necessary
being to be composed entirely of contingent beings—the first five sentences will
“still” be an argument for the existence of a necessary being, and this argument is
independent of the second argument.) Or is it at least a proof of the existence of a
necessary being if the premise is granted that there cannot be an independent and
contingent being? It is not, for it depends not only upon the premise that an inde-
pendent and contingent being is impossible but upon another premise as well,
and that second premise is very doubtful. It is this: that there exists a being that is
the totality of all beings; that the World is a being, an individual thing. (We said in
Chapter 2 that the question whether the World, the sum total of all individual
things, was itself an individual thing would later become important.) The alterna-
tive to the World’s being an individual thing—it is obviously not a stuff or a uni-
versal or an event—is the World’s being a mere collection of individual things. If
the World is a mere collection, then there is not in the strictest sense any such
thing (any such thing) as “the World.” If the World is a mere collection, any use of
the phrase ‘the World’ is a mere manner of speaking; use of this phrase is no more
than a device for speaking collectively about all individual things. If every individ-
ual thing were, say, an elementary particle like an electron or a quark, then the
words ‘the World’ would simply be a linguistic device—one that could no doubt
be dispensed with in principle—for making general statements about the proper-
ties of elementary particles and the way they are distributed. (We must keep in
mind throughout this discussion that the World is not necessarily the same as the
cosmos or physical universe. That the cosmos is the World is a metaphysical
theory, one that may or may not be true. If it is not true—because, say, the World
contains God or some other individual thing that is not a part of the cosmos—the
present discussion will be irrelevant to the question whether the cosmos is an indi-
vidual thing. I raise this point because Kant said some things about the cosmos
that bear some superficial resemblance to the thesis that the World is not an indi-
vidual thing, and I want to dissociate the present discussion from Kant’s views. If
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I interpret Kant correctly, he held that the cosmos cannot consistently be treated
as a unified object with a determinate and discoverable set of properties. I take this
position to have been refuted by the modern science of cosmology. Having said
this much, I must say one more thing: if the cosmos can be consistently treated as
a unified object with a determinate and discoverable set of properties, it does not
in my view follow that it is an individual thing in the strict and metaphysical
sense. A metaphysician might hold that the planet Jupiter was, strictly and meta-
physically speaking, a mere collection of particles and also hold that this should
not prevent astronomers from treating those particles as if they composed an ob-
ject that had a certain diameter, a certain mass, and so on.)

If the World is a mere collection, it is perhaps possible that there are only con-
tingent beings and that none of them is an independent being. Perhaps it is possi-
ble that the World is a collection that contains infinitely many individual things,
and perhaps it is possible that the individual thing A depends for its existence
upon the individual thing B, and that B depends upon C, and that C depends
upon D, and so on forever (or that A depends upon B and C, and that B depends
upon D and E, and that C depends upon D, F, and G, . . . ). And if these things
are possible, the present version of the cosmological argument fails.

And there is really a great deal to be said against the thesis that the World is an
individual thing. Atheists, who tend to identify the World with the cosmos, often
put forward a thesis about the mutual dependency of the elements of the cosmos
more or less the same as the model sketched in the preceding paragraph. And
those theists who believe, as almost all theists do, that God did not have to create
anything, and who accept the other premise of the present version of the cosmo-
logical argument (the impossibility of an independent and contingent being), will
want to reject the thesis that the World is an individual thing.

To see why theists will want to reject this thesis, let us suppose that the World
is an individual thing, and let us also suppose that there are no independent and
contingent beings, and let us see what consequences these suppositions have for
theism. We shall call the individual thing that is the World ‘W’. If W is a true in-
dividual thing and not a mere collection, then (given theism) it has God as a part,
its other parts being the various things God has created. Now let us consider one
of the possible worlds in which God chose not to create anything—Possible
World Four, let us say. In Possible World Four, there exist no individual things be-
sides God (and God’s parts, if God has or could have parts). Now W is, as we have
seen, an independent being. Even though God is a part of W and all the other
parts of W are dependent beings (they depend upon God for their existence), it
remains true that W depends upon nothing outside itself for its existence. Since
there are no independent and contingent beings, it follows that W is a necessary
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being, and hence exists in Possible World Four. So both God and W exist in Possi-
ble World Four. But there is nothing in Possible World Four but God and the
parts (if any) that God would have in Possible World Four. It seems fairly evident
that W could not be a part of God in Possible World Four, even if God could have
parts. (And all theists I am aware of would deny that God could have parts. For
example, the first of the Anglican Articles of Religion begins, “There is but one
. . . God . . . without body, parts, or passions. . . . ”) After all, in actuality God is a
part of W. Therefore, in Possible World Four, W and God would be identical; that
is, “they” would be one and the same individual thing. But in actuality W and
God are two individual things: the Taj Mahal, to take just one example, is a part
of W, but it is not a part of God. And it is impossible for two individual things to
be such that they could have been one and the same individual thing.

If anyone is doubtful about this, let us look at the matter the other way round.
Suppose, once more, that Possible World Two is the actual world. If W and God
are the same individual thing in Possible World Four, then it is true of this one in-
dividual thing in Possible World Four that it could have been two individual
things. God (or W) in Possible World Four could correctly speak as follows: “In
Possible World Two, there are two individual things, one of which has created be-
ings as parts and the other of which has no created beings as parts. And if Possible
World Two had been the actual world, I should have been both of them. If Possi-
ble World Two had been the actual world, it would have been true of Me that I
had created beings as parts, and it would also have been true of Me that I had no
created beings as parts.” But this is a manifestly impossible speech. It is not a
speech that any being could make (correctly) in any possible world. The assump-
tions that have led to this contradiction (other than various theses that are integral
to theism) are the two premises of the present version of the cosmological argu-
ment. The theist, therefore, will want to reject one of or both these premises.
Since, as we have seen, the atheist will also want to reject one of or both these
premises, they are hardly premises we can assume to be true in the absence of
some very strong argument in their favor.

We have seen that there may be arguments that lend some plausibility to the
premise that there cannot be an independent and contingent being, but I should
not want to classify these arguments as “very strong.” And I know of no argument
at all for the premise that the World is an individual thing and not a mere collec-
tion of individual things.

Can any other version of the cosmological argument help us? There are ver-
sions of the cosmological argument that do not depend even on restricted versions
of the Principle of Sufficient Reason. That is, there are arguments that do not de-
pend on the Principle but which, like the arguments we have considered and
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found wanting, proceed from the premise that beings of certain kinds exist (we
know this because we observe these beings) to the conclusion that there is a being
we do not observe, a being that has in some sense a stronger grip on existence than
the beings we observe. One such is the so-called First-Cause Argument. The most
famous statement of the argument is that of Saint Thomas Aquinas, which is es-
sentially this:

The chain of causes that has produced the coming-to-be of any given being of
the kind we observe in the world about us (Caesar or the sun or the Taj Mahal)
cannot “go back forever.” Such a chain of causes must, therefore, have a first
member, an initiator. (We are to think of the members of the chain of causes as
beings that are responsible for the comings-to-be of other beings and not as
events that cause the comings-to-be of beings.) The initiator of a chain cannot
itself have come to be, for no being can come to be unless some being is (or
some beings are) responsible for its coming-to-be, and no being can be responsi-
ble for its own coming-to-be. Therefore, there exists at least one “First Cause”: a
being that has never come to be (that is, a being that either has always existed or
else is somehow “outside time”) and is an initiator of chains of causes of the
kind that have produced the comings-to-be of the beings we observe.

Most of the controversy about this argument has focused on the premise that a
chain of causes must have an initiator. We shall not enter into this controversy, for
even if the argument proves its conclusion beyond all shadow of doubt, that con-
clusion is not strong enough for our purposes; its conclusion will not provide us
with an answer to the question, Why should there be anything at all? The First
Cause argument, if it proves anything, proves only this: that there is (or once was)
at least one being that did not come into existence and is (or was) capable of caus-
ing beings to come into existence. Such a being would indeed have a stronger grip
on existence than the beings present to our senses: unlike them, it would not need
to be brought into existence by some other being or beings. Nevertheless if there
were a being of this sort, we could still raise the question why there was a being of
that sort. And “Because it has always existed” is not an answer to the question
“Why is there a being that has always existed?” (Similarly, “Because it is outside
time” is not an answer to the question “Why is there a being that is outside time?”)

We have examined several versions of the cosmological argument, and have
failed to find any proof of the existence of a necessary being. No conclusion can
be drawn with certainty from these failures, for there may be other versions of the
cosmological argument that are not failures, that succeed in showing that there is
a necessary being. At this point, I can only record my conviction that no known
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argument (whether it is a version of the cosmological argument or an argument of
some other sort) is a successful proof of the existence of a necessary being.

One obvious explanation of our inability to find an argument for some thesis is
that that thesis is false. Could it be that there is no necessary being? If there were
no necessary being, it seems to me, there could be no answer to the question, Why
is there anything at all? I concede that the formal logic of possibility and necessity
does not rule out the following thesis: it is a necessary truth that there are beings,
even though there is no necessary being. For all the formal logic of possibility and
necessity can tell us, it may be that there exist beings, some beings or other, in every
possible world, even though there is no one being that exists in every possible
world. (If it is a merely contingent truth that there are beings, it is very hard to see
what could explain this truth or how there could be any answer to the question
why beings exist. If it is a merely contingent truth that beings exist, there is at least
one perfectly good possible world in which there exist no beings, and it is very
hard to see how there could be any explanation of the contingent truth that that
world, or one of those worlds, was not the actual world. Explanations of contin-
gent truths must, as we have seen, cite other contingent truths, and what contin-
gent truth or truths could be cited in an explanation of beings “existing at all”? If
it is a contingent truth that there are beings, then it must just happen that there are
beings—and that must be all there is to say.) Even if there is no necessary being, it
could for all we know still be a necessary truth that there are contingent beings.

We can, however, raise questions about the coherency of this idea. Imagine two
beings, Alice and Bertram, who are the only individual things or beings in Possible
World One. Suppose that in Possible World One Alice knows there are at least two
other possible worlds, in one of which (Two) she alone exists and in the other of
which (Three) Bertram alone exists. If these were the only three possible worlds,
then it would be a necessary truth that something existed, and yet there would be
no necessary being. But wouldn’t it be reasonable for Alice, given what she knows
in Possible World One, to conclude that there was a fourth world, a world in which
neither she nor Bertram nor anything else existed? She knows she can exist without
Bertram and knows that Bertram’s failure to exist need not be “compensated for”
by the existence of some third individual thing (Possible World Two) and knows
that she need not exist at all (Possible World Three). And she knows Bertram can
exist without her and knows that her failure to exist need not be compensated for
by the existence of some third individual thing and knows that Bertram need not
exist at all. Where then is the impossibility in the following state of affairs: Neither
Alice nor Bertram nor any other being exists? Where is the impossibility in there
being nothing at all? It seems reasonable to conclude that if there is no necessary
being, then it may well be possible for there to be nothing at all.
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We may, finally, conclude that metaphysics can provide us with no answer to
the question, Why should there by anything at all? It would seem that the only
way to answer this question would be to demonstrate the existence of a necessary
being, and we have been unable to do this. Whether we have been unable to do
this because (i) there is no necessary being or because (ii) although there is a nec-
essary being, there is no way of demonstrating its existence or because (iii) there is
a demonstration of the existence of a necessary being that we have simply not got
the intellectual equipment to discover, is a question the readers of this book must
answer for themselves.

Before leaving this topic, I wish to examine briefly the suggestion that science
can succeed—or has already succeeded—where metaphysics has failed. This sug-
gestion has its origins in current scientific speculations about how one might ex-
plain the singularity out of which the cosmos arose. (According to the almost
universally accepted cosmological model, underwritten both by astronomical ob-
servation and the general theory of relativity, there was less space in the past than
there is now, and the further back one goes into the past, the less space there was;
if one goes far enough back—ten or fifteen thousand million years—one finds
that the totality of space dwindles toward a limit, a mathematical point: the “sin-
gularity.” The sudden emergence of the cosmos from this point is—because of the
high velocities at which things were moving apart in the first moments after this
emergence—known as the “Big Bang.”)

One such set of speculations employs the slogan “Nothingness is unstable,” the
implication being, roughly, that it is impossible for nothingness to remain nothing-
ness: the intrinsic nature of nothingness is such as to give rise, of necessity, to
things. Many celebrated scientists seem to be impressed by this slogan (which I call
a slogan because it is a vague phrase of ordinary English whose use is by no means
dictated by the mathematically formulated speculations it is supposed to sum -
marize). Other equally celebrated scientists are skeptical or even contemptuous.
There is a certain amount of party politics here: the strongest advocates of taking
these speculations seriously are usually anti-religious and see them as a way of
showing that the coming-to-be of the cosmos had nothing to do with a Creator. In
contrast, scientists who believe in God (for example, John Polkinghorne, who re-
signed his position as Professor of Mathematical Physics in Cambridge University
to become an Anglican priest, the Harvard astrophysicist and historian of science,
Owen Gingerich, and Alan Sandage, who is sometimes called “the father of mod-
ern astronomy”) deprecate the claims of some scientists to be able to explain why
there is anything at all. Sandage, for example, says, “Science cannot answer the
deepest questions. As soon as you ask why there is something instead of nothing,
you have gone beyond science.”6 (There may well be other motives than religious
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and purely scientific ones behind such statements. They may be expressions of a
fear that some scientists are making grandiose public statements that will bring sci-
ence into disrepute or even cause it to be held up to ridicule.)

Whatever the scientists themselves may think, there are philosophers who have
been impressed by the claim of some scientists to have explained (or to be about
to explain) why there is something rather than nothing. Here is a quotation from
a popular textbook:

Many philosophers past and present think that the question of why something
exists rather than nothing is unscientific. Some have claimed that the question
is meaningless because it could never, even in principle, be answered. Others
have claimed that the question lies in the realm of metaphysics, forever beyond
the reach of science.

Science has proven these philosophers wrong. Modern science has not ig-
nored the question of why something exists rather than nothing. For the first
time ever, the question has a possible scientific answer based on the idea that
 because nothingness is necessarily unstable, the universe necessarily exists. Why
is there something rather than nothing? Ultimately, because something—the
 universe—necessarily exists.7

But what does it mean to say that “nothingness is unstable”? As we have seen,
‘nothingness’ is not the name of an object, and one would suppose that the adjec-
tive ‘unstable’ expresses a property, and, of course, only an object can have a prop-
erty. For there to be instability, something must be there to be unstable: there must
be an unstable object (an object in a certain state that is liable to slip over into
some other state) or a plurality of objects standing in unstable relations to one an-
other. And if there is an object of any sort—even if you call it ‘nothingness’—,
there is not nothing. Curiously enough, the authors of the above passage are aware
of this point. A moment before, they had said: “An unstable nothingness? It sounds
as if ‘nothingness’ is a sort of thing—a mysterious energy-free, space-free, time-
free, matter-free object that just happened to be unstable. But nothingness is not a
thing. Nothingness is just nothing.”8

Having recognized this difficulty, however, the authors do nothing to resolve it.
The wording of this second passage, moreover, raises an additional difficulty. The
authors recognize that if there were nothing, then there would be no such thing as
the passage of time. But the idea of instability is an inherently temporal idea. To
say that a certain state of affairs is unstable is to say that if it obtained at a given
time, there would be a tendency for it to cease and be replaced by some other, in-
compatible state of affairs at some later time. To say that nothingness is unstable,
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therefore, can only mean that if there were nothing at a particular time, then this
state of affairs would have a tendency to cease and to be replaced by the state of af-
fairs “there being something” at some later time. But if there being nothing is in-
compatible with there being such a thing as the passage of time, the idea of an
unstable nothingness is meaningless for a second reason (a second reason, that is,
besides the obvious reason that if there is nothing there is nothing to have the
property of instability).

If this way of talking is meaningless, why are there people who engage in it? The
answer, I believe, is that its meaninglessness is disguised by some confusions gener-
ated by the word ‘vacuum’. According to modern quantum field theory, objects can
pop into (temporary) existence in the so-called quantum vacuum. And the word
‘vacuum’ strongly suggests nothingness. But even in the seventeenth century, a vac-
uum was not really nothing, since it had various properties (spatial extension if no
others) and “nothing” cannot have properties. The modern quantum vacuum is
very far from being nothing. It is simply the lowest energy state of the quantum
field (the quantum vacuum is, therefore, a mere modification of the quantum field:
the words ‘quantum vacuum’ are a name that is applied to the quantum field when
it is in a certain state, just as ‘fist’ is a name that is applied to a hand when it is in a
certain state), and the quantum field is a physical object with a very complicated
structure, a structure specified by a set of equations containing a variety of appar-
ently arbitrary numbers. The quantum vacuum is “unstable” in this sense: it will
not inevitably be devoid of particles. Even if the quantum field is in its lowest en-
ergy state, there is a chance particles—photons, say, or  proton/anti-proton pairs—
will appear in the field and transfer energy to instruments designed to detect them.
It is also possible (in certain circumstances, such as an expanding spacetime) for the
vacuum state to evolve into a non-vacuum state, a state in which it would be very
unlikely for there to be no particles. One might use the words “Nothingness is un-
stable” to describe either of these consequences of quantum field theory, but these
words can be no more than a figure of speech. They do not describe the sober
metaphysical truth of the matter. (I cannot deny the appropriateness of the figure,
however. The quantum vacuum is not called a “vacuum” without reason, and, like
the world of Narnia at its beginning, it is “really very remarkably like Nothing.”)
The particles that appear in the quantum field do not truly emerge from sheer
emptiness, but from the quantum field, a physical object.

The speculations summed up in the slogan “Nothingness is unstable” do not
contend that the cosmos arose from a local fluctuation in the quantum field. The
quantum field, after all, is a part of the cosmos. (Actually, current physical theory is
forced to postulate more than one quantum field, but physicists regard this as an
unsatisfactory feature of current theories and are working to reduce the number of
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fields to one. Gravity, moreover, cannot yet be satisfactorily described as a  quantum-
field phenomenon, but physicists hope to be able to provide a quantum theory of
gravity, and to unify the theory that describes the quantum-gravitational field with
the theory that describes the others. It will be simplest for our purposes to suppose
that all this has been done. It is this supposition that allows us to talk of the quan-
tum field.)

These speculations proceed, rather, by attempting to describe the properties of
some object analogous to the familiar quantum field, and they assert that the cos-
mos arose out of a fluctuation due to the inherent instability of that object. Well,
good luck to them. The point is that even if they are successful, they will explain
the existence of the cosmos only by postulating an object having certain properties
and by showing how an object having those properties could give birth to an ob-
ject like the cosmos. (And this is just how scientific explanation works: one ex-
plains a phenomenon in terms of the properties of something that can be
described independently of that phenomenon. One explains superconductivity,
for example, by appealing to physical laws that would be in operation even if there
were no solid matter and showing how the working of those laws generates the
phenomenon of superconductivity when matter is arranged the way it is arranged
in materials that exhibit superconductivity.) And even if they are successful, one
can still ask why there is such an object as that.9

If the scientists who had managed to explain the genesis of the cosmos in the
way we have imagined really had an answer to the question, Why is there anything
at all? they would have to be able to show that this object was necessarily existent or
at least that it was a necessary truth that there was an object of some sort. And how
would they show that? They certainly have not yet done anything that looks like
showing that. The current speculations about the reasons for the existence of the
singularity out of which the cosmos arose come no closer to showing that the exis-
tence of something is a necessary truth than current speculations about the expla-
nation of high-temperature superconductivity do to showing that the existence of
high-temperature superconductivity is a necessary truth. Any appearance to the
contrary is due to games played with the words ‘nothing’ and ‘vacuum’.

Science has not, therefore, succeeded where metaphysics has failed. The scien-
tists are unable to help the metaphysicians, and the metaphysicians are unable to
help themselves. We have no answer to the question, Why should there be any-
thing at all?

Suggestions for Further Reading

Burrill’s The Cosmological Arguments is a useful collection. Chapter 11 of Taylor’s
Metaphysics contains a brilliant presentation and defense of a version of the cos-
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mological argument based on the Principle of Sufficient Reason. For discussions
of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, see Leibniz, Principles of Nature and Grace
(particularly §7), Rowe, Philosophy of Religion, Chapter 3, and van Inwagen, An
Essay on Free Will, pp. 202–204.

For an account of the role played by the quantum field in current physics, see
Polkinghorne’s The Particle Play.

Notes

1. G. W. Leibniz, with whose name the phrase “the Principle of Sufficient Reason”
is primarily associated, states the Principle as follows: “now we must rise to meta-
physics, making use of the great principle . . . which holds that nothing takes place with-
out sufficient reason, that is to say that nothing happens without its being possible for
one who has enough knowledge of things to give a reason sufficient to determine why
it is thus and not otherwise.” (Principles of Nature and Grace, Founded on Reason,
1714, §7). The translation is taken from Leibniz: Philosophical Writings, trans. and ed.
by Mary Morris (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1934), pp. 25–26.

2. The cosmological argument is usually classified as an argument for the existence
of God; that is, of a unique, necessarily existent Person who is responsible for the exis-
tence of all other things. But the conclusion of the argument, at least as the argument
is usually formulated, does not say either that there is one and only one necessarily ex-
istent being or that any necessarily existent being is a person. Indeed, the argument is
often criticized on just the point that its conclusion cannot be read as ‘God exists’. But
for our purposes this is no defect in the argument. If there were a thousand and two
necessary beings, none of which was in any sense a person, and if we knew this, we
should know why there was something rather than nothing.

3. The proposition that Possible World Four is the actual world is a false propo -
sition, but if it were true, it would necessitate all the truths that would be—in that
 circumstance—truths. It is only such “world propositions” (propositions asserting of a
particular possible world that it is the actual world) that are capable of necessitating
all truths.

4. The professional metaphysician will recognize that it has been assumed in this
argument that if the proposition that A and the proposition that B necessarily have
the same truth-value, then they are one and the same proposition. Or, at least, the ar-
gument assumes that if the proposition that A and the proposition that B necessarily
have the same truth-value, and if they are contingent truths, the fact that A cannot be
offered as an explanation of the fact that B. This assumption is controversial and it
could be important. Suppose, for example, that God exists necessarily and is essen-
tially omnipotent, and suppose it is possible for Him to decree the whole set of con-
tingent truths. Then the proposition that God decrees that Possible World Two be the
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actual world is true in and only in Possible World Two. But it is not wholly implausi-
ble to suppose that the statement, “Because God decreed that Possible World Two be
the actual world?” is, if true, a proper answer to the question, “Why is Possible World
Two the actual world?” (No doubt there are non-theistic analogues of this objection.)
This objection is serious and deserves a lengthy reply. Here is a short reply: Suppose
the case imagined is actual. What is the explanation of the fact that God decrees that
Possible World Two be the actual world? Is the fact its own explanation? Is its explana-
tion, perhaps, the further fact that God decrees that God decree that Possible World
Two be the actual world? Is its explanation that God desires the actual world to have a
certain intrinsic property F, together with the fact that Possible World Two alone has
F? All these candidates for an explanation seem unsatisfactory. (Consider the third. If
a possible world has some intrinsic property, it is a necessary truth that it has that
property. Now consider the proposition that God desires the actual world to have F.
This proposition is either necessary or contingent. If it is necessary, the proposition
that Possible World Two is the actual world will be necessary and Possible World Two
will be the only possible world. If it is contingent, what explains its truth? The fact
that God decrees that He desires that the actual world have the property F?) And what
other candidates are there?

5. The translucent ball and various other features of the following discussion are
borrowed from the brilliant exposition of the cosmological argument in Richard Tay-
lor’s Metaphysics, 4th ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1992), pp. 99–108.

6. Quoted in an article in the “Science Times” section of the New York Times, 12
March 1991.

7. Daniel Kolak and Raymond Martin, Wisdom Without Answers: A Guide to the Ex-
perience of Philosophy, 2nd ed. (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1991),
pp. 79–80.

8. Ibid., p. 77.
9. For some recent scientific speculations about the causal antecedents of the Big

Bang, see Denis Overbye, “Before the Big Bang, There Was . . . What?” in the “Sci-
ence Times” section of the New York Times, 22 May 2001. See also Jim Holt, “Noth-
ing Ventured,” Harper’s, November 1994.
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Part Three

THE INHABITANTS 
OF THE WORLD

Introduction to Part Three

The final part of this book is about us, the inhabitants of the World. That is, it is
about human beings and any other beings there may be that are sufficiently simi-
lar to us that it would be reasonable to consider them our fellow inhabitants of the
World. (While it may be reasonable to use the word ‘inhabitants’ in a sense in
which apes and beavers and elephants—and perhaps even ants—are “our fellow
inhabitants of the World,” I shall use the word in the sense suggested by the adjec-
tive ‘inhabited’—as in the question “Is that island inhabited?”) The term tradi-
tionally used to describe us and beings “sufficiently similar” to us is ‘rational’.
Human beings, however irrationally they may behave, and angels and Martians (if
there are angels or Martians) are rational in the required sense. Apes and beavers
and elephants are not rational in the required sense.1 Non-human terrestrial
 animals—especially apes—may, however, be very intelligent. For this reason, in
Part Three I avoid using the term ‘intelligent’ to do the work I now assign to the
word ‘rational’. The use of ‘intelligent’ to refer to mental capacities not possessed
by even the brightest apes is quite common, as may be seen from such familiar
phrases as ‘the search for intelligent life elsewhere in the universe’. (I have myself
used the word ‘intelligent’ in this strong sense at several points in this book. In
Chapter 1, for example, I said that Kant’s diagnosis of the failure of human beings
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to produce a science of metaphysics would apply equally to “intelligent dol-
phins.”) In this phrase, ‘intelligent’ means just exactly what I will mean by ‘ratio-
nal’: anyone who said there was intelligent life elsewhere in the universe would be
taken to mean there were somewhere beings that shared with us mental capacities
the most “intelligent” apes do not share with us.2

And what is rationality? Let us begin to try to answer this question by consider-
ing another question, a question asked by the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein:
“We say that a dog is afraid his master will beat him, but not that he is afraid his
master will beat him tomorrow. Why not?” The beginning of the answer to this
question is that the idea expressed by the word ‘tomorrow’ is wholly foreign to the
mental world of the dog. If the dog can be said to have ideas at all, the ideas that
constitute the content of its thought at any moment are ideas of things it is then
aware of or of things that might well be immediate consequences of the operations
of the things it is then aware of (such as an imminent beating). This point is often
put by saying that dogs—and all other non-human terrestrial animals—are “inca-
pable of abstract thought.” This idea (applied to a primitive member of our
genus) is well expressed in a bit of verse by W. V. Quine:

The unrefined and sluggish mind
Of Homo javanensis
Could only treat of things concrete
And present to the senses.

One might, however, wonder whether dogs and other beasts—other non-
 human terrestrial animals—are not capable of a little abstract thought. After all,
“being beaten by one’s master” is a sort of abstraction, a universal that has been
abstracted from various concrete situations and which could have any number of
instances. A dog that fears being beaten by its master would seem to fear that
something that has happened before will happen again. And it does not fear the
occurrence of an exact duplicate of some earlier event; it fears the occurrence of an
event that will be the same as a certain earlier event in a certain respect: however
the feared event may differ from the earlier event, it will be like the earlier event in
being a beating by the dog’s master. As to the matter of “present to the senses,” it
suffices to point out that a feared beating that has not yet happened is not present
to the senses. (It may of course be that it is simply not true that dogs ever fear be-
ing beaten, or not in the same sense as that in which human beings fear being
beaten. It may be that we use words like these to describe the mental states of dogs
simply because we have no others. Perhaps our use of these words is an example of
our tendency to anthropomorphism, like ‘The sun is trying to come out’ or ‘The
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car doesn’t want to start’. But I shall assume our simple, everyday descriptions of
the beliefs, hopes, and fears of dogs and other beasts can be literally correct.)

Rationality, then, does not consist simply in the capacity for abstract thought.
It consists in the capacity for a certain kind of abstract thought. A rational being is
a being that can do the following:

It can represent to itself complex states of affairs, including non-actual states of
affairs, that are quite strikingly remote from its present sense-perceptions. (For
example: Jane’s coming to visit a week from next Thursday; someone’s ordering
the second-cheapest item on the menu; the government’s preventing a recur-
rence of bubonic plague by finding a new way to dispose of the refuse that feeds
the rats that carry the fleas that are infected with the bacterium that causes the
plague.) It can believe that certain states of affairs are actual and that others are
non-actual. It can desire that certain states of affairs be actual and others non-
actual. It can contemplate states of affairs without raising the question whether
they are actual or non-actual. (“I’m trying to imagine what our life will be like if
we really go ahead and have a child.”) It can be aware of logical and causal rela-
tions between states of affairs. It can sort states of affairs into the categories
“probable” and “improbable.” It can assign relative values to states of affairs.
(“I’m sorry I embarrassed you. I didn’t want to, you know. But I thought that
would be preferable to telling an outright lie.”) It can devise plans of action that
draw on its beliefs about which states of affairs are actual and non-actual and
probable and improbable and about the logical and causal relations that hold
among both actual and non-actual states of affairs in order to attempt to cause
states of affairs it values to become actual. It is capable of recognizing other be-
ings as having all these capacities, and it is capable of communicating to those
that do facts and orders and questions related to the states of affairs it represents
to itself and to its beliefs and desires and values in respect of those states of af-
fairs. A rational being, therefore, is a being capable of making statements and
giving orders and asking questions; this implies that, in itself and independently
of any such communication, it “has” something to make statements and give
orders and ask questions about.

This is rationality. Rationality marks a great divide, a discontinuity between hu-
manity and the beasts. It is wrong to suppose that there is something apes and
 elephants and beavers have a little of, and we have more of, and that, as a conse-
quence, we are rational and they are not.3

It is not that we are “more intelligent” than, say, apes and that that is why we
are rational and apes are not—as Alice is able to solve word-analogy problems and
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spatial-relation problems faster than Alfred because she is more intelligent.
(Whatever that means. There. That was a relief. Whenever I write the words ‘more
intelligent’ I feel a very strong urge to add the words ‘whatever that means’.) We
may indeed be more intelligent than apes; indeed I suppose we are. But if so, that
is not why we are rational and apes are not. If there is a connection, it goes the
other way: we are more intelligent than apes because we are rational and therefore
have more use for intelligence—for intelligence, if it is anything, is the ability to
manipulate mental representations of states of affairs in various useful ways, and
we have a lot more, and a lot more complex, representations to manipulate than
apes do. To suppose we were rational and apes weren’t because we were more intel-
ligent than apes would be like supposing bats could fly and mice couldn’t because
bats were more “physically agile” than mice. (Bats probably do have greater phys-
ical agility than mice—whatever that means. They need greater physical agility
because they can fly and mice can’t.) Human beings who are of subnormal intelli-
gence owing to injuries or genetic defects do not have minds at all like the minds
of apes, any more than apes of subnormal intelligence have minds like the minds
of elephants or beavers. Rather, they have human minds that are of diminished ca-
pacity in respect of dealing with the demands of life in human society.

We shall consider four questions about rational beings:

• What rational beings are there, and why do they exist?
• What is the place of rational beings in the World?
• What is the nature of rational beings?
• What are the powers of rational beings?

Notes

1. Many people shy away from language like this these days because they believe
the use of such language implies that human beings have the right to hunt non-
 human animals for sport or to use them in medical experiments or to do just about
anything else it might occur to human beings to inflict on their fellow creatures. And
many people are opposed even to eating the flesh of animals, much less engaging in
wanton cruelty toward them. It is therefore natural that they should object to lan-
guage implying that human beings had the right to use their fellow animals in any
way they liked. But the term ‘rational being’ has no such implication. One might as
well say that to distinguish between animate and inanimate objects is to imply that I,
being a living being, have the right to smash Michelangelo’s Pietà with a hammer. If I
am considering a course of action that will affect the welfare of dolphins, the fact that
I am a rational animal and the fact that dolphins are not rational animals will no

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 172



Introduction to Part Three 173

doubt be relevant to the question of the morality of the proposed course of action. But
these two facts by themselves could not settle the question.

2. Science-fiction writers have taken to using the word ‘sentient’ to express the idea
I express by ‘rational’. But ‘sentient’ means ‘capable of sensation and feeling’: dogs and
cats are sentient beings.

3. It is wrong but apparently very natural. I once attended a lecture by a specialist
in “artificial intelligence” about the enormous difficulties facing anyone who wants to
program a computer to be able to talk (like “Hal 9000” in 2001: A Space Odyssey). A
member of the audience asked afterward, in genuine puzzlement, “But why don’t you
just make the computer very smart; if it’s smart enough, won’t it be able to learn to
talk?” He was thinking of intelligence and the ability to talk on an “automotive”
model: intelligence and the ability to talk are related as are engine-power and the ca-
pacity to go fast.
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8

What Rational Beings Are There?

The only rational beings whose existence is uncontroversial are human beings.
The following, if they exist, are rational beings: God, angels, gods, elves and fairies
and trolls, rational extra-terrestrial beings, and rational computers or robots. I know
of no other candidates, for it is as certain as anything can be that neither chim-
panzees nor dolphins nor any other non-human terrestrial creatures are rational.

I suppose no reader of this book seriously wants to discuss the possible exis-
tence of creatures of folklore like trolls, and I suppose no one seriously wants to
discuss the possible existence of Zeus or Odin. There could be no reason for be-
lieving in the existence of angels apart from the revelations claimed by particular
religions. We shall later discuss (in connection with the question, Why are there
rational beings?) the thesis that the physical universe is the product of rational de-
sign; this, together with our discussion in Chapters 6 and 7 of the existence of a
necessary being, constitutes as much of a discussion of God as lies within the
scope of metaphysics. There are at the present time no rational computers or ro-
bots (unless they are the work of extra-terrestrial rational beings), and we shall not
raise the question—which belongs more properly to the philosophy of mind than
to metaphysics—whether rational computers and robots are intrinsically possible.
That leaves us with rational extra-terrestrial beings: Martians or Venereans or Arc-
turans or whatever.

Is there any good reason to believe such beings exist? A lot of people seem to
believe not only that they exist but that the earth has actually been visited by
them. Well, a lot of people believe in ghosts and astrology and the Bermuda Tri-
angle. There are certainly no Martians or Venereans or other rational inhabitants
of the solar planets. As to the Arcturans, travel “in person” over inter-sidereal dis-
tances (picture the earth as a grain of sand circling a basketball-sized sun about
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thirty meters away; the nearest possible extra-solar planet would be another grain
separated from “our grain” by the width of the Atlantic) is a feat so difficult that
any species that accomplished it would have a technology that stood to ours as
ours stands to that of medieval Europe. One would expect that if extra-terrestrial
visitors with literally incredible technological powers wanted us to be aware of
them we should be unequivocally aware of them, and no childish hide-and-seek.
And if they didn’t want us to be aware of them, we should never have noticed any
sign of their presence whatever. There are two kinds of scientists who spend a lot
of time looking at the sky: meteorologists (who look at it during the day) and as-
tronomers (who look at it during the night). It is significant that no meteorologist
or astronomer has ever reported any manifestation of extra-solar visitors—nor has
any scrap of material or any artifact allegedly of extra-solar origin ever reached the
hands of a scientist.

Nevertheless, the question whether we have actually been visited by extra-solar
rational beings does not really have much to do with the question whether there
are such beings. And to the latter question, we can answer only that we don’t
know. We have no reason to think that there are or that there aren’t. We know
nothing about how life arose on the earth, much less about other ways in which it
might possibly arise, and we therefore know nothing about what proportion of
such planets as there may be support life.1 We know only a few facts that are of
any relevance to the question whether there are rational extra-terrestrial beings,
and those facts do not encourage us to believe that rational beings are at all com-
mon in our part of the cosmos.

First, rationality has arisen on the earth only once. There are between two and
thirty million species now living, and there may have been as many as a thousand
million species that are now extinct. And yet only one of them is or ever has been
rational (unless some extinct species of our genus was also rational; if that were so,
it would still be true that rationality has arisen on the earth only once). If we com-
pare rationality with vision or the power of flight, we observe a striking contrast:
vision has arisen independently over forty times in the history of terrestrial life,2

and I, who am no biologist, can point to at least four independent occasions in
the history of terrestrial life on which the power of flight arose. And the develop-
ment of rationality depends on at least one “accident” that is independent of the
“internal” processes of biological evolution: if the planetoid or comet that collided
with the earth to cause the mass extinctions of sixty-five million years ago had had
a slightly different trajectory, we should not be here; it is, in fact, overwhelmingly
likely that there would be no rational terrestrial species.

Secondly, there is the very good question that was asked by the physicist Enrico
Fermi: “Where are they?” It may be difficult to travel in person across the dis-
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tances that separate the stars, but it is not all that difficult to communicate by ra-
dio across those distances. And yet, despite our best efforts, we detect no extra-
 solar radio signals. Admittedly, a receiver could miss an extra-solar signal if it, the
receiver, were not aimed just right, and the enormous task of “checking out” every
square arc-second of sky to see whether it is a source of meaningful radio signals
has hardly been begun. For all anyone knows, we shall detect a meaningful signal
from the stars tomorrow. Nevertheless, thousands of stars have been investigated,
including all of them that can be seen with the naked eye, and no signals have
been observed. The absence of radio signals is, however, hard to evaluate for many
reasons. (To mention just one, there seems to be no very compelling argument for
the conclusion that rational beings would be at all likely to have radios. Our an-
cestors have been rational beings for at least a hundred thousand years and have
had radios for only about a thousandth of that span. And only one of the tens of
thousands of human cultures has been in a position to invent the radio. Perhaps
there are many other rational species in our neck of the galactic woods, but the
historical development we call “modern science,” on which the radio depends, ex-
ists only because of some unlikely turn of events that has not happened in the his-
tories of all those other species.) Nevertheless, our failure to detect extra-solar
radio signals is hardly encouraging to those who would like to believe in a “Star
Trek” version of the local spiral arm, laden with technological civilizations like
ripe apples on the limb of an apple tree at harvest time.

When the fact of our failure to detect extra-solar radio signals is combined with
what we know about our own evolutionary history, it seems most reasonable to be-
lieve that there are no rational beings other than ourselves anywhere in what might
be called (from an astronomical point of view) the vicinity. But most of the cosmos
is not in the astronomical vicinity, and it may well be that there are other rational
beings somewhere. And it may well be that there are not. It may well be that we are
absolutely alone in the cosmos. (Alone in time as well as in space; it may well be
that there have never been any other rational beings. It may well be that there are
never going to be any, although that is less likely, since the cosmos is very young: it
will be ten thousand times its present age when the last star goes out.)

In my view, to make any pronouncements on this topic in the present state
of our knowledge would be most inadvisable. It should, however, be noted that
we have a very strong taste for such pronouncements. History shows that human
beings have an apparently irresistible urge to people unknown regions with non-
 human rational beings. Present-day science-fiction enthusiasts who believe, or
half-believe, in a galaxy filled with Vulcans and Klingons (or something like them)
are responding to the same urge that led ninth-century peasants to fill the hills
and woods with elves and trolls and led the seventeenth century to populate the
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interior of Africa with giants with eyes in their bellies and led my grandfather’s
generation to cover Mars with canals. For all that, it may be that this deeply seated
urge, having led us astray so many times, has finally brought us to the truth. If
you let a bet ride long enough you will eventually win. Every hypochondriac is
right once.

Let us now turn to the second part of our question: Why are there rational be-
ings? Since, as we have seen, we are the only rational beings we know about, let us
treat this question as a question about beings like ourselves: rational animals. We
shall ask why there are such things as rational animals.

There are two main types of answer to this question: one type of answer at-
taches some sort of meaning or purpose to the existence of rational animals, and
the other type denies that the existence of rational animals has any meaning or
purpose. We saw examples of answers of each type in Chapter 1 when we looked
at two possible sets of answers to our three metaphysical questions. Each of these
two types may be divided into two sub-types. If there is a meaning or purpose to
be found in the existence of beings like us, this meaning may derive from the con-
scious purposes of some non-human being or beings (in most cases, God) or it
may derive from an impersonal “force” that somehow strives toward the goal of
producing a more complex, ordered universe. If there is no meaning or purpose to
be found in the existence of rational animals, this may be because it is a necessary
truth that there are rational animals or it may be because it is a mere matter of
chance that there are rational animals.

To my mind, the two interesting possibilities are that the existence of beings
like us is due to the purposeful action of a non-human being and that their exis-
tence is due to chance. There seems to be no reason whatever to believe in such
things as the Dialectic of History or, to descend to a somewhat lower intellectual
level, a “Force” out of Star Wars. Indeed, it is not easy to make out what these
things are supposed to be. And the suggestion that the existence of rational ani-
mals is a necessary truth is very hard to believe. We saw in Chapter 7 that it was
very hard to believe that all truths were necessary truths, and, if there are con -
tingent truths, why should the proposition that rational animals exist not be one
of them?

In Chapter 7, we quoted a short passage from a textbook the authors of which
maintained that the existence of “the universe” was necessary. Even if this were cor-
rect, however—and we shall see presently that there are good reasons to doubt
whether it is, reasons besides those given in Chapter 7—, it would not follow that
the existence of rational animals was necessary unless it was a necessary truth that
“the universe” must eventually produce or give birth to or generate rational ani-
mals. But if our existence depends on the collision of a planetoid or comet with the
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earth at just the right moment in evolutionary history, it can hardly be true that the
existence of human beings is necessary (unless there is no contingency at all, but
that is something that can hardly be true). And if rational animals are rare in the
universe and the existence of our own type of rational animal is due to an improb-
able astronomical event, it is hard to see why anyone should think that the exis-
tence of rational animals was necessary.

Let us turn to the two interesting possibilities. Let us begin by examining the
thesis that the existence of rational animals is due to chance. Here is one version of
this thesis, the third answer in our second set of answers to our three metaphysical
questions in Chapter 1 (but I have substituted ‘rational animals’ for ‘human beings’
in this answer):

Rational animals are complex configurations of matter. Since the World is eter-
nal, the existence of complex configurations of matter is not surprising, for in
an infinite period of time, all possible configurations of matter will come to ex-
ist. Rational animals are just one of those things that happen from time to time.
They serve no purpose, for their existence and their features are as much acci-
dents as the existence and shape of a puddle of spilt milk. Their lives—our
lives—have no meaning (beyond such purely subjective meaning as we choose
to find in them), and they come to an end with physical death, since there is no
soul. The only thing to be said about the place of rational animals in the World
is that they are—very temporary—parts of it.

This is, as I said, a picture of the World that was at the height of its popularity
in the nineteenth century. (But it did not originate in the nineteenth century. It
was invented in ancient Greece, and was apparently popular even in the middle
ages: an English abbot, writing about the year 1200, complained that “There are
many people who do not believe that God exists. . . . They consider that the uni-
verse has always been as it is now and is ruled by chance rather than by Provi-
dence.”) It might be held that this argument had the conclusion that the existence
of rational animals was necessary, at least given that the existence of a beginning-
less cosmos of matter in motion was necessary, since the probability that an eter-
nal cosmos would not produce rational configurations of matter at some time or
other is literally infinitesimal. Whether we should look at the argument that way
is a merely verbal question. In one sense, the argument attributes something very
like necessity to the existence of rational animals (and to the existence of just
about everything else). In another sense, the argument implies that the existence
of rational animals is a matter of chance: on each occasion on which a species of
rational animals came into existence, the coming to exist of that particular species
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was a matter of chance. But there is no point in taking any pains over this verbal
question, since, however the argument is to be described, it has a premise that is
held by most experts to be false. Cosmologists today pretty generally agree that
the age of the universe is finite. As a consequence, the argument “in an infinite
period of time, all possible configurations of matter will come to exist” is no
longer one that can be appealed to.

It may be, however, that it is still possible to believe that the existence of ratio-
nal animals depends upon chance. Although the age of the cosmos is finite, it is,
by human standards, enormous. It is possible to speculate that the age of the cos-
mos is sufficient for it to be reasonably probable (although not necessary) that, in
the period of time that has elapsed since the beginning of the cosmos, the ran-
dom combination and recombination of atoms would produce rational beings
like ourselves. The most plausible story would be something like this: first, the
random combination and recombination of atoms produces some very simple
organism (perhaps something on the order of complexity of the simplest bac-
terium that exists today); thereafter, Darwinian evolution takes over, and eventu-
ally there are rational beings; the present age of the cosmos is great enough that it
is unsurprising that this sequence of events has had time to happen in at least the
one case we know of.

Is this plausible? Well, let us ask the following question. What proportion of
the possible configurations of matter that are of about the same size and weight
as the simplest known bacterium would correspond to a living organism—not
necessarily a bacterium, but any sort of living organism, living by any conceiv-
able definition, however liberal? It is impossible to answer this question with any-
thing like a precise number, but there is no doubt that the proportion is very
small indeed. It would be something like this: to imagine one of the possible liv-
ing configurations having been produced by a random mixing of atoms in a uni-
verse the age and size of ours would be like imagining a dart thrown at random
toward a target as big as the galaxy hitting a bull’s-eye smaller than an atom.

That this is so is due to the laws of physics, which dictate that there is only a
small number of kinds of particles, that the particles of each kind have very specific
properties, and that there is a very specific range of ways in which two particles can
interact. It so happens that only a very small proportion of the bacterium-sized
configurations of particles that the laws of physics allow have the properties of a liv-
ing organism—just as only a very small proportion of the ways in which a wrist-
watch-sized pile of tiny gears and wheels and springs can be arranged in relation to
one another will produce a watch or any other functioning mechanism. (The
words ‘very small proportion’ are an understatement, and the statement that they
are an understatement is itself an understatement. One might as well say that “only
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a very small part” of a galaxy-sized target was occupied by a bull’s-eye smaller than
an atom.)

If this is correct, there would seem to be only one way in which chance could
be responsible for the living organisms we see about us today. (If the observable
universe were packed with planets, and atoms were constantly being randomly
mixed at every point on their surfaces, the probability of this procedure producing
a single bacterium-sized living configuration of matter by the time the cosmos was
a million million times its present age would be essentially zero.) First, chance, or
the random mixing of atoms, would have to produce some configuration of mat-
ter far simpler than a bacterium, a configuration that was capable of reproducing
itself, and then some evolutionary mechanisms—whether the Darwinian mecha-
nisms or some other—that automatically come into play when self-reproducing
configurations of matter exist3 would have eventually to bring it about that the
“descendants” of that configuration exhibited the complexity of biological organi-
zation we observe today.

There are difficulties with the thesis that this proposal reflects a scenario that
has actually occurred on the earth. All known terrestrial organisms depend on a
specific sort of interaction between nucleic acids and proteins, and no one can
imagine a self-reproducing assemblage of nucleic acids and proteins that is simpler
than the simplest bacteria—much less one so simple that there is a significant
probability of its having come about by a random mixing of atoms in a few hun-
dred million years on the surface of the newly cooled earth. (But there are interest-
ing speculations about how nucleic-acid/protein life might have evolved out of life
that had another sort of chemical basis, and it may well be that the advocates of
these speculations are on to something.) Moreover, the only evolutionary mecha-
nisms that have actually been described in a scientifically respectable way—the
Darwinian mechanisms—are such that the idea that they are capable of starting
with a self-reproducing molecule and eventually producing beavers and dolphins
and human beings is pretty much an article of faith. (But the fact that something
is held as an article of faith is no reason for thinking it isn’t true, and even if the
Darwinian mechanisms turn out not to be adequate to explain the observed facts
of evolution, it may be that there are other mechanisms, yet to be discovered, that
are adequate.)

Our present purposes are speculative and metaphysical rather than scientific. Let
us, therefore, waive all these difficulties. Let us imagine that we have an excellent sci-
entific account of the origin of life and the mechanisms by which life evolved to its
present degree of complexity. And let us suppose this account makes it plain that,
given a cosmos like this one, it is perfectly reasonable to believe rational animals
would come into existence by chance sooner or later—and let us suppose this
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“sooner or later” factor to be of a magnitude that makes the present existence of
 rational animals (that is, their existence when the cosmos is ten to fifteen thousand
million years old and when there has been life on the one planet they are known to
have evolved on for just under four thousand million years) a matter of no great sur-
prise to us. Have we an account of how rational animals came about by chance?

In the nineteenth century, it would have been assumed that we had. It was pos-
sible to assume this because the cosmos of the nineteenth-century scientific imag-
ination was vague and amorphous. The nineteenth-century scientific imagination
saw the universe, basically, as composed of various chunks of matter of arbitrary
shapes and sizes moving about in space. This imaginative picture was inconsistent
with the actual content of nineteenth-century science. Late nineteenth-century
science knew that matter did not come only in solid chunks but could also be in a
liquid or gaseous state and that a given quantity of matter could be transformed
from one state to another with certain of its important properties remaining con-
stant. It knew that quantities of matter interacted not only by contact but at a
 distance—across empty space—by heat, light, magnetism, electricity, and gravity.
It knew about the odd and beautiful connection between heat and light and elec-
tricity and magnetism. It knew about the resistance of chunks of matter to being
put into motion and the odd and unexplained connection between this feature of
matter and gravity. It knew a lot about the laws of chemical combination, and it
knew that each material had a certain density and certain definite ways of re-
sponding to outside forces (bending, flowing, shattering, or whatever). Never -
theless, despite its inconsistency with actual scientific knowledge, the imaginative
picture continued to exist and to represent the cosmos as something vague and
amorphous. And the vague and amorphous is not something that nags at one for
an explanation. If one believes in a vague and amorphous cosmos, one will not be
likely to raise the question why the cosmos has the general, overall features it has
rather than some others. One will be likely to think of the cosmos as being so un-
complicated that the fact of there being a cosmos of that sort rather than some
other requires no explanation. What would the alternatives be, after all? What
other kind of cosmos could there be than a cosmos of chunks of matter of arbi-
trary sizes and shapes moving about in empty space?

Today we have a much more precise and unified picture of the cosmos. Because
the picture is precise, we can construct pictures of other ways a cosmos could be
simply by making small changes in our actual picture of the cosmos. (We can
imagine a cosmos almost like ours but not quite. What would it be to imagine a
cosmos almost like a cosmos of matter in motion but not quite?) Because the pic-
ture is unified—a vast and superficially unrelated range of phenomena are related
at a deep level by the picture—we can ask what the consequences of these small
changes would be for a vast range of things. Because the scientific picture is both
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precise and unified, it is not possible for anyone who has much knowledge of the
scientific picture to have, for everyday use, so to speak, an imaginative picture of a
vague and amorphous cosmos that ignores a lot of phenomena belonging to the
scientific picture that do not fit it very well. Any imaginative picture of a vague
and amorphous cosmos will not only have to gloss over some phenomena belong-
ing to the scientific picture that are not well understood; it will also have to have
features clearly and demonstrably inconsistent with those of the scientific picture.

Our present picture of the cosmos has two main components: our picture of
the nature of the elementary particles that make up the cosmos and the forces by
which they interact (supplied by physics) and our picture of the large-scale struc-
ture and the history of the cosmos, from the Big Bang to the present (supplied by
cosmology). These two components form a very tightly integrated whole. Each of
these components involves a lot of numbers. The description of the particles and
the forces, for example, involves a number called the fine-structure constant,
which relates to the way in which electrically charged particles interact with the
electromagnetic field. Other constants have to do with other kinds of interaction,
such as gravity and special interactions that take place at very short range between
some kinds of elementary particles. The description of the large-scale structure of
the cosmos involves numbers like the number of elementary particles that belong
to each “family” of particles allowed by theory. Lots of the numbers needed to de-
scribe the cosmos cannot be predicted theoretically. They are numbers that, as the
physicists say, “have to be put in by hand.” That is, their values have to be estab-
lished by the laborious process of measurement and experiment. There seems to
be no necessity in the values these numbers actually have. Therefore, it looks as if
there are perfectly possible cosmoi (the plural of ‘cosmos’) in which these numbers
are different, and we can ask what those possible cosmoi would be like. And, be-
cause our present picture of the world is so precise and unified, we can often an-
swer such questions. There is quite a lot that can be said in answer to a question
like, What features would the cosmos have if the fine-structure constant had twice
its actual value?

The interesting thing about the answers to these questions is that it appears
that if the cosmos were much different at all, there would be no life (and therefore
no rational animals). Small changes in various of these numbers would result in a
cosmos that lasted only a few seconds or in which there were no atoms or in
which there were only hydrogen and helium atoms or in which all matter was vio-
lently radioactive or in which there were no stars. In no cosmos of these sorts
could there be life, and, as a consequence, in no cosmos of these sorts could there
be human beings or any other rational animals. (And there are many, many other
ways in which small changes in certain of the numbers that describe the features
of the cosmos would produce a cosmos inimical to life.)
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Suppose we fancifully think for a moment of the cosmos as the product of a
machine designed to produce cosmoi. The machine has a largish number of dials
on it, perhaps twenty or thirty, and the overall features of the cosmos are the re-
sult of the ways the dials were set when the cosmos was produced. If they had
been set in other positions, a different type of cosmos would have emerged from
the machine. It seems to be the lesson of modern physics and cosmology that
many statements like the following ones will be true: ‘The pointer on dial 18 is
set at .0089578346198711. If it had not been set at some value between
.0089578346198709 and .0089578346198712, there would be no carbon
atoms and hence no life’; ‘The pointer on dial 23 is set at 5.113446 and the
pointer on dial 5 is set at 5.113449; if the values of the two readings had been ex-
actly equal, there would have been no matter, but only radiation; if the two read-
ings had differed by more than .000006, all stars would be of a type that would
burn out before multicellular organisms could evolve on their planets.4

The suggestive metaphor of a cosmos-producing machine with lots of dials on
it that must be very precisely set if the machine is to produce a cosmos that could
contain life (notice, by the way, that we say ‘could contain’ and not ‘will necessar-
ily produce’) has led some writers to say that the cosmos is “fine-tuned” in such a
way as to enable it to contain life. Only a vanishingly small proportion of the to-
tality of possible cosmoi are suitable abodes for life, and yet the actual cosmos is
one of these very few. (In fact, not only is it a suitable abode for life, but it actually
contains life. And not only does it contain life, but it contains rational life. These
features make it an even rarer specimen among the totality of possible cosmoi
than a mere “life-permitting” cosmos. How much rarer is hard to say. We shall be
able to speak with confidence on this point only when we have a good scientific
account of the origins of life and rationality.) Why is the cosmos one of the few
possible cosmoi that permit life? Why does the cosmos appear to have been fine-
tuned by someone who had life in mind? Why are the numbers right for life?

One answer to these questions is provided by the so-called teleological argu-
ment. Late in the thirteenth century, Saint Thomas Aquinas presented the follow-
ing argument for the existence of God:

We observe that things that have no knowledge—objects that we find in the
natural world, for example—sometimes act for an end. (That this is so is
proved by the fact that they always, or nearly always, behave in the same way,
and this way is the way that will lead to the best result. It is evident from this
that their behaving in these ways is due not to chance but to design.) But a
thing that has no knowledge cannot act for an end unless it is directed by a be-
ing that has knowledge and understanding, as an arrow is directed by an
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archer. There is, therefore, some being having knowledge and understanding
who directs all those things in the natural world that act for an end. This being
we call God.

This argument has been variously called the teleological argument (from the
Greek telos, meaning an end or goal), the argument from design (“due not to
chance but to design”), and the analogical argument (because it proceeds by draw-
ing an analogy between the apparently goal-directed behavior of things in the nat-
ural world—birds flying south for the winter or the leaves of a phototropic plant
turning toward the sun—and the behavior of things designed or controlled by hu-
man beings: “as an arrow is directed by an archer”).5

It is commonly held that the teleological argument has been refuted by the
Darwinian account of evolution—indeed by the very existence of the Darwinian
account, whether or not we know it to be true. And this may very well be so if we
take the scope of the argument to be limited to living organisms (that is, to those
objects in the natural world whose features the Darwinian theory gives an account
of ). But what of the cosmos as a whole? If the cosmos is a very special cosmos
among all possible cosmoi, and if it has every appearance of being a cosmos that
has been designed to be an abode for life, might not the most obvious explanation
of this appearance be that the appearance is reality? Might not the most obvious
explanation of the fine-tuning of the cosmos be that it has been fine-tuned? That
its large-scale features (if no others) have been carefully chosen and put into place
by a being who “has knowledge and understanding” and who wanted to make an
abode for living things? And if a being having knowledge and understanding de-
signed the cosmos to be an abode for living things, and if, as we know it does, the
cosmos also contains rational beings like ourselves—rational animals—is it not
reasonable to infer further that the existence of those rational beings is a part of
the purposes of the Designer (who is, after all, also a rational being and may there-
fore be presumed to take a special interest in rational beings)?

Suggestions for Further Reading

For justification of the claims found in the text concerning the origin of terrestrial
life and the likelihood of extraterrestrial rational species, see Shapiro, Origins, and
Mayr, “The Probability of Extraterrestrial Intelligent Life.”

Leslie’s Universes is a brilliant exposition and discussion of physical cosmology
and “fine-tuning.”

Aquinas’s teleological argument can be found in most collections devoted to
the philosophy of religion. It is included in Burrill’s The Cosmological Arguments.
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Notes

1. See Robert Shapiro, Origins: A Skeptic’s Guide to the Creation of Life on Earth
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986).

2. This figure is taken from an article by the evolutionary biologist Ernst Mayr,
“The Probability of Extraterrestrial Intelligent Life,” in Philosophy of Biology, ed. by
Michael Ruse (New York: Macmillan, 1989), pp. 279–285.

3. The mechanisms might require other factors to be present in the organisms and
their environment, provided those additional factors were ones whose existence was
“natural” enough to require no particular explanation, or “probable” enough that their
existence could reasonably be ascribed to chance. The Darwinian mechanisms, for ex-
ample, require not only that the configurations of matter be self-reproducing but also
that the configurations make use of certain limited resources in order to continue to
exist and to reproduce, that the configurations reproduce themselves not perfectly but
with (random) variations, and that a significant proportion of the variations be such
that a variant configuration will have a tendency to pass some of the variations it ex-
hibits on to its “descendants.” Most recent versions of Darwinism treat the existence
of “units of heredity”—genes—as essential to the evolutionary process. In the case of
organisms that reproduce sexually, some versions of Darwinism require that it occa-
sionally happen that small populations of organisms capable of interbreeding become
isolated.

4. I have made these numbers up. They are meant only to give the reader a “feel”
for the sensitivity of the existence of life to changes in the actual values of certain
numbers, according to modern physics and cosmology. The reader who is interested
in some real information on this topic should consult John Leslie’s splendid book Uni-
verses (London and New York: Routledge, 1989).

5. Kant, who invented the labels “ontological argument” and “cosmological argu-
ment,” called this argument the “physico-theological argument.” In this instance, his
gift for nomenclature deserted him, and the label (fortunately) never caught on.
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9

The Place of 
Rational Beings in the World

Design and Purpose

If the existence of rational animals was intended by the Designer of the cosmos,
rational animals have a purpose. Their purpose is to be found in the intentions of
the Designer, and to discover the purpose of rational animals one need only dis-
cover what the Designer’s intentions were in bringing them into existence.1 It is
important to realize that if this argument shows that rational animals exist for a
purpose, it gives us no clue whatever about what that purpose is. It is plain
enough that we may know of something that it has a purpose without having any
idea what that purpose is. Many artifacts dug up by archaeologists obviously have
a purpose, but what their purpose is is often a subject of interminable debate.

The Shorter Catechism of the Church of Scotland opens with the following
question and answer (an “inclusive language” version of the catechism is no doubt
forthcoming):

Q. What is Man’s chief end?
A. Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him for ever.

This question and answer provide a very clear example of a belief about the end
or purpose of humanity; this is an example of what is meant by saying that human
beings have a purpose. But the conclusion of the teleological argument in no way
suggests that our purpose is anything of this sort. For one thing, it may be that al-
though some rational animals have a purpose, human beings do not. But let us
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 simply assume that if any rational animals have a purpose, human beings are
among them. Here is a much more important point: the conclusion of the teleo-
logical argument does not imply that the Designer has very many of the properties
traditionally ascribed to God. There is no reason to suppose—at least the teleologi-
cal argument supplies none—that the Designer is all-powerful or knows everything
or cares about the welfare of created rational beings. And because the Designer
whose existence the teleological argument purports to prove need have few of these
properties that have traditionally been ascribed to God, the Designer’s purposes
might be entirely unlike the purposes that have traditionally been ascribed to God.

It is consistent with the conclusion of the teleological argument that the De-
signer’s purposes be analogous to a scientist’s (we are part of a vast experiment) or
a dramatist’s (“All the world’s a stage,” in a sense uncomfortably close to the lit-
eral). Neither of these purposes would be possible for God: He does not need to
conduct experiments, since, being omniscient, He knows how they would turn
out without having to conduct them; being loving and good, He would not em-
ploy self-aware, flesh-and-blood beings for purely aesthetic purposes—all the
more so because He would see all possible dramas laid out simultaneously and in
their entirety in the infinite theater of His mind and could therefore have no rea-
son for wanting to watch the actual performance of any play.

The teleological argument, therefore, does not claim to prove the existence of a
being that is all-powerful or all-knowing or recognizes any moral obligations to-
ward the rational beings whose existence it is responsible for. A moment’s reflec-
tion will show that it cannot claim to prove the existence of an infinite or
necessarily existent or eternal being. (As to eternity, it may be that, for all the tele-
ological argument can claim to show, the Designer has been outlasted by its cos-
mos, just as the pharaohs have been outlasted by their pyramids.) It is consistent
with the conclusion of the teleological argument that the creation of the cosmos
have been a cooperative endeavor involving the labors of many beings, like the
construction of a ship by human beings. For all the teleological argument can
claim to show, it may not only be that the cosmos is the work of many beings but
also that these beings have had to learn to build cosmoi by trial and error; it may
be that there are lying about somewhere outside our ken a lot of “botched and
bungled” cosmoi representing their earlier and less successful attempts at a work-
ing cosmos; it may be that our cosmos is an “early draft,” which contains unfortu-
nate features like disease and parasitism and natural disasters because its builders
had not yet mastered the craft of cosmos-building.

Let all this be granted, however, and it still seems to be true that the teleologi-
cal argument does show that we should think of rational animals in a way some-
what like the way in which we should think of a cache of mysterious artifacts
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unearthed by an archaeologist: We may not know what their purpose is, but it is
clear they have a purpose; they exist because some designers—known to us only
through their productions—made them to fulfill that unknown purpose. (Of
course, the above reflections do not show that no one could, or that no one does,
know that purpose. There might be any number of ways of finding it out. Per-
haps, for example, someone will devise some marvelously clever theory about a
purpose we might serve in the eyes of a cosmos-designer, a purpose which, when
we consider it carefully, makes so many hitherto mysterious facts “fall into place”
that we feel intellectually compelled to believe that this person has guessed the
purposes of the Designer. An analogy might be the clever theory that Stonehenge
is an astronomical observatory. Or the Designer might be able and willing to com-
municate with rational animals and might tell certain of them what end their kind
serves. But no one has devised any compelling theory about the purpose behind
our existence, and supposed revelations of the purposes of the Designer are so
plentiful and so wildly inconsistent with one another that the metaphysician who
does not desire a severely limited audience can make no use of them.)

If we have a purpose, then our existence “has a meaning” in the only sense
these words can be given. It must be admitted that it is not at all clear what these
words do mean. The term ‘meaning’ has various senses,2 but none of them lends
any sense to the question, What is the meaning of our existence? other than this
sense: Explain why we exist in terms of the purposes we serve. (If Alice surprises a
trusted employee who has broken into her office and is going through her files,
and if Alice says, “What is the meaning of this?” she is requesting an explanation
of a certain state of affairs in terms of the purposes of her employee or those whose
agent the employee is.) The question and answer from the Shorter Catechism that
were quoted above are a statement—whether true or false—of the meaning of our
existence, and any statement of the meaning of our existence must be a statement
of the same general sort. At any rate, I can think of no other sort of statement that
would count as an answer to the question, What is the meaning of our existence?
and if anyone maintains that this statement is not of the right sort to count as an
answer to the question, I do not know what that person means by the question.

The conclusion of the teleological argument seems to imply that we serve some
purpose and that our existence therefore has a meaning. But does the teleological
argument prove its conclusion—that the cosmos is the product of design and not
of chance or necessity—or does it at least make that conclusion more reasonable
to believe than not? How might those who deny that the cosmos is a product of
design reply to the teleological argument?

There are several replies that are of little or no value and one that seems to me
to be decisive.
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Some philosophers have argued that there is nothing in the fact that the uni-
verse is fine-tuned that should be the occasion for any surprise. After all (the ob-
jection runs), if a machine has dials, the dials have to be set some way, and any
particular setting is as unlikely as any other. Since any setting of the dials is as
unlikely as any other, there can be nothing more surprising about the actual set-
ting of the dials, whatever it may be, than there would be about any possible
setting of the dials if that possible setting were the actual setting. (Here is a par-
allel argument. If you toss a coin and it comes up “heads” twenty times in a row,
you shouldn’t be surprised. After all, you wouldn’t be surprised if the sequence
HHTTHTHTTTHTHHTTHTHT occurred, and that sequence and the se-
quence HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH both have exactly the same
probability of occurring: 1 in 1,048,576, or about .000000954.) This reasoning
is sometimes combined with the point that if “our” numbers hadn’t been set
into the cosmic dials, the equally improbable setting that did occur would have
differed from the actual setting mainly in that there would have been no one
there to wonder at its improbability.

This must be one of the most annoyingly obtuse arguments in the history of
philosophy. Let us press the “parallel” argument a bit. Suppose you are in a situa-
tion in which you must draw a straw from a bundle of 1,048,576 straws of differ-
ent lengths, and suppose it has been decreed that if you don’t draw the shortest
straw in the bundle you will be instantly and painlessly killed: you will be killed so
fast you won’t have time to realize you didn’t draw the shortest straw. Reluctantly—
but you have no alternative—you draw a straw and are astonished to find yourself
alive and holding the shortest straw. What should you conclude?

In the absence of further information, only one conclusion is reasonable. Con-
trary to appearances, you did not draw the straw at random; the whole situation in
which you find yourself is some kind of “set-up”; the bundle was somehow rigged
to ensure that you would draw the shortest straw. The following argument to the
contrary is simply silly. “Look, you had to draw some straw or other. Drawing the
shortest was no more unlikely than drawing the 256,057th-shortest: the probabil-
ity in either case was .000000954. But your drawing the 256,057th-shortest straw
isn’t an outcome that would suggest a ‘set-up’ or would suggest the need for any
sort of explanation, and, therefore, drawing the shortest shouldn’t suggest the
need for an explanation either. The only real difference between the two cases is
that you wouldn’t have been around to remark on the unlikelihood of drawing the
256,057th-shortest straw.”

It is one thing, however, to note that an argument is silly and another thing to
say why it is silly. But an explanation is not hard to come by. The argument is silly
because it violates the following principle:
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Suppose there is an n-membered set of inconsistent and exhaustive possibilities
(all about equally probable), A1, A2, . . . , Ak, . . . , An. (‘Exhaustive’ means that
one of them has to be realized—together they exhaust the possibilities. If a set
of possibilities is exhaustive, at least one of its members must be realized. If the
members of a set of possibilities are inconsistent—if each member of the set is
inconsistent with all the others—at most one of its members can be realized. If a
set of possibilities is both exhaustive and inconsistent, therefore, exactly one of
its members must be realized.) Suppose further that Ak is the member of this set
that is actually realized. Suppose the number n is very, very large. (We can un-
derstand “n is very, very large” this way: if a number between 1 and n has been
chosen at random, it was very, very improbable before the random choice was
made that that number would be chosen.) If we can think of a possible explana-
tion of the fact that Ak was realized that is a good explanation if it is true, and if
we can see that, if one of the other possibilities in the set had been realized, no
parallel explanation could be constructed for the realization of that other possi-
bility, then the fact that it was Ak—and not one of the other n–1 possibilities in
the set—that was realized cannot be ascribed simply to chance (at least not off-
hand, not without further argument).3

Some very improbable events have this feature: for all their improbability, one
should assume their occurrence was a mere matter of chance. Some very improba-
ble events, but not all of them. This principle is an attempt to state a sufficient
condition for its being unreasonable to ascribe a highly improbable event to mere
chance.

Let us see what this principle tells us about the straw-drawing case. My drawing
the shortest straw out of a bundle of over a million straws in a situation in which
my life depends on my drawing just that straw certainly suggests a possible expla-
nation. If an audience were to observe my drawing the shortest straw, they would
very justifiably conclude that I had somehow “cheated”: they would conclude that
I had had some way of knowing which straw was the shortest and that (to save
my life) I had deliberately drawn it. (If I know I didn’t know which straw was the
 shortest—if I am just as astounded as anyone in the audience at my drawing
the shortest straw—, the situation will not suggest that particular explanation of
my drawing the shortest straw to me, but it will suggest the one I have already men-
tioned, namely that some unknown benefactor has rigged the drawing in my fa-
vor.) But if I had drawn any of the other straws, the fact that I drew the particular
straw I did would not have suggested an explanation that was in any way parallel to
this one. If an audience were to observe my drawing the 256,057th-shortest straw
(and my consequent immediate demise), this would not suggest any explanation to
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them: no one would suppose—nor would it be reasonable for anyone to suppose—
that I knew which straw was the 256,057th-shortest and that I deliberately drew it;
nor would anyone suppose that someone had rigged the drawing to ensure my get-
ting the 256,057th-shortest straw; nor would any other possible explanation come
to anyone’s mind.

We have seen that the setting of the cosmic dials does suggest an explanation:
the dials were so set by a rational being who wanted the cosmos to be a suitable
abode for other rational beings. Therefore, those critics of the teleological argu-
ment who say that one setting of the cosmic dials is no more remarkable than any
other possible setting are certainly mistaken. We should note that our principle
does not say that if one can think of a really good explanation (really good if true)
of some antecedently very improbable feature of the world (and if there is no par-
allel explanation . . . etc.) , one should automatically assume that explanation is
correct; the principle says only that in such cases one may not assume without fur-
ther argument that that feature of the world requires no explanation.

Let us turn to a second reply to the teleological argument. It is much more in-
teresting than the first but—or so it seems to me—wholly unpersuasive. The teleo-
logical argument supposes that there are many ways the cosmos could be besides
the way it actually is, ways not only different but radically different from the way
the cosmos actually is. But perhaps there are no such ways. There are some physi-
cists who hope to find a physical theory that will be so simple and compelling and
unarbitrary and beautifully coherent that the mind will be forced to regard it as the
only possible physical theory, as the only possible description of the way a cosmos
could be set up. In such a theory, even those numbers that appear to us at present
to be undeniably contingent (the charge on the electron, for example) will turn out
to be necessary. The theory, in short, will require no numbers that have to be “put
in by hand,” and all the numbers it generates will agree with experiment. (Among
philosophers, the authors of the textbook quoted at the end of Chapter 7 would
appear to be rather confident that this is how things will turn out.)

If the discovery of such a marvelous theory were to occur, it would all but re-
fute the idea of the actual cosmos’s being one among many radically different pos-
sible cosmoi, and would therefore all but refute the version of the teleological
argument we are considering. At present, however, there seems to be no particular
reason to think that this is how things will turn out. (The belief in and search for
such a theory is a recurrent tendency in the history of science. Aristotle, Descartes,
Kant, and Einstein were involved in earlier manifestations of this tendency. In the
past, the search for an “only possible theory of everything” has always been a de-
ceiver, for we now know that no such theory could possibly have been constructed
on the basis of the limited knowledge available when the earlier attempts were
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made. Nevertheless, as we said in connection with the recurrent tendency to
people unknown parts of the earth or the cosmos with rational animals, a ten-
dency to belief that has always led us astray in the past might now be on the verge
of leading us to the truth.)

I have to record my ignorant layman’s conviction that it does not seem to be
very plausible to suppose that there will be a theory that presents a compelling
case for there being only one intrinsically possible “cosmos design,” the one that
permits the existence of complex life like ourselves.4 In a way, such a development
would not remove the “coincidental” aspect of a cosmos suitable for life but would
simply add the mystery of necessity to it. I will try to explain this statement by
means of an analogy.

Suppose we were to divide a square into a million smaller squares by dividing
each of its sides into a thousand equal parts. And suppose we took the first million
digits in the decimal part of π and interpreted each as corresponding to one of the
million squares by some simple correspondence rule (something like this: the top
left square is assigned the first digit, the next square to the right is assigned the sec-
ond digit, and so on). And suppose we assigned a color to each of the numbers 0
through 9 and painted each of the small squares with the color corresponding to
the number assigned to it.

What would we say if the result turned out to be a meaningful picture—a
landscape or a still life or something equally representational—of surpassing
beauty? We certainly could not say that some rational being had arranged the val-
ues of the first million digits of the decimal part of π so that they represented a
meaningful and beautiful picture, for those values are a matter of necessity: the
first five are ‘14159’ in every possible world, and none of the others is any less nec-
essary. We should have to say that this is how things were and had to be and that
nothing else could be said. But no one would expect this picture-generating power
to be a feature of π or of e or of any other real number that turned up in the natu-
ral course of our mathematical investigations. (There are, admittedly, lots of num-
bers that do have this power. To find one, we need only paint a beautiful picture,
divide it into a million small squares, make up two simple correspondence rules,
and mechanically calculate the first million digits of the number using the picture
and the rules; the remaining digits can be filled in arbitrarily.)

No doubt π could be “made” into a picture-generating number if the correspon-
dence rules were made very complicated and were specially chosen for that purpose.
And no doubt some million-digit sequence somewhere in the decimal part of π is
picture-generating. What would be amazing is if the first million digits of some
mathematically fundamental number like π or e were to turn out to be picture-
 generating according to some simple set of correspondence rules. This is because the
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three requirements “first,” “fundamental,” and “simple” seem somehow to be inde-
pendent, and their combining to produce a picture-generating number would
therefore seem to be in some sense a coincidence. To me, in my ignorance, it seems
as unlikely that a “cosmos design” that was the only possible cosmos design should
turn out to be life-permitting as that π should turn out to be picture-generating. If
the only possible cosmos-design did turn out to have this feature, I’d be as amazed as
I should be if π turned out to be picture-generating, for the many requirements on a
life-permitting cosmos are independent of one another, in the same sense as that in
which the requirements “the first million digits,” “mathematically fundamental
number,” and “simple correspondence rule” are independent of one another.

If this did happen, of course, I’d simply have to accept it and admit that there
was no explanation of the fact that the only possible cosmos-design was life-
 permitting—or rather, the only explanation there was would be of the following
“double” form: it is a necessary truth that any cosmos has features X, Y, and Z,
and it is a necessary truth that life can exist only in a cosmos having features X, Y,
and Z. The fact that the only possible cosmos-design was life-permitting would
have an explanation only in the sense in which the fact that the fourth digit in the
decimal part of π denotes the number of Platonic solids has an explanation: it is a
necessary truth that the fourth digit in the decimal part of π is ‘5’, and it is a nec-
essary truth that there are five Platonic solids. (Readers who don’t know what a
Platonic solid is needn’t worry. The essential point is that it is mathematically
provable that there are exactly five Platonic solids, and the proof has nothing
whatever to do with the fact that the fourth digit in the decimal part of π is ‘5’.)

Since it seems to me to be antecedently highly improbable that the only possi-
ble cosmos-design—if there indeed were only one possible cosmos-design—
would be life-permitting, it does not seem to me that the second reply to the
teleological argument has much force. If there were some good scientific reason,
known to physicists, for supposing that only one cosmos-design was possible, this
of course would alter matters. But there is no such reason. The motivations of
those physicists looking for an “only possible theory of everything” are pretty
clearly aesthetic and metaphysical. These are perfectly respectable motivations,
and there is no reason in the world why physicists should not act on them. But
the existence of such motivations should not be taken to imply that there is any
evidence that reality is going to cooperate with them. This should be all the more
evident when we remember that the history of science shows that these motiva-
tions represent a natural tendency of the human mind, one that existed an-
tecedently to modern physics and cosmology.

Another possible reply to the teleological argument is to protest that even if the
universe has been purposely fine-tuned, it does not follow that it was fine-tuned
in order that creatures like ourselves should exist. Perhaps the Designer who care-
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fully adjusted the value of the fine-structure constant and the relative strengths of
gravity and the strong nuclear force and many other parameters to astonishingly
exact values had something in mind for its carefully designed cosmos, but the fact
that the cosmos is a suitable abode for rational beings was entirely irrelevant to its
purposes. Perhaps we are, so to speak, the mice in the walls of the cosmos. If the
mice that lived in the walls of a house were capable of contemplating such mat-
ters, they might, after a careful examination of the whole structure of the house,
conclude—correctly, of course—that the house had been designed for a purpose
by a rational being. And they might naturally, but incorrectly, proceed to con-
clude that it had been designed to be an abode for them. (The spaces between the
walls are just right for mice, there is lots of food lying about that is nourishing for
mice, the house is comfortable for mice even in the dead of winter, and so on. But
no doubt the theologians among them would be profoundly troubled by the
Problem of the Cat.)

Now this objection is not, properly speaking, an objection to the teleological
argument as such (the conclusion of which is that the cosmos was designed by a
rational being or beings), but to the secondary conclusion we drew from the exis-
tence of a Designer: that among the Designer’s purposes in making the cosmos
was to provide an abode for rational beings like ourselves. This secondary conclu-
sion, however, seems to me to be very reasonable, given that the cosmos is a prod-
uct of intelligent design. The analogy of “the mice within the walls” is defective in
several important respects. The properties of mice were “settled” by evolution long
before there were houses, and houses just happen to be suitable for infestation by
creatures having those properties. There are so many species that it would be sur-
prising if a few weren’t suited for living within the walls of houses. House mice ex-
ist independently of the houses they inhabit, and they infest houses because it
happens that houses are suited for them. Houses are not infested by sheep (except
in one episode of Monty Python’s Flying Circus) or even by rabbits because the
waste spaces in houses are not suited for occupation by sheep and rabbits. (It is no
wonder the spaces between the walls of a house are just right for mice: the mice
would not have moved in if they were not.) If mice and no other species had
evolved inside houses, and if the slightest change in the design of a house would
have the consequence of rendering it uninhabitable by living things, and if houses
had been designed by enormous rational mice, the analogy between the two cases
would be much closer. But, it seems to me, if we knew all these things to be true,
it would be at least very reasonable for us to conclude that the enormous mice had
designed houses as abodes for common-or-pantry-variety mice.

I will now turn to a reply to the teleological argument I believe to be decisive. I
said earlier that the common belief that the teleological argument had been re-
futed by the Darwinian account of evolution (or even by the possible truth of this
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account) was mistaken. It was mistaken because evolution is a phenomenon that
occurs only within the realm of living things (or at least of self-reproducing
things) and the version of the teleological argument we have been examining
 applies to the cosmos as a whole. And the cosmos is not a living thing or a self-
 reproducing thing: it is not the product of the operation of natural selection on
ancestral cosmoi that reproduced themselves with variations in an environment
that contained limited amounts of the resources needed for cosmic survival and
reproduction.5 Nevertheless, the Darwinian account of evolution does have a fea-
ture that can be adapted to the needs of the present discussion. Darwin showed
how it was possible, in certain circumstances, for chance to produce results one
might be initially inclined to ascribe to the purposive action of rational beings;
some of the ideas on which this demonstration rests are so simple and general that
they can be lifted out of the biological context in which Darwin applied them and
applied to the apparent design exhibited by the cosmos.

An example will illustrate these ideas. Suppose each of the citizens of Wormsley
Glen has a job; and suppose each of them has an alarm clock; and suppose each
alarm clock goes off at just the right time each day to enable its owner to get up
and get to work on time. For example, Alice’s clock goes off at 5:36 each morning,
and if it went off even a few minutes later she would frequently be late for work;
as it is, she breezes into the office just under the wire every day. And Tim’s clock
goes off at 6:07, which is just right for letting him sleep as late as possible and still
get to work on time. (And so on and so on, for every citizen of Wormsley Glen.
They all have clocks that enable them to arise at the optimum time, given the
time they are expected at work, the amount of time they need to deal with their
morning domestic chores, the amount of time they need to travel to work, and
whatever other factors in their lives may be relevant to the times at which they
have to get up in the morning.)

Here, we might suppose, is an obvious case of purposive design: on the back of
each of the alarm clocks there is a little knob or something that regulates the time
at which the alarm rings, and all the citizens have calculated the times at which
they have to get up and have set their individual alarms accordingly. But this is
not so. The real explanation is different and rather unpleasant. Not so long ago
there were hundreds of times as many people in Wormsley Glen as there are today.
Each of them was issued an alarm clock unchangeably set to go off at some partic-
ular time each day, and no returns or trading allowed. The alarm settings were in
every case entirely random, and this had just the consequence you would expect:
Almost every alarm was set wrong (that is, was set for a time that was not the time
at which its owner needed to get up), and these wrong settings, owing to the
 laissez-faire economic system that prevailed in Wormsley Glen, had disastrous
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consequences for their owners. Sally’s was set for 11:23 a.m., and she was, as a
consequence, consistently late for work and lost her job and starved to death.
Frank’s was set for 4:11 a.m., and, once it had gone off, he could either go back to
sleep and be late for work or stay up and try to deal with the demands of his job
(he was a brain surgeon) without having had a good night’s sleep. He chose the
latter course, but his being chronically short of sleep led him to make a few serious
mistakes, and he had to be let go; shortly thereafter, he starved to death.

And that is what happened to everyone in Wormsley Glen who was issued a
“bad” alarm clock. (Even those whose clocks were set just slightly wrong lost their
competitive edge and were eventually forced out of their jobs by more punctual
and better-rested rivals.) Wormsley Glen is no welfare state, and they’re all dead of
starvation now. Knowing this to be the case, we can see there was no conscious
purpose behind the setting of Alice’s or Tim’s alarms. Each of them received an
alarm clock that just happened to be set at the “right” time, and each of them there-
fore survived. And this is what happened with all the other citizens of Wormsley
Glen. It was statistically likely that a certain proportion of the original inhabitants
would, simply by the luck of the draw, receive clocks set at the time that was right
for them. And that is what happened: a certain not-at-all-surprising proportion of
the original inhabitants got clocks set at the right time, and the unforgiving social
arrangements of Wormsley Glen removed everyone else from the picture.

This story is a model for the sort of circumstances in which the action of
chance can mimic the productions of a rational being. A rational being, as we
have said, can be aware of non-actual states of affairs and can act on values it hap-
pens to have in order to single out some of these states of affairs and cause them to
become actual. The operations of chance cannot do that because chance is not
aware of any non-actual states of affairs and chance has no values. What chance
can sometimes do is to generate a large number of actual states of affairs, and it
may happen that the world is arranged in such a way that it will proceed to elimi-
nate from actuality all of them that do not satisfy some condition. The “surviving”
states of affairs in the second case may very closely resemble the “chosen” states of
affairs in the first. (I have talked of the operations of chance, but it might be better
to follow Jacques Monod and talk of the “interplay of chance and necessity”:
chance generates a large set of actual states of affairs, and necessity eliminates all,
or, at any rate, most, of the ones that do not meet its demands.)

In our story of Wormsley Glen, chance produced a large number of actual
“alarm-clock situations,” and the grim necessities of Wormsley Glen then pro-
ceeded to eliminate from actuality all of them but a few that closely resembled the
alarm-clock situations rational beings would have chosen from among all possible
alarm-clock situations to be actual. As rationality decides which possibilities are to
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be actual, so a non-rational cosmos or nature may decide which actualities (which
of a set of actualities generated by chance and displaying a range of characteristics
as broad as the range of characteristics displayed by the set of possibilities rational-
ity examines) are to remain actual.

According to Darwin, chance and necessity have combined in just this way—
but a few factors peculiar to the evolutionary process are not represented in the
schema laid out in the preceding paragraph—to produce the appearance of con-
scious design in living organisms. Chance produces random inheritable variations
among the offspring of an organism, and nature (which, like Wormsley Glen, is
no welfare state) tends to favor the preservation of those variations that contribute
to an organism’s ability to have descendants. The appearance of design in organ-
isms is due to the accumulation of such useful (useful for having descendants)
variations. Organisms are adapted to their environments—to the extent that they
are adapted to their environments; adaptation is often imperfect—owing to the
fact that the better adapted an organism is to its environment, the more likely it is
to have descendants. It will be noted that our “alarm clock” story includes only
some of the features of the Darwinian account of apparent design in living things:
those not involving reproduction and inheritability.

The operations of chance can, moreover, produce an appearance of “design” (the
appearance of a purposive choice among possibilities by a rational being) without
actually causing anything to cease to exist. To produce the appearance of design, it
is necessary only to render those things whose features would count against a de-
sign hypothesis unobservable. One very effective way to render something unob-
servable is, of course, to cause it to cease to exist. But that is not the only way. I
need not destroy any green things (or even change their colors) to prevent you
from observing green things. I could also remove all green things from your vicin-
ity, or move you to a region in which there happened to be only non-green things,
or render you color-blind. This consideration suggests that chance could produce
the appearance of design by generating a large number of actual objects under con-
ditions in which some “observational selection effect” allowed observers to be
aware of only a few of those objects, ones having (more or less) the features a ratio-
nal being would have chosen to accomplish some purpose. (The meaning of ‘obser-
vational selection effect’ is best explained by an example. In 1936, The Literary
Digest predicted on the basis of a poll conducted by telephone that Alf Landon
would be elected president. But Roosevelt was elected by a landslide. It turned out
that a vast number of Roosevelt supporters did not have telephones, for the poor
tended both to support Roosevelt and not to have telephones. An observational se-
lection effect had rendered a large body of voters “invisible” to the editors of The
Literary Digest.)
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It is the possibility of an interplay of chance and an observational selection ef-
fect that is the undoing of the teleological argument in the form in which we are
considering it. In our initial statement of the teleological argument, we asked the
following question: “Might not the most obvious explanation of the fine-tuning
of the cosmos be that it has been fine-tuned?” If the answer to this question is No,
the teleological argument fails. And the answer to this question is No if even one
other explanation of the fine-tuning of the cosmos is at least as good as the expla-
nation that it has been fine-tuned. And another explanation, one at least as good,
is available: an explanation that appeals to the interplay of chance and an observa-
tional selection effect.

The alternative explanation goes like this. First, the cosmos is only one among
a vast number of actual cosmoi. (If there are people who insist on using ‘the cos-
mos’ as a name for the whole of physical reality, we could accommodate them by
saying instead that what appears to us to be the whole of the cosmos is in reality a
very small part of the cosmos. The difference between the two statements seems to
me to be merely verbal. I shall continue to talk of a multitude of cosmoi, and any-
one who does not like my way of talking can easily translate it into talk of a mul-
titude of parts of the one cosmos.)

These cosmoi exhibit a vast number of “cosmos-designs.” To see what is in-
tended by this statement, think of our cosmos-producing machine as containing a
randomizing device. The randomizing device sets the dials on the machine at ran-
dom. The machine turns out a cosmos. Then the randomizing device resets the
dials and the machine turns out another cosmos, and so on through a very large
number of resettings. Alternatively, we could suppose there were an enormous
number of cosmos-producing machines, on each of which the dials were set at
random, and could suppose that each machine turned out one cosmos. (Compare
the alarm clocks issued to the citizens of Wormsley Glen.) Since the dial settings
are random, and since the existence of life is allowed by hardly any of the possible
combinations of settings, only a very small proportion of these cosmoi will be
suitable abodes for life. Most of them will last only a few seconds or will contain
no protons or will contain no atoms or will contain only hydrogen and helium
atoms or will be composed entirely of violently radioactive matter or will be de-
void of stars or will contain only stars of a kind that would burn out before evolu-
tion could get started on their planets.

We suppose, however, that there are so many actual cosmoi that it is statistically
unsurprising that a few are suitable for life. The total number of cosmoi needed to
render unsurprising the existence of even a few cosmoi that were suitable abodes
for life would be enormous: perhaps comparable to the number of elementary
particles in “our” cosmos, perhaps vastly greater than that. (It is hard to think of a
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reason to suppose the number of actual cosmoi would have to be finite. If the
number of cosmoi were infinite, it would certainly not be surprising that some of
them were suitable abodes for life.)

There are various conceivable mechanisms more realistic than our imaginary
cosmos-producing machine that might generate an appropriate variety of cosmoi.
In Chapter 7, we considered the possibility that the cosmos might have arisen as a
fluctuation in some pre-cosmic analogue of the quantum field. Let us, following
Milton, refer to this analogue as Chaos and Old Night—Chaos for short. Chaos is
a sort of arena in which random fluctuations occur. A very few among these fluc-
tuations are impressive enough to be called cosmoi. We suppose that the cosmoi
that arise in Chaos do not resemble one another as closely as the bubbles in a pot
of boiling porridge resemble one another. The differences among them—which,
we must remember, are the products of chance—are, or can be, of the radical kind
we should describe as differences in the laws of physics and large-scale cosmic
structure: different values of the fine-structure constant, different ratios of the
strength of the strong nuclear force to the strength of gravity, different numbers of
electrons, and so on. And, finally, a very few of the cosmoi have just the right
properties to be possible abodes for life.

One might raise the question where Chaos came from or why it is “there” at all,
but that is a question pertaining to the cosmological rather than the teleological ar-
gument. One might also raise the question why Chaos has properties that fit it for
being a generator of random cosmoi. (It is, after all, to be understood by analogy to
the quantum field, and the quantum field is a physical object with a very specific
set of properties, properties defined in many cases by apparently arbitrary num-
bers.) This is a question that pertains to the teleological argument. If there were a
large number of “possible chaoses” and only a very few of them had the right prop-
erties to be random cosmos-generators, we should have made no progress by ap-
pealing to Chaos in our attempt to deal with the teleological argument.

Since we know next to nothing relevant to this question, let us simply stipulate
that the properties of Chaos are determined by “the laws of hyperphysics” and
that there is only one possible set of laws of hyperphysics. (In one sense, the laws
of hyperphysics would be the real laws of physics. What we normally think of as
the laws of physics would not really be laws, since they would not apply to the
whole of physical reality. They would be mere descriptions of local regularities.) It
is important to remember in this connection that we are not attempting to con-
struct an explanation for the apparent design of the cosmos that is known to be
correct, but only an explanation at least as good as the hypothesis that the cosmos
was designed by a rational being. And an explanation will be at least as good as
that explanation if it contains no element known on independent grounds to be
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false or improbable—for that (together with the fact that it does explain the ob-
served phenomenon of the fine-tuning of the cosmos) is really all that can be said
in favor of the hypothesis of rational design.

The final part of our alternative explanation of apparent cosmic design takes the
form of an appeal to an observational selection effect: we cannot observe the cos-
moi that are unsuitable for life. We cannot observe them because something re-
stricts the scope of our observations to our own cosmos—the space-time curvature
of our cosmos, or the simple fact that everything not a part of our cosmos is just
too far away for us to see, or some other factor.6 And any rational beings there may
be anywhere in the macrocosm (so to call the aggregate of all the cosmoi) will be in
the same position as we. The members of every rational species anywhere in the
macrocosm will be able to observe only the “insides” of their own cosmos. It will
look to them as if they inhabited a cosmos carefully designed to be an abode for life
(it will have to be suitable for life, since they are in it) and unique (since they can’t
see any of the others). But this will be appearance rather than reality. It will be the
result of the interplay between chance and an observational selection effect.

We can gain some insight into the way this reply to the teleological argument
works if we look again at the case in which you would have been killed if you had
not drawn the shortest straw from a bundle of 1,048,576 straws. You were (you
remember) astonished to find that, lo and behold, you had drawn the shortest
straw and were still there to be astonished. I said the most reasonable thing for
you to conclude would be that some unknown benefactor had rigged the drawing
in your favor. And this is true—provided you know your situation is unique. But
suppose you knew your situation was not unique. Suppose you knew you were
only one among many millions of people who had been placed in a situation in
which they had to draw the shortest straw from a bundle of 1,048,576 or else be
instantly killed. In that case the most reasonable hypothesis would not be that an
unknown benefactor had rigged the drawing in your favor. The most reasonable
hypothesis would be that you were just lucky.

If someone tosses a coin exactly twenty times, and if there is no other occasion
on which anyone tosses a coin twenty or more times, it is most improbable that
anyone will ever toss a coin “heads” twenty times in a row: the chances are 1 in
1,048,576. If millions of people toss a coin twenty times, it is likely that someone
will toss “heads” twenty times in a row. If millions of millions of people toss a coin
twenty times, it is a virtual certainty that someone will toss “heads” twenty times
in a row. The odds are, of course, the same with respect to drawing the shortest
straw from a bundle of 1,048,576 straws. If your life depends on your drawing the
shortest straw from a bundle of that size, and if you do draw the shortest straw in
the bundle, and if you know that millions of millions of other people have been
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drawing straws from a bundle of that size, you should reason as follows: “It was all
but inevitable that a fair number of people would draw the shortest straw. Luckily
for me, I happened to be one of that number.” But if you draw the shortest straw
and know you were the only one engaged in such a drawing, you cannot reason
this way, for you will know that it was not all but inevitable that a fair number of
people would draw the shortest straw; on the contrary, you will know that it was
all but inevitable that no one would draw the shortest straw. For just this reason,
you will have to turn to the alternative hypothesis that someone has rigged the
drawing in your favor.

Now given our everyday knowledge of the world, it would never be reasonable
for one to believe that millions of millions of other people were in circumstances
almost exactly duplicating one’s own, and this would be true with a vengeance if
one’s circumstances were as bizarre as those laid out in the “straw-drawing” story.
But suppose the conditions of human life were very different from what they are.
Suppose you were in the circumstances of the hero of the straw-drawing story and
for all you knew there were millions of millions of people in identical circum-
stances. Suppose nothing you knew gave you any reason to prefer either of the fol-
lowing two hypotheses to the other:

• This is the only drawing, and someone has rigged it in my favor.
• This is only one among millions of millions of such drawings (in some of

which—a statistical certainty—the shortest straw is drawn).

What could you say then? Only this: that you didn’t know whether you had an
unobserved benefactor or whether you were “surrounded” by millions of millions
of such drawings.

This, I believe, is exactly analogous to our situation with respect to the fine-
tuning of the cosmos. As far as our present knowledge goes (aside from any divine
revelations various individuals or groups may be privy to), we have no reason to
prefer either of the following two hypotheses to the other:

• This is the only cosmos, and some rational being has (or rational beings
have) fine-tuned it in such a way that it is a suitable abode for life.

• This is only one among a vast number of cosmoi (some of which are—a
 statistical certainty—suitable abodes for life).

We do not know whether the apparently purposive fine-tuning of the cosmos
is reality or mere appearance, a product of chance and an observational selection
effect. The fine-tuning of the cosmos that has been pretty well established by
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modern physics and cosmology does, however, make one thing clear: the cosmos
does not exist on its own. Something accounts for the fact that we observe a cos-
mos that has very specific features (those required for the existence of life) and,
presumably, it accounts for the existence of that cosmos as well. Let us call this
“something” the Arche. (This word—which is pronounced ar-KAY—was used by
the Greeks for that which is the beginning of all things, or that which is the foun-
dation on which the existence of all things rests.) But we—that is, we metaphysi-
cians, speaking as metaphysicians—can say little about the Arche beyond the bare
assertion of its existence.

The most important of the questions about the Arche that we should like to be
able to answer but cannot may be phrased as follows: Is the Arche a Chaos or a Lo-
gos? We have already met the word ‘chaos’. The difficult Greek word ‘logos’ is usu-
ally translated as ‘word’—not in the sense of the basic unit of speech but in the
sense of ‘that which goes forth from a speaker’, as ‘Word then came to the king that
. . . ’—or ‘reason’. (I have chosen to use ‘logos’ in this context because ‘arche’ and
‘logos’ are associated with each other in the opening words of the Gospel according
to Saint John, which are themselves a deliberate echo of the opening words of Gen-
esis. John writes: “In the beginning [arche] was the Word [logos], and . . . the Word
was God.”) This question is the most important question that can be asked about
the Arche because the question whether there is any meaning or purpose in our ex-
istence depends upon its answer: if the Arche is a Chaos, our existence has no
meaning; if the Arche is a Logos, our existence has a meaning. If the Arche is a
Chaos, we are just one of those things that happen from time to time. If the Arche
is a Logos, we exist for a purpose, and that is the only sense in which the existence
of anything can have a “meaning.” (It is worth repeating that it does not follow
from the assumption that we exist for a purpose that we can discover that purpose
or are capable of understanding it or that we should like it if we knew what it was.)

There is perhaps nothing more the metaphysician can say about this question
(whether the Arche is a Chaos or a Logos) except to point out that the answers
“Chaos” and “Logos” can each be emotionally attractive to certain people. I sup-
pose no one would deny that there are people who find the idea that our existence
has a meaning or a purpose emotionally attractive. But it is equally worthy of re-
mark, and less often noticed, that the thesis that our existence is without meaning
or purpose is immensely attractive to certain kinds of persons. If my life has no
purpose, if I and everyone else are the results of a series of accidents that are not
part of the purpose of anyone or anything, I am free to live my life according to
my own desires—or at any rate the only obstacles to my doing this will be those
often inconvenient features of everyday life (people whose plans are incompatible
with mine, the laws of physics, death—that sort of thing) with which everyone is

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 203



Chapter 9204

familiar.7 If, however, there is a rational being who has designed the universe for a
purpose, who can say whether that being’s plans and mine are compatible or what
the consequences might be if they are not? Chaos, having brought us into exis-
tence, is unlikely to make any demands on our time or attention; who can tell
what a Logos might have in mind for us? A special case of this sort of motivation
is nicely expressed in a little verse by Arthur Hugh Clough:

“There is no God,” the wicked saith,
“And truly it’s a blessing,
For what he might have done with us
It’s better only guessing.”

But this motivation can be generalized beyond the case of a God who has
moral concerns and punishes the wicked. If, moreover, “life, the universe, and
everything” are the result of mere chance, one may well be one of the more impor-
tant and impressive beings in existence; if the Arche is a Logos, this is certainly not
the case. The desire to think of oneself as one of the most important beings in ex-
istence is transparently present in the following quotation from the Nobel Prize-
winning physicist Steven Weinberg (it occurs immediately following a passage in
which he discusses the emotional difficulties some people face in believing our ex-
istence to be meaningless, a position he believes is supported by modern science):

The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless.
But if there is no solace in the fruits of our research, there is at least some

consolation in the research itself. Men and women are not content to comfort
themselves with tales of gods and giants, or to confine their thoughts to the
daily affairs of life; they also build telescopes and satellites and accelerators, and
sit at their desks for endless hours working out the meaning of the data they
gather. The effort to understand the universe is one of the very few things that
lifts human life a little above the level of farce, and gives it some of the grace of
tragedy.8

It is pretty clear that these are the thoughts of someone who inhabits a mental
world in which scientists are just about the most important and impressive human
beings there are. And, as we have seen, human beings are no doubt the only ratio-
nal beings in (at any rate) this part of the cosmos. It is not hard to guess where a
Nobel Prize–winning physicist stands in the cosmic pecking order, as it is per-
ceived by Steven Weinberg. But no human being occupies any such impressive
place in the cosmos if it is the work of a Logos.
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Whatever may be the accuracy of these speculations about the reasons underly-
ing the emotional attractiveness of the thesis that our existence is without mean-
ing or purpose, it is clear that this is an emotionally attractive position for many
people. There are a great many people who by no means reluctantly embrace the
thesis that our existence is without meaning or purpose. There are a great many
people who would be quite taken aback by an invitation to move to a world in
which human beings had been created to serve the purposes of a Logos.9 In
Thomas Nagel’s book The Last Word, there is a remarkable passage—remarkable
in the self-knowledge it displays—that bears witness to this contention:

[A fear of religion] has large and often pernicious consequences for modern in-
tellectual life.

In speaking of the fear of religion, I don’t mean to refer to the entirely rea-
sonable hostility toward certain established religions and religious institutions,
in virtue of their objectionable moral doctrines, social policies, and political in-
fluence. Nor am I referring to the association of many religious beliefs with su-
perstition and the acceptance of evident empirical falsehoods. I am talking
about something much deeper—namely, the fear of religion itself. I speak from
experience, being strongly subject to this fear myself: I want atheism to be true
and am made uneasy by the fact that some of the most intelligent and well-
 informed people I know are religious believers. It isn’t just that I don’t believe in
God and, naturally, hope that I’m right in my belief. It’s that I hope there is no
God! I don’t want there to be a God; I don’t want the universe to be like that.10

Suggestions for Further Reading

Burrill’s The Cosmological Arguments contains (owing to the editor’s conviction
that the teleological argument is a version of the cosmological argument) a useful
set of readings on the teleological argument.

The greatest single work devoted to the teleological argument is Hume’s Dia-
logues Concerning Natural Religion (published in 1779, three years after Hume’s
death). This is one of the great masterpieces of destructive philosophical criticism.
Although the book is largely devoted to the teleological argument (the version of
the argument that Hume considers emphasizes the analogical aspect of the argu-
ment, the drawing of an analogy between the cosmos and a machine or other hu-
man artifact), parts of it are devoted to other topics. The reader interested
primarily in the teleological argument is directed to Parts II through VIII, and
particularly to Parts II and V. (Many of the points made in Chapter 9 about the
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weakness of the conclusion of the teleological argument are taken from the Dia-
logues.) For a powerful and sophisticated defense of the argument against Hume’s
criticisms, see Swinburne’s “The Argument from Design.” The greatest of the pre-
Darwinian expositions of the teleological argument is Paley’s Natural Theology
(1802).

There is a vast literature on Darwinism and “design in nature.” My conviction
is that the best way to approach a vast literature (if you do not want to devote
your life to it) is to look at a selection of works that take opposite and extreme po-
sitions. Here are six: Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker; Monod, Chance and Neces-
sity; Dennett, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea; Denton, Evolution: A Theory in Crisis;
Johnson, Darwin on Trial; Behe, Darwin’s Black Box. The first three are “extreme”
in that they not only maintain that Darwin has shown the teleological argument
to be invalid, but that he has shown its conclusion to be false, has shown there is
no design or purpose in nature. The authors of the latter three books accept the
geologists’ findings as regards the age of the earth and the paleontologists’ descrip-
tion of the fossil record, but contend that Darwin’s theory does not account for
the observed facts of the history of life. Johnson and Behe maintain that only in-
telligent design can account for these facts, and Denton implies that some new
and as yet unknown scientific theory is needed.

For Nietzsche’s best expression of his “joyous” acceptance of atheism (or per-
haps it would be better to say, of the obsolescence of the idea of God) see Thus
Spake Zarathustra.

Notes

1. One school of twentieth-century philosophers, the existentialists, held that it was
contrary to the nature of a rational being—but existentialists would not use the term
‘rational being’—that a purpose be imposed on its existence “from outside”; even an
all-powerful Creator, the existentialists held, would be unable to confer on a rational
being a purpose that existed independently of that being’s free choices, for it is by
freely choosing between alternatives that one creates one’s own purposes. This is an in-
teresting point of view, but we shall be unable to devote to it the attention it deserves.
I am simply going to assume that it is in principle possible for a creator to endow its
creations with a purpose, even in the case—admittedly a very special case—in which
those creations are rational beings.

2. A sailor notes a strange cloud formation that has suddenly appeared on the hori-
zon. A spectroscopist regards a puzzling group of lines in the spectrogram of a certain
star. A detective considers the fact that the murder victim, though otherwise fully
dressed, was wearing no underwear. An archaeologist reading an ancient inscription
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comes upon a hitherto unrecorded hieroglyph. Each says, “I wonder what that
means?” In each of their utterances, the word ‘mean’ has a different sense.

3. The importance of this principle in discussions of the implications of the fine-
tuning of the cosmos has been pointed out by John Leslie in Universes and other pub-
lications. Leslie calls the principle the “Merchant’s Thumb” principle, on the basis of
the following story. A merchant, displaying an expensive silk robe to a potential buyer,
consistently keeps a hole in the robe covered with his left thumb. When he is accused
of dishonestly concealing the hole from the buyer, his defenders point out that every-
one’s left thumb has to be somewhere. And so it does; but one can think of a very good
explanation of its having been over the hole, and it is therefore wrong to proceed on
the assumption that its having been over the hole requires no more explanation than
its having been at any other particular place. (The statement of the principle in the
text is my own; Leslie should not be held responsible for it.)

4. It is no doubt possible to construct theories that allow only one possible cosmos-
design. Theories of this sort would the theoretical counterparts of cosmos-producing
machines with no dials on them, machines into each of which a particular  cosmos-
design was “hard-wired.” But if any such theory is possible, an infinite number of
them are possible, and only an infinitesimal subset of them will be theories that fit a
cosmos like this one. Most of them will fit only cosmoi in which life is not possible.
This point is taken from a forthcoming book by an elementary-particle physicist, Pro-
fessor Steven Barr’s Modern Physics and Ancient Faith.

5. Or so it seemed reasonable to say when the first edition of this book was written.
See, however, Lee Smolin, The Life of the Cosmos (New York: Oxford University Press,
1997).

6. One possibility would be that, although there are many cosmoi, they exist “one
at a time”: a cosmos has a finite “lifetime” (the heavens will wear out like a garment, as
the Psalmist says), and, when it has passed away, another will somehow be born from
its remains. And each cosmic “rebirth” has the effect of resetting the dials.

7. That joy is the appropriate reaction to the supposed discovery that human beings
inhabit a world without meaning or purpose has been an important theme in the writ-
ings of many nineteenth- and twentieth-century thinkers. The works of the  nineteenth-
century German writer Friedrich Nietzsche are far more worthy of serious attention
than anything else written to the same end.

8. The First Three Minutes: A Modern View of the Origin of the Universe (London:
Andre Deutsch, 1977), p. 155.

9. The first draft of the first edition of this book did not contain the two sentences
that precede this note but rather the sentences ‘Very few atheists reluctantly embrace the
thesis that our existence is without meaning or purpose. Almost all atheists would be
quite taken aback by an invitation to move to a world in which human beings had been
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created to serve the purposes of a Logos.’ A friend of mine who read the draft took ex-
ception to these two statements. He claimed that although he believed there was no
God and that life was meaningless, he wished there were a God and that life had a
meaning. Out of deference to his apparently very strong feelings on the subject—but
with some misgivings, because I couldn’t help believing he was fooling himself—, I
changed the words of my draft to the milder words to which this note is appended. My
misgivings were in the event justified, although not for quite the reason I thought they
were: a couple of months later, my friend became a theist.

10. Thomas Nagel, The Last Word (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997).
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The Nature of Rational Beings
Dualism and Physicalism

Since we know of no rational beings besides ourselves, we shall be able to discuss
the problem of the nature of rational beings only in relation to ourselves. We have
already said something about the nature of rational beings in one sense of ‘nature’:
we have set out the defining characteristics of rationality. Our question will be
this: What is it about human beings that enables them to be rational? Perhaps we
can best understand what is meant by this question by drawing an analogy with a
question about an everyday physical concept like liquidity. We may know that a
“liquid” is a stuff that changes its shape to fit the shape of the container in which
it is placed but retains a particular volume throughout all changes of shape. But
this does not tell us what it is about water (that is, the chemical compound whose
molecules are formed from two hydrogen atoms and an oxygen atom) that ac-
counts for the fact that it is a liquid at temperatures and pressures at which table
salt is a solid and carbon dioxide a gas. Explanations of this fact are available.
(They appeal principally to the forces that operate between H2O molecules and
the way in which these forces are determined by the properties of hydrogen and
oxygen atoms and their arrangement in the H2O molecule.) We want to find an
analogous explanation of the way in which rationality is “realized” in human be-
ings (analogous, that is, to the way in which liquidity is realized in water): we
want to know what “underlying” features of human beings enable them to have
the properties listed in the abstract definition of rationality.

The short answer to the question, What is it about human beings that enables
them to be rational? is, No one knows. The rationality that is, as far as we know,
unique to human beings is a mystery, as is the conscious experience human beings
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share with many other animals. The two questions ‘How is rationality realized?’
and ‘How is conscious experience realized?’ are generally viewed by philosophers
as belonging more to the part of philosophy called “the philosophy of mind” than
to metaphysics. Or at least this is true when these questions are considered in their
entirety. But there is a question that could be thought of as a part of these ques-
tions (an answer to it would be a part of the answers to them) that is pretty clearly
within the domain of metaphysics. We shall devote this chapter and the following
chapter to this question.

The question we shall be addressing is rather hard to state if we want to state it
in a way that does not favor one answer to it over other possible answers. We
might try this: What kind of thing are we human beings? But this formulation is
too abstract to convey much. It often happens in philosophy that philosophers
pose a question and suggest various answers to it and that the answers are clearer
than the question. The present case is one of them. One way to deal with such a
difficulty is to let the answers define the question: it is the question to which those
statements are possible answers. Let us try that strategy.

The possible answers to the question we are trying to understand (at least the
possible answers that are taken at all seriously today) are all forms of either dual-
ism or physicalism. The first step in trying to understand our question is to under-
stand these terms.

Suppose that by a “physical thing” we mean an individual thing made entirely
of those things whose nature physics investigates. If current physics is correct, all
the objects of our sensory experience—pieces of chalk, beetles, stars, and every-
thing else we can touch or see—are made entirely of three kinds of elementary
particles: up-quarks, down-quarks, and electrons (plus a few kinds of particles,
such as photons, whose exchange by quarks and electrons enables the quarks and
electrons to interact). It is an interesting technical question what we mean by
‘made entirely of ’, but let us suppose we have an adequate intuitive understanding
of this phrase. (Here is an example to aid our intuitions: A sand castle is made en-
tirely of grains of sand—provided the child who built it did not incorporate into
its structure a twig or lollipop stick or anything else not made of sand.) Thus, by
the terms of our definition, all the objects of our sensory experience are physical
things.

If an individual thing is neither itself a physical thing nor has any physical
things as parts, we shall call it a “non-physical thing.” We should note that this
definition does not rule out the possibility of individual things that are neither
physical things nor non-physical things. An object that had both physical things
and non-physical things as parts would be neither a physical thing nor a non-
physical thing. We could call such an object an “amalgam.” I shall have nothing to
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say about amalgams, apart from a brief remark in note 4. When I talk of things
that are “not physical,” my remarks are meant to apply only to non-physical
things and not to amalgams, even though amalgams are, strictly speaking, not
physical things. (And my remarks apply only to individual things. Universals are
not non-physical things in the sense I am giving the term, despite the fact that
universals are not physical things.)

In addition to the concept of a physical thing, it will occasionally be useful to
have the concept of a physical property: we shall understand a physical property to
be a property that can be possessed by a physical thing and only by a physical thing.

Since we can see and touch human beings, and since we are human beings, it
might be thought to follow from our definition of a physical thing that we are
physical things. But let us make some distinctions. Let us say that a human organ-
ism is that which a biologist would classify as a member of the species Homo sapi-
ens. And let us say that a human person is that which we refer to when we use the
first-person-singular pronoun (‘I’, ‘me’, ‘moi’, ‘ego’, ‘ich’, . . . ). When I have used
the words ‘human being’ in this and earlier chapters, I have been assuming that hu-
man persons and human organisms are one and the same. To call x a human being
is to call x a human person, but with the understanding or implication that x is a
human organism, a rational animal. (Or this, at least, is what I take ‘human being’
to mean. Perhaps there are those who would dispute this definition.) But the thesis
that human persons and human organisms are one and the same is controversial.

If human persons and human organisms are one and the same, then, since hu-
man organisms are obviously physical things, it follows that human persons are
physical things. The thesis that human persons are physical things is called physi-
calism. (This word is also used as a name for the stronger thesis that all individual
things are physical things. And the stronger and weaker senses of the word tend
not to be carefully distinguished, owing to the fact that most philosophers who
believe that human persons are physical things also believe that all individual
things are physical things. I shall use ‘physicalism’ only for the thesis that human
persons are physical things.1)

The thesis that human persons are non-physical things is called dualism. (More
exactly, the thesis that there are both physical and non-physical things and that hu-
man persons are among the non-physical things is called dualism. Some idealists
perhaps hold that there are only non-physical things, persons among them; such
idealists are not dualists.) This word comes from the Latin word for ‘two’. The dual-
ist believes that human persons have a “dual” nature. The person is, strictly speak-
ing, a non-physical thing, but it is very intimately associated with a certain physical
thing, a human organism, which is called the person’s body. The body, not the per-
son, is the thing a biologist would classify as a member of the species Homo sapiens.

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:24 AM  Page 211



Chapter 10212

The dualist will concede that we frequently make assertions by which we appear to
ascribe physical properties to human persons, assertions like, “John weighs 46 kilo-
grams” or “Alice is 165 centimeters tall.” But, according to the dualist, it is not
strictly true that John weighs 46 kilograms or has any other weight; and it is not
strictly true that Alice is 165 centimeters tall or has any other height. John and Alice,
rather, possess such properties only vicariously: it is, strictly speaking, not they but
their bodies that have weights and heights. This does not mean that there is any-
thing wrong with saying “John weighs 46 kilograms” in ordinary contexts; this state-
ment is to be understood as a kind of shorthand expression of the assertion that
John’s body weighs 46 kilograms, just as Alice’s statement “I’m carrying 1,400 tons
of pig iron” is a shorthand expression of the assertion that the ship of which she is
the cargo officer is carrying 1,400 tons of pig iron. A “dualistic” analysis of the ordi-
nary statement “John weighs more than he likes” well illustrates what is meant by
saying that, according to the dualist, human persons have a “dual nature.” Nothing,
according to the dualist, could literally weigh more than it liked. Rather, the dualist
holds, it is John, the non-physical person, who does the disliking, and it is his body,
the physical organism, that has the weight that is the object of the dislike.

What is the “intimate association” that holds between the person and the per-
son’s body? Dualists have answered this question in more than one way. The most
obvious answer, and the one that commands the widest allegiance among dualists,
is contained in a theory called “dualistic interactionism.” In order to set out the
content of this theory, let us look at a typical human person and see what dualistic
interactionism says about the relations that have to hold between a person and an
organism for that organism to be that person’s body. Let us consider one Jane
Tyler, the author of the well-regarded novel The Sinews of Thy Heart, whom we
may suppose to be a typical human person. And let us consider the following
words and phrases:

• ‘Jane Tyler’
• ‘the author of The Sinews of Thy Heart’
• ‘I’ (spoken by Jane Tyler)
• ‘you’ (spoken by someone addressing Jane Tyler)
• ‘she’ (spoken by someone relating an anecdote about Jane Tyler)
• ‘that woman over there’ (spoken by someone calling someone’s attention to

Jane Tyler)
• ‘Jane Tyler’s mind’
• ‘Jane Tyler’s soul’

According to the dualist, when these phrases are spoken in the indicated con-
texts, they denote or name or stand for or refer to the same thing, a non-physical
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thing, a thing not composed of elementary particles and not observable by the
senses, a thing without weight or mass (gravity and inertia are concepts that apply
only to physical things), and having no position in space—at least it is hard to see
how a non-physical thing could have a position in space, although Saint Thomas
Aquinas believed that angels were non-physical things that had positions in space.
(The dualist will probably also want to say that this thing has no parts: as meta-
physicians say, it is a simple. But, in principle, one could be a dualist and hold that
a human person had parts, provided they were all non-physical parts.)

In addition to Jane Tyler there is Jane Tyler’s body, a physical thing, a living hu-
man organism. Our question is: What is it that makes one particular human or-
ganism Jane Tyler’s body and not some other person’s body—or no one’s body at
all? Dualistic interactionism tells us that this particular organism is Jane Tyler’s
body because of a certain two-way causal connection that holds between Jane—let
us get on familiar terms with her—and that organism. A certain organism is Jane’s
body because she affects it and it affects her. But we must be more specific than
this, because cause-and-effect relations can hold between any human person and
any human organism.

There is, interactionists maintain, a very special way in which Jane can affect
the one particular human organism that is her body: she can cause changes in it
without causing changes in any other organism (other than its own parts; multi-
cellular organisms have cells, which are themselves organisms, as parts). And there
is a very special way in which one particular organism can affect her: it can cause
changes in her without causing changes in any organism besides itself (and its own
parts).

Let us look at an example. Suppose Jane begins to whistle. In doing this she
causes changes in a certain organism (electrical currents flow along very specific
neural pathways in the organism, its lips assume a specific configuration, and
many other changes occur in it). And it may be that in beginning to whistle, she
causes changes in no organism but this one and some of its constituent cells. Now
I can also do things that will cause changes in that organism; I can, for example,
open a window on a freezing day and cause it to begin to shiver. But I can do this
only by causing changes in another, wholly distinct, organism, my body.

Now let us look at an example of the special way in which changes in the or-
ganism that is Jane’s body can cause changes in Jane the person. Suppose Jane
steps on a tack. The resulting puncture wound in her foot will cause her to be in
pain. (Being in pain would seem clearly to be a property of Jane the person. Being
in pain—having the sensation we call “pain”—is a property of an organism only if
the organism, or some part of it, is a person.) It is true that changes in other or-
ganisms than Jane’s body can cause changes in Jane. If I step on a tack, the result-
ing puncture wound in my foot may cause her to feel concern (and feeling
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concern is a property of the person). But a change in my body can cause a change
in Jane only by causing a change in another organism, her body, that is not a part
of my body.

Dualistic interactionism, then, consists of two theses: dualism, the thesis that
there are human persons and human organisms and that no human person is a
human organism, and interactionism, the thesis that each human person (at any
rate, each living human person) has a body, a unique human organism to which it
is bound “directly” by mutual causal interaction. The two most important dualists
in the history of metaphysics, Plato and Descartes, were interactionists. Other du-
alists, however, have rejected interactionism, generally because of the physical or
metaphysical difficulties raised by the thesis that a non-physical thing (a thing
having no physical properties like mass or electrical charge) could affect a physical
thing. Descartes’s follower Nicholas Malebranche, for example, held that when a
person “wills” or “tries” or “sets out” to whistle, God effects appropriate changes in
a certain human organism. Similarly, he held that when a human organism is
punctured by a tack, God causes a certain person to experience appropriate sensa-
tions of pain. This theory is called “occasionalism,” since it holds that changes in
the person are never the causes of changes in an organism but are only the “occa-
sions” of changes in an organism; in the same way, changes in an organism are
never causes of, but only occasions of, changes in a person.

A second dualistic alternative to interactionism is “epiphenomenalism” (from a
Greek word meaning ‘by-product’). According to this theory, changes in a human
person can be caused “directly” by changes in a particular human organism, but
changes in the person never cause changes in that organism. Each change in the
organism is caused by prior changes in the organism or in its immediate physical
environment, and these physical events also sometimes cause changes in the
 person—but there is no “feedback” from the person to the organism: the non-
 physical events that are changes in the person never have physical effects. Persons
are thus related to their bodies as billows of smoke are to the fires from which they
issue: persons exist and are non-physical things, but they are mere by-products of
the physical activity going on in certain organisms. (Or this is one way to under-
stand epiphenomenalism. Epiphenomenalists have not generally expressed them-
selves very clearly. It is possible that at least some epiphenomenalists want to say
that the person is the organism and that it is people’s sensations and thoughts that
are the by-products of the events going on in the organism. Other epiphenome-
nalists write in such a way as to suggest that persons are not individual things at all
but are mere collections of the thoughts and sensations generated by “their” or-
ganisms. I can make nothing of either of these ideas.) It is a consequence of this
theory that our belief that we can influence the motions of our bodies is an illu-
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sion. The illusion is itself, according to epiphenomenalism, a by-product of the
physical activity of the body.

There are several other dualistic theories of the nature of the person-body rela-
tion, but we shall not discuss them. Nor shall we further discuss occasionalism
and epiphenomenalism.

We should take note of one other point about dualistic interactionism: it does
not obviously follow from dualistic interactionism that the non-physical human
person can exist without being in interaction with a human body. Some argument
would be required to establish that a dualistic interactionist should believe a hu-
man person could exist without a body. Plato believed that the soul—that is, the
person—would “automatically” continue to exist when the body it was associated
with died. And he did have an argument for this thesis: that the soul is a meta-
physical simple, and that a thing can cease to exist only by “coming apart,” by be-
ing resolved into its elements; a simple, a thing without parts, must therefore be
imperishable. This argument, however, is not particularly convincing. For exam-
ple, the premise that a thing can cease to exist only by coming apart deserves fur-
ther discussion. One might cite the fact that current physics treats electrons and
various other particles as having no parts; yet an electron can be “annihilated” by a
collision with a positron. But we shall not pursue this subject. We shall not try to
discover whether Plato’s argument is ultimately defensible or whether there might
be other interesting arguments for the same conclusion.

The physicalist, who holds that the human person just is the human organism
(or some part of it), does not face the problem of explaining the relation between
person and organism.2 Since, for the physicalist, the person and the organism (or
a part of the organism) are identical, a change in the person is a change in the or-
ganism. And since the organism is a physical thing, and a physical thing is made
entirely of quarks and electrons, it would seem that any change in a human person
must be a change in the physical properties of the person: a change in the proper-
ties of the quarks and electrons that make the person up, or else a change in the
way the quarks and electrons that make the person up are related to one another.
Such a change—one that involves only a change in the physical properties of a
thing—we may call a purely physical change; examples of purely physical changes
would be receiving a puncture wound in the foot and undergoing a sudden rise in
body temperature and having a brain in which electrical currents suddenly begin to
flow in such-and-such a way. If a human person is a physical thing, any change
whatever in a human person must be a purely physical change. If, for example,
Tim becomes elated because of some news contained in a letter he has just re-
ceived, this change in Tim, his becoming elated, must be the very same thing (or
perhaps we should say the very same event) as some purely physical change.3
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If it is indeed true that Tim’s becoming elated is the very same thing as some
purely physical change, then, given what we know about human physiology, it is
presumably the same event as some event involving some of the particles that make
up Tim’s brain—no doubt a change in the way in which electrical currents flow in
Tim’s brain. Thus, if physicalism is correct about the nature of persons, all those
changes in a person we should unreflectively call “mental” or “psychological”—
whatever, exactly, these terms may mean—are physical changes in the person (and
presumably changes in the person’s cerebral cortex, the part of the brain associated
with conscious mental activity). The thesis that mental changes (in human persons
at least) just are certain physical changes is called the “identity theory.” The identity
theory is not quite the same thing as physicalism. Physicalism (the theory that hu-
man persons are physical things) entails the identity theory (that mental changes in
human persons are identical with certain purely physical changes) only on the as-
sumption that mental changes in human persons really exist. And there are
philosophers and psychologists who deny the existence of the mental (mental
changes and mental states) altogether. We shall not discuss the views of these
philosophers and psychologists, who subscribe to theories with names like “behav-
iorism” and “eliminative physicalism.” We shall take the reality of the mental for
granted, as do most philosophers and psychologists and, indeed, most physicalists.
(Because most physicalists take the reality of the mental for granted, it is safe to say
that most physicalists subscribe to the identity theory.)

The two most important theories about the nature of the only rational beings
whose existence is uncontroversial (ourselves) are, therefore, dualistic interaction-
ism and physicalism. What can be said for and against each of these theories? Can
either be shown to be superior to the other?4

We shall begin our attempt to answer these questions by examining some argu-
ments for dualism. (We shall not concern ourselves with defending dualistic inter-
actionism; we shall take it for granted that interactionism is the most plausible
form of dualism and shall investigate the question, What can be said in defense of
dualism?) Arguments for dualism have this general form: you and I and other hu-
man persons are not human organisms or any other physical things because we
have properties that could not belong to a physical thing. (It is obviously a valid
general principle of reasoning that a thing x and a thing y cannot be identical, can-
not be one and the same thing, if x has a property or feature or characteristic that
y lacks.) There are many such arguments. We shall consider five of them. The first
argument we shall examine is commonly ascribed to Descartes. (Some commenta-
tors find this argument in his Meditations on First Philosophy, others in his Princi-
ples of Philosophy. The passages in both books in which the argument can
supposedly be found are, it must be confessed, rather obscure. But the argument
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is an interesting argument whether or not it is Descartes’s. Without pretending to
have settled any textual point, I will, simply as a matter of literary convenience,
ascribe the argument to Descartes.)

This is Descartes’s argument: I can conceive of my body’s not existing—
 indeed, I can conceive of there being no physical world at all—but I cannot con-
ceive of my not existing; I am therefore not my body.

When Descartes says I can conceive of my body’s not existing, he is not advanc-
ing the thesis that I can form a conception of the way things would have been if my
body had not existed (no doubt I can, but that I can is not his thesis); he is advanc-
ing the stronger thesis that it is possible for me to conceive of the following: things
being just as they seem to me to be and yet there being no such thing as my body. To
conceive of this, I could imagine that there exists some powerful spirit (the “evil ge-
nius” we met in Chapter 3) who has decided to deceive me about the existence of a
world of physical things: there are no physical things, but the spirit deceitfully
“feeds” me a series of sense impressions like the series of sense impressions I should
be experiencing if I were perceiving a world of physical things.

And when Descartes says that I cannot conceive of my not existing, he is not
saying that I cannot form a conception of the way things would have been if I had
not existed (that would be false; I can conceive of that); he is saying rather that I
cannot conceive of the following: things being just as they seem to me to be and yet
there being no such thing as myself. In other words, Descartes holds that, however
absurd it may seem, the hypothesis that I exist and do not have a body is a hy-
pothesis it is possible for me to entertain; but the hypothesis that I do not exist is
not simply a hypothesis that seems absurd to me: it is a hypothesis it is literally
impossible for me to entertain. It is remotely possible that my conviction that
there are physical things, including my own body, is an illusion. It is not even re-
motely possible that it is an illusion of mine that I exist. Not an illusion of mine: if
I am “there” to have the illusion, I must exist.

The argument, then, is that my body has the following property:

can be conceived by me not to exist,

as does every other physical thing. But I do not have that property. Therefore, I
am not identical with my body—nor am I identical with any other physical thing.

The trouble with this argument is that it proves too much. I can obviously
make some statements of the form ‘I am (identical with) . . . ’ (where the blank is
to be filled by something other than ‘I’ or ‘me’ or ‘myself ’) and thereby say some-
thing true, but an argument having the same form as Descartes’s argument can be
used to refute any such statement. Let us look at an example. The statement
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I am the author of An Essay on Free Will

is true; that is, if I were to speak these words, I should say something true, for
there is a book of that title, and I am its sole author. But suppose I were to reason
as follows:

I can conceive of there being no such thing as the author of An Essay on Free
Will. That is, I can conceive of things being just as they seem to me to be and
there being no such thing as the author of An Essay on Free Will. The easiest way
would be for me to suppose that there is no such book: my apparent memories
of having written and published such a book are fantasies. But I cannot con-
ceive of there being no such thing as myself. Therefore, the author of An Essay
on Free Will has the property “can be conceived by me not to exist” and I do not
have that property. Therefore, I am not the author of An Essay on Free Will.

Since this argument starts from true premises and yet has a false conclusion, it
must contain some error of logic. Most philosophers would agree that the error is
this: the words ‘can be conceived by me not to exist’ do not name or express a
property, but the argument treats them as if they did. If these words did name or
express a property, we ought to be able to take a sentence like ‘The author of An
Essay on Free Will can be conceived by me not to exist’ and substitute for ‘the au-
thor of An Essay on Free Will’ any word or phrase that denotes (designates, refers
to, is a name for) the same thing and get a sentence that is true if the original sen-
tence is true.

But this is not what in fact happens. The word ‘I’ denotes (when I use it) the
same thing as ‘the author of An Essay on Free Will’; but ‘The author of An Essay on
Free Will can be conceived by me not to exist’ is true, and ‘I can be conceived by
me not to exist’ is false. Let us compare ‘can be conceived by me not to exist’ with
some phrase that really does name a property—say, ‘was born during the Second
World War’. The author of An Essay on Free Will was born during the Second
World War (take my word for it). The word ‘I’, when I speak it, and the words
‘the author of An Essay on Free Will ’ are two names for the same thing. The appro-
priate substitution produces the sentence ‘I was born during the Second World
War’. Is it true that I was born during the Second World War? Well, of course it is.
It has to be, given that the author of An Essay on Free Will was born during the
Second World War and that I am the author of An Essay on Free Will.

If a phrase that looks as if it named a property (like ‘can be conceived by me
not to exist’) does not obey this simple substitution rule, then, contrary to appear-
ance, it does not name a property. Therefore, ‘can be conceived by me not to exist’
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does not name a property. And, therefore, Descartes’s attempt to prove that per-
sons are not physical things contains an error. There is nothing wrong with the
principle of reasoning ‘If x has a property y lacks, then x is not identical with y’,
but Descartes misapplied this valid principle as a result of his treating ‘can be con-
ceived by me not to exist’ as a name of a property.

We now turn to our second argument for dualism, a very popular one:

Physical things are incapable of thought and sensation. But human persons are
capable of thought and sensation. Therefore, human persons are not physical
things.

But why should we believe that physical things are incapable of thought and sen-
sation? I am willing to grant that if we try seriously and in detail to imagine a
physical thing having thoughts and sensations, we can find this notion—the no-
tion of a physical thing having thoughts and sensations—very puzzling. There is a
famous passage in Leibniz’s Monadology that very clearly brings out the puzzling
aspects of this notion:

Furthermore, we must admit that perception, and whatever depends on it, can-
not be explained on mechanical principles, i.e. by shapes and movements. If we
pretend that there is a machine whose structure makes it think, sense and have
perception, then we can conceive it enlarged, but keeping to the same propor-
tions, so that we might go inside it as into a mill. Suppose that we do: then if we
inspect the interior we shall find there nothing but parts which push one an-
other, and never anything which could explain a perception. Thus, perception
must be sought in simple substance, not in what is composite or in machines.5

To take a more modern example, suppose someone were to claim to have pro-
grammed a computer so that it could think (in a sense that implies conscious ex-
perience and self-awareness) or to have constructed a thinking robot. If the
computer or robot were enlarged so that people could walk about inside it, a party
of tourists being led through the vast machine would see nothing but physical
things interacting physically. And this would be no illusion. It’s not as if the
thought and conscious experience were hidden away in some part of the machine
off limits to visitors.

But then where are the thoughts and the experience? Where could they be?
How could the mere physical interaction of bits of metal and plastic and silicon
“add up to” thoughts and experience? It is important to realize that this point has
nothing to do with the specific kinds of physical material a computer or robot
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would be likely to be made of. The point has to do only with the fact that the ma-
terials are physical. The point would be unchanged if we imagined a party of
tourists being conducted through ourselves (or our bodies), as in Isaac Asimov’s in-
teresting science-fiction novel Fantastic Voyage (or the unspeakably silly movie of
the same title). If we could be greatly reduced in size and go inside a functioning
human brain and have a look round, we should see no thoughts or experience, not
even if we saw everything there was to see. If God looks inside a human brain,
even He sees nothing but unthinking physical things like neurons and Nissl gran-
ules and amino-acid molecules and electrons in continuous mutual physical inter-
action. Where, then, are the thoughts? Where are the sudden feelings of elation or
despair? Where are the sensations of heat and pain and pressure and color? The
answer is, obviously, that they are elsewhere. And that “elsewhere” must be a place
that is receptive to the presence of such things, a place where they could exist.
They must exist in a non-physical thing. (If we like, we can say that they must ex-
ist in a non-physical thing that is mental: a mind or a soul. But, unless we can say
something useful about what we mean by ‘mental thing’ or ‘mind’ or ‘soul’, to say
this would be to say no more than that they must exist in a non-physical thing.)

Various physicalists—who must of course believe that physical things are capa-
ble of thought and sensation—will reply to this argument in various ways. What
follows is my own reply. Some physicalists would reject some parts of it.

Let us begin with the question, Where are the thoughts and sensations? The an-
swer is that since these things are changes in the cerebral cortex, they are all
around you (you who have in imagination been reduced in size and are physically
inside someone’s brain). It does not follow from this that you see them, since they
may involve the whole cerebral cortex or the whole brain or widely scattered parts
of the brain: it may be that you cannot see them for the same reason you cannot
see the event called ‘the election’ on election day. But let us suppose for the sake of
argument that these events are sufficiently localized that you can see them. (Or
some aspects of them: a human being cannot see every aspect of any event. You
can see the street lamps come on in your neighborhood, but you cannot see the
flow of electrons that is an indispensable component of this event.) Of course,
these events do not look to you like mental events, but then what would you ex-
pect a mental event to look like? (“Well, something like the way mental changes
in myself look to me, as when I experience a sharp pain in my left shoulder or a
thrill of fear or an intellectual insight.” But that’s what it’s like to experience hav-
ing or being the subject of a mental change. That’s what a mental change in you
“looks like” to you. What would you expect mental changes in someone else to
look like to you?) And, anyway, a change may be of a certain type without its be-
ing evident that it is of that type. Suppose a computer has been programmed to
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compute the orbit of a certain satellite. Suppose the computer were greatly en-
larged and that you went inside it, “as into a mill.” You would not see any orbital
computations going on—or at least you would not see anything that “looked like”
orbital computations. (What would you expect orbital computations to look
like?) The Leibnizian thought-experiment, therefore, should cause the physicalist
no unease. Things inside the brain look just the way they would look if physical-
ism were correct.

Many physicalists would think that this was a sufficient reply to the charge that
the notion of a physical thing that thinks is mysterious. I cannot agree with them.
I do not deny that everything said in the preceding paragraph is correct, as far as it
goes. Nevertheless, it seems to me that the notion of a physical thing that thinks is
a mysterious notion and that Leibniz’s thought-experiment brings out this mys-
tery very effectively. We must remember, however, that our present question is not
whether the physicalist is faced with a mystery; our question is whether dualism is
to be preferred to physicalism. If thinking is a mystery for the physicalist, this fact
will be relevant to our question only if it can be shown that the dualist is not con-
fronted with the same mystery or with some corresponding mystery.

And, I believe, the dualist is. For it is thinking itself that is the source of the
mystery of a thinking physical thing. The notion of a non-physical thing that
thinks is, I would argue, equally mysterious. How any sort of thing could think is
a mystery. It is just that it is a bit easier to see that thinking is a mystery when we
suppose that the thing that does the thinking is physical, for we can form mental
images of the operations of a physical thing and we can see that the physical inter-
actions represented in these images—the only interactions that can be represented
in these images—have no connection with thought or sensation, or none we are
able to imagine, conceive, or articulate. The only reason we do not readily find the
notion of a non-physical thing that thinks equally mysterious is that we have no
clear procedure for forming mental images of non-physical things. Still, we are
not wholly without resources for constructing mental images of non-physical
things. (No doubt most of us associate some sort of mental image with the doc-
trine of dualistic interactionism: perhaps a human body with a vague “something”
inside or above its head.) Let us see what we can do.

Leibniz, in the passage we have quoted, contends that a thinking thing must be
a simple, a thing without parts. Well, let us represent, in our thought, a simple
non-physical thing by a dot, and a composite non-physical thing by a bunch of
dots, perhaps a bunch that is in constant internal motion like a swarm of bees.
Might a composite non-physical thing “think, sense, and have perception”? It is hard
to see how. Consider our proposed mental picture of a composite non- physical
thing. If the simples that make up a composite non-physical thing do not think
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 individually, where is the thinking in our picture? How can a bunch of things that
do not individually think or sense or have perception add up to something that
does think or sense or have perception? How could their causal interaction produce
such properties? Note that these questions are exactly parallel to the questions Leib-
niz’s thought-experiment raises about thought and composite physical things. The
only real difference between the two cases is that a mental image of a composite
physical thing will have reasonably “sharp” constituents drawn from our experience
of actual physical things—images of gears and wheels, say—, whereas (an attempt
at) a mental image of a composite non-physical thing will be vague and arbitrary
(arbitrary because non-physical things necessarily lack visual characteristics; we
chose dots because dots come as close to having no characteristics as anything we
can picture).

Leibniz would no doubt agree that these reflections show that a composite
non-physical thing cannot think. After all, his position is that a thinking thing has
to be a simple.6 But let us look at our proposed mental picture of a (non-physical)
simple. It is just a dot. How can we cause it to change in our imagination in such
a way that this change will represent its having a series of thoughts and sensations?
Change of position (relative to other imagined dots) will be of no help, because
that is a relational change, and thought and sensation are supposed to be intrinsic
features of thinking, sensing things. Even a dot must have a shape, but when we
use dots to represent non-physical simples we do our best not to attend to their
shapes, for insofar as we think of a dot as having a shape, we think of it as being
composed of smaller regions, and thus as composite.

We might think of the dot as changing color, I suppose. Let’s try that. Imagine
a dot continuously changing its color in some very complex way. Are you imagin-
ing something thinking or having sensation? Where are the thought and the sen-
sation in the picture your imagination has created? My point in asking these
unanswerable rhetorical questions is not to suggest that a non-physical simple
cannot think. (Although I believe that human persons are physical things made of
smaller physical things, I believe that God is a non-physical simple, so I should
hardly want to suggest that a non-physical simple cannot think.) My point is that
nothing could possibly count as a mental image of a thinking thing. Or, at least,
nothing could count as a mental image that shows or displays a thing as thinking
(except by convention, as, for example, “thought-balloons” in comic strips do; or
via the familiar outward and visible signs of human thought, like those displayed
by Rodin’s The Thinker). And, I am suggesting, we need to keep this fact in mind
when we consider Leibniz’s thought-experiment. It is only the difficulty of con-
ducting a similar thought-experiment for non-physical things that keeps us from
seeing that his thought-experiment does not favor dualism over physicalism. Con-
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sider this analogy. We are amazed to see a human figure hurtling through the sky
like Superman. “It’s a woman!” someone shouts. “Why a woman?” we ask. “Well,
it’s either a man or a woman, and it’s impossible for a man to fly.” This argument
is valid, and there are certainly good reasons for thinking that it’s impossible for a
man to fly. But there are equally good reasons (the same ones) for thinking that it’s
impossible for a woman to fly. Therefore, the argument gives us no reason to pre-
fer the hypothesis that the human figure we saw in the sky was a woman to the
hypothesis that it was a man. And this is exactly parallel to what one should say in
response to Leibniz’s thought-experiment: Since we are unable to imagine a non-
physical thing in a way that displays it as thinking, the fact that we are unable to
imagine a physical thing in a way that displays it as thinking does not give us a
reason to prefer the hypothesis that we human thinkers are non-physical things to
the hypothesis that we are physical things.

These points about mental images can be generalized so as to apply to any type
of representation. Mental images are representations of how things are or might be,
but there are representations of many other kinds, such as schematic diagrams on
paper, three-dimensional cardboard models, computer models, and scientific
theories. In general, to attempt to explain how an underlying reality generates some
phenomenon is to construct a representation of the working of that underlying re-
ality, a representation that in some sense “shows how” the underlying reality gener-
ates the phenomenon. (The best scientists seem to be able to “translate” their
verbally and mathematically formulated representations of the workings of things
into images, which they are able to manipulate mentally in fruitful ways.) Essen-
tially the same considerations as those that show that we are unable to form a men-
tal image that displays the generation of thought and sensation by the workings of
some underlying reality (whether the underlying reality involves one thing or many,
and whether the things it involves are physical or non-physical) show that we are
unable to form any sort of representation that displays the generation of thought
and sensation by the workings of an underlying reality. Thought and sensation are
therefore a mystery—although not necessarily an insoluble one. But since the mys-
tery, soluble or insoluble, is entirely independent of whether the elements in the
representation are supposed to represent physical or non-physical things, the mys-
tery of thought and sensation does not favor dualism over physicalism.

Has the dualist any way to respond to this counterargument? The answer to
this question depends, I believe, on what the dualist can tell us about the positive
nature of the non-physical thinking things whose existence dualism asserts. If the
dualist can say no more about them than that they are non-physical things, dual-
ism gains no advantage over physicalism and perhaps gains the disadvantages of
postulating the existence of things of a kind physicalism does not postulate, and

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:25 AM  Page 223



Chapter 10224

of having to account for the interaction between these things and physical things.
Let us (once more) consider an analogy. Suppose Sir Aaron Oldham, the well-
known imaginary seventeenth-century scientist, set out to explain the observed
phenomenon of magnetism. Sir Aaron believed that all physical interaction was
transmitted by contact between physical things, by “pushes and bumps,” and he
was therefore unable to believe that magnetism was a wholly physical phenome-
non, since it could act across empty space and could act “through” a physical ob-
ject like a sheet of glass or paper without affecting the intermediate object in any
way. He therefore postulated that associated with each lump of lodestone (the
only magnets he knew about) there was a non-physical thing that had the power
to cause nearby iron objects to move toward the lodestone. “Should a Lodestone
be enlarged,” he wrote, “to such a degree that a Man were enabled to pass among
the corpuscules composing it, as an Earthworm might pass among the particles of
Soil comprised in my Garden, he would observe naught but corpuscules, whether
at rest or in motion, a certain quantity of Motion being on frequent occasion
translated from one to another of the same corpuscules by Collision. He would
see therein no Action by which the motion of a distant Pin or Nail toward those
corpuscules might be effected.”

We may imagine—let us shift to the historical present—that one of Sir Aaron’s
scientific rivals puts forward an alternative theory of magnetism: that there are un-
known physical interactions, interactions other than pushes and bumps, that
cause pins and nails to move toward lumps of lodestone. It would seem that unless
Sir Aaron can say something about the positive nature of the non-physical entities
he has postulated—unless he can say something more about them than that they
are non-physical—his theory enjoys no advantage over that of his rival. (Unless
Sir Aaron and his rival tell us more than they have so far, this is how things stand:
each theory ascribes an observed phenomenon to an unknown cause and tells us
nothing about that cause that explains how it produces the phenomenon.) And it
might be argued that Sir Aaron’s theory is burdened by a disadvantage his rival’s is
free of: it postulates the existence of non-physical things in addition to physical
things, and it faces the problem of explaining how the non-physical can interact
with the physical.

Can the dualist tell us anything positive about the nature of human persons?
Can the dualist say anything more about human persons than that they are not
physical things? Many dualists think they can. In this they follow Descartes, who
held that the essence of a human person was thinking. This would appear to mean
that the only intrinsic properties a human person has or could have are “mental”
properties—that is, properties that relate to thought and sensation (and that the
human person is essentially such: no human person could possibly have any in-
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trinsic properties but mental properties). Thus, if Descartes is right, human per-
sons have such properties as being in pain and feeling depressed and wondering how
to spend Saturday afternoon; human persons do not and could not have such prop-
erties as being 165 centimeters tall or weighing 46 kilograms or any other intrinsic
non-mental property.7

A typical physicalist believes that human persons have both mental and non-
mental properties. A dualist might believe this also, although the dualist, unlike
the physicalist, would have to say that the non-mental properties of the human
person were not physical properties, either—that they were, perhaps, the mem-
bers of some utterly unknowable class of properties. A dualist of this sort might
even hold that our mental properties were related to these “other” properties in
the way in which the typical physicalist holds that our mental properties are re-
lated to our physical properties: as the typical physicalist thinks that physical
properties underlie and determine our mental properties, so the dualist might
hold that the “other” properties underlay and determined our mental properties.
A dualist could hold this, but few if any dualists do, and Descartes certainly does
not. Descartes’s position is that we are mental “all the way through.”

Dualists therefore have available to them an account of the positive nature of
the non-physical human person: the human person is a mental thing—loosely
speaking, a thing having only mental properties. (At least the dualists have such
an account available to them if they can solve the rather difficult technical prob-
lems raised in note 7. In the sequel, I shall assume that they have somehow solved
these problems.) And most if not all dualists accept this account of the positive
nature of human persons. They have, therefore, an answer to the charge that they
have accounted for the phenomenon of thought and sensation simply by postulat-
ing a cause for this phenomenon whose positive nature is entirely unknown.

Does their ability to offer this positive account of the nature of human persons
provide a reason for preferring dualism to physicalism? It is, I think, plausible to ar-
gue that in offering this positive account they have done essentially what Sir Aaron
Oldham would have done if he had attempted to give an account of the positive
nature of the non-physical things associated with lumps of lodestone by saying that
these things had “magnetic” properties and no others. That would not really be an
“account” at all, because the words ‘magnetic property’ could mean nothing but
‘power to produce the observed phenomenon of magnetism’. We should have no
“hold” on what a magnetic property was except through its observed effects, the
very things we want to explain. The dualist who holds that we are things that have
only mental properties is simply asserting the existence of things that manifest the
phenomenon to be explained (thought and feeling) and which have no properties
besides that of manifesting the phenomenon. It is important to stress that this
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 argument does not have the least tendency to show that dualism is wrong. For all
we have said so far (note 7 aside), there might well be things that had only mental
properties. The argument is not designed to show that dualism is wrong, but only
that dualism enjoys no advantage over physicalism as regards the mystery of
thought and sensation.

The dualist who asserts that thoughts and sensations occur as changes in a
thing all of whose properties are mental has done no more to address the mystery
of thought and sensation than has the physicalist who asserts that thoughts and
sensations occur as changes in a physical thing. It is true that no one has any ac-
count of how thoughts and sensations could be features of physical organisms. In
fact, no one can say what an account of this would look like, even in broadest out-
line. But then no one has any account of how there could be a thing that had only
mental properties, and no one can say what an account of this would look like,
even in broadest outline.

We now turn to a third argument for the conclusion that one is not the same
thing as one’s body. (That is, for the conclusion that one is not the same thing as
the human organism one can bring about changes in without bringing about
changes in any other multicellular organism.) This argument proceeds from the
observation that we do not seem to ourselves to occupy the same regions of space
as our respective bodies. The twentieth-century English philosopher G. E. Moore
formulated this observation in a strikingly simple phrase: “I am closer to my
hands than I am to my feet.” (Think about it. Look at your hands and your feet at
the same time. Your feet are farther away, aren’t they?) But my body is obviously
not closer to my hands than to my feet—to say it was would be like saying Europe
was closer to Belgium than to Italy.

The first thing to note about this argument is that, unlike the two arguments
we have so far examined, it does not even claim to prove (in my case) that I am
not a physical thing. It claims to prove only that I am not a certain physical thing:
my body. Even if the conclusion of the argument is true, I might be my brain or
my left cerebral hemisphere or my cerebral cortex, for those things are all closer to
my hands than to my feet. And, of course, the argument has the same limitation
when it is applied to you or to any other human person. One might even main-
tain that it is inconsistent with dualism to suppose that I am closer to my hands
than to my feet. I can be closer to my hands than to my feet only if I have a posi-
tion in space, and as we have remarked it is hard to see how a non-physical thing
could have a position in space.

The argument is, however, unconvincing even as an argument for the conclu-
sion that one is not one’s body. There may be a sense in which it seems to me that
I am closer to my hands than to my feet, but this appearance might be mere
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 appearance and not reality. Our sense organs—leaving aside the skin, our organ of
touch—cluster around the brain. Is it not plausible to suppose that one might
seem to oneself to be located at or near the place where one’s sense-organs cluster?
We seem to ourselves to be at the center of the environment our senses reveal to
us, and if our sense-organs cluster around some small region, that region will seem
to be at the center of our “subjective world.” In fact, it is plausible to suppose that
sighted persons would seem to themselves to be approximately where their eyes
were, even if their ears and other sense-organs were moved to their elbows and an-
kles, for sighted people construct their internal model of their immediate environ-
ment mainly on the basis of visual data. (Consider Helen Keller, who was blind
and deaf from very shortly after her birth. Her model of her immediate surround-
ings was based almost entirely on tactile data, the data of touch. Would she have
felt it natural to say she was closer to her hands than to her feet? Well, perhaps she
would have, given the central role her hands played in her knowledge of her im-
mediate environment. But perhaps she would also have felt it natural to say she
was closer to her arms than to her head. One can imagine her touching her arms
and saying, “My arms are right here . . . ,” and then reaching up to touch her head
and saying, “. . . but my head is way up here.”)

Our fourth argument for the conclusion that we are not physical things pro-
ceeds from the premise that whether or not there are other rational beings in the
cosmos, there certainly could be: there is nothing intrinsically impossible in the no-
tion. And there is nothing intrinsically impossible in the notion that such beings
might be physically very different from us. Therefore, it is intrinsically possible for
there to be beings that have thoughts and feelings very much like ours, even
though they are radically different from us in their anatomy and physiology. Imag-
ine a science-fiction story in which there are beings, the Scorpians, with whom we
can carry on intelligent conversations about politics and philosophy and even art
and who—it never even occurs to us to doubt this—experience pain when they are
injured and pleasure when they relax at the end of a hard day in their sulfuric-acid
baths. But there is nothing inside their chitinous shells resembling a human brain:
there is only purple goo bearing no resemblance whatever, even on the chemical
level, to any human tissue. Now suppose physicalism is correct. If that is so, and if
we really do think and feel, then our thoughts and feelings are identical with cer-
tain physical processes that go on within our brains. But, obviously, none of the
physical processes that go on in the grey matter inside our heads goes on in the
purple Scorpian goo.

Suppose, for example, that when one feels pain this event is identical with the
firing of C-fibers in one’s brain; pain (according to physicalism) has turned out to
be the firing of C-fibers, just as bolts of lightning turned out to be massive electrical
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discharges and water turned out to be H2O. But there are no C-fibers, or anything
remotely resembling them, inside the Scorpians. And, therefore, if pain is the firing
of C-fibers, the Scorpians do not experience pain—just as, if there is no H2O on
their planet, there is no water on their planet. It would therefore seem that if phys-
icalism is true, neither the Scorpians nor any other beings radically unlike us in
their physical structure can think and feel. Only a being that was either human or
very similar to a human being could think and feel. But this conclusion can only be
regarded as human (or mammalian or carbon) chauvinism. In any case, it is absurd.

A physicalist might well respond to this argument with a question: What
makes you so sure it is possible for there to be creatures radically different from us
in their physical structure and capable of thought and sensation? And it might not
be easy to answer this question unless bluster about chauvinism counts as an an-
swer. But there are two replies available to the physicalist that are consistent with
the assumption that the possibility of beings like the Scorpians is a real one.

Each of these replies depends upon a distinction between types of events and to-
kens (that is, particular instances) of those types. This distinction is best intro-
duced by example. War is a type of event (or an event-type, as philosophers
sometimes say), and the First World War and the Seven Years’ War and the War of
the Austrian Succession are three “tokens” of this one type; Lincoln’s death and
Caesar’s death and the death of Catherine the Great are three tokens of the event-
type death. A particular, concrete event may be—in fact, all particular, concrete
events must be—a token of more than one type. Thus, Lincoln’s death and Cae-
sar’s death are tokens not only of the type death but also of the type assassination.
But, fortunately, not all tokens of the former are tokens of the latter: not all deaths
are deaths by assassination. If every event is a token of various types, then every
mental event is a token of various types, and every physical event is a token of var-
ious types.

Making use of the type-token distinction, we may distinguish two forms of
physicalism (or two forms of the identity theory): type-type physicalism and
 token-token physicalism. Let us first examine type-type physicalism. Consider the
physical event-type a firing of C-fibers and the mental event-type feeling pain. Sup-
pose someone says that these event-types are identical, are one and the same
event-type. This person’s thesis could also be put this way, if we neglect some
niceties about language some philosophers will not want to neglect: the phrase ‘a
firing of C-fibers’ and the phrase ‘feeling pain’ are two different names for the
same event-type, just as ‘water’ and ‘the liquid that consists of H2O molecules’ are
two names for the same liquid—or just as ‘the Morning Star’ and ‘the planet
Venus’ are two names for the same celestial object. Type-type physicalism is a gen-
eralization of this thesis; according to type-type physicalism, every mental event-
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type is identical with some physical event-type. (But, of course, only an idealist
would suppose that the converse holds. Idealists aside, no one would suppose that,
for example, the physical event-type volcanic eruption was identical with some
mental event-type.)

Type-type physicalism is a very strong thesis, so strong that most physicalists de-
cline to accept it; it is either known to be false (some physicalists will say) or at least
it goes far beyond the available evidence. How (the enemies of type-type physical-
ism ask) can we be sure even that when identical twins experience pains that feel
exactly the same there are physical events in the brains of each that are exactly
alike—or even very much alike? How can we be sure there is any such pair of phys-
ical events to be found? Shouldn’t it be left to the neurophysiologists to determine
whether two such events exist? Should this question be settled by metaphysicians,
by philosophers who have never made any neurophysiological investigations what-
ever? Fortunately (most physicalists believe) there is a weaker form of physicalism
available, a form of physicalism adherence to which does not require philosophers
to become armchair neurophysiologists: token-token physicalism.

According to token-token physicalism, each concrete mental event (such as my
suddenly experiencing a sharp pain in my left arm at noon yesterday or Tim’s
gradual realization that Alice has been lying to him) is identical with a concrete
physical event: a particular change in the physical state of someone’s brain (at least
in the case of human beings). But it may well be, the token-token physicalist
holds, that no mental event-type is identical with any physical event-type. Per-
haps, the token-token physicalist says, when Tim gradually realizes that Alice has
been lying to him and his identical twin Tom gradually realizes that Alice has been
lying to him, each of these two events is identical with a physical change in the re-
spective brains of Tim and Tom, but these two physical changes bear little resem-
blance to each other (for example, it may be that they take place in different
regions in the cerebral cortex). Token-token physicalism does not go so far as pos-
itively to deny that there are mental event-types that are identical with physical
event-types; it simply refrains from asserting that such identities exist. If there are
such identities, the token-token physicalist tells us, it is the business of observa-
tional sciences like psychology and neurophysiology to establish them; they are
no more to be embraced on purely metaphysical grounds than are the chemical
and astronomical identities mentioned above.

If token-token physicalism is correct, there is no problem in principle in say-
ing, for example, that a Scorpian experiences a sensation very like the pain Jane
experiences when she has a migraine. Jane’s sensation of pain is, or let us suppose
it is, identical with a certain pattern of C-fiber firings in her brain; the Scorpian’s
sensation is identical with some physical process that takes place in a reservoir of
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purple goo in the Scorpian’s metathorax, a process that in none of its physical
characteristics resembles the firing of C-fibers in a human brain.

This is the picture provided by token-token physicalism. There are many
analogies that token-token physicalists have employed to make this picture a plau-
sible one. The following analogy is typical of these. Suppose three radios are si-
multaneously receiving the same broadcast. One is an antique crystal set, one a
vacuum-tube (valve) radio from the 1950s, and the third is the latest thing in
solid-state technology. We may list three “reception events”: radio A’s receiving the
CBS broadcast of the State of the Union Message, radio B’s receiving this same
broadcast, and, finally, radio C’s receiving it. Each of these reception events is
identical with a physical process going on inside one of the three radios, but the
three physical processes are very different from one another. The thesis of “recep-
tion physicalism” may be defined as the thesis that reception events are physical
events that go on inside radios. The thesis of type-type reception physicalism is
the thesis that each reception event-type (like receiving the CBS broadcast of the
State of the Union Message) is identical with some physical event-type. The thesis
of token-token reception physicalism is the thesis that each reception event-token,
or concrete event (like radio B’s receiving the CBS broadcast of the State of the Union
Message yesterday), is identical with some concrete physical event. No doubt every-
one will accept token-token reception physicalism. But the fact that the physical
events that go on inside a vacuum tube are quite different from the physical events
that go on inside whatever the latest solid-state devices are called renders type-type
reception physicalism at best doubtful.

Doubtful, perhaps, but not wholly indefensible. I said above that there were
two replies available to the physicalist consistent with the assumption that the
possibility of thinking, feeling beings like the Scorpians is a real one. The first was
to distinguish type-type and token-token physicalism, and to maintain that, what-
ever the problems faced by type-type physicalism, token-token physicalism is con-
sistent with this possibility. The second reply is an argument for the conclusion
that even type-type physicalism is consistent with the possibility of thinking, feel-
ing beings radically different from us in anatomy and physiology—or at least that
this may be so, that it is true for all we know.

We may note that event-types may be more or less abstract. The more abstract
an event-type is, the weaker the conditions are that an event has to satisfy to be a
token of that type, and the less abstract an event-type is, the stronger the condi-
tions are that an event has to satisfy to be a token of that type. Here are five event-
types arranged in order of decreasing abstraction: death, killing (an untimely death
caused by an external agency), murder (a deliberate and wrongful killing of one
human being by another), assassination (the murder of a public figure from a po-

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:25 AM  Page 230



Dualism and Physicalism 231

litical motive), and terrorist assassination (an assassination undertaken to create a
politically useful climate of fear within some group). A defender of type-type
physicalism could argue that the most that the example of the Scorpians shows is
that if each mental event-type is identical with some physical event-type, then the
physical event-types that figure in the identities must be much more abstract than,
say, a firing of C-fibers.

Let us return to our “radio” analogy to illustrate this idea. If we think about it,
we can see that it is possible to think of a highly abstract physical event-type that
has a token in each of the three radios and can plausibly be identified with the re-
ception event-type receiving broadcast X. Something like this: containing some com-
ponent or components that vibrate in a way determined by the information contained
in the radio waves that carry broadcast X, this vibration being amplified to the point
at which it generates sound waves that are audible to the human ear. And it seems at
least somewhat plausible to suppose that something similar could be said for the
case of our thoughts and feelings and those of the Scorpians. Perhaps there is some
very abstract physical event-type that is identical with, for example, the event-type
feeling pain and which—being so very abstract—is capable of being “tokened in”
both human grey matter and Scorpian purple goo. Perhaps, indeed, every mental
event-type is identical with some very abstract physical event-type. Whether or
not this defense of (the possibility of ) type-type physicalism is correct, it seems
fairly clear that physicalism cannot be refuted by an appeal to the possibility of
thinking, feeling creatures radically different in their physical structure from hu-
man beings.

Suggestions for Further Reading

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 of Taylor’s Metaphysics provide a very readable introduction
to the “mind-body problem.”

The two great classics of dualism are Plato’s Phaedo and Descartes’s Meditations
on First Philosophy (see particularly Meditations II and VI).

Notes

1. The word ‘materialism’ is often used as a name for the thesis I am calling ‘physi-
calism’, and it has stronger and weaker senses corresponding to the stronger and
weaker senses of ‘physicalism’.

2. Our definition of what it is for a certain organism to be a certain person’s body
was introduced in connection with our exposition of dualistic interactionism. This
definition presupposes that x can cause changes in x’s body and that x’s body can cause
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changes in x. The physicalist who wants to retain the word ‘body’ might prefer a
slightly different definition. Perhaps the physicalist would prefer to say that x’s body is
that organism in which x can bring about changes without bringing about changes in
any other organism, and it is the organism changes in which can result in changes in x
without resulting in changes in any other organism. This way of wording the defini-
tion does not carry the implication that a person and that person’s body are distinct
things. And this way of wording the definition should be acceptable to the dualist as
well, since it does not carry the implication that a person and that person’s body are
the same thing.

3. There is a position in the philosophy of mind called property dualism, according
to which a physical thing (a human person, for example) might acquire the property
“being elated” and yet this thing’s acquisition of that mental property not be the same
event as any purely physical change in the person. A discussion of property dualism is
beyond the scope of this chapter.

4. It should be noted that not all theories pertaining to the relation of the human
person to the human organism are either physicalistic or dualistic. We have remarked
that some idealists might say there were no physical things and hence no human or-
ganisms; and if there are no human organisms, there is no problem about how human
organisms are related to human persons. Some “eliminative physicalists” and “behav-
iorists” and some epiphenomenalists might be understood as maintaining that there
are no human persons—that there is nothing for any use of the word ‘I’ to refer to—
and thus that there is no problem about how human persons are related to human or-
ganisms. “Property dualism” (note 3) cannot easily be classified as either physicalistic
or dualistic. And there are theories according to which human persons are neither
physical things nor non-physical things but are rather what we earlier called “amal-
gams”: individual things having both physical things and non-physical things as parts.
(Saint Thomas Aquinas defended a theory of this sort.) We do not have the space to
discuss all these interesting theories. We shall simply assume that there are both hu-
man persons and human organisms—an assumption that leaves it an open question
whether the persons and the organisms are identical. And much of our discussion of
whether human persons are physical things will be relevant to the question whether
every part of a human person is a physical thing, although we shall not explicitly ad-
dress that question.

5. G. W. Leibniz, Monadology (1714), §17. The translation in the text is taken from
the note “Mill” in Jonathan Bennett and Peter Remnant’s translation of Leibniz’s Nou-
veaux essais (New Essays on Human Understanding, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981), p. lv.

6. What about physical simples? Could they think and feel? This question would not
have troubled Leibniz, who thought all simples were non-physical things. (But this is
a rather misleading statement if it is read without reference to the whole of his
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 metaphysic.) The Greek atomists, however, believed that what they called atoms were
physical simples, and current physics strongly suggests that various physical things—
electrons, for example—have no parts. Any dualist who accepts the thesis that there
are physical simples, whether in its ancient or its modern form, will probably want to
say that though being without parts is a necessary condition of the capacity for thought
and sensation, it is not sufficient; no dualist, I would suppose, would be willing to say
an electron was capable of thought.

7. We have defined a physical property as a property that could be possessed by, and
could be possessed only by, a physical thing. Let us define a non-physical property as a
property that could be possessed by, and could be possessed only by, a non- physical
thing. (A warning about terminology: “property dualists”—see note 3—use the term
‘non-physical property’ in a different sense from this, and, in fact, in a sense incompat-
ible with this, since, according to property dualism, a physical thing can have “non-
physical” properties.) It is important to note that just as there may be individual things
that are neither physical nor non-physical, there may be properties that are neither
physical nor non-physical: properties that could be possessed either by physical or non-
physical things. For example—assuming it is possible for there to be non-physical indi-
vidual things—the property of being an individual thing and the property of being
either physical or non-physical are both properties that are neither physical nor non-
physical. Other examples would be more controversial: I think mental properties are
neither physical properties nor non-physical properties, but Descartes would say they
were non-physical properties, and some physicalists would say they were physical prop-
erties. (It is important to remember that a mental property is not by definition a non-
physical property. Typical dualists believe that mental  properties—properties implying
thought or feeling—are non-physical properties because they believe these properties
could be possessed by, and could be possessed only by, non-physical things. But physi-
calists believe that mental properties are not non- physical properties—because they be-
lieve that these properties could be, and in fact are, possessed by physical things.)

These considerations show that if the explanation given in the text of what Descartes
meant by saying that our essence was thinking is right, then, even on the assumption
that we human persons are non-physical thinkers, our essence is not thinking. It cannot
be that the only intrinsic properties a human person has or could have are mental, for
being an individual thing is an intrinsic property of human persons, and it is not a men-
tal property. Might we say (as I proposed in the first edition of this book) that our
essence is thinking just in the case that the only non-physical intrinsic properties a hu-
man person has or could have are mental? This does not solve the problem, for, as Alvin
Plantinga has pointed out to me, being a non-physical thing is a non-physical property (it
can be had only by non-physical things), an intrinsic property, and not a mental prop-
erty (or not obviously so: perhaps being a non-physical thing somehow “relates to thought
and sensation”—this was my deliberately vague definition of ‘mental property’—but if
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this is true, it is not obvious); and, according to dualism, being a non-physical thing is a
property of human persons. At this point, I see no satisfactory explanation of the mean-
ing of ‘our essence is thinking’—I mean I see no way of explaining this phase on which,
given that we are non-physical thinking things, it “comes out true” that our essence is
thinking.
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11

The Nature of Rational Beings
Dualism and Personal Identity

Our fifth and final argument for the superiority of dualism to physicalism is that
dualism can account for the so-called identity of the human person across time
and physicalism cannot. It would seem that we normally suppose that the same
person can exist at two different times. You, for example, no doubt believe you ex-
isted ten years ago—not to mention last Tuesday. You exhibit this belief every
time you say something like, “Ten years ago, I’d never have believed I’d be doing
this today,” or “Last Tuesday I finally decided it was time to buy a new car.” And,
of course, we rarely if ever believe that the present moment is the final moment of
our existence. We therefore normally believe that we are going to exist at various
times in the future, for the statement that one is not going to exist at any future
time is equivalent to the statement that the present moment is the final moment
of one’s existence.

Some opponents of physicalism argue that physicalism must be false because it
contradicts these facts (at least we all suppose them to be facts) about our identity
across time. It may be, they argue, that although a “static” physical thing like a di-
amond or a fly in amber could exist on two dates that were, say, ten years apart,
this could hardly be possible for anything made of living tissue. The Koh-i-Noor
Diamond is, perhaps, composed of exactly the same matter (exactly the same car-
bon atoms) that composed it ten years ago, but I am not. If I am, as the physical-
ists say, a living organism or a part of one, then I have “lost” almost all the atoms
that composed me ten years ago and I am now made almost entirely of atoms that
existed ten years ago but were then parts of other things or parts of nothing at all.
It is true that I have the same brain-cells I had ten years ago (minus those that
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have died in the interval), but each of those brain-cells is now made of atoms that
were not parts of it ten years ago.

If, therefore, I am a physical thing, the matter that now composes me is not the
matter that composed the physical thing that bore the name ‘Peter van Inwagen’
ten years ago. The physicalist is forced to say that any statement implying that I
existed ten years ago must be, strictly speaking, false. Of course—the physicalists
could say this much—such statements may be useful statements even if they are
false. After all, there are useful statements that imply that the apparent motion of
the sun across the sky is real, as when we say, “It was cooler in the garden after the
sun had moved behind the elms.” We know that the sun did not really move be-
hind the elms, but we talk as if it did because it is usually too complicated to de-
scribe the actual state of affairs that accounts for the apparent motion of the sun.
And (the physicalist must say) when Alice says to Jack, “It’s hard to believe that
ten years have passed since you and I last saw each other,” this statement must be
understood in a similar way: it is useful—because a metaphysically accurate de-
scription of the actual state of affairs would be too complicated—but, strictly
speaking, false.

And why is the physicalist committed to this conclusion? Let us consider the
famous story (famous among metaphysicians, anyway) of the Ship of Theseus.
The hero Theseus has a ship, which is entirely composed of wooden planks. Very
gradually, over the course of years, the planks are removed from the ship and re-
placed. The replacement is so gradual that Theseus and his crew are able to be al-
most continuously at sea, engaged the while in a long series of adventures with a
nautical setting. The planks that have been removed from the ship are not de-
stroyed but are rather stacked in a certain field. When all the original planks have
been replaced, Stilpo the shipwright notices that the field contains all the compo-
nents needed to build a ship. Stilpo puts the planks together and puts them to-
gether in such a way that they are arranged exactly as they were when they
composed Theseus’ ship on the day he first took command of her. Stilpo takes his
new ship to sea for a shakedown cruise, and his ship and Theseus’ ship pass each
other at sea.

Call “Theseus’ ship on the day he first took command of her” the Original
Ship. Call the ship in which Stilpo is now sailing the Reconstructed Ship. Call the
ship in which Theseus is now sailing the Continuous Ship (because on any given
day after Theseus took command of the Original Ship, the ship he was sailing on
that day was made of the same or almost the same planks as the ship he was sailing
the day before).1 Is it the Reconstructed Ship or the Continuous Ship that is the
Original Ship? The Continuous Ship has the name Ariadne painted on her bow,
and Theseus swears he has been sailing one ship, the Ariadne, these many years.
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And the Athenian Office of Marine Registry agrees with him. But isn’t it evident
that Theseus and the Registry Office bureaucrats are wrong? (Wrong strictly
speaking, that is. The statement that Theseus has been sailing one ship, the Ari-
adne, for many years may be a very useful statement for legal and other practical
purposes. The statement might be considered a “legal fiction,” like the statement
that a corporation is a person.) What is a ship but a certain “hunk of matter,” a
certain assemblage of planks or of atoms or of elementary particles? And the hunk
of matter, the assemblage of planks, atoms, and elementary particles that Theseus
is standing on now is not the same hunk of matter, the same assemblage of planks,
atoms, and elementary particles, that he stood on on the day he took command.
But the hunk of matter, the assemblage of planks, atoms, and elementary parti-
cles, that Stilpo is standing on now is the same hunk of matter, the same assem-
blage of planks, atoms, and elementary particles, that Theseus stood on on the day
he took command. It is, therefore, the Reconstructed Ship and not the Continu-
ous ship that is the Original Ship.

Now let us make one change in the story we have told. Suppose Stilpo had
never assembled the planks he found in that field into a ship. Suppose, in fact,
that each of the planks that had been a part of the Original Ship was burned to
ashes the moment it was removed. Then, of course, it would not be true that the
Reconstructed Ship was the Original Ship, since the Reconstructed Ship would
not be there at all. But it would still be true that the Continuous Ship was not the
Original Ship, since it would not be the same hunk of matter as the Original Ship,
and a ship is nothing but a hunk of matter. It would also seem to follow that there
is no such ship as the Ariadne: that is, no one ship that has been under Theseus’
feet every day since the day he first took command of the Original Ship. For every
time a plank was replaced, a different “shipshape” (so to speak) hunk of matter
was under Theseus’ feet—almost the same shipshape hunk of matter as before the
replacement, to be sure, but when it comes to identity, a miss is as good as a mile.
A miss is as good as a mile because identity is, as logicians say, transitive. This
means that if A is identical with B (if A and B are one and the same thing), and B
is identical with C, then it follows that A is identical with C. Therefore, if the “be-
fore” and “after” ships for each individual replacement of a plank are one and the
same ship, it follows that the Original Ship and the Continuous Ship are one and
the same ship. And, therefore, if the Original Ship and the Continuous Ship are
not one and the same ship, the replacement of a single plank must have produced
a new ship in at least one case; and if in one case, then presumably in every case.

Let us now return to the question of physicalism and the identity of the person
across time. If physicalism is true, each of us is a hunk of matter, a certain assem-
blage of atoms or elementary particles. But you are not, strictly speaking, the same
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hunk of matter as the one that bore your name ten years ago: the atoms that com-
posed that hunk of matter are now pretty well scattered throughout the terrestrial
biosphere. It follows that physicalism is incompatible with the reality of personal
identity across time; physicalism is therefore absurd. And it cannot be argued that
dualism is in the same boat—or ship. It cannot be argued that the identity of per-
sons across time is a mystery that confronts both the physicalist and the dualist in
the same way and to the same degree. This reply might conceivably be effective
against a dualist who held that each human person was a composite of a large
number of “smaller” non-physical things. But, while this position is, in theory,
compatible with dualism, no actual dualist holds it. According to all actual dual-
ists, a human person is not only a non-physical thing but a metaphysical simple, a
thing without parts. The problem facing the physicalist is that if a human person
can really exist at two times that are, say, ten years apart, that person must be
made of entirely different parts at those two times. The physicalist must be able to
explain how a thing can persist (can continue to exist and retain its identity)
through a complete change of parts. And this problem is not one that confronts
Plato or Descartes or any other actual dualist: if a thing has no parts, then, obvi-
ously, there is no problem of how it can persist through a change of parts. There-
fore, the dualist concludes, dualism is to be preferred to physicalism.2

What can the physicalists say in response to this? In the above argument, it was
suggested that the only course open to them is to accept the incompatibility of
physicalism and the reality of personal identity across time and to try to live with
it—to treat personal identity across time as some sort of useful fiction. And this is
a course some physicalists have taken. (One influential philosopher has gone so far
as to agree with the Buddhists that the idea of personal identity across time is not
so much a useful fiction as a pernicious fiction and that realizing that this idea is a
fiction is a kind of liberation.) I myself am unable to take this proposal seriously.
But that is only a fact about my psychology and it proves nothing. Nevertheless,
the idea of personal identity across time—the idea that it is a fact that one and the
same human person can strictly and literally exist at different times and that,
moreover, this fact is a feature of reality and not of mere appearance—is so central
to a vast array of ways of thinking that have served us and our ancestors for mil-
lennia that we should abandon it only in the face of an unanswerable argument.
And it is clear that we have no such unanswerable argument, for, even if physical-
ism is inconsistent with the reality of the identity of the human person across
time, one could always be a dualist. And if that were the price we had to pay for a
belief in personal identity, the belief would be cheap at the price. That the price is
reasonable is a premise of the above argument against physicalism, and that prem-
ise I accept. But does this reasonable (but very high) price have to be paid? That is,
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is there any way—or is there more than one way—for a physicalist consistently to
believe in the identity of the human person across time?

A great many of the physicalists now writing, I am sorry to say, believe inconsis-
tently in the identity of the human person across time, although they are no doubt
unaware that they are being inconsistent. Many physicalists accept what they call a
“psychological-continuity criterion of personal identity.” By this they mean that a hu-
man organism that existed yesterday and a human organism that exists today can
both be the same person (you, say) provided only that the memories and other men-
tal properties of the latter have “grown out of” the mental properties of the former by
the right sort of causal process, and they believe that the main task facing the philoso-
pher who thinks about the identity of the person across time is to give a philosophi-
cally adequate description of what counts as the right sort of causal process. But it
would seem that the mental processes going on in one human organism today could
in principle be continuous “in the right sort of way” with the mental processes that
went on inside a different human organism yesterday. (Think of the following
 science-fictional scenario: a shiny cap is placed on your head and another on the head
of a human organism that has been grown in a tank; the big red button on some ma-
chinery connecting the two caps is pressed, and all the information stored in your
brain is transferred electronically to the “blank” brain of the artificial human organ-
ism. . . .) The physicalist who accepts a psychological-continuity criterion of per sonal
identity seems to be committed to the possibility of what is called “bodily transfer,”
to the possibility of a human person’s “switching bodies”—and not by some pro -
cedure like a “brain transplant” that would involve the transfer of something material
from one body to the other, but simply by a transfer of information from the brain of
one body to the brain of another. But if a human person is a human organism, “bod-
ily transfer” would be a case of changing the identity of a human organism. (At one
time this organism, grown in a tank, was not Alice; as a result of the transfer of all the
information in Alice’s brain to the brain of this organism, this organism became Al-
ice.) And nothing could accomplish this, for everything is what it is and cannot be-
come another thing. If, therefore, the human organism that bore your name ten years
ago and the human organism that bears your name today are two human organisms,
and if a human person is, as physicalism maintains, a human organism, the human
organism that bore your name ten years ago and the human organism that bears your
name today are two persons, not one, no matter what causal relations may connect
the two human organisms. Bodily transfer is therefore impossible—and if the
 psychological-continuity criterion of personal identity implies that bodily transfer is
possible (as it seems to), the  psychological-continuity criterion is wrong.

Is bodily transfer impossible? Is there no way round this argument? There are
generally ways round any metaphysical argument. Physicalists who are determined
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to accept a psychological-continuity criterion of personal identity can render their
views consistent if they are willing to make either a strange assumption about iden-
tity or a strange assumption about the way in which things in general—and not
only human persons—persist through time. I accuse physicalists who embrace the
psychological-continuity criterion of contradiction only if they are not willing to
make one or the other of the two assumptions. But in fact most of them are not
willing to make either assumption. At any rate, most of them have said nothing
that indicates an awareness that they must make one of them, much less anything
that indicates which one they would make. And since these assumptions are, as I
have said, strange, this is a question the psychological continuity theorist has to
face. (“Strange assumption,” however, is not the same as “absurd assumption.”
Current physics is full of assumptions, and, indeed, of well-confirmed theories,
that are strange indeed.)

The first of these assumptions, the one having to do with identity, is that there is
really no such thing as identity. There is really no one relation of identity that figures
in all our identity-statements. There are, rather, many different identity- relations,
such as is the same horse as, is the same collection of atoms as, is the same public official
as, and so on. And there is a certain degree of independence among these relations,
so that, for example, x might be the same horse as y, but not the same collection of
atoms as y. We might, if this assumption is right, compare  identity-statements to
statements of relative goodness. Is Tom better than Tim? The question is absurd.
Better in what respect? one would have to ask in reply. It may well be that Tom is a
better tennis player than Tim, but not a better linguist. If this theory of the “relativ-
ity of identity,” as it is called (relativity, that is, to a specified class, like “horse” or
“public official”), is correct, then “psychological- continuity physicalists” can say
without demonstrable contradiction that x is the same person as y, but not the same
human organism as y—even though x and y are both persons and both organisms.
And, once the psychological-continuity physicalists have been granted the right to
say this without facing a charge of formal contradiction, they can go on to say that
the relation is the same person as holds between the distinct physical objects x and y
owing to certain facts about the way in which the mental properties of y evolved
causally out of the mental properties of x.

The second assumption, the alternative to the relativity of identity, is that we
are not three-dimensional things that persist through time but are rather four-
 dimensional things that are extended in time. We all grant that through a given
point we can draw three lines at right angles to one another: if one of these lines
runs north-south, and another east-west, then the third will run up-down. But,
according to many philosophers, through the same point there also passes a line,
at right angles to the other three, that runs past-future. (Recall Bertrand Russell’s
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theory of time, which we discussed in Chapter 4.) We are thus inhabitants not
only of three-dimensional space but of four-dimensional space-time, and each of
us occupies a four-dimensional region of this space-time; I, for example, occupy a
region of space-time that extends along the past-future line from the first moment
of my existence, through the present, to the last moment of my existence—if
there is a last moment of my existence; if there is not, the region goes on forever.
What fills up a three-dimensional region of space at a given moment of time can-
not be me, this theory asserts, but is at best only a part, a three-dimensional cross-
section, of me. And this holds not only for me but for all other objects that exist at
more than one time.

If “four-dimensionalism” is correct, there can be such a ship as the Ariadne, a
ship that was under Theseus’ feet at every moment from the moment of his as-
suming command to the moment at which his ship passed Stilpo’s ship at sea.
This ship is a four-dimensional object: it extends in time between these two mo-
ments (and presumably “sticks out” a bit beyond these two moments, in both the
past and the future directions). And so is Stilpo’s ship a four-dimensional object.
And each of the planks that was at any time associated with any of the ships in the
story of the Ship of Theseus is also a four-dimensional object. But—and this is
the crucial point—none of the planks is, or ever was, a part of any of the ships. What
is rather true is that some part of each of the planks was a part of one or more of
the ships. Suppose a certain plank, Plank Sixteen, was, as we should say in the lan-
guage of everyday life, added to the Ariadne on Monday and then removed from
the Ariadne on Wednesday. Plank Sixteen was not, strictly speaking, a part of the
Ariadne, says the four-dimensionalist. What is strictly true is that the Monday-
Wednesday part of Plank Sixteen, the part of Plank Sixteen that extends along the
past-future line from Monday to Wednesday, is, or was, a part of the Ariadne. And
it may well be that other parts of Plank Sixteen, ones that do not “overlap” the
Monday-Wednesday part of Plank Sixteen, are, or have been, parts of other ships,
perhaps of Stilpo’s ship.

To say that a given plank has been a part of six ships is, from the four-
 dimensionalist point of view, to say that six separate (non-overlapping) parts of the
plank are parts of six ships. And what we have said about planks and ships we can
say about atoms and human organisms. Since both I and any atom are four-
 dimensional objects, and since (to employ the language of everyday life) no atom is
a part of me throughout its entire existence, no atom is a part of me at all—not
strictly speaking. What is true is that certain parts of certain atoms are parts of me. It
may, for example, be that the Monday-Wednesday part of a certain atom is a part
of me, but that no larger part of that atom—which probably extends for millions of
years along the past-future line—is a part of me. Nevertheless, the physicalists can
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say, as they wish to say, that I am entirely composed of atoms. But by this they must
mean, if they are four-dimensionalists, that each momentary three- dimensional
cross-section of me is composed entirely of momentary three- dimensional cross-
 sections of atoms or, more simply, that I am entirely composed of parts of atoms.

Do the four-dimensionalist physicalists face any problem arising from the as-
sertion that you are a hunk of matter and that different hunks of matter have
borne your name at various times? No: what bears your name, they will say, is one
four-dimensional hunk of matter that extends, temporally speaking, from the first
moment of your existence into the indefinite future. Your name designates this
same four-dimensional thing whenever it is spoken, and so does the word ‘I’
whenever you use it. It is of course true that most of your three-dimensional cross-
sections are composed of three-dimensional cross-sections of different atoms, but
this creates no problem concerning the reality of your identity across time.

Moreover, the psychological-continuity criterion of personal identity can be
happily married to four-dimensionalist physicalism. The issue of this marriage is a
theory according to which causal and psychological continuity are the factors that
bind certain sequences of three-dimensional “personal cross sections” together to
make them the cross-sections of a single person. All your cross-sections taken to-
gether make up a single person: you; all my cross-sections taken together make up
a single person: me. But my cross-sections from the 1950s and those of Nikita
Khrushchev from before and after the 1950s do not make up a single person.
Mine do, because the right relations of causal and psychological continuity hold
among the members of this set of cross-sections. The “mixture” of Khrushchev’s
and mine do not, because the causal and psychological relations holding among
the members of that set are not the right ones. (For example, if we were to try
to suppose that the members of the latter set composed a person, we should have
to suppose that this “person” flashed instantaneously from the Soviet Union to the
United States at the end of the 1940s and changed instantaneously from a
 middle-aged man to a small boy and that “he” instantaneously lost all “his” mem-
ories and acquired a wholly new set of memories, and false ones at that.)

The physicalist can therefore believe in the identity across time of the human
person, if only by accepting the relativity of identity or the four-dimensionalist
 account of objects and their parts. But are there any other alternatives open to
the physicalist? Many philosophers will find this a compelling question, because,
like me, they will find both the relativity of identity and four-dimensionalism
“strange.” Very few philosophers have any sympathy with the theory of the relativ-
ity of identity. And, while four-dimensionalism has highly respected champions,
there are quite a number of philosophers who would agree with the American
philosopher Judith Jarvis Thomson’s description of four-dimensionalism: “a crazy
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metaphysic.” These two alternatives are certainly ones I should like to avoid if it
were at all possible. (But if it could be demonstrated that they were two of exactly
four alternatives, the others being dualism and the thesis that the identity of the
human person across time was a fiction, I should have to begin to think about
which of them I considered the lesser evil.)

Suppose one wants to be a physicalist, to believe that there is one all-
 comprehending identity-relation (so that, for example, ‘x is the same horse as y’ is
equivalent to ‘x and y are horses, and they stand in the single, all-comprehending
identity-relation’), and to believe that people and the other objects of our experi-
ence are three-dimensional things that persist through time. Is this combination of
beliefs consistent? In my view, it is. To believe all these things, it is necessary to be-
lieve that a thing can change its parts with the passage of time. And to say that it is
possible for a thing to change its parts with the passage of time is to say that situa-
tions like the following are possible: Where A, B, C, and D are four distinct things
(things with no common parts) it is possible for something—Alice, for  example—
to be made of A, B, and C on Monday and of B, C, and D on Wednesday. The
“Ship of Theseus” argument involved a strand of reasoning that, if it is correct,
shows that this is impossible. If we adapt it to the present case, we get something
like this: “Look, suppose A still exists on Wednesday, as it very well might. Then all
three of A, B, and C still exist on Wednesday. Let us use ‘A+B+C’ to abbreviate ‘the
thing made up of A, B, and C’ and similarly for ‘B+C+D’. You are saying that Alice
was A+B+C on Monday and B+C+D on Wednesday. But if A, B, and C exist on
Wednesday, A+B+C exists on Wednesday. And if Alice was A+B+C on Monday
and was not A+B+C on Wednesday, A+B+C was a different thing on Monday from
the thing it was on Wednesday: it was Alice on Monday and something else on
Wednesday. But that is just impossible. Whenever something is made of A, B, and
C, it is the same thing.”

This argument has at least two doubtful premises:

• If A, B, and C exist on Wednesday, something made up of A, B, and C
 exists on Wednesday.

• Whenever there is something made up of A, B, and C, it is the same thing.

As to the former, why should we suppose that if there are three particular things,
there is necessarily something of which those things are parts? As to the latter, why
should we suppose that the same three parts could not “add up to” different
wholes at different times? Neither of these premises is consistent with our every-
day assumptions about parts and wholes. This inconsistency is particularly evident
when we consider living organisms.
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Let us consider my cat, Taffy—alas, now deceased. Let us call the atoms Taffy
was composed of at noon on the first day of 1985 “the New Year’s atoms.” (There
are, of course, a lot more than three New Year’s atoms, but the point we are con-
sidering does not depend on numbers.) The New Year’s atoms are now presum-
ably scattered throughout the biosphere. If, therefore, anything is made of just
exactly those atoms right now, it is a sort of rarefied spherical shell about thirteen
thousand kilometers across and a few hundreds or thousands of meters thick. We
do not normally suppose any such thing exists. And why should we?

Now imagine that, by some fantastic chance, the New Year’s atoms were all and
only the atoms that at some moment composed a certain fish—it, of course,
weighed the same as Taffy did in 1985—that lived in the Indian Ocean four mil-
lion years ago. When I stroked Taffy on New Year’s Day, 1985, was the physical
thing I was touching identical with a physical thing that swam in the Indian
Ocean four million years ago? We should not normally say that these two things
were identical. We should normally say that one was a prehistoric fish, a thing that
no longer existed in 1985, and that the other was a cat that was alive and well in
1985. And why shouldn’t we say these things?

Now consider the conclusion of the argument, namely, that a thing cannot
change its parts. This conclusion does not fare any better than the two premises
when we look at it in the light of the things we are normally inclined to believe
about living organisms. Here is an interesting statement about living organisms
from a book by the great physiologist J. Z. Young:

The essence of a living thing is that it consists of atoms of the ordinary chemical
elements we have listed, caught up into the living system and made part of it for
a while. The living activity takes them up and organizes them in its characteris-
tic way. The life of a man consists essentially in the activity he imposes upon
that stuff.3

Professor Young goes on to describe the imaginary but typical biochemical adven-
tures of a carbon atom that is taken up into the “living system” that is a particular
human being and then expelled from that system. When this series of adventures
begins, the atom is a part of a sugar molecule that is ingested by the human being.
The adventures end when the atom, now a part of a carbon dioxide molecule,
leaves that human being in an exhaled breath of air. These adventures—being car-
ried to different parts of the body and participating in an elaborate sequence of
chemical reactions—are of great complexity and yet last only a few minutes.

After telling the story of the atom’s brief association with a human body, Young
asks, “Can we say that [the carbon atom] has ever formed a part of the living tissue
of the body?” and goes on to observe, “Many people when asked this question
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quickly answer ‘No’.” But this quick reaction seems to me—as it does to Young—
to be wrong. The story of the carbon atom describes just what it is for an atom to
come to be and then cease to be a part of a living animal. The life of an animal is a
kind of storm of atoms that is constantly, and very rapidly, changing its “member-
ship.” Whatever may be true of other physical objects, a living organism would
seem not only to be a thing whose parts change with the passage of time, but to be
a thing whose very nature demands that it change its parts with the passage of time.

I conclude that physicalists may consistently believe in the identity of the hu-
man person across time even if they do not believe in the relativity of identity or
in four-dimensionalism. They need only assert that the human person is identical
with the human organism and subscribe to the thesis that an organism can change
its parts with the passage of time. It is less clear whether a physicalist can, in the
end, consistently hold that a human person is some part of a human organism,
such as a human brain. But we do not really need to investigate this question. We
have done enough to show that the “personal-identity” argument against physical-
ism does not refute physicalism.

Before leaving the topic of the identity of the person across time, let us address
a question that may have been troubling some readers. Does not the thesis of
physicalism imply that there is no such thing as “life after death”—that it is im-
possible for the human person to survive biological death? Isn’t it clear that if the
human person is a physical thing, then its death is the end of it? Isn’t it obvious
that, whatever physical thing a human person may be (the human organism, the
cerebral cortex, . . . ), that physical thing comes to an end with the person’s death?
It is undeniable that physicalism is incompatible with certain beliefs about life af-
ter death. It is incompatible with the belief that after our deaths we are going to be
“reincarnated” as human beings or as beasts, and it is incompatible with the belief
that each of us is a soul that “goes” to heaven or hell after death. And it is true that
most beliefs about life after death resemble these two beliefs in some way that ren-
ders them incompatible with physicalism.

There is, however, one belief about life after death that is, or at least may be,
compatible with physicalism, and that is the Judeo-Christian doctrine of the res-
urrection of the dead.4 Unlike many other doctrines of life after death, the doc-
trine of the resurrection of the dead implies that our future life is not something
that happens in the natural course of events but is possible only as the result of a
miracle in the strictest and most literal sense of the word. It must be pointed out,
however, that the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead, if it is not combined
with a belief in a non-physical soul, faces grave metaphysical problems concerning
the identity of the resurrected person. If, for example, someone is burned to ashes
in a cremation oven, how can any living organism existing at any time in the fu-
ture be that person? Wouldn’t the future organism (if it is a human person) have to
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be someone else, some new person? If I am to be burned to ashes, and if I do not
have a non-physical soul that cannot be destroyed by fire and “carries” my identity
with it, how can anything that exists thereafter be me? How could even an all-
powerful being bring about the identity of myself and something that exists subse-
quently to my total destruction? This is not the place to discuss these questions,
for this is not a book about the philosophy of religion. The thesis of this brief di-
gression is that if the physicalist accepts any doctrine of life after death, it must be
the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead. It may be that further investigation
would show that the physicalist cannot accept even that doctrine and must in-
stead conclude that death is the end of the human person.

This completes our examination of arguments against physicalism. We now
turn to arguments for physicalism. There are, I believe, four good arguments for
physicalism. Like all philosophical arguments, these arguments are not decisive. To
my mind, however, they tip the scale in favor of physicalism. (I do not distinguish
between arguments for physicalism and arguments against dualism, since, to my
mind, physicalism and dualism are the two most plausible theories about our na-
ture, and an argument against dualism—unless it also tells against  physicalism—is
therefore an argument for physicalism.)

First, there is the interaction argument. We briefly mentioned in Chapter 10
some difficulties with the idea that a non-physical thing could affect a physical
thing. Wouldn’t that require a violation of well-established physical conservation
laws like the law of the conservation of energy or the law of the conservation of
momentum? And isn’t it also far from clear how a physical thing could affect a
non-physical thing? Here is another sort of “interaction” difficulty. The World,
the dualist says, contains both non-physical persons and physical organisms. But
how do a particular person and a particular organism become “associated”? What
brings it about that Jane Tyler interacts with this human organism (the one we la-
bel ‘Jane Tyler’s body’ precisely because it is the one she interacts with)? The inter-
action argument comprises these difficulties, together with the observation that by
far the most plausible form of dualism is dualistic interactionism.

Secondly, there is the argument from common speech. We usually talk and act as
if we were visible and tangible. We say things like, “I didn’t like the way he was
looking at me,” or “She reached for the seat belt and buckled herself in.” We don’t
say, “She caused her body’s hands to reach for the seat belt and buckle her body
in.” And, while someone might say, “I didn’t like the way he was looking at my
body,” this would mean something rather special (perhaps, ‘I thought he was ex-
hibiting undue sexual interest in me’) and it couldn’t always be substituted for ‘I
didn’t like the way he was looking at me’. This suggests that our concept of a hu-
man person (or our concept of ourselves) is the concept of a thing possessing cer-
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tain physical characteristics: we normally conceive of ourselves as things made of
flesh and blood and bone and shaped roughly like statues of human beings.

Thirdly, there is an argument I like to call the remote-control argument. If dual-
ism is true, our relation to our bodies is analogous to the relation of the operator
of a remotely controlled device (such as a radio-controlled model airplane) to that
device. Now consider Alfred, who is operating a model airplane by remote con-
trol. Suppose that something—an unwary bird or a large hailstone—strikes a
heavy blow to the model in midair. If the blow does significant damage to the
model, we can expect that both the performance of the model and Alfred’s ability
to control the model will be impaired. But the blow will have no effect at all on
Alfred, or no effect beyond his becoming aware of the blow or of some of its ef-
fects on the performance of the model and his ability to control it. But if Alfred’s
body were struck a heavy blow, and particularly if it were a blow to the head, this
might have an effect on him, an effect that goes beyond his becoming aware of the
blow and its damaging effects on his body and his ability to control his body: Al-
fred might well become unconscious.

This is just the sort of effect we should expect if Alfred were a certain human
organism, for if the processes of consciousness are certain physical processes
within the organism, a damaging blow might well cause those processes to cease,
at least temporarily. But what effects should dualism lead us to expect from a blow
to the body? I submit that if we are non-physical things and if the processes of
consciousness are non-physical processes that do not occur within the body, the
most natural thing to expect is that (at the worst) we should lose control of our
bodies while continuing to be conscious. The blow to the base of Alfred’s skull
that in fact produces unconsciousness should, according to dualism, produce the
following effects on Alfred: he experiences a sharp pain at the base of his skull; he
then notes that his body is falling to the floor and that it no longer responds to his
will; his visual sensations and the pain at the base of his skull and all the other sen-
sations he has been experiencing fade away; and he is left, as it were, floating in
darkness, isolated, but fully conscious and able to contemplate his isolated situa-
tion and to speculate about its probable causes and its duration. But this is not
what happens when one receives a blow at the base of the skull. One never finds
oneself conscious but isolated from one’s body.

Dualism, therefore, seems, on the face of it, to make wrong predictions about
what the human person will experience in certain situations. Here is another wrong
prediction that dualism seems to make: if dualism were correct, we should expect that
the ingestion of large quantities of alcohol would result in a partial or complete loss of
motor control but leave the mind clear. Physicalism, however, would predict the for-
mer effect and it would also strongly suggest that the drinker’s mental processes
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would be impaired. Because dualism makes (or seems on the face of it to make) these
wrong predictions, it is doubtful. I say ‘doubtful’ rather than ‘false’, because the
 defender of dualism will not have too much difficulty in contriving a hypothesis to
explain away the fact that a blow to the base of the skull causes one to lose conscious-
ness or the fact that the ingestion of alcohol impairs one’s mental processes. For ex-
ample, the dualist might suggest that a temporary interruption of the normal causal
interaction between the person and the body has a traumatic effect on the person, a
salient feature of which is loss of consciousness. But this does not change the fact that
the typical effects of a blow to the base of the skull are something that has to be ex-
plained away by dualists and are therefore an embarrassment to them. I say ‘is doubt-
ful’ rather than ‘faces a difficulty’ because it is my hope that the reader will find all the
hypotheses by which the dualist explains away the observed effects of a blow to the
base of the skull (or the ingestion of alcohol) to be implausible and ad hoc. I find
them so; if I am wrong about the typical reaction of the disinterested reader to these
hypotheses, I have claimed too much by using the word ‘doubtful’.

Finally, there is the duplication argument. This is the single argument for physi-
calism that I find the most powerful and persuasive. Recall the “duplicating ma-
chine” we imagined in Chapter 2, in connection with our discussion of the
concept of an intrinsic property. Let us imagine this machine and its operations in
a little more detail. The duplicating machine consists of two chambers connected
by an impressive mass of science-fictional gadgetry. If you place any physical ob-
ject inside one of the chambers and press the big red button, a perfect physical du-
plicate of the object appears in the other chamber. The notion of a perfect
physical duplicate may be explained as follows. A physical thing is composed en-
tirely of quarks and electrons. A perfect physical duplicate of the physical thing x
is a thing composed entirely of quarks and electrons arranged in the same way in
relation to one another as the quarks and electrons composing x are, and each of
the quarks and electrons composing a perfect physical duplicate of x will be in the
same physical state as the corresponding particle in x. If, for example, you place
the Koh-i-Noor diamond in one of the chambers and press the button, a thing ab-
solutely indistinguishable from the Koh-i-Noor (since it is a perfect physical dupli-
cate of the Koh-i-Noor) will appear in the other. If the two objects are placed side
by side and then moved in a rapid and confusing way, so that everyone loses track
of which was the original and which the duplicate, no one, no jeweler, mineralo-
gist, or physicist, will ever be able to tell, by any test whatever, which of the two
played an important role in the history of the British Raj in the nineteenth cen-
tury and which was created a moment ago in the duplicating machine.

Now let us consider a second case of duplication. A marble is slowly rolling
across the floor of one of the chambers. The button is pressed. There appears on
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the floor of the other chamber a marble of the same shape and size and weight and
color, rolling in the same direction and at the same speed: our machine reproduces
not only the “static” properties of a thing, but also its “dynamic” properties.

Now let us place a living mouse in the chamber and press the button. What
will appear in the other chamber? Another living mouse, surely? And wouldn’t it
be a mouse in every respect interchangeable with the original? If, for example, the
original mouse had been taught to get cheese from a cheese dispenser by pressing
a lever when a light flashed, wouldn’t the new mouse know this trick too? Knowl-
edge of how and when to press the lever to get cheese must somehow be stored in
the mouse’s little brain, and since the duplicate mouse’s brain is a perfect duplicate
of the original’s brain, right down to the sub-atomic level, the same knowledge
must be stored in the duplicate brain. (If you put a computer disk containing your
novel into the machine, you wouldn’t get a blank disk in the other chamber; you’d
get another disk containing your novel: in duplicating every physical characteristic
of the original disk, the machine automatically duplicates those characteristics of
the disk that encode a record of the sequence of keystrokes that form your novel.)

And now, finally, let us put Alfred into one of the chambers of the duplicating
machine and press the button. What do we find in the other chamber? A very in-
telligent Muslim student of mine once assured me that what one would find
would be a dead human body—since the duplicating machine would not repro-
duce Alfred’s soul, which was the principle of life. This dead body, at the instant
of its appearance, would be standing just as Alfred stood, and on its face would be
an expression just like the expression on Alfred’s face. Even in that first instant,
however, the body would not be alive, and, having appeared, it would immedi-
ately collapse and lie unmoving, its face the blank mask of a corpse. (As a testi-
mony to the general intellectual capacity of my student, I will mention that he
was the salutatorian of his graduating class and went on to earn a Ph.D. in nuclear
engineering.) I think Plato would have agreed with my student. Descartes, how-
ever, would not have agreed. Descartes would have contended that a living human
body would have appeared in the other chamber. But, Descartes would have said,
this body would immediately crumple to the floor. It would then lie there breath-
ing and perhaps drooling, and, if you force-fed it, it would digest the food and in
time produce excreta. But it would not do anything much. It would just lie there
breathing and drooling and digesting and excreting. And this, of course, would be
because there was no mind or soul or person in interaction with it. As a conse-
quence, no thought or sensation would be in any way associated with the dupli-
cate body. Life, in the strict, biological sense, was for Descartes (as it was not for
Plato or for my student) a purely physical phenomenon; thought and sensation
were not. Modern molecular biology, I think, has shown that Descartes was right
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about life—or has at least rendered the thesis that life is a complex physical pro-
cess vastly more probable than its denial. But what about thought and sensation?

That is the question. It is essentially the question whether physicalism is true.
The story of the duplicating machine is a device to focus our thoughts as we con-
sider this question. Dualists must say that since thought and sensation are not
physical processes occurring within a living human organism, the human body the
duplicating machine creates will crumple mindlessly, just as Descartes would have
predicted. (I doubt whether many people raised and educated in a European or
“European-descended” culture would agree with my Muslim student that the du-
plicating machine would produce a corpse.) But is this really what any of us be-
lieves? Aren’t we strongly inclined to believe—at least when we are not considering
the consequences of what we believe for the metaphysics of the human person—
that the duplicate would “have” thoughts and feelings and beliefs and memories (or
what felt like memories; they would not, of course, be connected with past events
in the way a real memory is) and desires and emotions? Aren’t we strongly inclined
to believe that the duplicate would have a conscious mental life like our own and
would display the content of this conscious mental life in his observable behavior?

Those who do believe this will concede, after a moment’s reflection, that, just
as most of the duplicate’s memories will not be real memories, so most of his be-
liefs about himself and his history will be false. The duplicate will, for example,
believe that he is Alfred, and he is not. That is, he is not a man who has existed for
such-and-such a number of years (he is only a few minutes old) and is married to
Winifred (he has never met her), and so on. The duplicate is in no sense Alfred.
He is someone else, for if you stick a pin into Alfred, the duplicate feels no pain.
Nevertheless, it seems to the duplicate that he is Alfred. What it is like to be the
duplicate is just exactly what it is like to be Alfred. If the two men were “scram-
bled” (like the two diamonds in our earlier example), no one, including Alfred
and the duplicate, could ever know which was Alfred and which was the dupli-
cate. Alfred himself would have to say—at least if he were fully, and perhaps inhu-
manly, reasonable—“For all I know, I am the duplicate.” And if by some chance it
were the duplicate that went home to Winifred, she would never suspect that he
was not her husband. And just as Winifred would never suspect that anything was
amiss, neither would Alfred’s children or his mother or his closest friend or his
confessor or his psychiatrist.

If this were indeed the outcome of running Alfred through the duplicating ma-
chine, dualism would be effectively refuted. The dualist could—this sort of thing is
almost always possible—contrive some hypothesis that would explain away this
outcome. The dualist might, for example, propose that whenever a human body is
perfectly duplicated, God creates a perfect duplicate of the non-physical person
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who had been interacting with the original body and so arranges matters that the
duplicate person is in interaction with the duplicate body. But this would be a des-
perate move. It would be far more reasonable, even for theists, to conclude that the
observed result of our “experiment” should be explained as follows: the thoughts
and feelings of a human person are physical processes within a human organism,
and, in making a perfect physical duplicate of a human organism, we produce a
human organism with the same thoughts and feelings. (The same, that is, at the
first moment of the new organism’s existence. The thoughts and feelings of the two
organisms would probably diverge almost immediately, since the two organisms
would probably find themselves almost immediately in different situations.) It
would be reasonable to conclude that the mental properties of a human person are
related to the physical properties of that person in a way somewhat analogous
to the way in which the software associated with a particular computer is related to
the physical properties of that computer.

The fact that certain software is associated with (is present in, has been pro-
grammed into, is embodied by) a particular computer is as much a physical fact
about that computer as are any facts about the hardware constituting the “archi-
tecture” of that computer. If I were to take the computer with which I am writing
these words and place it (complete with an internal power source and turned on)
in the duplicating machine, the computer the machine produced would not be
simply another computer of the same make and model; immediately after the du-
plication, the same words would be visible on its screen, and, like the original, it
would be running Microsoft Word X for Mac®, and it would respond in exactly
the same way as the original to anything done at the keyboard.

And we have—don’t we?—a strong tendency to believe that duplicating a liv-
ing human organism would have the analogous result as regards the mental life of
the human person whose body that organism is: just as, in making a perfect phys-
ical duplicate of a working computer, we duplicate all the software programmed
into that computer, so, in making a perfect physical duplicate of a living human
organism, we duplicate the entire psychology associated with that organism—
everything from a neurotic fear of snakes and the ability to speak Russian to a
hardly noticeable pain in the left elbow.

Anyone who can honestly reply to this question by saying something along the
lines of, “Well, I don’t observe any such tendency in myself. Like Descartes, I
think the duplicate would crumple and fall to the floor and drool,” will not be
moved by the duplication argument. Anyone who, on reflection, decides that the
duplicate would exhibit behavior indistinguishable from Alfred’s (in the same sit-
uations) should conclude that the duplicate has a mental life like Alfred’s and that
physicalism is therefore true and dualism false.
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This concludes our discussion of the nature of rational beings—or at any rate,
of human beings, the only rational beings whose existence is uncontroversial. This
discussion has been highly tentative. We should remember that even if we have
succeeded in showing that physicalism is the most reasonable theory about the
 nature of human beings, we have not done anything to dispel the mystery of that
nature. Thought and feeling remain as we found them: impenetrable mysteries.

Suggestions for Further Reading

There are two excellent collections of essays devoted to the problem of personal
identity: Perry’s Personal Identity and Rorty’s The Identities of Persons. For Judith
Jarvis Thomson’s reasons for thinking that an explanation of identity across time
in terms of four-dimensional objects constitutes “a crazy metaphysic,” see her
“Parthood and Identity across Time” (a very difficult essay for those who are not
formally trained in philosophy). The idea that there is a close analogy between
computer hardware and software, on the one hand, and the physical and mental
aspects of human beings, on the other, has been extremely influential in philoso-
phy since about the middle of the 1960s. Parts II, III, and IV of Hoffstadter and
Dennett’s The Mind’s I provide an excellent introduction to the use philosophers
have made of this fascinating idea.

Notes

1. The three terms ‘the Original Ship’, ‘the Reconstructed Ship’, and ‘the Continu-
ous Ship’ were invented by Jonathan Bennett.

2. This argument is not watertight, even given that a physical thing cannot survive
a change of parts. A physicalist could maintain that we are physical simples, or that
each of us is some composite but very small thing (presumably located inside the
brain) that does not change its parts. In fact, one physicalist has maintained this. But
few have found it an attractive position. If I were convinced that the only way to ren-
der physicalism consistent with personal identity across time was to postulate that
each person was a tiny object inside that person’s brain, I’d become a dualist.

3. J. Z. Young, An Introduction to the Study of Man (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1971), pp. 86–87.

4. In the Hebrew Bible (Daniel 12:2) we read “And many of them that sleep in the
dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life and some to shame and everlast-
ing contempt.” The Christian “Athanasian Creed” speaks of the resurrection of the
dead in these words: “all human beings shall rise again with their bodies and shall give
account for their own works. . . .”
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12

The Powers of Rational Beings:
Freedom of the Will

We now turn to another mystery, a mystery about the powers of rational beings;
that is, a mystery about what human beings are able to do. This mystery is the
mystery of free will and determinism. The best way to get an intuitive grip on the
concepts of free will and determinism and the relations between them is to think
of time as a “garden of forking paths.” That is, to think of the alternatives one
considers when one is deciding what to do as being parts of various “alternative
futures” and to think of these alternative futures diagrammatically, in the way sug-
gested by a path or a river or a road that literally forks:

Let us first consider the concept of free will. If Jane is trying to decide whether
to tell all or to continue her life of deception, she is in a situation strongly analo-
gous to that of someone who is hesitating between forks in a road. That is why
this sort of diagram is so helpful to someone who is thinking about decisions and
the future. To say that one has free will is to say that when one decides among
forks in the road of time (or, more prosaically, when one decides what to do), one
is at least sometimes able to take more than one of the forks. Thus, Jane, who is
deciding between a fork that leads to telling all and a fork that leads to a life of
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continued deception, has free will (on this particular occasion) if she is able to tell
all and is also able to continue living a life of deception. One has free will if some-
times more than one of the forks in the road of time is “open” to one. One lacks
free will if, on every occasion on which one must make a decision, only one of the
forks before one—of course it will be the fork one in fact takes—is open to one. If
John is locked in a room and doesn’t know the door is locked, and if he is in the
process of deliberating about whether to leave, one of the alternative futures he is
contemplating—leaving—is, in point of fact, not open to him, and he thus lacks
free will in the matter of staying or leaving.1

It is a common opinion that free will is required by morality. Let us examine
this common opinion from the perspective provided our picture of time as a gar-
den of forking paths. Although it is obviously false—for about six independent
reasons—that the whole of morality consists in making judgments of the form
‘You should not have done X’, we can at least illustrate certain important features
of the relation between free will and morality by examining the relation between
the concept of free will and the content of such judgments. The judgment that
you shouldn’t have done X implies that you should have done something else in-
stead; that you should have done something else instead implies that there was
something else for you to do; that there was something else for you to do implies
that you were able to do something else; that you were able to do something else
implies that you have free will. To make a negative moral judgment about one of
your acts is to evaluate your taking one of the forks in the road of time, to charac-
terize that fork as a worse choice than at least one of the other forks open to you.
(Note that if you have made a choice by taking one of the forks in what is literally
a road, no one could say you should have taken one of the other forks if all the
other forks were blocked.) A negative moral evaluation of what someone has done
requires two or more alternative possibilities of action for that person just as surely
as a contest requires two or more contestants.

Let us now turn from the concept of free will to the concept of determinism.
We shall see how thinking of time as a garden of forking paths can help us to un-
derstand this concept. Determinism is the thesis that it is true at every moment
that the way things then are determines a unique future, that only one of the alter-
native futures that may exist relative to a given moment is a physically possible
continuation of the state of things at that moment. Or, if you like, we may say
that determinism is the thesis that only one continuation of the state of things at a
given moment is consistent with the laws of nature. (For it is the laws of nature
that determine what is physically possible. It is, for example, now physically possi-
ble for you to be in Chicago at noon tomorrow if and only if your being in
Chicago at noon tomorrow is consistent with both the present state of things and
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the laws of nature.) Thus, according to determinism, although it may often seem
to us that we confront a sheaf of possible futures (like this)

what we really confront is something like this

This figure is almost shaped like a road that splits into four roads, but not quite:
three of the four “branches” leading away from the “fork” are not connected with
the original road, although they come very close to it.2 (Thus they are not really
branches in the road, and the place at which they almost touch the road is not
really a fork.) If we were to view this figure from a distance—from across the
room, say—it would seem to us to have the shape of a road that forks. We have to
look at it closely to see that what appeared from a distance to be three “branches”
are not connected with the long line or with one another. In the figure, the point
at which the three unconnected lines almost touch the long line represents the
present. The unconnected lines represent possible futures that are not physically
possible futures—because they are not physically possible continuations of the
present. The part of the long line to the right of the “present” represents a future
that is a physically possible continuation of the present. The gaps between the
long line and the unconnected lines represent causal discontinuities, violations of
the laws of nature—in a word, miracles. The reason these futures are not physi-
cally possible continuations of the present is that “getting into” any of them from
the present would require a miracle. The fact that the part of the long line that lies
to the right of the “present” actually proceeds from that point represents the fact
that this line-segment corresponds to a physically possible future.

This figure, then, represents four futures, three of which are physically impossi-
ble and exactly one of which is physically possible. If these four futures are all the
futures that “follow” the present, the figure represents the way each moment of
time must be if the universe is deterministic: each moment must be followed by
exactly one physically possible future.
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The earlier diagram, however, represents an indeterministic situation. The road
really does fork. The present is followed by four possible futures. Any one of them
could, consistently with the laws of nature, evolve out of the present. Any one of
them could, consistently with the laws of nature, turn out to be the actual future.
It is only if the universe is indeterministic, therefore, that time really is a “garden
of forking paths.” But even in a deterministic universe, time could look like a gar-
den of forking paths. Remember that the second figure, when viewed from across
the room, looked as if it had the shape of a road that forked. We cannot see all, or
even very many, of the causes operating in any situation. It might therefore be that
the universe is deterministic, despite the fact that it sometimes seems to us human
beings that there is more than one possible future. It may seem to Jane that she
faces two possible futures, in one of which she tells all and in the other of which
she continues her life of deception. But it may well be that the possibility of one
or the other of these contemplated futures is mere appearance—an illusion, in
fact. It may be that, in reality, causes now at work in her brain and central nervous
system and immediate environment have already “ruled out” one or the other of
these futures: it may be that one or the other of them is such that it could not
come to pass unless a physically impossible event, a miracle, were to happen in her
brain or central nervous system or environment.

Ask yourself this question. What would happen if some supernatural agency—
God, say—were to “roll history back” to some point in the past and then “let
things go forward again”? Suppose the agency were to cause things to be once
more just as they were at high noon, Greenwich mean solar time, on 11 March
1893 and were thereafter to let things go on of their own accord. Would history
literally repeat itself ? Would there be two world wars, each the same in every de-
tail as the wars that occurred the “first time around”? Would a president of the
United States called ‘John F. Kennedy’ be assassinated in Dallas on the date that in
the new reckoning is called ‘22 November 1963’? Would you, or at least someone
exactly like you, exist? If the answer to any of these questions is No, determinism
is false. Equivalently, if determinism is true, the answer to all these questions is
Yes. If determinism is true, then, if the universe were “rolled back” to a previous
state by a miracle (and there were no further miracles), the history of the world
would repeat itself. If the universe were rolled back to a previous state thousands
of times, exactly the same events would follow each of these thousands of “rever-
sions.” If there are no forks in the road of time—if all the apparent forks are
merely apparent, illusions due to our limited knowledge of the causes of things,
restoring the universe to some earlier condition is like moving a traveler on a road
without forks back to an earlier point on that road. If there are no forks in the
road, the traveler must traverse the same path a second time.
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It has seemed obvious to most people who have not been exposed (perhaps
‘subjected’ would be a better word) to philosophy that free will and determinism
are incompatible. It is almost impossible to get beginning students of philosophy
to take seriously the idea that there could be such a thing as free will in a deter-
ministic universe. Indeed, people who have not been exposed to philosophy usu-
ally understand the word ‘determinism’ (if they know the word at all) to stand for
the thesis that there is no free will. And you might think that the incompatibility
of free will and determinism deserves to seem obvious—because it is obvious. To
say that we have free will is to say that more than one future is sometimes open to
us. To affirm determinism is to say that every future but the actual future is physi-
cally impossible. And, surely, a physically impossible future can’t be open to any-
one, can it? If we know that a “Star Trek” sort of future is physically impossible
(because, say, the “warp drives” and “transporter beams” that figure essentially in
such futures are physically impossible), we know that a “Star Trek” future is not
open to us or to our descendants.

People who are convinced by this sort of reasoning are called incompatibilists:
they hold that free will and determinism are incompatible. As I have hinted, how-
ever, many philosophers are compatibilists: they hold that free will and determinism
are compatible. Compatibilism has an illustrious history among English-speaking
philosophers, a history embracing such figures as the seventeenth-century English
philosopher Thomas Hobbes, the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David
Hume, and the nineteenth-century English philosopher John Stuart Mill. And the
majority of English-speaking philosophers in the twentieth century were compati-
bilists. (But compatibilism has not had many adherents on the continent of Eu-
rope. Kant, for example, called it a “wretched subterfuge.”)

A modern compatibilist can be expected to reply to the line of reasoning I have
just presented in some such way as follows:

Yes, a future, in order to be open to one, does need to be physically possible—in
one sense. I agree that a future can’t be open to one if it contains faster-than-light
travel and faster-than-light travel is physically impossible. But we must distin-
guish between a future’s being “internally” physically possible and its having a
physically possible connection with the present. A future is internally physically
possible if everything that happens in it is permitted by the laws of nature. A fu-
ture has a physically possible connection with the present if it could be “joined”
to the present without any violation of the laws of nature. A physically possible
future that does not have a physically possible connection with the present is
one that, given the present state of things, would have to be “inaugurated” by a
miracle (an event that violated the laws of nature) but in which, thereafter,
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events proceeded in accordance with the laws. Determinism indeed says that, of
all the internally physically possible futures, one and only one has a physically
possible connection with the present—one and only one could be joined to the
present without a violation of the laws of nature. My position is that some fu-
tures that could not be joined to the present without a violation of the laws of
nature are, nevertheless, open to some people. Fortunately, this does not com-
mit me to the thesis that some of the futures open to some people are not inter-
nally physically possible—“fortunately” because that thesis is obviously false.

Two philosophical problems face the defenders of compatibilism. The easier is
to provide a clear statement of which futures that do not have a physically possible
connection with the present are “open” to us. The more difficult is to make it
seem at least plausible that futures that are in this sense open to an agent really de-
serve to be so described.

An example of a solution to these problems may make the nature of the prob-
lems clearer. The solution I shall briefly describe would almost certainly be re-
garded by all present-day compatibilists as defective, although it has a respectable
history. I choose it not to suggest that compatibilists can’t do better but simply be-
cause it can be described in fairly simple terms.

According to this solution, a future is open to an agent, if, given that the agent
chose that future, chose that path leading away from (what seemed to be) a fork in
the road of time, it would come to pass. Thus it is open to me to stop writing this
book and do a little dance because, if I so chose, that’s what I’d do. But if Alice is
locked in a prison cell, it is not open to her to leave: if she chose to leave, her
choice would be ineffective because she would come up against a locked prison
door. Now consider the future I said was open to me—to stop writing and do a
little dance—and suppose determinism is true. Although a choice on my part to
behave in that remarkable fashion would (no doubt) be effective if it occurred, it
is as a matter of fact not going to occur, and, therefore, given determinism, it is de-
termined by the present state of things and the laws of nature that such a choice is
not going to occur. It is in fact determined that nothing is going to occur that
would have the consequence that I stop writing and do a little dance. Therefore,
none of the futures in which I act in that bizarre way is a future that has a physi-
cally possible connection with the present: such a future could come to pass only
if it were inaugurated by an event of a sort ruled out by the present state of things
and the laws of nature. And yet, as we have seen, many of these futures are “open”
to me in the sense of ‘open’ the compatibilist has proposed.

Is this a reasonable sense to give to this word? (We now take up the second
problem confronting the compatibilist.) This is a very large question. The core of
the compatibilist’s answer is an attempt to show that the reason we are interested
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in open or accessible futures is that we are interested in modifying the way people
behave. One important way in which we modify behavior is by rewarding behav-
ior we like and punishing behavior we dislike. We tell people that we will put
them in jail if they steal and that they will get a tax break if they invest their
money in such-and-such a way. But there is no point in trying to get people to act
in a certain way if that way is not in some sense open to them. There is no point
in telling Alfred that he will go to jail if he steals unless it is somehow open to him
not to steal.

And what is the relevant sense of “open”? Just the one I have proposed, says the
compatibilist. One modifies behavior by modifying the choices people make.
That procedure is effective just insofar as choices are effective in producing behav-
ior. If Alfred chooses not to steal (and remains constant in that choice), then he
won’t steal. But if Alfred chooses not to be subject to the force of gravity, he will
nevertheless be subject to the force of gravity. Although it would no doubt be so-
cially useful if there were some people who were not subject to the force of gravity,
there is no point in threatening people with grave consequences if they do not
break the bonds of gravity, for even if you managed to induce some people to
choose not to be subject to the force of gravity, their choice would not be effec-
tive. Therefore (the compatibilist concludes), it is entirely appropriate to speak of
a future as “open” if it is a future that would be brought about by a choice—even
if it were a choice that was determined not to occur. And if Alfred protests when
you punish him for not choosing a future that was in this sense open to him, on
the ground that it was determined by events that occurred before his birth that he
not make the choice that would have inaugurated that future—if he protests that
only a miracle could have inaugurated such a future—you can tell him his punish-
ment will not be less effective in modifying his behavior (and the behavior of
those who witness his punishment) on that account.

When things are put that way, compatibilism can look like nothing more than
robust common sense. Why, then, do people have so much trouble believing it?
Why does it arouse so much resistance? In my view, it arouses resistance because
compatibilists make their doctrine look like robust common sense by sweeping a
mystery under the carpet (and, despite their best efforts, the bulge shows). People
are aware that something is amiss with compatibilism even when they are unable
to articulate their misgivings. I believe it is possible to lift the carpet and display
the hidden mystery.

There are certain facts that no human being can do anything about—and that
no human being in history could ever have done anything about. Among these are
the fact that the earth is round, the fact that magnets attract iron, the fact that there
were once dinosaurs, and the fact that 317 is a prime number. Although no one
would deny this, it must be conceded that the concept expressed by the words “x
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can’t do anything about y (and never could have)” is not entirely unproblematic.
Consider this case. I ask you whether you can do anything about the fact that the
document we need is locked in the safe. You reply, “No, I can’t. I don’t know the
combination.” Or this case. Your number was not drawn in the lottery, and I ask
you whether you were ever able to do anything about that (that is, whether you
were ever able so to arrange matters that your number be drawn). You reply, “No,
my number wasn’t drawn, and I wasn’t able in any way to influence what number
was drawn.” Your replies certainly have a point. They would (assuming they are
true statements) be excellent excuses if someone said it wrong of you not to open
the safe, or maintained that you should be punished for failing to have a winning
lottery ticket. But these facts differ in an important way from the facts in the above
list of examples (the roundness of the earth and so on). You would have been able
to open the safe if you had had knowledge you didn’t have—or if you had made a
guess about the combination and had guessed right. It could have happened that
you won the lottery—if a different series of numbered balls had been drawn. But
no knowledge, and no fantastic stroke of luck, would render you able to do any-
thing about the shape of the earth, the physical properties of iron, the distant past,
or the arithmetical properties of a number. Let us understand ‘x can’t do anything
about y (and never could have)’ in the following very strong sense: ‘x can’t do any-
thing about y (and never could have), no matter what knowledge x might have had
and no matter how lucky x might have been’. Even in this very strong sense of the
words, it remains true that there are facts that no human being can do anything
about—and that no human being in history could ever have done anything about:
the four facts I have cited, and, of course, an enormous number of others. Let us
call these facts “untouchable” facts. This term is a mere label. It has no meaning be-
yond the meaning of the longer phrase it abbreviates. I introduce it simply to avoid
having to write phrases of the form ‘x can’t do anything about y (and never could
have), no matter what knowledge x might have had and no matter how lucky x
might have been’ over and over again.

The notion of an untouchable fact has a certain logic to it. One of the princi-
ples of this logic is, or so it seems, embodied in the following thesis, which I shall
refer to simply as the Principle:

Suppose it’s an untouchable fact that p. And suppose also that the following
conditional (if-then) statement expresses an untouchable fact: if p, then q.3 It
follows from these two suppositions that it’s an untouchable fact that q.

To endorse the Principle is to endorse the following thesis: Replace the sym-
bols ‘p’ and ‘q’ in the Principle with any declarative sentences you like (the same
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sentence must replace ‘p’ at each place it occurs, and likewise with ‘q’ ); the result
will be true. Here is an example that will illustrate what this thesis implies. We re-
place ‘p’ with ‘The last dinosaur died long before I was born’ and ‘q’ with ‘I have
never seen a living dinosaur’; the result is:

Suppose it’s an untouchable fact that the last dinosaur died long before I was
born. And suppose also that the following conditional statement expresses an
untouchable fact: if the last dinosaur died long before I was born, then I have
never seen a living dinosaur. It follows from these two suppositions that it’s an
untouchable fact that I have never seen a living dinosaur.

And this statement or series of statements (the Principle tells us) is true. Is the
Principle correct? It is hard to see how anyone could deny it. How could anyone
be able to do anything about something that is an inevitable consequence of
something no one can do anything about? And yet, as we shall see, the compati-
bilist must deny the Principle. To see why this is so, let us suppose that determin-
ism is true and that the Principle is correct. Now let us consider some fact we
should normally suppose was not an untouchable fact. Let us consider the fact
that I am writing this book. Most people—at least most people who knew I was
writing a book—would assume that this fact was not an untouchable fact because,
if for no other reason, they would assume that I was (or once had been) in a posi-
tion to “do something about it.” They would assume that it was open to me to
have undertaken some other project or no project at all. But we are supposing the
truth of determinism, and that means that ten million years ago (say) there was
only one physically possible future (only one physically possible continuation of
the way things then were), a future that included my being engaged in writing this
book at the present date (since that is what I am in fact doing): given the way
things were ten million years ago and given the laws of nature, it had to come to
pass that at the present time I should be engaged in writing this book. But con-
sider these two statements of fact

• Things were thus-and-so ten million years ago.
• If things were thus-and-so ten million years ago, then I am now writing this

book.

(Here ‘thus-and-so’ is a sort of gesture at a complete description or specification of
the way things were ten million years ago.) The facts expressed by these two state-
ments are both untouchable facts. No human being is able, or ever has been able,
to do anything about the way the world was ten million years ago. And no human
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being is able, or ever has been able, to do anything about the fact expressed by the
second statement, for this statement is a consequence of the laws of nature, and
no human being can do anything about what the laws of nature are or what their
consequences are. If we imagine a possible world in which (as in the actual world)
things were thus-and-so ten million years ago, but in which I decided to learn to
sail instead of writing this book, we are imagining a world in which the laws of
nature are different; for the actual laws dictate that if at some point in time things
are thus-and-so, then, ten million years later I (or at any rate someone just like
me) shall be writing and not sailing. (Remember: we are assuming that determin-
ism is true.)

Recall, now, the Principle. If both the above statements are statements of un-
touchable fact, it follows, by the Principle, that the fact that I am now writing
this book is an untouchable fact. And, obviously, the content of the particular
 example—my writing a book—played no role in the derivation of this conclu-
sion: if determinism is true and if the Principle is correct, all facts are untouch-
able facts. It follows, given the Principle, that determinism implies that there is
no free will. For if anyone on any occasion has ever been able to act otherwise,
then someone has been able to cause certain things to be different from the way
they in fact are. And if anyone has ever had that ability, then some facts are not
untouchable facts. This is why the compatibilist must reject the Principle. This is
the hidden mystery that, I contend, lies behind the facade of bluff common sense
compatibilism presents to the world: the compatibilist must reject the Principle,
and the Principle seems to be true beyond all possibility of dispute. (The com-
patibilist who does not reject the Principle must hold that facts about what went
on in the world before there were any human beings are not untouchable facts—
or that facts about what the laws of nature are are not untouchable facts. And
these alternatives look even more implausible than a rejection of the Principle.) If
the Principle were false, that would be a great mystery indeed.

We must not forget, however, that mysteries really do exist. There are princi-
ples that are commonly held, and with good reason, to be false and whose falsity
seems to be just as great a mystery as the falsity of the Principle would be. Con-
sider, for example the principle usually called the “Galilean Law of the Addition of
Velocities.” This principle is a generalization of cases like the following. Suppose
an airplane is flying at a speed of 800 kilometers per hour relative to the ground;
suppose that inside the aircraft a housefly is buzzing along at a speed of 30 kilo-
meters per hour relative to the airplane in the direction of the airplane’s travel;
then the fly’s speed relative to the ground is the sum of these two speeds: 830 kilo-
meters per hour. According to the Special Theory of Relativity, an immensely use-
ful and well-confirmed theory, the Galilean Law of the Addition of Velocities is
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not true (although what it tells us when it is applied to velocities of the magni-
tudes we usually consider in everyday life comes very, very close to the truth). And
yet when one considers this principle in the abstract—in isolation from the con-
siderations that guided Einstein in his development of Special Relativity—it
seems to force itself upon the mind as true, to be true beyond all possibility of
doubt. It seems, therefore, that the kind of “inner conviction” that sometimes
moves one to say things like, “I can just see that that proposition has to be true” is
not infallible. (This is not an isolated example. Consider the case of Euclidean
geometry, which seems to force itself upon the mind as the real geometry of the
physical world. The physicists tell us, however, that Euclidean geometry is at best
approximately true of the physical world.)

Nevertheless, a mystery is a mystery. Since compatibilism hides a mystery,
should we not therefore be incompatibilists? Unfortunately, incompatibilism also
hides a mystery.

Behold, I show you a mystery.
If we are incompatibilists, we must reject either free will or determinism (or

both). What happens if we reject determinism? It is a bit easier now to reject deter-
minism than it was in the nineteenth century, when it was commonly believed, and
with reason, that determinism was underwritten by physics. But the quantum-
 mechanical world of current physics is irreversibly indeterministic (at least this is
the usual view among physicists), and physics has therefore got out of the business
of underwriting determinism. Nevertheless, the physical world is filled with objects
and systems that seem to be deterministic “for all practical  purposes”—digital com-
puters, for example—and many philosophers and scientists believe that a human
organism is deterministic for all practical purposes. But let us not debate this ques-
tion. Let us suppose for the sake of argument that human organisms display a con-
siderable degree of indeterminism. Let us suppose in fact that each human
organism is such that when the human person associated with that organism (we
leave aside the question whether the person and the organism are identical) is try-
ing to decide whether to do A or to do B, there is a physically possible future in
which the organism behaves in a way appropriate to a decision to do A and that
there is also a physically possible future in which the organism behaves in a way ap-
propriate to a decision to do B. We shall see that this supposition leads to a mys-
tery. We shall see that the indeterminism that seems to be required by free will
seems also to destroy free will.

Let us look carefully at the consequences of supposing human behavior to be
undetermined. Suppose Jane is in an agony of indecision; if her deliberations go
one way, she will in a moment speak the words, “John, I lied to you about Alice,”
and if her deliberations go the other way, she will bite her tongue and remain
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silent. We have supposed there to be physically possible continuations of the pres-
ent in which each of these things happens. Given the whole state of the physical
world at the present moment, and given the laws of nature, both these things are
possible; either might equally well happen.

Each contemplated action will, of course, have antecedents in Jane’s cerebral
cortex, for it is in that part of Jane (or of her body) that control over her vocal ap-
paratus resides. Let us make a fanciful assumption about these antecedents, since
it will make no real difference to our argument what they are. (It will help us to
focus our thoughts if we have some sort of mental picture of what goes on inside
Jane at the moment of decision.) Let us suppose that a certain current-pulse is
proceeding along one of the neural pathways in Jane’s brain and that it is about to
come to a fork. And let us suppose that if it goes to the left, she will make her con-
fession, and that if it goes to the right, she will remain silent. And let us suppose
that it is undetermined which way the pulse will go when it comes to the fork:
even an omniscient being with a complete knowledge of the state of Jane’s brain
and a complete knowledge of the laws of physics and unlimited powers of calcula-
tion could say no more than, “The laws and the present state of her brain would
allow the pulse to go either way; consequently, no prediction of what the pulse
will do when it comes to the fork is possible; it might go to the left, and it might
go to the right, and that’s all there is to be said.”

Now let us ask: Is it up to Jane whether the pulse goes to the left or to the right?4

If we think about this question for a moment, we shall see that it is very hard to see
how this could be up to her. Nothing in the way things are at the instant before the
pulse makes its “decision” to go one way or the other makes it happen that the
pulse goes one way or goes the other. If it goes to the left, that just happens. If it
goes to the right, that just happens. There is no way for Jane to influence the pulse.
There is no way for her to make it go one way rather than the other. Or, at least,
there is no way for her to make it go one way rather than the other and leave the
“choice” it makes an undetermined event. If Jane did something to make the pulse
go to the left, then, obviously, its going to the left would not be an undetermined
event. It is a plausible idea that it is up to an agent what the outcome of a process
will be only if the agent is able to arrange things in a way that would make the oc-
currence of this outcome inevitable or in a way that would make the occurrence of
that outcome inevitable. If this plausible idea is right, there would seem to be no
possibility of its being up to Jane (or to anyone else) what the outcome of an inde-
terministic process would be. And it seems to follow that if, when one is trying to
decide what to do, it is truly undetermined what the outcome of one’s deliberations
will be, it cannot be up to one what the outcome of one’s deliberations will be. It is,
therefore, far from clear whether incompatibilism is a tenable position. The incom-
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patibilist who believes in free will must say this: it is possible, despite the above ar-
gument, for it to be up to an agent what the outcome of an indeterministic process
will be. But how is the argument to be met?

Some incompatibilists attempt to meet this argument by means of an appeal to
a special sort of causation. Metaphysicians have disagreed about what kinds of
things stand in the cause-and-effect relation. This is the orthodox, or “Humean”
position: Although our idioms may sometimes suggest otherwise, causes and effects
are always events. We may say that “Stalin caused” the deaths of millions of people,
but when we talk in this way, we are not, in the strictest sense, saying that an indi-
vidual thing (Stalin) was the cause of certain events. It was, strictly speaking, certain
events (certain actions of Stalin) that were the cause of certain other events (the mil-
lions of deaths). It has been suggested, however, that, although events do indeed
cause other events, in some cases, persons or agents, individual things, cause events.
According to this suggestion, it might very well be that an event in Jane’s brain—a
current-pulse taking the left-hand branch of a neural fork, say—had Jane as its
cause. And not some event or change involving Jane, not something taking place
inside Jane, not something Jane did, but Jane herself, the person Jane, the agent
Jane, the individual thing Jane.

This “type” of causation is usually labeled ‘agent-causation’, and it is contrasted
with ‘event-causation’, the other “type” of causation, the kind of causation that oc-
curs when one event causes another event. An event is a change in the intrinsic
properties of an individual or a change in the ways certain individuals are related
to one another. Event-causation occurs when a change that occurs at a certain
time is due to a change that occurred at some earlier time. If there is such a thing
as agent-causation, however, some changes are not due to earlier changes but sim-
ply to agents: to agents full stop; to agents period.

Let us now return to the question confronting the incompatibilist who believes
in free will: How is it possible for it to be up to an agent what the outcome of an
indeterministic process will be? Those incompatibilists who appeal to agent-causa-
tion answer this question as follows: “A process’s having one outcome rather than
one of the other outcomes it might have had is an event. For it to be up to an
agent what the outcome of a process will be is for the agent to be able to cause
each of the outcomes that process could have. Suppose, for example, that Jane’s
deciding what to do was an indeterministic process and that this process termi-
nated in her deciding to speak, although, since it was indeterministic, the laws of
nature and the way things were when the process was initiated were consistent
with its terminating in her remaining silent. But suppose that Jane caused the pro-
cess to terminate in her speaking and that she once was able to cause it to termi-
nate in her being silent. Then it was up to her what the outcome was. That is what
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it is for it to have been up to an agent whether a process would terminate in A or
B: to have caused it to terminate in one of these two ways, and to have been able
to cause it to terminate in the other.”

There are two “standard” objections to this sort of answer. They take the form
of questions. The first question is, “But what does one add to the assertion that
Jane decided to speak when one says she was the agent-cause of her decision to
speak?” The second is, “But what about the event Jane’s becoming the agent-cause of
her decision to speak? According to your position, this event occurred and it was
undetermined—for if it were determined by some earlier state of things and the
laws of nature, then her decision to speak would have been determined by these
same factors. Even if there is such a thing as agent-causation and this event oc-
curred, how could it have been up to Jane whether it occurred? And if Jane was the
agent-cause of her decision to speak and it was not up to her whether she was the
agent-cause of her decision to speak, then it was not up to her whether she would
speak or remain silent.”

These two standard objections have standard replies. The first reply is, “I don’t
know how to answer your question. But that is because causation is a mystery, and
not because there is any special mystery about agent-causation. How would you an-
swer the corresponding question about event-causation: What does one add to the
assertion that two events occurred in succession when one says the earlier was the
cause of the later?” The second reply is, “But it was up to Jane which of the two
events Jane’s becoming the agent-cause of her decision to speak and Jane’s becoming the
agent-cause of her decision to remain silent would occur. This is because she was the
agent-cause of the former and was able to have been the agent-cause of the latter.
In any case in which Jane is the agent-cause of an event, she is also the agent-cause
of her being the agent-cause of that event, and the agent-cause of her being the
agent-cause of her being the agent-cause of that event, and so on ‘forever.’ Of
course, she is no doubt not aware of being the agent-cause of all these events, but
the doctrine of agent-causation does not entail that agents are aware of all the
events of which they are agent-causes.”

Perhaps these replies are effective and perhaps not. I reproduce them because
they are, as I have said, standard replies to standard objections. I have no clear
sense of what is going on in this debate because I do not understand agent-
 causation. At least I don’t think I understand it. To me, the suggestion that an in-
dividual thing, as opposed to a change in an individual thing, could be the cause
of a change is a mystery. I do not intend this as an argument against the existence
of agent-causation—of some relation between individual things and events that,
when it is finally comprehended, will be seen to satisfy the descriptions of “agent-
causation” that have been advanced by those who claim to grasp this concept. The
world is full of mysteries. And there are many phrases that seem to some to be
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nonsense but which are in fact not nonsense at all. (“Curved space! What non-
sense! Space is what things that are curved are curved in. Space itself can’t be
curved.” And no doubt the phrase ‘curved space’ wouldn’t mean anything in par-
ticular if it had been made up by, say, a science-fiction writer and had no actual
use in science. But the general theory of relativity does imply that it is possible for
space to have a feature for which, as it turns out, those who understand the theory
all regard ‘curved’ as an appropriate label.) I am saying only that agent-causation is
a mystery and that to explain, by an appeal to agent-causation, how it could be up
to someone what the outcome of an indeterministic process would be, is to ex-
plain a mystery by a mystery.

But now a disquieting possibility suggests itself. Perhaps the explanation of the
fact that both compatibilism and incompatibilism seem to lead to mysteries is
simply that the concept of free will is self-contradictory. Perhaps free will is, as the
incompatibilists say, incompatible with determinism. But perhaps it is also in-
compatible with indeterminism, owing to the impossibility of its being up to an
agent what the outcome of an indeterministic process will be. If free will is incom-
patible with both determinism and indeterminism, then, since either determinism
or indeterminism has to be true, free will is impossible. And, of course, what is
impossible does not exist. Can we avoid mystery by accepting the non-existence of
free will? If we are willing to say that free will does not exist, then we need not re-
ject the Principle—and we need not suppose it is possible for it to be up to an
agent what the outcome of an indeterministic process will be.

But consider. Suppose you are trying to decide what to do. And suppose the
choice that confronts you is not a trivial one. Let us not suppose you are trying to
decide which of two movies to see or which flavor of ice cream to order. Let us
suppose the matter to be one of great importance—of great importance to you, at
any rate. You are, perhaps, trying to decide whether to marry a certain person or
whether to risk losing your job by reporting unethical conduct on the part of a su-
perior or whether to sign a “do not resuscitate” order on behalf of a beloved rela-
tive who is critically ill. Pick one of these situations and imagine you are in it. (If
you are in fact faced with a non-trivial choice, you have no need to imagine any-
thing. Think of your own situation.) Consider the two contemplated courses of
action. Hold them before your mind’s eye, and let your attention pass back and
forth between them. Do you really think it isn’t up to you which of these courses
of action you will choose? Can you really believe that?

Many philosophers have said that although the choice between contemplated
future courses of action always seems “open” to them at the time, when they look
back on their past decisions, the particular decision they have made always or al-
most always seems inevitable from that perspective. Is this a plausible thesis? I can
testify that I do not myself find any such thing when I examine my past decisions.
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And, even if I did, I should regard it as an open question whether “foresight” or
“hindsight” was more to be trusted. (Why should we suppose that hindsight is
trustworthy? Maybe there is within us some psychological mechanism that pro-
duces the illusion of the inevitability of our past decisions in order to enable us
more effectively to put these decisions behind us and to spare us endless retrospec-
tive agonizing over them. Maybe we have a natural tendency to interpret our past
decisions in a way that presents them in the best possible light. One can think of
lots of not implausible hypotheses that imply that our present impression that our
past decisions were the only possible ones—if we indeed have this impression—is
untrustworthy.)

When I myself look at contemplated future courses of action in the way I have
described above, I discover an irresistible tendency to believe that each of them is
“open” to me. This tendency may be a vehicle of illusion. It may be that free will
belongs to appearance, not to reality. If the concept of free choice were self-
 contradictory, a belief in this self-contradictory thing might nevertheless be indis-
pensable to human action. Let us ask ourselves: “What would it be like to believe,
really to believe, that only one course of action is ever open to me?”

It can plausibly be argued that it would be impossible under such circum-
stances ever to try to decide what to do. Suppose, for example, that you are in a
certain room, a room with a single door, and that this door is the only possible
way out of the room. Suppose that, as you are thinking about whether to leave the
room, you hear a click that may or may not have been the sound of the door’s be-
ing locked. You are now in a state of uncertainty about whether the door is locked
and are therefore in a state of uncertainty about whether it is possible for you to
leave the room. Can you continue to try to decide whether to leave the room? It
would seem not. (Try the experiment of imagining yourself in this situation and
seeing whether you can imagine yourself continuing to try to decide whether to
leave.) You cannot because you no longer believe it’s possible for you to leave the
room. (It’s not that you believe it’s impossible for you to leave the room. You don’t
believe that either, for you are in a state of uncertainty about whether it is possible
for you to leave.) You can, of course, try to decide whether to get up and try the
door. But that is—at least you probably believe this—possible for you. And you
can try to decide, “conditionally,” whether to leave the room if the door should
prove to be unlocked. But that is not the same thing as trying to decide whether
to leave the room.

This thought-experiment convinces me that I cannot try to decide whether to
do A or B unless I believe that doing A and doing B are both possible for me. And,
therefore, I am convinced that I could not try to decide what to do unless I be-
lieved that more than one course of action was sometimes open to me. And if I
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never tried to decide what to do, if I never deliberated, I should not be a very ef-
fective human being. In the state of nature, I should no doubt starve. In a civilized
society, I should probably have to be institutionalized. Belief in one’s own free will
is therefore something we can hardly do without. It would seem to be an evolu-
tionary necessity that beings like ourselves should believe in their own free will.
And evolutionary necessity has scant respect for such niceties as logical consis-
tency. It is arguable, therefore, that we cannot trust our conviction that we have
free will (if, indeed, we do have this conviction). If evolution has forced a certain
belief on us (for the simple reason that we can’t survive without that belief ), the
fact that we hold it provides no evidential support for the hypothesis that the be-
lief is true; it does not even support the hypothesis that that belief is logically con-
sistent. (Aren’t there people who think that no one, themselves included, has free
will? Well, there are certainly people who say they think this. I suspect they are not
describing their own beliefs correctly. But even if there are people who think no
one has free will, it does not follow that these people do not think they have free
will, for people do have contradictory beliefs. It may be that “on one level”—the
abstract and theoretical—certain people believe free will to be an illusion, while
on another level—the concrete and everyday—they believe themselves to have
free will.)

Nevertheless, when all is said and done, I find myself with the belief that some-
times more than one course of action is open to me, and I cannot give it up. (As
Dr. Johnson said, “Sir, we know our will is free, and there’s an end on’t.”) And I
don’t find the least plausibility in the hypothesis that this belief is illusory. It can
sometimes seem attractive to think of free will as an illusion. To think of free will as
an illusion—or to toy with the idea in a theoretical sort of way—can be attractive
to someone who has betrayed a friend or achieved success by spreading vicious ru-
mors. If you had done something of that sort, wouldn’t you want to believe that
you couldn’t have done otherwise, that no other course of action was really open to
you? Wouldn’t it be tempting to suppose that your actions were determined by
your genes and your upbringing or by the way things were thousands or millions of
years ago? (Jean-Paul Sartre once remarked that determinism was a bottomless well
of excuses.) And it is immensely attractive to suppose oneself to be a member of an
intellectual élite whose members have freed themselves from an illusion to which
the mass of humanity is subject. The hypothesis has its unattractive aspects too, of
course. For one thing, if it rules out blame, it presumably rules out praise on the
same grounds. But, however attractive or unattractive it may be, it just seems to
be false. If some unimpeachable source—God, say—were to tell me I didn’t have
free will, I’d have to regard that piece of information as proof that I didn’t under-
stand the World at all. It would be as if an unimpeachable source had told me that
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consciousness did not exist or that the physical world was an illusion or that self-
 contradictory statements could be true. I’d have to say, “Well, all right. You are an
unimpeachable source. But I just don’t see how what you’re telling me could be
true.” In short: to propose that we believe that we do not have free will is to pro-
pose that we accept a mystery.

I conclude that there is no position one can take concerning free will that does
not confront its adherents with mystery. I myself prefer the following mystery: I
believe that the outcome of our deliberations about what to do is undetermined
and that it is nevertheless—in some way I have no shadow of an understanding
of—sometimes up to us what the outcome of these deliberations will be.

I believe that if Jane has freely decided to speak then the following must be
true: if God were to create a thousand perfect duplicates of Jane as she was an in-
stant before the decision to speak was made and were to place each one in circum-
stances that perfectly duplicated Jane’s circumstances at that instant, some of the
duplicates would choose to speak and some of them would choose to remain
silent, and there would be no explanation whatever of the fact that any particular
duplicate made whichever choice it was she made. And yet, I believe, Jane, the one
actual Jane, was able to speak and able to remain silent.

I accept this mystery because it seems to me to be the smallest mystery avail-
able. If someone believes that human beings do not have free will, that person ac-
cepts a mystery—and, in my view, a greater, deeper mystery than the one I accept.
Someone who denies the Principle, for example, accepts a mystery—and, in my
view, a greater, deeper mystery than the one I accept. But others may judge the
sizes of these mysteries differently.

It is important to be aware that we have not said everything there is to say
about the size of the mysteries connected with the free-will problem. The most
important of the topics we have not discussed in this connection is the relation
between free will and morality. In our preliminary discussion of the concept of
free will, we said it was a common opinion that free will was required by morality.
If this common opinion is correct, then, in a world without free will, all moral
judgments are false or in some other way out of place. If that were so, it would
greatly aggravate the mystery confronting those who deny the existence of free
will. Could it really be, for example, that racism or child abuse or genocide or se-
rial murder are morally unobjectionable? If an unimpeachable source were to in-
form me that child abuse was morally unobjectionable, my dominant reaction
would be one of horror. But I should also have a negative reaction to this revela-
tion that was more intellectual, more theoretical. I should have to conclude that I
didn’t understand the World at all. I should have to say I simply didn’t understand
how it could be that there was nothing morally objectionable about child abuse.
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It is, however, controversial whether a philosopher who rejects free will must
concede that all moral judgments are false (or are all in some other way vehicles of
illusion). The “common opinion” that morality requires free will is not so common
as it used to be. When almost all English-speaking philosophers were compati-
bilists, this opinion was held by almost everyone in the English-speaking philo-
sophical world. It was the common assumption of the compatibilists and the few
incompatibilists there were. Now, however, compatibilists are less common than
they used to be, owing principally to the fact that philosophers have come to realize
that a compatibilist must reject the Principle. Many philosophers now reject com-
patibilism who might previously have been strongly attracted to this position. And
because these philosophers, or many of them, reject the possibility of any sort of
free will that requires indeterminism, they reject free will altogether. But most
philosophers who reject free will are not willing to say that morality is an illusion.
It has, therefore, become an increasingly popular position that morality does not
require free will after all. For this reason, I have not included the thesis that moral-
ity is an illusion among the mysteries that must be accepted by those who reject
free will. I myself continue to believe that morality is an illusion if there is no free
will. (In fact, this conditional statement seems self-evident to me; if an unimpeach-
able source told me it was false, I’d regard its falsity as a great mystery.) But, since
the issues involved in the debate about this thesis pertain to moral philosophy and
not to metaphysics, I will not discuss them.

However one may judge the relative “sizes” of the mysteries that confront the
adherents of the various positions one might take concerning free will, these mys-
teries exist. The metaphysician’s task is to display these mysteries. Each of us must
decide, with no further help from the metaphysician, how to respond to the array
of mysteries that the metaphysician has placed before us.

Suggestions for Further Reading

Berofsky’s Free Will and Determinism and Watson’s Free Will are excellent collec-
tions devoted to the problem of free will and determinism. Fischer’s more recent
Moral Responsibility contains much useful material. My own book, An Essay on
Free Will, is a defense of incompatibilism. Large parts of it are accessible to those
without formal philosophical training. The central argument of the book is at-
tacked in Lewis’s superb article, “Are We Free to Break the Laws?” (rather difficult
for those without philosophical training). Dennett’s Elbow Room is a highly read-
able (if somewhat idiosyncratic) defense of compatibilism. The question, ‘Could
there be free will in an indeterministic world?’ is the main topic of the essays in
O’Connor’s Agents, Causes, and Events: Essays on Indeterminism and Free Will. For
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an examination of the consequences giving up our belief in free will would have
for our moral convictions and practices, see Derk Pereboom’s Living Without Free
Will.

Notes

1. It should be evident from this discussion of “free will” that what we are calling by
this name would be more appropriately called ‘free choice’. ‘Free will’ is, however, the
term that has traditionally been used to express this concept, and I use it out of respect
for tradition.

2. This way of drawing the figure was suggested to me by David Lyons.
3. Conditional statements can be statements of fact. For example, the statement, ‘If

a crystal wine glass falls three meters to a stone floor, it will break’ states a fact.
4. If a definition of ‘it’s up to Jane’ is required, I offer the following: ‘It’s up to Jane

whether p or q’ means ‘It must either be the case that p or be the case that q, and both
(i) Jane is somehow able so to arrange matters that p, and (ii) Jane is somehow able so
to arrange matters that q’.
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Concluding Meditation

On the first page of this book, I said that when you had read the book you
would have a tolerably clear idea of what metaphysics was. I expect you now do.
What you do not have (as I promised in the first chapter that you would not) is
metaphysical information. If instead of reading this book you had devoted your
time to a book about geology or tax law or music theory, you would have all sorts
of information, but from this book you have got no information other than a lit-
tle incidental information about what some people think or have thought. You
now have a tolerably clear idea of what it means to try to get behind appearance
and to investigate reality: the way the World really is and the ultimate reasons for
its being that way. What we most often find when we try to do this are unresolved
questions and mysteries. Part One was devoted mainly to unresolved questions.
Metaphysical questions can often be answered, or, at least, individual metaphysi-
cians are often confident that they have answered them. But these individuals, as I
have repeatedly emphasized, are almost never able to induce the community of
metaphysicians to share their confidence. In Part One, I have given answers to
various metaphysical questions, answers that I have a great deal of confidence in.
And I have explained why, in my view, the confidence that other metaphysicians
have in their competing answers to these questions is misplaced. Parts Two and
Three have been devoted mainly to mysteries. The mysteries seem to me to be far
more interesting than the unresolved questions and generally more important.
(But they are not in every case more important. Nothing in metaphysics is more
important than the question of objective truth.) Let us conclude with a medita-
tion on mystery.

The mysteries that metaphysics uncovers are, of course, mysteries relative to
ourselves and to our ability to understand things. Nothing is a mystery in itself,
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whatever that might mean. Everything is as it is; everything has a certain set of
properties and these properties must be consistent. (By definition, reality must be
consistent, for inconsistency is a mark of unreality. That is how we know that
round squares do not exist. They do not exist because they cannot possibly exist.
The inconsistent is just that which cannot possibly exist.) If God exists, there is
someone to whom nothing is a mystery. But perhaps God does not exist. Perhaps
God cannot exist. Perhaps there could not be any being, divine or human, natural
or supernatural, terrestrial or celestial, who was capable of understanding the way
the World was and why it was that way.

This is a possibility that we must take seriously: that the World is unintelligi-
ble, not “in itself,” but unintelligible to any being who could possibly be one of its
inhabitants. However this may be, I do not expect any human being to solve any
of the problems of metaphysics in the near future—or, if the truth be known, in
the remote future. I shall try to explain why I am skeptical about the possibility of
our solving any of the problems of metaphysics. Let us assume for the sake of ar-
gument that the problems of metaphysics are in some sense soluble, that it makes
sense to speak of solving them. (If it does not, then, of course, no one is going to
solve them.) We human beings have certain intellectual gifts. Other rational
species might have others, and their gifts might be more impressive than ours or
less impressive. It is very hard indeed to believe that a race of beings less gifted
than we, even slightly less gifted, could solve all the problems of metaphysics—or
any of them. (Could a species less gifted than ourselves succeed where we have
failed miserably?) We can also imagine a race of beings possessing a considerably
greater allotment of the intellectual gifts relevant to metaphysics than we. (At least
I think I can imagine this.) Such a race would, clearly, be more likely to be able to
solve the problems of metaphysics than we.

If we believe that we are able to solve the problems of metaphysics, then we
must believe that we are just barely able to do this; we must believe that if our in-
tellectual gifts were only slightly less impressive we should be unable to do it. We
must believe that our ability to solve the problems of metaphysics is like the abil-
ity to run a mile in four minutes: something that we (that is, a few exceptional in-
dividuals among us) are just barely able to do. And isn’t this a rather implausible
thesis? Why should the intellectual abilities that we happen to have be just barely
adequate to the task? Why should we expect such a stroke of luck?1

Let us suppose, unrealistically, that IQ tests really measure intellectual ability.
Let us in fact assume, even more unrealistically, that they measure the intellectual
abilities that are relevant to success in metaphysics. Why should we suppose that a
species with a mean IQ of 100—our own species—is able to solve the problems of
metaphysics? Pretty clearly a species with a mean IQ of 60 wouldn’t be in a posi-
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tion to achieve this. Pretty clearly, a species with a mean IQ of 160 would be in a
better position than we to achieve this. Why should we suppose that the “cut-off
point” is something like 90 or 95? Why shouldn’t it be 130 or 170 or 250? The
conclusion of this meditation on mystery is that if metaphysics does indeed pres-
ent us with mysteries that we are incapable of penetrating, this fact is not itself
mysterious. It is just what we should expect, given that we are  convinced that be-
ings only slightly less intellectually capable than ourselves would certainly be inca-
pable of penetrating these mysteries. If we cannot know why there is anything at
all, or why there should be rational beings, or how the apparent motion of time is
related to reality, or how thought and feeling are possible, or how our conviction
that we have free will could possibly be true—why should that astonish us? What
reason have we, what reason could we possibly have, for thinking that our intellec-
tual abilities are equal to the task of answering these questions?2

Notes

1. There is no mystery about the fact that our physical abilities are just barely ade-
quate to the task of running a mile in four minutes. (The first time anyone did this was
in 1954. The record time for a mile is 3:43.13. The figure is not likely to go much
lower.) This is because the figure “four minutes” was not chosen independently of our
physical abilities; the task “running a mile in four minutes” is of  interest to us because it
represents a challenge to creatures having the physical abilities we just happen to have.
But the task “solving the problems of metaphysics” is not interesting to us because of
the challenge it presents; it is interesting because the problems of metaphysics are inter-
esting to us. Suppose there were a race of intelligent horses—like the Houyhnhnms in
Gulliver’s Travels. The task “running a mile in four minutes” would be of no interest to
them because it is absurdly easy for a horse to run a mile in four minutes. But the task
“solving the problems of metaphysics” might well be of great interest even to a species
that found it absurdly easy to solve them simply because the members of that species
wanted to know the solutions to those problems.

2. We depreciate our achievements in metaphysics because we compare them with
our scientific achievements—which are impressive indeed. But our scientific achieve-
ments do not seem to have been inevitable. Out of thousands of cultures and civiliza-
tions, only one, the civilization of second-millennial Europe, managed to create what
we now call science. (The Chinese, the civilizations of India, the medieval Arabs, and,
most impressively, the ancient Greeks made important discoveries in mathematics and
applied these discoveries to astronomy: they created models of the heavens that enabled
them to predict the motions of the spots of light in the sky with great accuracy. But,
having done this, they went no further.) Might the “right” culture, the culture that will
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give birth to a kind of thinking that will enable human beings actually to answer meta-
physical questions, simply not have come along yet? I can only say what is obvious: No
one can rule this out. But the issues these questions raise are too complicated to address
in a note. Those who wish to consider them should begin by reading Colin McGinn’s
Problems in Philosophy.

276 Chapter 13
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Being

In Chapter 1, the following question was said to be one of the questions addressed
by metaphysics:

What are the most general features of the World, and what sorts of things does
it contain?

In this chapter we shall consider two questions suggested by this one:  What is it
for the World to “contain” something? and What are the most general sorts of
things that the World “contains”?

The phrase ‘the World’ was introduced in Chapter 1 as a convenient collective
name for everything—not for everything that has some particular feature, how-
ever general and abstract (not, for example, for everything physical or everything
that has some location in space), but for everything—everything period, every-
thing full stop, everything without qualification. To say this is not to deny that
there may be some feature that belongs to everything. It may be that everything is
physical or that everything has some position in space—in which case, ‘the World’
will be a collective name for the things that are physical or the things that have po-
sitions in space. But the meaning of ‘the World’ is not tied to any particular fea-
ture of things. If there are no spirits or other non-physical things, then a person
who wrongly believes that there are spirits, and who expresses this belief—by say-
ing, for example, “The World contains spirits”—will be saying something false,
but will not be misusing the phrase ‘the World’.

277
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Is there some feature that belongs to all things, that is a feature of everything?
This question is of interest because, if there is such a “universal” feature of things,
it will be exactly the things having that feature that the World “contains.” And it
may seem obvious that there must be such a feature, so obvious in fact as to be a
triviality. Suppose a certain philosopher—our friend Alice, perhaps—were to
make the following speech:

Obviously there is such a feature, for being is a feature of everything. Who could
deny it, for who could deny that everything there is is? It’s evident, isn’t it, that
‘everything’ and ‘everything there is’ refer to the same things? And it’s evident
that ‘being’ is the name for the feature of a thing that we attribute to it when we
say that it is (or, to employ a more common idiom, that it exists). In saying this,
I mean to leave it an open question whether there are other features than being
that everything has. For example, for all I know, everything is a physical thing.
(Certainly many people think so, although others deny it.) But even if this is
true, even if everything is a physical thing, “being” and “being a physical thing”
(or simply “being physical”) are distinct features of things. That is, “being” and
“being physical” are not two names for one feature of things—as “being in mo-
tion” and “changing position in space” are. It is obvious that two different fea-
tures may be features of exactly the same things. For example, “having a heart”
and “having kidneys” are (cases of radical surgery aside) features of just the same
things (the same animals), but obviously they are different features: if you say
that something has a heart, you are not saying the same thing about it that you
would be saying if you said that it had kidneys. The chair I am sitting on is (or
exists) and it is physical, but those are two features of the chair, not one—just as
“being made of wood” and “weighing 15 kilos” are two features of the chair, and
not alternative ways of referring to one of its features. And this would be just as
true if the chair were the only thing that there was: being (or existence) would
be one of its features and “being physical” another.

Now suppose that a second philosopher, Bertram, who had listened to Alice’s
speech, were to reply with a speech of his own:

I’m one of those people Alice has alluded to who think that everything is phys-
ical. Science has convinced me of that. But I’m not at present interested in de-
fending that thesis. I just want to ask Alice why someone like me, someone who
thinks that everything is physical, shouldn’t say that “being” and “being phys-
ical” are alternative ways of referring to one and the same feature of things?
Why can’t I say that to be physical is just what it is to be (or to exist; I agree with
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Alice’s implied statement that ‘to be’ and ‘to exist’ are synonyms). For a thing to
be or to exist is—this is what I want to say—for that thing to occupy space (to
be “extended,” as some philosophers say), to exclude other extended things
from the space it occupies (to be “impenetrable”), and to undergo acceleration
when a net force is acting on it. In short, to be or to exist is to be physical.

Who is right, Alice or Bertram? Is there such a feature of things as “being,” and, if
there is, is it true to say that this feature can’t be “reduced” to the possession of a fea-
ture that isn’t a trivial, verbal consequence of being? That is to say, if there is such a
feature of things as being, might it be that, for some feature F, being is actually “be-
ing F,” where the feature F isn’t just being itself or “being a thing that is”—or exis-
tence, if Alice and Bertram are right in their belief that ‘to be’ and ‘to exist’ are
synonyms? (To say things like ‘To be is actually to be a being’, or ‘To be is actually to
be a thing that is’, or—if Alice and Bertram are right about the synonymy of ‘to be’
and ‘to exist’—‘To be is actually to exist’, is obviously no more than pointless word-
play.) The thesis that Bertram has put forward (being is being physical) is only one
example of a thesis of the general type “being is being F.” As we saw in Chapter 3,
the eighteenth-century philosopher George Berkeley maintained that “To be is to be
perceived.” According to Berkeley, what it is for a chair or a mountain or any other
piece of the world’s furniture to exist is for it to be perceived by someone.1 Our in-
terest does not lie primarily in the particular thesis that Bertram raised in opposition
to Alice, but in the general thesis of which it is an instance: that for some feature F,
to be is to be F (where F is a feature of things like “physical” or “perceived” that does
not reduce the thesis to a triviality). We shall continue to use “to be is to be physical”
as an example of such a thesis, but none of the objections to it that we shall consider
is in any way tied to the notion of the physical. All these objections apply, with very
minor and obvious changes, to any other form of the thesis.2

One possible objection to Bertram’s thesis is that it trivializes the theory that
everything is physical—which is by no means a trivial theory.3 Let us suppose that
Alice raises exactly this objection:

Bertram, you say that “being” is “being physical” or “being a physical thing.”
But if you are right, then these three theses—

The only things that there are (that is, the only things that have the
feature “being”) are physical things (that is, things that have the feature
“being a physical thing”)

The only things that there are are things that there are
The only physical things are physical things
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—are equivalent—are in fact three ways of saying the same thing. But the sec-
ond and third theses are obviously trivial, and, therefore, if the three theses are
three ways of saying the same thing, the first is trivial, too. But it obviously isn’t
trivial, and I don’t suppose you mean to say that it’s trivial. In fact, I know that
you don’t regard it as trivial, for you have said that science convinced you that it
was true, and one doesn’t have to consult physicists or biologists to verify that
everything that exists exists or that whatever is physical is physical.

This argument, however, is not unanswerable. Let us imagine that Bertram
 offers the following rejoinder to this reply.

My position isn’t that the word ‘being’ and the words ‘being physical’ (or the
words ‘being a physical thing’) have the same meaning. What I’m saying is that
‘being’ and ‘being physical’ are two names for the same feature of things. ‘Being’
and ‘being physical’ are thus like ‘being table salt’ and ‘being sodium chloride
(in solid, granular form)’. The words ‘being table salt’ and the words ‘being
sodium chloride’ are not synonymous, but they are two names for one and the
same feature of things: something’s being sodium chloride is what it is for it to
be table salt. And the fact that ‘being table salt’ and ‘being sodium chloride’ are
two names for one feature of things does not have the consequence that ‘Every
specimen of table salt is a specimen of sodium chloride’ is a trivial, verbal truth
like ‘All bachelors are unmarried men’. The latter statement is no more than a
statement of the meaning of the word ‘bachelor’; the former is a statement of
the molecular structure of table salt—and what something’s being table salt con-
sists in is its having a certain molecular structure: that one, being sodium chlo-
ride. The point of the analogy should be clear: the thesis that “being” is “being
physical” does not imply that ‘The only things that there are are physical things’
is a trivial, verbal truth. Rather, that sentence states an important metaphysical
truth—just as ‘Table salt is sodium chloride’ states an important chemical truth.

But this does not settle the matter. Let us suppose that Alice takes Bertram’s
 rejoinder into account and says this:

Consider two people who are arguing about the existence (or being) of some-
thing non-physical. God, perhaps, who is certainly non-physical if He exists.
(People are always arguing about His existence, aren’t they?) Athena the atheist,
then, and Theo the theist are engaged in a dispute about whether God exists—
or about whether there is a God. There are many arguments that Athena could
use in an attempt to prove that there is no such being as God. She might, for
 example, appeal to the vast amount of suffering that we observe in the world
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around us, or she might contend that physical science can explain everything
and that there is therefore no need to postulate the existence of non-physical be-
ings like God. But suppose that instead of one of these well-known arguments
for the non-existence of God, Athena presented Theo with this argument:

God is supposed to be a non-physical being. For that very reason, He
can’t exist: there can’t be such a thing as God. There can’t be any
 non-physical being, for “to be” (or “to exist”) and “to be physical” are
 identical—are the same feature of things. It is as impossible for a non-
physical thing to be as it is for something that isn’t sodium chloride to be
table salt.

It is hard to see why Theo (or anyone else) should be expected to find this ar-
gument convincing. Why couldn’t he reply as follows?

Well, you can say that “to be” and “to be physical” are the same thing. But
why should anyone believe you when you say this, and how did you find
it out? We know exactly why people should believe a chemist who says
that to be table salt just is to be sodium chloride. (You can find the rea-
sons in a chemistry textbook.) And we know exactly how chemists discov-
ered the identity of table salt and sodium chloride. (Consult a history of
chemistry.) Chemists who assert this identity can back it up with unan-
swerable arguments, and you haven’t given any argument at all for the
identity of being and being physical. And, what’s more, we can all see
what an identity of the salt/NaCl kind could consist in. Table salt is a
stuff, and it must have some sort of inner structure that makes it the stuff
it is. The chemists have simply identified the inner structure that makes
table salt what it is. But what could the supposed identity of being and
being physical consist in? Is it really plausible to suppose that being or
 existence has some sort of structure that can be discovered by scientific
 investigation—or by any other sort of investigation?

Despite his laboring under the handicap of being a fictional character created
by a fictional character (Alice), Theo has managed to make an excellent point—
 although we should note that even if everything he has said is true, it doesn’t fol-
low that being isn’t being physical. Nevertheless, he is right to point out that even
if being is being physical, Athena has not presented any good reason to believe
that it is—and right in his further contention that this identity, even if it is real, is
not of a kind that analogy with the identity of “being salt” and “being sodium
chloride” can do much to make intelligible to us. It does seem that, in the end,
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there is not much to be said for the thesis that “being” is “being physical.” And
the same point can be made in relation to anything we might think of substituting
for “physical”: there isn’t much to be said for the thesis that “being” is “being per-
ceived,” “being extended in space,” or being anything (anything, that is, that isn’t a
trivial consequence of being).

If being cannot, in any interesting way, be defined or explained as “being such-
and-such” (being physical, being in space and time, . . .), then what is being?
Many philosophers would say that it’s not surprising that being cannot be “re-
duced to” the possession of some feature because being is not a feature of things at
all—not even an indefinable or irreducible feature of things. This idea is particu-
larly associated with the eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel
Kant, although earlier philosophers had had essentially the same idea.

What does it mean to say that being is not a feature of things? That question, ob-
viously, depends on the prior question, What is a feature? We have been using the
word ‘feature’ freely, but what does the word mean? What is a “feature” of things?

A feature, let us say, is something that can be ascribed to a thing, something that
can be said of or said about a thing. For example, one can say of the White House
that it is white (and rightly, for it is white), and one can say the same thing (“that
it is white”) of the Taj Mahal (also rightly); and one can say it of the Brooklyn
Bridge (wrongly, but people do get things wrong sometimes and ascribe to things
features that those things do not have). Thus, there is one thing—“that it is
white”—that a speaker can say of three different structures. This thing is a “fea-
ture”; a feature of the White House and the Taj Mahal (because it can be rightly
ascribed to those structures), and not a feature of the Brooklyn Bridge (because it
can be ascribed only wrongly to that structure).

Is “that it is” (or “that it exists”) something that one can say of or about certain
things? (That is: Is being or existence a feature that can be ascribed to certain
things?) It would certainly seem so. If Wordsworth says sadly, “Lucy has ceased to
be,” and if you tell him, “No, wait, the reports of her death were mistaken—
 rejoice, for Lucy still is!”, are you not ascribing being to Lucy? According to Kant,
the answer is “No,” for such apparent examples of ascribing being to something
are only apparent. They are illusions of grammar. “Being,” Kant says, “is a logical,
not a real predicate.”4 He means, near enough, that when one says, “Lucy is” or
“God exists” or “There is an elephant in our local zoo,” one is really making an as-
sertion about a feature of features—although the words one has used create the il-
lusion that one was making an assertion about a feature of Lucy or of God or of a
certain elephant. (Features have features. One feature of the feature “that it is
white” is “that it is a feature of a large number of things”—a feature that many
features lack; “that it has walked on the moon,” for example, and “that it is a fe-
male head of state” are both features of only a small number of things.)
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An example may help to make it clear what Kant’s thesis is. Suppose that a cer-
tain woman says, “My brother Henry is always bragging about our cousin Geral-
dine, the famous explorer and primatologist. But he just made her up. There’s no
such person. Geraldine doesn’t exist.” Henry, we imagine, indignantly replies,
“Geraldine does too exist. She’s real, I tell you!” According to Kant, when Henry
says “Geraldine exists,” he is not ascribing a feature to a certain woman but rather
to a certain class of features—the class comprising the following features, or some-
thing in their neighborhood:

that it (or, more idiomatically, she) is named ‘Geraldine’
that she is a cousin of Henry’s
that she is a famous explorer and primatologist.

And (Kant would tell us) the feature that Henry is ascribing to this class of fea-
tures is this: “that its members are all features of some one thing.” (Or we could put
Kant’s thesis this way: Henry is ascribing the feature “that it is a feature of some-
thing” to the single “compound” feature, “that she is a cousin of Henry’s named
‘Geraldine’, and is a famous explorer and primatologist.” It doesn’t much matter
which way we state the thesis.) What’s more, Kant tells us, when Henry’s sister says,
“Geraldine doesn’t exist,” she is not ascribing the feature “non- existence” (or “that
she does not exist”) to a certain woman; she is not saying of some woman that she
does not exist. She is rather ascribing the feature “that its members are not all fea-
tures of some one thing” to the class of features whose members we have listed.
That is, she’s saying that nothing has all three of the features in that class. (And a
good thing, too, say those who agree with Kant on this point—for if one says of
some woman that she doesn’t exist, one has to be wrong. If the woman in question
is “there” to have something said about her, then she exists.)

The late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century German philosopher Gott-
lob Frege, who took more or less Kant’s line on this matter, put his version of
Kant’s thesis this way:

Affirmation of existence is denial of the number zero.

We may gloss this statement as follows.

For every class of features, there is some number that is the number of things that
have the features in that class. When one makes an affirmation of existence, one
has a certain class of features in mind. One’s affirmation of existence is simply the
denial that the number of things that have the features in the class one has in
mind is zero.5
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This thesis (we will call it the Kant-Frege Thesis, or KFT) certainly has the
consequence that being or existence is not a feature of things.6 In my view, KFT is
an insightful account of being, but (I would suggest) it can be improved. It is, I
would say, unnecessarily complicated, and it can be improved by being simplified.
Let us once more consider the slogan (so to call it) in which Frege summed up his
theory of existence: ‘Affirmation of existence is denial of the number zero’. And let
us ask this: What would the words of this slogan suggest to people who were un-
aware of the theory they summarized? Suppose we asked these people to look at a
particular case, and addressed the following question to them:

If affirmation of existence is denial of the number zero, what is it to affirm that
horses exist?

One very natural answer, I think, would be

It is to deny that the number of horses is zero.

And I think that this natural answer is not only a natural interpretation of ‘Affir-
mation of existence is denial of the number zero’; I think it is right: to affirm that
horses exist just is to deny that the number of horses is zero.7 (At the very least, the
meanings of ‘Horses exist’ and ‘The number of horses is not zero’ are as closely
connected as the meanings of ‘Circle’ and ‘Plane figure that consists of all the
points equidistant from a given point’.8)

A person who says, “The number of horses is not zero,” is not saying some-
thing about a class of features. That person is, rather, saying something about
horses. The sentence ‘The number of horses is not zero’ is no more about a class of
features than is the sentence ‘The evolutionary history of horses is not simple’, or
the sentence ‘The employment of horses in modern warfare is not common’.

Let us call the following thesis the Revised Kant-Frege Thesis (RKFT):

Fs exist

means

The number of Fs is not zero.

(‘Fs’ is a “placeholder” for any plural noun or noun-phrase that can meaningfully
be followed by ‘exist’ or ‘do not exist’: ‘horses’, ‘angels’, ‘unicorns’, ‘women who
are more than two meters tall’, and so on. I use ‘means’ to refer to whatever rela-
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tion ‘circle’ bears to ‘plane figure that consists of all the points equidistant from a
given point’.) RKFT will be understood to include or imply the thesis that ‘Fs do
not exist’ means ‘The number of Fs is zero’. Thus, RKFT implies that ‘Unicorns
do not exist’ means ‘The number of unicorns is zero’.

It is not obvious whether RKFT, like KFT, entails that being is not a feature of
things. KFT entails that when one says that horses exist, one is not, despite ap-
pearances, making an assertion about horses (or is making an assertion that is con-
nected with horses only in a very indirect fashion). According to RKFT, however,
when one says that horses exist, one is talking about horses, and is talking about
them in the straightforward sense in which one is talking about horses when one
says that horses are vertebrates. But if one talks about horses by saying that horses
exist, does it follow that one is ascribing some feature to them—as one obviously
is when one says that horses are vertebrates? Well, let us consider a particular
horse, Street Smart, the winner of the 2007 Kentucky Derby. If we say that Street
Smart exists, are we ascribing a feature to that remarkable animal, and if so, what
feature? RKFT does not provide us with a clear answer to that question, for
RKFT does not provide us with a clear answer to the question, What does ‘Street
Smart exists’ mean? It tells us what ‘Horses exist’ and ‘Racehorses exist’ mean. It
even tells us what ‘A horse who won the 2007 Kentucky Derby with a time of
2:02.17 exists’ means.9 But it does not tell us what ‘Street Smart exists’ means. Af-
ter all, although only Street Smart has the feature “that it is a horse who won the
2007 Kentucky Derby with a time of 2:02.17,” he might easily not have had that
feature and still have existed. And some other horse—Hard Spun, for example—
might have had it. But if Hard Spun had won the 2007 Kentucky Derby with a
time of 2:02.17, he would nevertheless not have been Street Smart.

If RKFT does not provide us with an answer to the question, ‘What does “Street
Smart exists” mean?’, does it at least suggest some sort of answer to this question? I
think it does. I think it suggests this answer:

Street Smart exists

means

The number of things that are Street Smart is not zero.

And why should we not accept this answer? If Street Smart and Hard Spun and no
other horses are grazing in a field, and if someone gestures at that field and asks,
“How many horses are grazing in that field?”, the right answer to this question is
“two.” And if that person went on to ask, “How many of them are Street Smart?”,
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the right answer to that (admittedly rather odd question) would obviously be
“one.” And the right answer to the more general (and perhaps even odder) ques-
tion ‘How many things are Street Smart?’ is also ‘one’. (Note that this question is
not the same question as ‘How many things are called “Street Smart”?’ We have to
be careful in this context not to confuse counting things and counting things that
have a certain name. The answer to the question, ‘For how many candidates for
president did Frankie cast a vote in the 2004 U.S. elections?’ has to be ‘one’ or
 ‘zero’, at least if election-booth chicanery and ambiguity are not in question. If
Frankie says, “I voted for George Bush,” that statement implies that the right an-
swer is ‘one’, and the fact that thousands of people are named ‘George Bush’ is not
relevant to the question.)

“All this may be true. But even if it is true, it doesn’t tell us whether existence or
being is a feature of things, and it doesn’t tell us what feature it is if it is a feature.
I suppose it could be said that you’ve mentioned some features of things, although
you didn’t explicitly say that they were features: ‘that it is Street Smart’, a feature of
a certain horse, and ‘that it is not zero’, which you (in effect) said was a feature of
the number of things that are Street Smart. But, obviously, neither of those fea-
tures could possibly be the feature ‘existence’—for, obviously, lots of things exist
that have neither of them.”

The interlocutor has a valid point.10 But the point may be answered. Being is a
feature and it is this feature: it is what one says of a thing when one says that the
number of things that are that thing is not zero. It is, in other words, the feature
‘that the number of things that are it is not zero’. If those words—and particularly
the words ‘are it’—sound odd, we can say instead, ‘that the number of things that
are identical with it is not zero’. (But if we use this form of words, we must be
careful not to understand ‘identical’ in the sense ‘having all the same observable
features’ or ‘in certain respects indistinguishable from’—as when we speak of
“identical” twins. We must use ‘x is identical with y’ in the sense ‘x is one and the
same thing or person as y’. In this sense of ‘identity’—numerical identity, it is
called, since in this sense, a thing can be identical with only one thing—a thing is
identical only with itself. Numerical identity is one of the ideas that can be ex-
pressed by the verb ‘to be’: that is why we could write “that the number of things
that are it is not zero”; see note 2.)

We can, if we wish, go on to simplify our description of this feature. We can
simplify it by taking the following obvious fact into account: the number of
things that are numerically identical with a given thing cannot be two or any
greater number. Taking this fact into account, we can say that “being” is the fol-
lowing feature: “that the number of things that are identical with it is one.” That
is to say, to ascribe being or existence to something is to say of it that the number
of things identical with it is one.

0813343563 text.qxd:vanInwagen  5/28/08  10:25 AM  Page 286



Being 287

And we can simplify our description of the feature “being” even further, again
by taking account of an obvious fact, a fact already mentioned, to wit: the only
thing that anything can be identical with is itself. We may therefore say that being
is this feature of things: “that it is identical with itself.”11 Being or existence is what
one says of or ascribes to a thing when one says that that thing is identical with
 itself—that it is itself. Being is self-identity. Almost everyone, however little he or
she knows about philosophy, seems to know that Descartes said, “I think, there-
fore I am.” If the account of being that I have presented is right, he could just as
well have said, “I think, therefore I am someone,”—or “I think, therefore I am
myself,” since Descartes’s being someone and Descartes’s being himself are the
same thing.12 I conclude that Kant and Frege were wrong to hold that being is not
a feature of things, for we have said what feature of things being is.13

We have said that two of the senses of ‘to be’ are ‘to exist’ and ‘to be identical
with’. If the proposed definition of ‘being’/‘existence’ is correct, its correctness
suggests that the fact that one word has both senses is no mere linguistic accident.

One objection to the identification of being with self-identity is that it represents
being as a trivial feature of things and therefore represents being as a “thin” or trivial
concept. Many philosophers have supposed that being must be a profound concept,
and have supposed that to achieve any real understanding of being, a philosopher
must descend to profound depths of metaphysical reflection—perhaps, indeed, to
depths of reflection that lie even deeper than metaphysical reflection, depths in
which the ground of metaphysics lies hidden. The twentieth-century German
philosopher Martin Heidegger, the most famous exponent of this view of being,
contended that European civilization had lost its way precisely because it had forgot-
ten the question, “What is being?” And one important aspect of this “forgetfulness
of being,” Heidegger said, was the insistence of philosophers that the word “being”
expressed a trivial concept—the concept I have set out above (self-identity) or some-
thing no less trivial.

There have been philosophers who have taken a less dramatic position on “the
question of being” than Heidegger’s but who have nevertheless seen being as a
“thick” concept, a concept with a great deal of content. Insofar as I am able to un-
derstand them, these philosophers think of being as an activity that things that are
engage in, the most general activity that they engage in. An entity’s being, these
philosophers say, is something that entity is always doing; it is that thing an entity
has to be doing if it is to be doing anything at all. If, for example, your and my
most general activity, that activity in which all our activities are contained, is “liv-
ing” or “being alive,” living is what your and my being is. Or if our most general
activity is “engaging in conscious thought,” then engaging in conscious thought is
what our being is.14 One famous philosopher who took this view of being was the
twentieth-century French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre. According to Sartre, my
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being consists in my acting for an end I have chosen from a motive I have created
(that is to say, consists in my being conscious of and freely choosing among alter-
native possibilities for acting). If one asked Sartre, “But then what about some-
thing that isn’t conscious of alternative possibilities for acting? Such things exist,
don’t they? There are tables and locomotives and mountains and seas, aren’t there?
And those things aren’t conscious of alternative possibilities for acting, are they?”,
his reply would be along the following lines. “Tables and mountains and so on
have a different kind of being from ours. Their being I call being-in-itself. I oppose
being-in-itself to being-for-itself—our kind of being. Our being, being-for-itself,
the being of a conscious agent, consists in that agent’s acting for an end that agent
has chosen from a motive that agent has created; but the being of a table or a
mountain, the being of a thing, being-in-itself, consists in that thing’s “just stand-
ing there”—in its changing (if it changes at all) in response to external causes,
causes that do not arise within its own being but which are rather imposed on it
by the being of other things.”

In my view, this is wrong—fundamentally wrong. What Sartre has done, I
would say, is to take certain “thick” (rich, interesting) features of various things,
and to designate those features as the “being” of the things to which they belong.
Any such designation must be arbitrary because being is not a thick feature of
things. It is rather the thinnest of all features, a feature so thin that great philoso-
phers like Kant and Frege have been able to suppose that it is not a feature at all.

Sartre was, of course, right to believe that a vast gulf separates mere inanimate
objects (and no doubt bacteria and beetles fall on the same side of the gulf as inan-
imate objects15) from conscious, choosing beings like ourselves. (Part Three of this
book is about that gulf—or, at any rate, about those features of us human beings in
virtue of which we are the only beings we know of on our side of the gulf.) But he
was wrong to suppose that the gulf separates two kinds of being: the truth is that it
separates two kinds of beings. Human beings are beings in the same sense of the
word as the sense in which locomotives and bacteria (if there are such things at all)
are beings. Insofar as these words make any sense, human beings and bacteria (and
locomotives as well) “have the same kind of being.” But, although human beings
and bacteria are beings in the same sense (and thus “have the same kind of being”),
their natures are vastly different. What they are like is vastly different. And what else,
what fact other than the fact that their natures are vastly different, could explain
the fact that there is a vast gulf between human beings and bacteria? Nothing else:
the gulf is vast because the properties (features, characteristics, qualities, attributes)
of human beings are vastly different from the properties of bacteria.

Sartre based a very interesting theory of human nature on the infirm founda-
tion of supposing that what is distinctive about human beings is a kind of being.
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He called this theory “existentialism,” a name that reflects his belief that it is a
theory about the nature of human being (as opposed to the nature of human be-
ings). It is quite possible—I find this very plausible—that the real roots of “exis-
tentialism” were in Sartre’s shrewd observations of the behavior of his fellow
human beings, and that his theory of human nature could have been expressed in
terms that did not involve his mistaken ideas about being.

The concept of being or existence, then, is not the concept of an activity. The
twentieth-century English philosopher J. L. Austin expressed this thesis in a mem-
orable statement about the word ‘exist’: “The word is a verb, but it does not de-
scribe something that things do all the time, like breathing, only quieter—ticking
over, as it were, in a metaphysical sort of way.”16 (‘Ticking over’ is the British term
for what a car’s engine does when the driver’s foot is not pressing the accelerator—
or throttle. The North American equivalent is ‘idling’.)

Nor is this concept any other “thick” concept. For a thing to be or to exist is
simply for it to be something (for it to be some thing, for it to be one and the
same thing as something). And that is to say that for a thing to be or to exist is for
it to be itself, for the only way for a thing to be something is for it to be itself. To
say (for example) that there was a time when I did not exist is simply to say that
there was a time when there was nothing that was me. When we have said this, we
have said everything there is to say about being and existence. There’s simply
nothing more to be said. All questions about being are answered by these simple
statements. Or all questions but one: What things exist? The twentieth-century
American philosopher W. V. Quine called this question “the ontological ques-
tion.”17 He phrased it thus: “What is there?” Having so framed the ontological
question, he went on to say,

It can be answered . . . in a word—‘Everything’—and everyone will accept this
answer as true. However, . . . there remains room for disagreement over cases.18

Disagreement over cases. Precisely. Even if everyone agreed with all the things I
have said about being, people would still disagree about whether there were huge
caches of chemical weapons hidden somewhere in Iraq, genes that coded for ho-
mosexuality, and intelligent beings inhabiting the planets of other stars. And
metaphysics consists in large part in disputes about what there is—or, in the lan-
guage of Chapter 1, about what the World contains.

Philosophers call the branch of metaphysics that addresses the ontological
question ontology. (At any rate, that is one thing they have used the word to mean.
‘Ontology’ is also used to mean ‘the study that inquires into the nature of being’;
ontology in this sense is the study that attempts to answer the question, ‘What is
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it for the World to “contain” something?’ In the latter sense, what we have been
doing in this chapter up to this point is ontology. In the former sense—our
sense—what we shall be doing from this point on is ontology: we shall be asking,
“What are the most general sorts of things that the World ‘contains’?” If we use
the word ‘ontology’ in this way, we may wish to have another term for the study
that inquires into the nature of being. One possibility is ‘meta-ontology’.) Ontol-
ogy is the study that attempts to answer the question ‘What is there?’, and to an-
swer it in the most general terms possible. It is the attempt to say what the World
contains—but only in a very general way. Less general questions about what there
is—questions about caches of chemical weapons, genes that code for homosexual-
ity, and intelligent life elsewhere in the universe—must be referred to experts in
the specialties relevant to the question, to people like arms inspectors and molecu-
lar biologists and astronomers. There are, in fact, metaphysical questions about
what there is that are not the province of ontology—for example, the question
whether there is design in nature, the question whether there is free will, and the
question whether there is such a thing as objective truth.

There can indeed be no precise line of demarcation between those parts of
metaphysics that ask ‘What is there?’ and those that do not. One important rea-
son for this is that most questions can be framed as questions about what there is
if one is determined to frame them that way. Our examples—design in nature,
and so on—illustrate this. Take the question whether human agents (or any other
agents) have free will. We can, if we wish, formulate essentially the same question
as ‘Does free will exist?’ or ‘Are there free agents?’ or ‘Is there such a thing as free-
dom?’ But we can appeal to a certain rule of thumb, a rule that is admittedly
vague: If a metaphysical question can be “comfortably” or “naturally” formulated
without using phrases like ‘Is there . . . ?’ or ‘Are there . . . ?’ or ‘Does . . . exist?’,
that question does not belong to ontology. Thus, the question ‘Does free will ex-
ist?’ is not a question of ontology, because we can frame it this way: ‘Do we have
free will?’ The question ‘Is there design in nature?’ is not a question of ontology,
because it can be equally well formulated as ‘Does nature exhibit design?’ (And
the question ‘Does objective truth exist?’ is essentially the same question as ‘Is
truth objective?’)

Ontology attempts to answer questions of the form ‘Are there Fs?’ (or ‘Do Fs
exist?’), where the schematic letter ‘F’ represents some very general category of
thing.19 For example, one question that ontology considers—one very central
question of ontology—is ‘Do features exist?’20 We made considerable use of the
concept of a “feature” earlier in this chapter. (At one point it was implied that ‘fea-
ture’, ‘property’, ‘characteristic’, ‘quality’, and ‘attribute’ are all synonyms. Let us
make the implied thesis explicit: these words all mean the same thing, or as near as
makes no matter.) And we said that a feature (property, etc.) was a thing that
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could be ascribed to something, something that could be said of or said about
something. We assumed—it seemed we assumed—that there are features, that fea-
tures exist. At any rate, we, as one might say, helped ourselves to features; we spoke
as if there were such things. And this way of speaking is not peculiar to philosophy
or to metaphysics. We speak this way all the time in the sciences and in everyday
life: “If two species have many significant anatomical features in common, that
suggests that they have common ancestors”; “People talk as if Kieffer were more
original than she really was, as if her buildings had all sorts of features that no ear-
lier architect had thought of; while one or two such features do exist, they’re not
so numerous as some architectural writers would have you believe.”

The fact that such talk is ubiquitous in science and in the ordinary business
of life suggests that it is at least apparently true that features are one of the “sorts of
thing the World contains.” It also seems to be at least apparently true that at least
in many cases the things that we apply the same general words to (words like ‘dog’
or ‘green’) have something in common. There is something that all dogs have in
common (and that they share with no non-dogs). If two things are green, there ex-
ists something that is common to both of them (and that is not common to either
of them and to something that is red or white or colorless). And what could those
“commonalities” be but features (or properties or characteristics or qualities)? After
all, no organ or molecule or other physical thing is shared by all dogs. And the
Granny Smith apple in the bowl and the copy of John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice on
the shelf (both of them as green as a thing could be) have no physical part, not even
a single atom, in common. It would seem that what is common to all dogs (and to
dogs alone) is a feature or characteristic—doghood or caninity or whatever you
want to call it. And one of the things the apple and the book have in common (and
which they share with all green things and only with green things) is the feature or
characteristic we call ‘the color green’ or ‘greenness’ or ‘being green’.

It is, therefore, apparently true that the World contains not only dogs and ap-
ples and books (the things we have been calling ‘individual things’), but “general”
things as well: features of individual things. (And, as we have had occasion to ob-
serve, if there are features, they have features of their own, some of which at least
could not be features of individual things. If there is such a thing as the color
green, it has the feature “being the color of lots of things,” a feature it shares with
the color red.)

It is apparently true that there are such things as features. But is it really true?
Does the existence of features belong to appearance or to reality? If it seems that
there are features, is this seeming a mere seeming? This is a metaphysical question.
And it is an ontological question: it belongs to the part of metaphysics called ontol-
ogy. I have introduced this question at this point for two reasons. First, it can serve
as an example of an ontological question. Secondly, it is a particularly effective
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 example because it is the most famous and most ancient of all ontological ques-
tions. We shall return to it shortly. Before we do, however, we shall consider the
second-most-famous ontological question:

Are there things that do not exist?

We consider this question before we turn to our detailed examination of the
question, ‘Are there features?’ because it follows most naturally on our discussion
of existence.21 From almost the beginning of our discussion of existence, we have
assumed that being and existence are the same thing. We have assumed, for exam-
ple, that ‘Horses exist’ and that ‘There are horses’ are two ways of saying the same
thing—and we identified this “same thing” as ‘The number of horses is not zero’.
We assumed, moreover, that ‘being’ and ‘existence’ were two names for a certain
feature that everything has: being self-identical. But this assumption, this identifi-
cation of being and existence, is controversial, and the time has come to examine
the controversy that surrounds it.

There are essentially three arguments that various philosophers have regarded
as proofs of the thesis that being and existence are not the same thing. I will pres-
ent statements of these arguments that are adapted to our discussion of the nature
of being. There is, first,

The Linguistic Argument

We may state this argument as follows:

We say that various things do not exist, and we are very often right when we
make such statements. We say, for example, “Sherlock Holmes does not exist,”
and that is a true statement. But how could it be a true statement if, in making
it, we were not referring to Sherlock Holmes and saying of him that he did not
exist? If he can be referred to, he’s there. He is there to be referred to, and he
therefore is—period, full stop. Existence and being, therefore, are not the same
thing.

The second argument is

The Argument from Counting:
Sherlock Holmes is a non-existent detective. And Hercule Poirot is another.

Holmes and Poirot, therefore, are two non-existent detectives. Now, obviously,
non-existent detectives do not exist—just as non-functioning mechanisms do
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not function and non-practicing physicians do not practice (medicine, that is).
But if ‘Fs do not exist’ means ‘The number of Fs is zero’, then ‘Non-existent de-
tectives do not exist’ means ‘The number of non-existent detectives is zero’.
And that’s wrong; as we’ve just seen, there are at least two non-existent detec-
tives. It cannot, moreover, be true that existence is self-identity, since Holmes
and Poirot are both self-identical and both non-existent. Being, however, is self-
identity. Van Inwagen was entirely right about that, and entirely right in his
contention that ‘There are Fs’ is indeed equivalent to ‘The number of Fs is not
zero’. It follows that he was wrong to suppose that ‘there is’ is equivalent to
 ‘exists’ and to suppose that existence and being are identical.

There is, finally,

The Argument from Intentionality:
Our thoughts exhibit a phenomenon called “intentionality,” a phenomenon

that is not to be found outside the realm of thought (or is to be found there
only in a secondary or derivative sense). This means that when we think about
something, we think about something: our thought has an object, or, possibly,
more than one object. If I have the thought, “The Taj Mahal is in Lahore,” then
the Taj Mahal is an object of my thought, and Lahore is, too. If I have the
thought, “G. H. Hardy proved an important theorem about the zeros of the
Riemann zeta function,” my thought has Hardy and his theorem and the Rie-
mann zeta function and its zeros as its objects.22 (The second example shows
that the object of a thought need not be a physical thing.) In fact, intentionality
is, as some writers have said, the mark of the mental. (At any rate, it is the mark
of thought; if pains and other feelings are “mental,” then it is obviously wrong to
say without qualification that intentionality is the mark of the mental, for pains
and at least some other feelings do not have objects.) Intentionality, having an
object, is in fact the very essence of the mental, or at any rate of thought. Having
an object is just what marks thoughts off from other things to be found in the
World.

These reflections on intentionality imply that there are things that do not ex-
ist because it is obviously possible to think about things that do not exist. The
following example shows this: I think for a while about Sherlock Holmes; then I
go on to think about the son I never had; and, finally, I end my reverie with
some thoughts about the Greek gods. These items, Holmes and the rest, were
the objects of the thoughts I was having. And, as we have seen, if those thoughts
had not had objects, they would not have been thoughts—for having an object
or objects is the essence of a thought. There are, therefore, such things as
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Holmes, the son I never had, and the Greek gods, for there are things I was
thinking about, and they are those things. But, obviously, although there are
such things as Holmes and the rest, they do not exist. Holmes is a mere fictional
character. The son I never had is—well, the son I never had. And Zeus and
Hera and their fellow Olympians are creatures of myth. It follows that there are
things that do not exist. And if there are things that do not exist, ‘there are’ and
‘exist’ cannot mean the same thing. It must be, moreover, that “being” and “ex-
istence” are two distinct features a thing can have. Being is just that “thin” fea-
ture of things that some people mistakenly identify with both being and
existence: for a thing to be is simply for it to be itself, and being is thus a feature
of everything. But existence is not a feature of everything; it is not a feature of
Holmes or of the son I never had or of the Olympian gods.23

We have, therefore, three arguments for the conclusion that there are things
that do not exist. Should we be convinced by them?

The most important challenge to the first argument, the linguistic argument, is
due to Bertrand Russell. (It is a sort of application of the Kant-Frege Thesis,
which Russell accepted, to the linguistic argument. It was foreshadowed in our re-
marks about ‘Geraldine does not exist’.) Russell’s challenge to the linguistic argu-
ment can be presented by considering his analysis of the sentence ‘The present
king of France does not exist’. According to Russell, we need not suppose that
someone who says, “The present king of France does not exist” is referring to a cer-
tain non-existent monarch and saying of him that he is indeed non-existent.
Rather, that person can be understood as making the following statement: ‘Noth-
ing has this feature: it is male and now reigns over France’. (Or, in the language of
the present chapter, ‘The number of things that are both male and now reign over
France is zero’.24) And this seems like very good sense. If Russell’s thesis about the
meaning of ‘The present king of France does not exist’ is correct, moreover, it is
evident that when one says, “The present king of France does not exist,” the truth
of what one says—and the statement is obviously true—does not imply that the
phrase ‘the present king of France’ denotes a non-existent monarch. The state-
ments ‘The present king of France exists’ and ‘The present king of France is bald’
can, in Russell’s view, be true only if there is some man on whom one could paste
a label reading ‘the present king of France’ and not thereby mislabel that man. But
either statement can be (and will be) false if the World contains nothing that can
correctly bear a label reading ‘the present king of France’.25

What Russell says about ‘the present king of France does not exist’ seems very
plausible indeed. But if we attempt to apply Russell’s treatment of this statement
to the statement ‘Sherlock Holmes does not exist’, we confront a difficulty: ‘Sher-
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lock Holmes’ is not a description like ‘the present king of France’; it is, rather, a
proper name.26 We can, however, surmount this difficulty if we remember what
we said earlier about Street Smart, the Kentucky Derby winner. We can under-
stand ‘Sherlock Holmes does not exist’ as ‘Nothing is Sherlock Holmes’ or ‘The
number of things that are Sherlock Holmes is zero’. But this way of surmounting
the difficulty brings us to the issues raised in the second argument, the argument
from counting.

If Holmes and Poirot are two detectives (non-existent ones, to be sure), then
the number of things that are either Holmes or Poirot is two; and that can be true
only if the number of things that are Holmes is one and the number of things that
are Poirot is one. And, if that is correct, then, given that Holmes is indeed non-
 existent, ‘The number of things that are Holmes is zero’ cannot be a correct analy-
sis of ‘Holmes does not exist’. The solution to this difficulty, I believe, is that the
statement ‘Holmes does not exist’ is ambiguous. It might mean ‘There is no such
person as Holmes’ (or ‘no such man’ or ‘no such detective’ or ‘no such Londoner’).
Or it might mean, ‘There is no such fictional character as Holmes’.

Taken in the first sense, the statement is certainly true: if God looks at the
whole of space-time, He will observe no person (man, detective, inhabitant of
London) who could be correctly labeled ‘Sherlock Holmes, the famous detective’:
the number of persons that are Sherlock Holmes is zero. Taken in the second
sense, the statement is false. To see this, suppose that a member of a committee
charged with evaluating a Ph.D. dissertation on fictional detectives has made the
following indignant speech to the writer of the dissertation:

Your dissertation is a fraud. You devote two whole chapters to a character called
‘Sherlock Holmes’, supposedly created by one Conan Doyle in the 1880s. But
you just made that character up. I am familiar with every detective story and
novel ever written, and I know that no such character exists.

What the indignant examiner has said is certainly false: the number of fictional
characters that are Sherlock Holmes is one. That is to say, there does exist such a fic-
tional character as Sherlock Holmes. He is as much a part of the World as is any of
the short stories and novels in which he “occurs.” (The Austrian philosopher Maria
Reicher has attended some meetings of copyright lawyers, and reports that, when
the lawyers are informed that some philosophers say that fictional characters do not
exist, they are amused. They regard that statement as typical of the sorts of things
ivory-tower academics say. Fictional characters, they insist, are not only existent,
but are—some of them, at least—very valuable pieces of intellectual property.) The
counting argument, I maintain, depends on not recognizing the ambiguity I have
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pointed to in the statement ‘Sherlock Holmes does not exist’. The non-zero count
comes from counting (existent) fictional characters, and thus depends on taking
the statement in the second sense. The insistence that the things counted are non-
existent, however, depends on taking the statement in the first sense.

The intentionality argument, in my view, fares no better. It founders on one
simple fact: there is simply no reason to accept its premise—that every thought
has an object. Suppose, for example, that Alfred is thinking about Sherlock
Holmes. And let us suppose that he is not thinking about the fictional character
Sherlock Holmes (thinking, perhaps, that it was a mistake for Conan Doyle to
have “tried to kill Holmes off ” in “The Adventure of the Final Problem”)—for in
that case, Holmes (a certain fictional character) would have been one of the ob-
jects of this thought. Let us suppose, rather, that Alfred has somehow taken the
Holmes stories to be the real memoirs of, a real historical record written by, an
English physician named ‘John H. Watson’, and believes, accordingly, that there
was a great detective named ‘Sherlock Holmes’ who lived and worked in London
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As Alfred muses over “Wat-
son’s memoirs,” the thought “Holmes certainly made the police look foolish on
that occasion” passes through his mind. Is there any reason to suppose that there is
something at which this thought is directed—that there is something that is the
object of this thought? No more reason, I would contend, than there is to suppose
that the maps that accompany copies of The Lord of the Rings must be maps of
something. It may be true that “in the normal case” or “when all goes well” a
thought has an object or objects. It may be true that, in whatever sense it is the
purpose of hearts to pump blood, it is the purpose of thoughts, or an important
part of their purpose, to have objects. But things can fail of their purpose. Not all
cases are normal. All does not always go well. It does indeed seem that thoughts
have a kind of directedness. A thought certainly seems to the thinker to be di-
rected at something. But why should this seeming not sometimes be mere seem-
ing? Why should there not be thoughts that seem to the thinker to be directed at
something but are in fact directed at nothing?

We have seen that the idea of “the intentionality of thought” is sometimes ex-
plained by the analogy of aiming—that is, by analogy to what an archer typically
does in the moment before loosing an arrow. Is it not possible for “aiming to
 occur”—for an archer to be engaged in the activity called ‘aiming’—and yet for
there to be nothing at which the archer is aiming? Suppose that Robin thinks he is
aiming an arrow at a deer, and that there is no deer there. Suppose that a fortu-
itous distribution of light and shadow in a dense thicket has caused a pattern of
light to fall on Robin’s retina that exactly counterfeits the pattern of light that
would be caused by the presence of a deer with certain characteristics at a certain
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distance from Robin in that environment. Why should we not say both that
Robin “is aiming the arrow” and that there is nothing at which he is aiming it?
What, after all, is he aiming the arrow at if he is aiming it at something? At the
“fortuitous distribution of light and shadow”? One could say that, but must one?
Why not say simply that there is nothing at which he is aiming the arrow?—that
he is performing the action called aiming an arrow and that this action is directed
at nothing (although, of course, it seems to Robin that it is directed at some-
thing). When one performs this action, the action is directed at something in the
normal case. It is directed at something if all goes well. But not all cases are nor-
mal, and things do not always go well. And if Robin is not aiming at a pattern of
light and shadow, neither is he aiming at a non-existent deer. He is simply, how-
ever matters may seem to him, not aiming at anything.

These comments on the three arguments are not refutations of the arguments.
There are almost never refutations of philosophical arguments. But there are replies
to philosophical arguments. My replies to the three arguments are intended sim-
ply to show that these do not prove that there are things that do not exist. In clos-
ing, I will point out that the idea of a non-existent thing is a most puzzling one.
Take the idea of a non-existent deer, in case anyone thinks that is what Robin was
aiming at. What properties would a non-existent deer have? Well, whatever other
properties it had, it would have to have the property of being a deer, wouldn’t it?
And, presumably, the property of non-existence. But the property “being a deer”
seems obviously to include or entail the property “occupying a region of space-
time” or “being at various places at various times”: it seems that any deer must
 occupy a region of space-time (must be at certain places at certain times). But sup-
pose we have a “wormhole-opener” that will allow us to examine every region of
space-time. In examining all regions of space-time (this will take a while), we’ll
find that some are occupied by deer and some are not; but the deer we discover in
the process of carrying out this lengthy task must be all the deer. (If every flap -
doodle must be inside a pink box, and if we examine all the contents of every pink
box, the flapdoodles we discover in this process must be all the flapdoodles.) And
every deer we discover by this method will be an existent deer. Hence, there are
not—and cannot be—any non-existent deer.27

Let us now turn to our promised discussion of the most ancient of ontological
questions:

Are there features?

If there are features (properties, qualities, characteristics, attributes), they are rep-
resentatives of the class of things we called universals in Chapter 2, things that
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have instances.28 There may be other universals than features—for example, the
species horse (which has Street Smart and Hard Spun as instances), the novel War
and Peace (four instances of which are side by side on the library shelf ), and the
event-type “volcanic eruption” (Krakatoa and Pompeii). And universals are per-
haps members of an even more comprehensive class of things that some philoso-
phers have called abstract objects. Abstract objects that (if they exist) may not be
universals—whether they are universals could be disputed—include proposi -
tions,29 sets,30 and possibilities.31 We shall consider only features—universals
whose instances are the things that have them. For example, any red thing—the
planet Mars, a drop of fresh human blood—is an instance of the feature “being
red” or “that it is red.” “That it is red,” we remember, is a thing that can be said of
things. Since Mars is red, one can say truly of Mars that it is red. And, therefore,
“that it is red” is one of the features that Mars has, one of the features of Mars. A
feature is a feature of a given thing, a feature that thing has, if it can be truly said
of or predicated of or ascribed to that thing.32

We have briefly mentioned two arguments for the conclusion that there are fea-
tures (“people talk as if there were”; “things seem to have common features”). We
shall not examine either of these arguments in this section. We shall instead con-
sider an argument that is like the first argument in that it proceeds from the prem-
ise that people talk as if there were features. But the conclusion of the argument we
shall examine is not ‘There are features’ or ‘Features exist’. The conclusion of this
argument is, rather, the more modest proposition, ‘It is very difficult consistently
to deny the existence of features’. Philosophers who deny the existence of universals
are generally called nominalists.33 We shall use the word ‘nominalism’ to mean ‘the
thesis that there are no features’. The conclusion of our argument could therefore
be stated in this way: it is very difficult to be a consistent nominalist. And this
statement obviously does not entail that nominalism is false.

Let us consider Norma the nominalist, who, being a nominalist, has been
heard to say that there are no features. Whether she realizes it or not, Norma will
find it difficult to achieve the appearance of perfect logical consistency in all that
she says, for she will often say things from which it appears to follow—simply as a
matter of logic—that there are features. At least, she will say such things if the
things she says, in the ordinary business of life, are at all like the things most
people say in the ordinary business of life. Our argument is not this: ‘People often
say things like “This leaf is green,” and that logically implies that there is such a
thing as “being green.”’ That would be wrong, for ‘This leaf is green’ does not log-
ically imply ‘There is such a thing as “being green.”’ There may be some sense in
which the former thesis “implies” the latter, but that sense is not “logically im-
plies.” Search through the logic texts as you will, and you will find no rule that
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confers validity on this inference.34 Our argument, rather, depends on such exam-
ples of what “people say in the ordinary business of life” as this:

Some colors are the colors of more than one leaf.

Any logic text will tell you that you may validly deduce ‘There are colors’ from
this statement. For, any logic text will tell you, the offset sentence is equivalent to
‘There are colors that are the colors of more than one leaf ’. (Is that right? Well, isn’t
‘Some mothers are the mothers of more than one daughter’ equivalent to ‘There
are mothers who are the mothers of more than one daughter’?) And, obviously,
‘There are colors’ is an immediate logical consequence of any sentence that starts
‘There are colors that . . . ’—just as ‘There are mothers’ is an immediate logical
consequence of any sentence that starts ‘There are mothers who . . . ’. And if there
are colors, there are features, for any color is a feature. (What could the color green
be if not the feature one ascribes to something when one says of it that it is green?)
It would seem, therefore, that if Norma says, “There are no features,” she must
not also say, “Some colors are the colors of more than one leaf”—not if she does
not want the things she says to be demonstrably logically inconsistent with one an-
other. Nominalism, it would seem, is demonstrably logically inconsistent with at
least one of the sentences that one might well say in the ordinary business of life.

And that rather artificial sentence is not the only example of a sentence with
that feature (if the nominalist will forgive me for so expressing my point). We can
point to many sentences that teach the same lesson, sentences that are not at all
“artificial.” We may cite:

Spiders and insects share many important anatomical characteristics.
Elements in the same column of the Periodic Table tend to have many of

the same chemical properties.
Many of the features characteristic of nineteenth-century poetry are absent

from the most admired poems of the twentieth century.

All these sentences seem to be like ‘Some colors are the colors of more than one
leaf ’ in the respect I have called attention to: it seems that one can logically deduce
‘There are features’ (or “characteristics” or “properties”) from them. Take the first.
It obviously entails that spiders and insects share some characteristic (at least one).
And, your logic text will tell you, when you are investigating what can be validly
deduced from that thesis, you should read it this way: For every x and for every y, if
x is a spider and y is an insect, there is a z such that z is a characteristic and x has z
and y has z.35 And from that—your logic text will inform you—it follows that (if
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there are spiders and insects) there is at least one characteristic. And nominalism is
the thesis that there are no characteristics (‘feature’ and ‘characteristic’ being, as we
have said, synonyms).

What options are open to Norma when these facts are pointed out to her (op-
tions other than ceasing to be a nominalist)? Well, she may embrace logical incon-
sistency, but that is not a very attractive option. She may decide no longer to
affirm such theses as “Some colors are the colors of more than one leaf” and “Spi-
ders and insects share many important anatomical characteristics,” but that op-
tion, too, is not very attractive. She may make a speech along the following lines:
“Well, there must be some way to resolve this difficulty. It can’t really be that all
these things we say in the ordinary business of life are inconsistent with nominal-
ism. The apparent inconsistencies you’ve pointed to must be just that: apparent in-
consistencies. I don’t see at the moment how to show that the inconsistencies are
only apparent. Until I do, I’m going to have to assume that they’re only apparent.”
If Norma takes this last option, she accepts the statement that I have said is the
conclusion of my argument: that it is very difficult to be a consistent nominalist.36

There is, however, at least one other option that Norma may wish to consider.
Norma may decide to resort to the method of paraphrase. We illustrate this
method by applying it to a sentence that Quine has used as an example of a sen-
tence that creates difficulties for the nominalist: ‘Some zoological species are cross-
fertile’. (On the face of it, logic tells us that we may deduce ‘There are zoological
species’ from this sentence—just as we may deduce ‘There are philosophers’ from
‘Some philosophers read each other’s work’. And nominalists like species no better
than they like features.) Quine says,

When we say that some zoölogical species are cross-fertile we are committing
ourselves to recognizing as entities the several species themselves, abstract
though they are. We remain so committed at least until we devise some way of
so paraphrasing the statement as to show that the seeming reference to species
on the part of our bound variable was an avoidable manner of speaking.37

We need not worry about what Quine means by ‘bound variable’. We may
rewrite his last sentence as follows:

. . . until we devise some way of so paraphrasing the statement as to show that
its seeming to have ‘There are zoological species’ as a logical consequence was a
mere seeming.

(To paraphrase a sentence is to rewrite it in a way that preserves its essential mean-
ing. Our rewriting of Quine’s sentence may itself serve as an illustration of what is
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meant by “paraphrase.” When a sentence is paraphrased, the resulting sentence is
called “a paraphrase of ” the original.) To avoid “commitment” to recognizing
species as entities, Quine tells us, we must find a way of rewriting ‘There are zoo-
logical species’ such that (1) we are willing to say that the new or rewritten sen-
tence “says the same thing as ‘Some zoological species are cross-fertile’”—or “says
everything that we really wanted ‘Some zoological species are cross-fertile’ to say,”
and (2) does not even seem to have ‘There are species’ as a logical consequence.

It is in fact possible to do this, although any paraphrase that has the required
features will be a rather difficult sentence. Here is an example. Let us say that any
two animals that we’d normally describe as “belonging to the same species” are “co-
specific.” (One meaning of ‘specific’ is ‘having to do with species’.) Note that if we
say that Fido and Rover are co-specific, that does not logically imply that there ex-
ists a thing of the kind “species”—the species Canis familiaris, for  example—that
Fido and Rover both “belong to.” (Compare the fact that ‘This leaf is colored’ does
not logically imply that there exists a thing of the kind “color”—the color green,
for example—that the leaf “has.”)

And here is the required paraphrase:

You can find a male animal and a female animal that are not co-specific and are
nevertheless such that the former can impregnate the latter.38

Suppose Norma the nominalist wants to say (as anyone with biological inter-
ests would) that some zoological species are cross-fertile. If someone points out to
her that nominalists like her deny the existence of species and that ‘There are
species’ appears to follow logically from ‘Some zoological species are cross-fertile’,
she can reply as follows: “That appearance is mere appearance, at least given what
I mean by ‘Some zoological species are cross-fertile’. What I mean by that sen-
tence is simply that you can find a male animal and a female animal that are not
co-specific and are nevertheless such that the former can impregnate the latter.
And that statement does not imply the existence of species; it implies the existence
of individual male and female animals and of nothing else.”

This example shows how the method of paraphrase can be used to escape the
charge of inconsistency that can be brought against someone who says both “There
are no species” and “Some zoological species are cross-fertile.” This one example ob-
viously does not show that nominalists can consistently say everything they might
want to say that involves the word ‘species’—for the simple reason that that word
will almost certainly occur in other sentences that the nominalist will want to use in
the everyday business of life. For all our example shows, some of these other sen-
tences may seem to have ‘There are species’ as a logical consequence. And it may be
that the paraphrase offered above provides no guidance for the construction of a
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“nominalistically acceptable” paraphrase of those  sentences—a paraphrase that does
not even apparently have ‘There are species’ as a logical consequence. Our task, how-
ever, was not to show that nominalists can find paraphrases that will enable them to
say everything they might want to say “about species” without (even) the appearance
of inconsistency. Our task was simply to illustrate the method of paraphrase.

Let us now return to features, our primary topic. We have seen that  nominalists—
when they are not speaking as metaphysicians—will almost certainly want to say
things that apparently imply the existence of features, things of which ‘Spiders and
insects share many important anatomical characteristics’ is one example among
countless possible examples. Let us call such sentences awkward sentences—for so
the nominalist must regard them. And let us use the single word ‘paraphrase’ to ab-
breviate the clumsy phrase ‘nominalistically acceptable paraphrase’.

Can nominalists find paraphrases of the many awkward sentences that occur in
everyday discourse? Can they find paraphrases of all the everyday sentences that, on
the face of it, appear both to express facts no one could deny and to have ‘There are
features’ as an immediate logical consequence? Can they do this even for the one
awkward sentence ‘Spiders and insects share many important anatomical characteris-
tics’? I am not in a position to say that this cannot be done; I can say only that I have
never seen it done, and I do not know how to do it (otherwise than by an apparent
appeal to some other kind of abstract object—by constructing paraphrases that appar-
ently imply the existence of abstract objects that are not features but whose existence,
like the existence of features, cannot be consistently affirmed by nominalists).

Suppose that, whether or not this is in fact impossible, a particular  nominalist—
our friend Norma, let us say—concedes that there are many awkward sentences for
which she cannot find paraphrases. Suppose further that she concedes that she has
very little hope that she or any other nominalist will ever discover paraphrases of
these sentences. What should she conclude from the fact that she is unable to find
paraphrases of many awkward sentences and has very little hope of ever doing so?
What should her opponents conclude from this fact? (Let us call her opponents—
those metaphysicians who affirm the existence of features—‘platonists’, in honor of
Plato, who first decisively and explicitly affirmed the existence of features.) Should
Norma admit defeat? Can the platonists claim victory? We should first note that
both the following arguments are invalid:

There are many awkward sentences for which no one is able to find paraphrases
(and for which no one has much hope of being able to find paraphrases).

Hence, No such paraphrases are possible.

No such paraphrases are possible.
Hence, There are features (nominalism is false; platonism is true).
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That the first argument is invalid is obvious: even if it is humanly impossible to find
a paraphrase for certain awkward sentences (and that’s more than the premise of
the argument says), it does not follow that the Wise Old Beings from the Galactic
Core or an archangel or God cannot find a paraphrase for all of them. And suppose
that the Wise Old Beings assure us that they know how to paraphrase any awkward
sentence—although, unfortunately, human beings are incapable of understanding
the paraphrases. If we believe them, then we shall no longer regard these sentences
as creating a difficulty for nominalism. Once the Wise Old Beings have convinced
human metaphysicians that all awkward sentences can be paraphrased, the human
metaphysicians will no longer regard the awkward sentences as posing a difficulty
for nominalism. If human beings cannot themselves understand the paraphrases,
this fact will no doubt have a salutary effect on human intellectual self-satisfaction,
but it will cast no doubt on nominalism.

The invalidity of the second argument is a more subtle matter. We may say this:
it may be that all the awkward sentences are false, although, owing to some lack of
fit between our cognitive apparatus and our environment, it seems to us that they
are true—in fact, it seems to us that they “express facts no one could deny.” An
analogy may help to explain how this might be. In Chapter 4, in connection with
the apparent “passage” of time, we spoke of the apparent “world behind the mir-
ror.” Let us use this device a second time. Suppose there is a race of beings—the
Dupes—who, in discussing such matters as mirrors and reflections, talk as if there
really is a “mirror world,” a world that is as real as “our” world and is at every mo-
ment a perfect duplicate of our world (with left and right reversed, of course). The
Dupes talk as if mirrors are windows into this other world— windows that are use-
ful to the inhabitants of both worlds because of the perfect “synchronization” of the
two worlds. They say things like this: “I looked into my pocket world-window, and
saw that my other-worldly counterpart had a smudge on her forehead, so I took a
handkerchief and wiped my forehead.” Now sentences like ‘My other-worldly
counterpart has a smudge on her forehead’ are obviously false, since they imply
that mirrors are literally windows through which another world can be seen. We
may suppose that certain metaphysicians among the Dupes are convinced that the
“other world” is not really there—that its apparent existence is mere appearance.
These “one-worlders” are of course right, but they face a difficulty when they at-
tempt to defend their true theory: they have no “one-worldishly acceptable” para-
phrases of awkward sentences like ‘My other-worldly counterpart had a smudge on
her forehead’. These sentences are awkward for the one-worlders because their
theory implies their falsity—and yet any Dupe who wishes to use a mirror will find
them indispensable. The Dupes, moreover, are so used to employing the awkward
sentences in the ordinary business of life that many of them—many metaphysicians
among them—are convinced that they express “facts no one could deny.”
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The one-worlders among the Dupes are convinced that the world behind the
mirror is an illusion. The nominalists among us are convinced that “the world of
universals” or “the platonic realm” or “the platonic heaven” is an illusion. The
members of each party (I am assuming that this is how things stand with the nom-
inalists) are incapable of finding acceptable paraphrases of certain awkward sen-
tences. The one-worlders are unable to find such paraphrases because the awkward
sentences are in fact false, and any paraphrase of any of them—any rewriting of any
of them that “preserves its essential meaning”—will also be false. May it not be that
the position of the nominalists is the same: that sentences like ‘Spiders and insects
share many important anatomical characteristics’ are simply false, and that any
rewriting of any of them that “preserves its essential meaning” must also be false?
May it not be that the fact that such sentences seem to many of us to express facts
no one could deny is an artifact of our cognitive limitations? May it not be that our
cognitive limitations force us to use certain false sentences to deal successfully with
our environment? May it not be that the apparent existence of features is a useful
illusion—even an indispensable illusion?

No one is in a position to be confident about the answers to these questions.
But the possibility that the apparent existence of features is a useful illusion is con-
sistent with the only thesis we have affirmed: that it is difficult to be a consistent
nominalist.

There is, finally, one more possibility the nominalist may wish to consider. Our
discussion of features draws heavily on the “meta-ontology” that was developed in
the first part of this chapter. One of our meta-ontological theses is an essential
premise of our argument for the conclusion that it is difficult to be a consistent
nominalist: that ‘there is’ and ‘there are’ have only one sense. (The “textbook logic,”
according to which ‘There are characteristics’ is a logical consequence of ‘Spiders
and insects share at least one characteristic’ and ‘There are spiders and insects’, in
effect assumes that ‘there is’ can be applied in the same sense to arthropods and to
characteristics.39) Suppose a nominalist—Norma, let us say—were to call this the-
sis into question. Suppose Norma were to maintain that indeed “there are” features,
but not in the same full-bodied sense as the sense in which “there are” cats and lo-
comotives and protons. “My nominalism comes to this,” Norma tells us. “The
phrases ‘there is’ and ‘there are’ have a strong and a weak sense. In the weak sense of
‘there are’, there are such things as features and other universals and other abstract
things. What I deny is that there are universals in the same sense as the sense in
which there are tangible, visible particulars.” This is indeed a position that some
philosophers have endorsed. We do not have the space to explore all the ramifica-
tions of this position (or of the many positions that satisfy this very general descrip-
tion). But it is a difficult position to defend. An adequate defense would involve
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trying to give some intuitive sense to the concepts of “strong being” and “weak be-
ing.” It would involve coming to grips with the fact that “textbook logic,” which
many would suppose embodies in precise form a very significant part of what we
call “correct reasoning,” has a single symbol for ‘there is/are’ and presupposes that
this symbol is always used with the same sense. It would involve responding to ar-
guments like this one: “Do number-words and -phrases like ‘zero’ and ‘at least one’
mean different things when they’re applied to cats and to the features of cats? If
there are two cats, each of which has a feature the other lacks, doesn’t it follow that
there are at least two features? How could that inference be justified if ‘two’ means
different things when applied to cats and to features? But if number-words mean
the same thing when applied to cats and to features, then ‘The number of . . . is not
zero’ means the same thing in the two contexts, ‘The number of cats is not zero’
and ‘The number of features is not  zero’; that is to say, ‘there are’ means the same
thing in the two contexts, ‘There are cats’ and ‘There are features’.”

And, therefore, the possibility that ‘there is’ and ‘there are’ have more than one
sense is consistent with the only thesis we have affirmed: that it is difficult to be a
consistent nominalist.

Suggestions for Further Reading

Almost all these readings will be very difficult for someone who does not have
training in philosophy. Almost everything that has been written on the topics dis-
cussed in this chapter is addressed to readers who have had extensive formal train-
ing in philosophy and logic.

For Kant’s statement of the Kant-Frege Thesis, see the section of The Critique of
Pure Reason called “The Impossibility of an Ontological Proof of the Existence of
God” (pp. 500–507 in the Kemp Smith translation). For Frege’s statement of the
thesis, see The Foundations of Arithmetic, §53 (pp. 64–65 in the Austin translation).
Russell’s treatment of phrases like ‘the present king of France’, phrases that seem to
denote things that do not exist, can be found in his seminal essay “On Denoting.”
For a relatively accessible statement of Heidegger’s philosophy of being, see “On the
Way Back to the Ground of Metaphysics.” Sartre gives an outline of “existentialism”
in “Existentialism Is a Humanism.” For a defense of the thesis that there are objects
that do not exist, see Terence Parsons, “Are There Non- existent Objects?” Quine’s
views on paraphrase and ontology are set out in his classic essay, “On What There
Is.” For three recent defenses of the position that features and other abstract objects
“exist” in a sense different from the sense in which ordinary, tangible objects exist,
see Hilary Putnam, “‘Ontology’: An Obituary”; Cian Dorr, “There Are No Abstract
Objects”; and Jody Azzouni, Deflating Existential Consequence.
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Notes

1. At least this may have been what he meant—he may have meant to identify being
with being perceived. If he did mean that, however, his account of being is inconsis-
tent with another of his theses, for he also held that there are things (the things that do
the perceiving—conscious minds) that themselves cannot be perceived.

2. It might occur to someone to offer the following objection to the thesis: “If you
define ‘being’ as ‘being F,’ then—no matter what ‘F’ may represent—the word you’re
claiming to define occurs in the definition you’re giving. But you can’t use ‘being’ to
define ‘being’. You might as well define ‘dog’ as ‘animal that is a dog’.” (If this objec-
tion is correct, the definition is what is called a “circular” definition—and a very bla-
tant one, for in most of the cases in which someone has proposed a definition that has
this defect, the “circle” is larger: A is defined in terms of B, which is defined in terms
of C, which is, finally, defined in terms of A. But here—the charge is—we have a case
in which A is defined in terms of A!) It is, however, an old philosophical discovery—at
any rate, it is an old philosophical position—that (in Indo-European languages at
least) the verb ‘to be’ has at least three senses. In one of its senses, it means ‘to exist’.
(For example, “. . . and few could know, when Lucy ceased to be.”—Wordsworth. “I
think, therefore I am.”—Descartes.) In another of them, it means ‘to be identical
with’ or ‘to be one and the same thing or person as’. (“Little does Lois know that I am
Superman.” “No, she wasn’t talking about Mark Twain and another writer—Samuel
Clemens is Mark Twain.”) In its third sense, by far the most common in English, the
verb ‘to be’ is used as a “copula” (Latin for ‘yoke’), a device to connect subject and
predicate. (“Don’t be angry”; “Resistance is futile”; “You are late.”) If ‘to be’ indeed has
these different senses, then someone who offers “‘Being’ is ‘being physical’” as a defi-
nition of ‘being’ is not offering a circular definition, since the two occurrences of ‘be-
ing’ in this sentence have different meanings: The first is a noun derived from ‘to be’
in its “existence” sense, and the second is the present participle of ‘to be’ in its “copula-
tive” sense. If the definition is presented in this form: “‘The thing x is’ means ‘the
thing x is physical’,” the first ‘is’ is the ‘is’ of existence, and the second ‘is’ is the
 copula—a mere grammatical device that “yokes” the subject, ‘the thing x’, to the pred-
icate, ‘physical’. In some Indo-European languages, the copula is generally omitted, its
function being assumed by the simple juxtaposition of subject and predicate. Thus,
instead of ‘The leaf is green’, one says simply ‘The leaf green’. (Even in English, this is
marginally possible, as newspaper headlines and highway signs show: ‘Mayor arrested’;
‘Bridge out’.) In such a language, one could present the definition in this form: “‘The
thing x is’ means ‘the thing x physical’,” which does not even appear to be circular.

3. Students of ethics will recognize this objection as an adaptation of the “open-
question argument” propounded by the twentieth-century English philosopher G. E.
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Moore. The open-question argument was supposed to be a general refutation of “nat-
uralistic” theories of goodness—theories that identified the goodness of things with
some “natural” feature or property of those things (“causing pleasure in those who ex-
perience them,” for example).

4. Compare the statement of Kant’s “diagnosis” of the chief defect of the Cartesian
ontological argument in Chapter 6. What follows in the text is a fuller statement of
the theory of being on which that diagnosis is based.

5. If Frege read this exposition of his views on existence, he would protest that he
had been misrepresented. He would say that we had ascribed to him a view that failed
to take into account his distinction between “concept” and “object.” He would tell us
that we had wrongly represented him as identifying what he calls ‘the concept “horse”’
with a certain object, a class of features (the class containing the defining features of
the species Equus caballus or the single feature “that it is a horse” or some class of fea-
tures whose members are intimately related to the concept “horse”). He would have a
point. I can only say that the statement of “Frege’s theory” in the text is supposed to
capture one important aspect of his theory of existence and does not pretend to be a
reliable exposition of the theory as a whole.

6. It is not even a feature of classes of features, although some writers have repre-
sented it in that way. KFT does not say that when Henry apparently ascribed existence
to Geraldine, he was actually ascribing existence to a certain class of features. KFT
rather says that in apparently ascribing existence to Geraldine, he was actually ascrib-
ing the feature “that its members are all features of one thing” to a certain class of fea-
tures; and that feature is not being or existence, for that class of features exists whether
or not all its members are features of one thing.

7. My statement that this answer is right raises a problem of idiom. Suppose you
suffer from phlebitis, and your doctor says to you, “Don’t worry—treatments for
phlebitis exist.” And suppose that there is one and only one treatment for phlebitis. If
the answer is right, then what she has told you is true: the number of treatments is not
zero. But then what about that plural she used, ‘treatments’? Doesn’t her use of the
plural imply that there is more than one treatment for phlebitis—which is false? And
isn’t her statement therefore false? Philosophers and logicians have adopted a conven-
tion according to which what the doctor has told you is strictly speaking true. This
convention is harmless (and extremely useful), provided everyone concerned remem-
bers that it is in force. Proponents of the convention will admit that the doctor’s state-
ment is misleading, but go on to remind us that a statement can be both true and
misleading. If, for example, someone asks you how old your cousin Pete is (Pete is in
fact seventeen), and you reply, “Well, he’s closer to forty than he is to fifty,” what you
have said is true (seventeen is closer to forty than to fifty), but obviously misleading. (I
owe this last example to Peter Unger.)
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8. If you asked a randomly chosen person, “Is affirmation of existence denial of
the number zero?”, you might very well get the reply, “I have no idea what you’re talk-
ing about.” But you would be equally likely to get that reply if you asked, “Is a circle a
plane figure that consists of all the points equidistant from a given point?”

9. Or does it? What is the relation between ‘Fs exist’ and ‘A(n) F exists’—between,
say, ‘Mountains more than 9,000 meters high exist’ and ‘A mountain more than 9,000
meters high exists’? Remember that we have agreed to count ‘Mountains more than
9,000 meters high exist’ as true just in the case that there is at least one mountain more
than 9,000 meters high (see note 7). And ‘A mountain more than 9,000 meters high
exists’ is true in just that case. (If someone said, “A mountain more than 9,000 meters
high exists,” what that person said would be true if there were two or six or seventeen
mountains more than 9,000 meters high.) We may therefore say that ‘Fs exist’ and
‘A(n) F exists’ mean the same thing. And we may go on to say that RKFT does there-
fore tell us what ‘A horse who won the 2007 Kentucky Derby with a time of 2:02.17
exists’ means—it means the same as ‘Horses who won the 2007 Kentucky Derby with
a time of 2:02.17 exist’. No one would say that, of course, since everyone knows that a
horserace can’t have two winners—much less two winners who both finished with a
time of 2:02.17. But the statement is nevertheless true. By the same token, no one
would say, “The number of horses who won the 2007 Kentucky Derby is less than
six,” but that fact does not stop that statement from being, as it obviously is, true.

10. In philosophical writing, the term ‘the interlocutor’ is sometimes used to desig-
nate an imaginary person, lacking even an imagined name, who occasionally breaks in
to raise points the author wishes to consider.

11. Thus, ‘The number of things identical with the Taj Mahal is not zero’, ‘The
number of things identical with the Taj Mahal is one’, and ‘The Taj Mahal is identical
with itself ’ are three alternative formulations of the same assertion about the Taj Ma-
hal. The third seems to be the simplest of the three.

12. W. H. Auden, in his great poem about the death of Yeats and the meaning of
that death for lovers of Yeats’s poetry, wrote, “But for him, it was his last afternoon as
himself.” Auden meant that, although Yeats might in a metaphorical sense continue to
exist for the readers of his poems, in the stark and literal sense of ‘exists’—for him—
Yeats was about to cease to exist: for the remainder of that afternoon, someone would
be W. B. Yeats, but very soon no one would be W. B. Yeats.

13. “But obviously there are things that do not exist but are self-identical. Consider
Sherlock Holmes: he does not exist, but you can’t deny that Sherlock Holmes is Sher-
lock Holmes.” That is a very good point indeed. We shall consider it below, under the
heading “Are There Things That Do Not Exist?”

14. Any theory of this kind will be one of the “being is being F” theories that we
considered earlier. But not all “being is being F” theories are “activity” theories. For ex-
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ample, “being is being physical” is not an activity theory, since being physical is (pre-
sumably) not an activity.

15. Can we say that a beetle, or even a bacterium, “just stands there”—that it
changes only “in response to external causes, causes that do not arise within its own be-
ing but which are rather imposed on it by the being of other things”? If I may venture
to answer this question on Sartre’s behalf: living things that do not possess conscious-
ness (and for Sartre, there is no consciousness in the absence of the consciousness of al-
ternative possibilities for action: to be conscious is to perceive that one is continually
faced with choices, and to be aware that in every case which way one chooses is deter-
mined by and only by the act of choice itself ) are mere “conduits” through which
streams of physical causation pass. The gulf between being-for-itself and being-in-itself
does not lie between the animate and the inanimate, but between the conscious (in
Sartre’s precise sense) and the unconscious.

16. Sense and Sensibilia, p. 68, note.
17. The adjective ‘ontological’ and the corresponding noun (‘ontology’) come from

the Greek ‘to on’ (rhymes with ‘saw John’), which means ‘being’. (The word ‘to’ is sim-
ply the definite article—‘the’. In Greek, as in most modern European languages other
than English, an abstract noun is typically preceded by the definite article; in most
 European languages one would say (literally translated), ‘The freedom was central to
Sartre’s philosophy,’ or ‘Janice avoids the exercise’, not ‘Freedom was central to Sartre’s
philosophy’ or ‘Janice avoids exercise’.)

18. “On What There Is,” p. 1.
19. And, to revert to a point made in the previous paragraph in the text, questions

of the form ‘Are there Fs?’ and of the form ‘Do Fs exist?’ are the proper business of on-
tology only if these forms are the only natural, or by far the most natural, forms in
which these questions can be framed. The metaphysical questions ‘Are there free hu-
man agents?’ and ‘Do natural things that exhibit design exist?’ are of these forms, but
they are not questions addressed by ontology, since they could be asked, and in a very
natural way, without using ‘are there’ or ‘exist’: ‘Do human agents have free will?’; ‘Is
design a feature of anything natural?’

20. Suppose that Phoebe affirms the existence of things she calls ‘features’ and that
Philip affirms the existence of things he calls ‘features’. And suppose that Phoebe as-
cribes different, well, features to the things she calls features from the features Philip
ascribes to the things he calls features. (Perhaps Phoebe says that “features” exist neces-
sarily and Philip says that “features” exist only contingently.) Suppose further that
Phoebe and Philip engage in a dispute that each of them describes as “a dispute about
whether features exist necessarily or contingently.” Should we describe their dispute as
belonging to “ontology”? Most philosophers would so describe it. If we wish to ac-
commodate this classification of their dispute, we can add a codicil to our definition
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of “ontology”; we may say that “ontological” questions comprise not only questions of
the form, “Are there Fs?” but also questions of the form, “What are the natures—the
most general features—of Fs?”

21. I said that the problem of the existence of features is the most ancient of all on-
tological questions. I think that this is so, but I concede that a case could be made for
saying that ‘Are there things that do not exist?’ is even more ancient. The question ‘Are
there features?’ has its roots in a central aspect of the philosophy of Plato: his “theory
of Forms.” It is a defensible—although I think wrong—position that the question,
‘Are there things that do not exist?’ has its roots in the philosophy of Plato’s predeces-
sor Parmenides.

22. The word ‘intentionality’, when it is used in this philosophical context, has only
a very indirect connection with the ordinary word ‘intentional’ (as in, “The referee
ruled that the foul was intentional”). The etymology of ‘intentional’ has to do with
what happens when an archer is aiming an arrow at something. (The philosophical ap-
plication of ‘intentionality’ to thoughts is based on a physical analogy: a thought about
the Taj Mahal is “aimed at” the Taj Mahal in a way analogous to the way in which an
arrow might be aimed at a bull’s-eye or a deer.) One meaning of the Latin verb intendo
is ‘to aim’; but it has that meaning because an archer who is aiming an arrow is simulta-
neously putting tension into the bowstring. (The fact that intendo means ‘to aim’ thus
explains both the technical philosophical term ‘intentionality’ and the everyday word
‘intentional’.) Some philosophical writers on intentionality contend that all true “aim-
ing” is mental, and that “aiming” can exist in the physical world only in a derivative
sense: an arrow can be aimed at a bull’s-eye only if the bull’s-eye is, at that moment, the
object of the archer’s thought; if the archer’s thought is not directed at the bull’s-eye, the
arrow can be pointed toward the bull’s-eye, but not aimed at it.

23. One important proponent of the thesis that “intentionality is the mark of the
mental,” the late–nineteenth- and early–twentieth-century Austrian philosopher Alex-
ius Meinong, derived an even more radical conclusion from this premise: that the ob-
jects of such thoughts as “Holmes is a detective” and “Zeus is the king of the gods” are
not merely non-existent but have no sort of being whatever. According to Meinong, it is
true both that Holmes and Zeus are the objects of these thoughts and that there are no
such things as Holmes and Zeus. In one place, Meinong expressed this idea in these
words (which he conceded were paradoxical): “There are things such that there are no
such things.” It is doubtful whether this position is logically coherent. In any case, we
shall not consider it.

24. More exactly, Russell contended that a statement apparently ascribing a feature
to the present king of France—for example, ‘The present king of France is bald’—
should be understood this way: ‘Exactly one thing is male and bald and now reigns
over France’. ‘The present king of France exists’ can, on this analysis, be understood as
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‘Exactly one thing is male and now reigns over France’. The denial of this statement—
‘The present king of France does not exist’ or ‘It is false that the present king of France
exists’—should therefore be analyzed as ‘It is false that exactly one thing is male and
now reigns over France’. And that statement is equivalent to ‘The number of things
that are male and now reign over France is either zero or greater than or equal to two’.
(In Russell’s view, statements like ‘The present king of France is bald’ and ‘The pres-
ent king of France exists’ would be, strictly speaking, false if France now had two or
more kings: Russell, being a mathematician, insisted that the uniqueness implied by
the word ‘the’ be taken strictly and literally. The analysis of ‘The present king of
France does not exist’ attributed to Russell in the text does not respect this scruple.)

25. Russell’s theory could be stated this way: ‘The present king of France exists’ is
true if something can be correctly labeled ‘the present king of France’ and false other-
wise. ‘The present king of France is bald’ is true if something bald can be correctly so
labeled and false otherwise. (‘The present king of France is bald’ is therefore false if
either of two conditions is satisfied: (1) nothing can be correctly labeled ‘the present
king of France’; or (2) something non-bald can be correctly so labeled.) Finally, some-
thing can be correctly labeled ‘the present king of France’ if and only if that thing and
no other thing can be correctly labeled ‘a male who now reigns over France’.

26. Russell denied that phrases like ‘Sherlock Holmes’ and ‘Bertrand Russell’ were
“true” proper names. We shall not consider his reasons for saying this.

27. This neat little argument will fail to convince the dedicated opponents of its
conclusion, a feature it shares with most neat little arguments (the “remote-control”
argument of Chapter 11 comes to mind). “That argument is just exasperating,” the
dedicated opponents of its conclusion will say. “Non-existent deer will typically oc-
cupy non-existent regions of space-time, and your wormhole-opener will reveal only
existent regions of space-time to you. And even existent regions of space-time—such
as the ones through which Robin’s arrow will pass—may be occupied by non-existent
deer. But when you look at those regions through your wormholes, you won’t see the
non-existent deer that occupy them for the simple reason that an existent person like
yourself cannot see non-existent things.”

28. Many very able philosophers have held that there are features of things that are
not universals. Features that are not universals have been called things like “particular-
ized properties,” “individual accidents,” and “tropes.” Let us use the third term, and
call the thesis that there are such things tropism. To see what tropism implies, consider
two balls, A and B, that are exactly alike in color (each is lime green) and in every
other respect. According to tropism, each of the balls has its own “greenness”: the
phrase ‘the greenness of A’ and ‘the greenness of B’ denote two different tropes, albeit
the two tropes are exactly alike. And color-tropes, tropism tells us, are not the only
tropes: the phrases ‘the wisdom of Solomon’, ‘the rectangularity of Central Park’, and
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‘the aridity of Arizona’ also denote tropes—a wisdom that belongs to no other man
than Solomon, a rectangularity displayed only by Central Park, and an aridity to be
found in Arizona alone. Despite my profound respect for many of the philosophers
who espouse tropism, I confess that I do not understand the theory and suspect that it
is entirely meaningless. For my part, to say of ball A and ball B (exactly alike in color)
that each has a color-property that is not the color-property of the other is exactly par-
allel to saying that each ball has a diameter that is not the diameter of the other. And
that, surely, is nonsense: if the diameter of A is 10 centimeters and the diameter of B is
10 centimeters, then the diameter of A is the diameter of B. Similarly, I would say, if A
is lime green and B is lime green (exactly the same shade), then the greenness of A is
the greenness of B. Whether or not tropism is meaningless, I do not, as I say, under-
stand it. I will therefore not attempt to say anything more about it.

29. For example, the proposition that all men are created equal, the proposition
that God exists (also called ‘theism’), and the Principle of Sufficient Reason (also called
‘the proposition that, for every truth, there is a sufficient reason for its being true’).
Propositions are the things that we believe and disbelieve, affirm and deny, and which
are true or false. The “truths” to which the Principle of Sufficient Reason refers are
best thought of as (true) propositions.

30. The objects called sets that figure so prominently in mathematics textbooks.
31. The “possible worlds” of chapters 6 and 7 are best thought of as possibilities. If

possible worlds are possibilities, the actual world is a realized possibility (like the pos-
sibility that human beings land on the moon—which is one part or component of the
actual world), and the non-actual worlds are unrealized possibilities (like the possibil-
ity that John F. Kennedy had lived to be eighty-four years old, which is a part or com-
ponent of innumerable non-actual worlds).

32. The feature “that it is red” is not to be confused with the English words ‘that it
is red’, for one can say of a thing that it is red in any language. If that feature exists at
all, moreover, it would exist even if there were no languages, for it would still be a fea-
ture of various things; that is, there would still be red things.

33. From the Latin ‘nomen’ (pl. ‘nomina’), “name.” The term ‘nominalism’—
“name-ism”—is a medieval invention. The medieval “nominalists” were so-called be-
cause they said things along these lines: There is no such thing as the species horse;
there is only the name ‘horse’, which is a mere “puff of sound.” And this name refers to
the many tangible, individual horses “collectively”; it does not refer “individually” to a
species—to one intangible, collective thing.

Our use of the term ‘nominalism’ is not meant to imply that those philosophers we
are calling nominalists accept that thesis, which is, on the face of it, incoherent. Its ap-
parent incoherency rests on this observation: the name—the English word—‘horse’ is
not a mere puff of sound; it is, if it exists, a universal whose instances are the many
puffs of sound that speakers have produced on those occasions on which they have ut-
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tered it. The word ‘horse’, if there is such a thing, has been uttered—it, that same
word, has been uttered—by countless millions of speakers of English on countless
millions of occasions, widely separated in time and space.

34. Some philosophers will tell me that this is wrong, because ‘For some F, Fa’ does
follow logically from ‘a is green’: the inference, they will tell me, is valid in “second-
 order logic.” I would dispute this statement, since, in my view, second-order logic, so
called, should not be so called, but should rather be called (to adapt a famous phrase of
Quine’s) “attribute theory in sheep’s clothing.” But even if these philosophers are right
to say that “second-order logic” can really be properly called logic, the properties of
second-order logic are consistent with what I said in the text. What I said in the text,
properly understood, implies no more than this trivial truth: there is no logical system
in which one may validly deduce ‘For some x, x is a feature and a has x’ (and may
therefore validly deduce ‘For some x, x is a feature’) from ‘a is green’.

35. ‘Spiders and insects share many important anatomical characteristics’ is am-
biguous. It might be understood in a way that requires one to add ‘and all spiders have
z and all insects have z’ to this sentence. ‘There are characteristics (if there are spiders
and insects)’ follows from ‘Spiders and insects share many important anatomical char-
acteristics’ on either reading.

36. Of course, either nominalism is consistent with all the things we say in science
and in ordinary life or it isn’t. If it is, it’s very easy to be a consistent nominalist: one
has only to be a nominalist. What the slogan ‘It’s very difficult to be a consistent nom-
inalist’ means is, ‘There is a plausible argument for the conclusion that nominalism is
inconsistent with many of the things we say in science and in ordinary life, and it’s
very difficult to find any flaw in this argument’.

37. “On What There Is,” p. 13.
38. Actually, ‘Some zoological species are cross-fertile’ is ambiguous. This is a para-

phrase of the sentence on one possible interpretation. The sentence could also be in-
terpreted in a way that required a much more complex paraphrase: ‘You can find two
living animals x and y that are not co-specific and that satisfy the following condition:
Pick any two fertile animals you like—but let one of them be male and the other fe-
male, and let one of them be co-specific with x and the other co-specific with y; the
male can impregnate the female’.

39. The deduction is: ‘For every x and for every y, if x is a spider and y is an insect,
there is a characteristic z such that x has z and y has z; there is an x and there is a y such
that x is a spider and y is an insect; hence, there is an x such that x is a characteristic’.
“Textbook logic” affirms the validity of this deduction only on the assumption that
‘there is’ represents the same operator at each occurrence.
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