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Abstract 
Since natural science is our most precise and careful method of investigation of reality, based on 
our most precise thinking, mathematics, statistics as the mathematical point of contact with reali-
ty is the spearhead of scientific investigations-points of reality-contact-such as physics and engi-
neering. This essay briefs technical calculations of statistics, as it focuses on the vast significance 
of statistics by One, citing two concrete examples to show its utilitarian power penetrating the 
concrete situations, and then Two, our cautions on its use, some quite serious. 
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1. ONE: Two Concrete Cases of Statistical Investigations 
In order to portray what statistics is and how it operates, here are two concrete cases, sampling from a popula-
tion and making a difference healthwise. 

2. Case One: Making Inferences with Caution: Sampling from Populations as a First 
Step 

Drawing conclusions from data, making generalizations from specific instances, and making the seemingly un-
predictable predictable is made possible by statistics—but only when it is used with great caution. Critical 
thinking regarding the proper and valid steps necessary in making inferences from data is indispensible; judi-
cious sampling from a population is the crucial first step. I will define the terms population, sample, and discuss 
how they are related. Careful sampling and its implications for research are then discussed. 

2.1. Population and Sampling 
First, some definitions must be made. The statistician must define the population to be studied, for instance all 
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the fish in a pond, in a state, or in the world. A population is the complete collection of all elements (scores, 
people, measurements, and so on) to be studied (Triola, M. M. & Triola, M. F., 2006). The collection is “com-
plete” when all subjects to be studied are included. A population is the set of all measurements (or record of 
some qualitative trait) in the entire collection of units about which information is sought (Johnson & Tsui, 1998). 
A unit is a single entity, usually a person or an object, whose characteristics are of interest. The population of 
units is the complete collection of units. A census is the collection of data from every member of the population. 
A measurement of a characteristic of a population is called a parameter (Triola, M. M. & Triola, M. F., 2006). 

A sample is a subcollection of members selected from part of a population. A statistical population is the 
subset of measurements collected in the course of an investigation (Johnson & Tsui 1998). A measurement of a 
characteristic of a sample is a statistic (Triola, M. M. & Triola, M. F., 2006). The goal in obtaining a sample is 
to make inferences about the population; the better the sample the more closely related it is to the target popula-
tion. For example, a study on the effects on the bodies of 10 mice eating refined sugar (sample) extrapolated to 
the effects on the bodies of all humans eating refined sugar is less correlated than a study on a sample of 10 per-
sons who eat refined sugar compared to the entire world population who eat sugar. In other words, mice are not 
the same as humans, so the former study is less representative of the human population than the latter study.  

2.2. Types of Sampling  
Five methods are used to obtain samples from a population: voluntary response, stratified sampling, cluster 
sampling, random sampling and simple random sampling. The latter are methods of increasing the chance that a 
sample is representative of a chosen population. An explanation of each method follows. 

“Voluntary response” or self-selected sample is one in which the respondents themselves decide whether to be 
included (Triola, M. M. & Triola, M. F., 2006). But this method is not representative of a population. For in-
stance, a host of a radio music show announced that she wanted to know which singer is the favorite among city 
residents. Listeners were asked to call in and name their favorite singer. Those who listen to the particular radio 
station are already a special subgroup with a preference for the same type of music. Additionally, those listeners 
calling in are those who usually feel strongest about their opinions. 

“Stratified sampling” separates the population into subgroups based on same characteristics (e.g. sex or age), 
and then samples from all subgroups. “Cluster sampling” separates the population not based on characteristics 
and then chooses all the members from randomly selected clusters.   

“Random Sampling” and “Simple Random Sampling.” Rather than the previous sampling methods mentioned 
above, statisticians usually choose random sampling and simple random sampling in order to increase the 
chance that a sample is representative of a chosen population. “Random sampling” from a population is done 
when each member from the population has the same chance of being selected. For example, an urn with ten 
ping pong balls numbered 0 through 9 and shaken thoroughly. Then one is drawn and the digit recorded. It is 
then replaced, the balls shuffled, another one drawn, and the digit recorded. A computer can closely simulate 
this procedure. In a “simple random sample” a size of n subjects is selected in a way that every possible outcome 
of size n has the same chance of being chosen. 

Furthermore, there are two types of randomized design in research: completely randomized design and ran-
domized block design. In “a completely randomized design” the subjects are chosen entirely randomly to re-
ceive treatments. An example is an experiment to see the effect of diet on cholesterol levels. Persons are chosen 
to undergo a vegetarian diet or a meat diet on the basis of their social security number being an even or odd 
number. The outcome of an even number results in a vegetarian diet and the outcome of odd number results in a 
meat diet.  

In “a randomized block design”, before subjects are randomly chosen to receive treatments, they are separated 
into blocks or groups. For instance, before persons are assigned to a diet they are separated into two groups, 
males in one group and females in another. Then within each group subjects are chosen to eat either a vegetarian 
diet or meat diet based on their social security number being even or odd. If diet does effect cholesterol levels 
we can see the results in the randomized design. If diet has an effect and if sex also has an effect on cholesterol 
levels we can see this in the randomized block design. 

2.3. Conclusion 
Sampling from populations is a powerful tool to help us begin to understand the unknown in our everyday lives. 
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But doing so requires caution in defining the population and selecting the sample. In any case, done with caution, 
sampling from populations is a powerful tool to make inferences and understand the unknown population in our 
everyday lives. Defining the population to be considered and the manner in selecting the sample are the critical 
first steps in the statistical approach to understanding reality. 

3. Case Two: Making a Difference Healthwise: An Evaluation of Two Investigations 
Two articles investigate the association if not causal relation of two factors on health, environmental and in-
creased drug dosage. The present paper evaluates the methods of doing so. First, we discuss the population re-
searched, data collected, dependent and independent variables, in both articles. Secondly, we explore the con-
nection between probability and dependent variables. Probability is multidimensional. Tools used to express 
probability in each study will be discussed: we discuss relative risk, odds ratio and fetal death rates in the article 
“Fetal Deaths and Proximity to Hazardous Waste Sites in Washington State” (Mueller, Kuehn, & Shapi-
ro-Mendoza, 2007); and absolute risk reduction and number needed to treat in the article “Intensive Lipid Lo-
wering with Atorvastatin in Patients with Coronary Artery Disease” (Shepherd, Kastelein, & Bitfner, 2008). 
These statistic tools support their hypotheses that the presence of environmental and dosage factors affect the 
probability of subsequently selecting a healthy subject from the population sampled, i.e., these factors are, in 
fact, dependent variables.   

3.1. Populations Researched, Data Collected, and Dependent and Independent Variables 
The population or complete set of all measurements from which information is sought (Johnson & Tsui, 1998) is 
the Washington State vital records from 1987 to 2001 in the case control study “Fetal Deaths and Proximity to 
Hazardous Waste Sites in Washington State.” Cases were women with fetal deaths at 20 weeks gestation (n = 
7054). Ten controls per case were randomly selected from live births. Other data collected in this study were the 
locations of 939 hazardous waste sites identified from the Department of Ecology registry. Distances were 
measured from maternal residence at delivery to the nearest hazardous waste sites. “Independent variable” oc-
curs when the occurrence of one event does not affect the probability or outcome of a subsequent event. If a va-
riable is not an independent variable it is a dependent variable (Triola, M. M. & Triola, M. F., 2006). In this fetal 
deaths article no associations were found (independent variables) for any proximity categories (0.5 miles relative 
to >5 miles) from sites with contaminated air, soil, water, solvents or metals, but fetal death risk increased 
among women residing = 1 mile from pesticide-containing sites. These sites were the dependent variable, while 
independent variables were contaminated air, soil, solvents, and metals. Both conclusions will be discussed. 

The population sampled in the randomized double blind study, “Intensive Lipid Lowering With Atorvastatin 
in Patients With Coronary Artery Disease, Diabetes, and Chronic Kidney Disease,” were 10,001 patients with 
coronary artery disease that were treated with 8 weeks’ open-label therapy with atorvastatin (10 mg/d). They 
were randomly selected to receive either high dose (80 mg/d) or low dose (10 mg/d) of atorvastatin between July 
1, 1998 and December 31, 1999; neither the investigators nor the patients knew who received either of the two 
dosages until the end of the study (double blind randomization).  

Data collected were of 1501 patients with diabetes, 1431 had renal data available. Patients with chronic kid-
ney disease (CKD) were defined as having a baseline glomerular filtration rate (GFR) of <60 mL/min per 1.73 
sq meters using the Modification of Diet in Renal Disease Equation. Comparison of patients with CKD, stable 
coronary artery disease, and diabetes, who received low dose atorvastatin (10 mg/d), with patients of similar 
medical histories who received high dose of atorvastatin (80 mg/dl), indicated that patients with high dose of 
atrovastatin experienced marked reduction (35% reduction in relative risk) in cardiovascular events. In contrast, 
patients with no CKD, stable coronary artery disease, and diabetes, had a much lower reduction (only 10% re-
duction in relative risk) in cardiovascular events with high dose of atorvastatin, compared with low dose of 
atorvastatin administered.  

The patients had a median follow-up of 4.8 years. The dependent variables among this group of patients were 
high dose of atorvastatin and the presence of CKD. The independent variables were low dose of atorvastatin and 
lack of CKD. How these variables were categorized follows. 

3.2. Expressions of Probability and Dependent Variable 
Certain expressions of probability were used in the two articles cited. These expressions are used in support of 
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the claim identifying dependent variables investigated in those studies. 

Probability and Comparing Probabilities 
Let us define how to find the probability of event A, P(A), in more detail (Triola, M. M. & Triola, M. F., 2006), 
first in three approaches to find single probability value, and then three more approaches to compare probability 
values.  

1) Relative Frequency Approximation of Probability. Conduct (or observe) a procedure, and count the number 
of times that event A actually occurs. Based on these actual results, P(A) is estimated as follows: P(A) = number 
of times A occurred divided by number of times trial was repeated, e.g., trying to determine whether a thrown 
tack lands up P(A) or down. The tack landing point up does not have the same chance as landing on its side. 
When trying to determine the probability of the tack landing point up we must repeat the procedure of tossing 
the tack many times and then find the ratio of the number of times the tack lands with the point up to the number 
of tosses. 

2) Classical Approach to Finding Probability (Requires Equally Likely Outcomes). Assuming a procedure has 
n different simple events each with the same chance of occurring, P(A) equals number of outcomes A can occur 
divided by the total number of possible outcomes. For example, rolling a 1 on a fair die, each of the six faces 
having an equal chance of occurring, P(A) = 1/6.  

3) Subjective Approach to Finding Probabilities. P(A) is estimated by using knowledge of the relevant cir-
cumstances, e.g., trying to estimate the probability of rain tomorrow. 

The above approaches to finding probabilities are for a single probability value. However, a single probability 
value is less meaningful than comparing probability values. Comparing probabilities gives us some sense of 
whether there is an apparent difference, whether a substantial difference exists between the two proportions1. 

We have three additional ways of comparing probability. They are, one, odds ratio, two, absolute risk reduc-
tion, and, three, number needed to treat.  

One, since data obtained cannot always be used to determine relative risk, another method is used, the “odds 
ratio,” the probability of an event to occur divided by the probability of its complement (the probability of all 
outcomes in which A does not occur, or 1 minus P(A)). The odds in favor of an event A is the probability of 
event A divided by the probability of its complement A bar. The odds against event A to occur is the reciprocal 
of (1 divided by) the odds in favor for event A to occur.  

In the article on fetal deaths the odds ratio for fetal deaths for women residing 0.5 miles relative to >5 miles 
from a hazardous waste site was 1.06, whereas the odds ratio for fetal deaths increased for women residing =1 
mile from pesticide-containing sites to 1.28. An odds ratio close to 1 means the exposure does not affect the 
odds of outcome. An odds ratio of greater than 1 means the exposure is associated with higher odds of outcome 
(Szumilas, 2010). An additional tool in the article was fetal death rates, calculated as the number of deaths per 
1000 people per year, but in the article it was given as n = 7054 fetal deaths at 20 weeks (the Washington State 
vital records from 1987 to 2001). 

Two, the “absolute risk reduction” is the probability of an event A in the treatment group minus the probabili-
ty of the event A in the control group. The “number needed to treat” is related to the “absolute risk reduction.” 
Three, the number needed to treat is the number of subjects needed that must be treated to prevent one event, 
such as a disease or adverse reaction (Triola, M. M. & Triola, M. F., 2006). It is calculated by dividing 1 by the 
absolute risk reduction. 

In the article on intensive lipid lowering, the number needed to treat was 14 to prevent 1 major cardiovascular 
event over 4.8 years in patients with diabetes, stable coronary artery disease, and mild to moderate CKD. Abso-
lute risk reduction equals 1 divided by the number needed to treat. The absolute risk reduction was therefore 
1/14. It is a large number highly suggestive of the factor of high dose of atorvastatin being a dependent factor on 
cardiovascular health.  

3.3. Conclusion  
Statistical expressions of probability can effectively be used to link variables to effects on health, to convince 

 

 

1There are more effective methods for determining whether the apparent difference is actually significant, such as the P value method. Rela-
tive risk (or risk ratio) is the proportion (or incidence rate) of some characteristic in a treatment group divided by the proportion (or inci-
dence rate) of some characteristic in a control group. 
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the reader that these variables are dependent factors. The two articles cited show the relationship between envi-
ronment and mortality, and an increased dosage on cardiovascular events. In other words, proximity to pesti-
cide-containing sites was associated with an increase in fetal deaths, and high dose atorvastatin was associated 
with fewer cardiovascular events than low dose atorvastatin in patients with diabetes and chronic kidney disease. 
Given the appropriate selection of population and careful selection of data, expressions of probability and de-
pendent variables can show a strong correlation. However, caution is advised on stating causality in such corre-
lations.   

4. TWO: Risks on the Use of Statistics 
This conclusion continues the two conclusions of the above two concrete cases of statistical investigations.  
Here we continue the evaluation of the whole situation of statistical forays of science into reality. As the conclu-
sion to concrete case No. 1 says, sampling from populations is a powerful tool to help us understand the un-
known in everyday life, but we must be careful in defining the population and selecting the sample. As the con-
clusion to concrete case No. 2 says, probability can be seen to link variables as dependent factor on health, such 
as pesticide environment and fetal mortality and increased dosage of atorvastatin on cardiovascular events, 
though probability may or may not be causal.   

Now, after summing up conclusions above this way, we further see five warnings on the risks of using statis-
tics quite powerful, all quite sober, fundamental, and radically serious, one, human errors that cannot be stamped 
out infests science and statistics, two, mathematics our apodictic certainty that sires statistics is bankrupt at the 
base, three, science crafted by human hands and brains is as fragile as humanity, four, contingency the unplea-
sant surprises stays against statistical understanding of science, and five, reality science and statistics try to reach 
is never reachable at all. 

One, we being human, errors, inappropriate sampling, and/or miscalculations do occur and can never be to-
tally rooted out. There is yet to be statistics on statistics to study the pesky situation, and then immediately we 
get caught in statistics on statistics on statistics, and so on, ad infinitum. This infinite regress indicates a total 
impossibility of obtaining an ideal statistics. 

Two, science is through and through infested with paradigm revolutions throughout its history (Kuhn, 1996). 
Paradigm includes standard of validity and definitions of validity and its proofs; when paradigm is revolutio-
nized, the whole science is revolutionized. Kuhn carefully describes this radical whirlwind inside science 
throughout its history, but is oddly, and sadly, silent on its vast devastating significance for the whole scientific 
investigations. He simply, optimistically, assumes scientific “progress” akin to, even as part of, biological evo-
lution. Scientific revolution is life-evolution for him; he offers no convincing reason for his optimism, on whose 
assumption the whole book proceeds.  

Each alleged satisfaction obtained with a new paradigm is only to be overrun later by a new dissatisfaction to 
be satisfied by another “new” paradigm, and so on, and this series of dissatisfactions followed by satisfactions 
may or may not be a “progress”; it is humanly impossible to produce the decisive super-rationale to warrant this 
series—if this is a continuous series, not many haphazard stop-and-gos—as a real “progress.” 

Three, this radically instability of science is matched by the radical bankruptcy in mathematics. In Gödel’s 
eternally other-dependence of demonstration (Dawson, 1997) (at the base of science), Gödel himself gets caught 
in the liar’s paradox (“I am a liar” can not be believed or not-believed), since he independently proves the total 
dependence of all proofs. Let me explain. 

Someone says, “I am a liar”. If we take what he says as true, then he says truthfully, and what he says is false, 
for he is not a liar as he says he is. If we take what he says is false, then he says falsely, and what he says is true; 
he is a liar saying about himself falsely, as he claims he is a liar. If his saying is true, it is false; if it is false, it is 
true. In this manner, then, his saying is senseless, and the liar’s paradox destroys the self-liar.   

Gödel proves, alone, that every proof must be proved by other proof than itself. If we take his proof as valid, 
then his proof done alone is invalid, not proved by other proof as its conclusion says; if we take his proof as 
invalid, then his proof is valid because it is not proved by other proof as his conclusion requires. If his proof is 
valid, it is invalid; if it is invalid, it is valid. Gödel is caught in a liar’s paradox; his incompleteness theorem de-
molishes itself. Beautiful precision of mathematics calculates to self-futility. The precision of mathematics and 
science based on it is bankrupt at the root. 

In Gödel’s eternally other-dependence of demonstration (Dawson, 1997) (at the base of science), Gödel him-
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self gets caught in the liar’s paradox (“I am a liar” can not be believed or not-believed), since he independently 
proves the total dependence of all proofs. The precision of mathematics and science based on it is bankrupt at 
the root.  

Four, the world out there always has unpleasant surprises in concrete happenings that violate our neat and 
clean “general picture” that statistics carefully crafted of the situation. We call these surprises “contingency”.  
Contingency is what statistics purports to handle, and contingency is what wrecks statistics. 

Five, science and mathematics are created by human hands and brains, while reality is not created by human 
hands and brains. Therefore, science and mathematics can never be sure that what they have calculated and dis-
covered are indeed “real” or not. We need, yet can never have, the third party no human not real to compare 
human discoveries here and reality out there, and check on their correspondence, and then, again, we need (and 
can never have) the independent fourth party to check on the third party, and then the fifth on the fourth, and so 
on, to check on the checking on the checking, ad nauseam.   

Actually, the situation here is even much more hopeless, much more desperately complex, in that each “party” 
has two connections on both ends, each of which requires an outside “party” to check, and the more numerous 
“parties” we get, the twice more as many “parties” we need to check, ad infinitum. The nth checking requires 2n 
outside “parties” to check, none of which can be obtained. Clearly, this is an alarming increase of impossibilities 
quite endless. Again, such infinite regress of impossibilities indicates the ugly ditch ever gaping between human 
science here, on one hand, and reality out there, on the other. 

Now, these five alarming cautions do not, however, counsel us to abandon statistics, for it is our sole effective 
scientific tool with which to study the “reality” we see voluptuously proliferating around us. Statistics gathers, 
analyzes, and makes inferences from gathered data. Such operations apply to all the scientific investigations.  
Furthermore, statistical tools not only summarize past data by indicators of the mean, median, and mode, and the 
standard deviation, but serve to predict future events by using frequency distribution functions. 

In this way, statistics supplies designs of efficient experiments to save time-consuming trial and error. As 
above concrete cases show, double-blind tests for polls, intelligence and aptitude tests, and medical, biological, 
and industrial experiments all benefit from statistical methods and theories. The results of all of them serve as 
predictors of future performance, though reliability varies. All such operations are related to estimation, hypo-
thesis testing, least square method, probability, regression. The above cited cases just scratch the surface of the 
vast iceberg of statistics. 

Thus without statistics, we would have been totally helpless as we are confronted with the data overwhel-
mingly abundant. Statistics in this way remains our sole sharpest tool science has on hand, so sharp and effective 
in fact that we are often induced to wholly rely on it as if it were our god-given favorite. In this situation, we 
must remember. A good servant is a disastrous mast. Statistics is an aid to science, never its aim. The above five 
dire disastrous warnings counsel us the scientists to use statistics with extremely sober caution, without illusion 
whatever. 
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Preface 
The article formulates the philosophy of a conceptual network and defines a concept as a unit of 
meaning. According to the proposed idea, the substance of our mind (subjective psyche) is consti-
tuted by a conceptual network which is composed of continuous concepts which have meanings 
through connotation. The conceptual network is an epiphenomenon of the neural network that is 
based on a dynamic structure of a complex of neurons interconnected in a functional way. Lan-
guage is a secondary phenomenon in relation to the conceptual network: the words of language 
correspond to the best-distinguished concepts, and their meaning is determined by their concep-
tual “lining”. The conceptual networks of logic, mathematics and, especially, philosophy are not 
perfectly determined and specified. The “Absolute Truth” not only does not exist, but in fact it does 
not have any sense. (Self-)consciousness emerged as a result of recurrent self-reference of the 
neural/conceptual network. 
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1. The Absolute Truth 
The “absolute” truth is silence. If we decide to say anything more, we do so only to eventually return to the 
above statement, but keeping the memory of our journey in our consciousness. We do it in order to demonstrate 
that what is not the absolute truth is all we know. 

2. The Conceptual Network 
We will start from a concept, but we will not define it now—this entire work will constitute its definition; the 
concept of a concept will be involved in all sorts of relations with other concepts. Let us begin with the collo-
quial, intuitive meaning of the word. Here, we will name only a few of its properties which seem to be essential 
in this part of our argument. 
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First of all, a concept is a continuous, unquantized entity (in contrast, for example, to the names of language). 
This means that a concept (being a certain unit of meaning or sense) does not have sharp boundaries with other 
concepts (meanings), but it manifests its presence and individuality through greater intensity in the “field of 
meanings” (the semantic field). We could compare it to a hill in a landscape: although we can clearly see the hill, 
as if extracting it from the landscape, we cannot describe precisely where it ends and a valley begins, nor can we 
draw a sharp boundary between hills. Thus, the “existence” of hills is not inconsistent with the continuity of the 
terrain, the smooth transition from one form into another. Of course, concepts are not in “real”, three-dimen- 
sional space, but in the space of meanings, where heights are matched by the intensity of the semantic field, and 
it is pointless to define its dimensionality (the number of dimensions of this space may be assumed to be poten-
tially infinite). 

This does not mean that a field of meaning exists in an objective or absolute way, but only that it is a conven-
ient model which allows us to describe interesting properties of concepts (which will later turn out to be nothing 
absolute either). Continuity between concepts exists both “horizontally” and “vertically”, that is, both between 
the concepts of the same degree of generality, and between the concepts of different degrees of generality. The 
latter case of continuity will be called the non-hierarchicality of a concept. Thus, concepts are the most specific 
and tangible meanings as well as the most general and abstract ones. There are no sharply separated concepts, or 
levels of generality, or any other categories—they all flow seamlessly from one to another. This is a necessary 
and sufficient condition for any relation between them. If we have a continuous field of concepts, then its axes 
are both a diversity of concepts at the same level of complexity, and a concept’s degree of complexity, its hier-
archicality. Here, we should emphasize again that the terms “level of complexity” and “hierarchicality” have no 
practical sense except for drawing certain continuous axes which differentiate concepts in the field of meanings. 
At the level of the conceptual network, there are no simple, basic concepts, nor are there any complex, deriva-
tive concepts. All concepts are characterized by the same degree of simplicity (or complexity). The concepts are 
differentiated by their specification, which is a quantitative property identical with the intensity of the semantic 
field. But the meanings of concepts depend solely on their mutual relations. A very simplified example of the 
conceptual continuity—both “horizontal” and “vertical”—is provided by the following diagram: 
• a red thing—a pink thing—a white thing. 
• a red flower—a pink flower—a white flower. 
• a red rose—a pink rose—a white rose. 

In this scheme, which is constructed necessarily within the syntax of language, the dashes, of course, mean— 
in accordance with what has been said above—the seamless transition between concepts (places of relatively 
higher intensity in the continuous field of meaning). 

So far we have explicitly emphasized two properties of a concept: its continuity and non-hierarchicality. As 
we have already said, this entire work will further clarify the implicit meaning of the concept.  

The concepts in the semantic field, which has some special properties, constitute a conceptual network. As in 
the case of the concept itself, we will not define the conceptual network. For the time being we will only say that 
the conceptual network is a set of concepts bound by specific semantic relations, which will be characterized 
below. We will not argue that “everything that exists is a conceptual network”. It is simply a convenient model 
which allows us to describe well all the phenomena accessible to us and to define correctly relations between 
them. Apart from this function, we do not assign to it any existence which would be more or less real than the 
existence we assign to other phenomena. This approach is obviously derived from natural sciences. Undoubtedly, 
a model can be better or worse, that is, it can describe its object more or less correctly. A good model should 
describe a possibly wide spectrum of phenomena and should provide deep insight into the relations between 
them. It should also derive macroscopic properties of the whole system from microscopic properties of its con-
stituents. Any model can be replaced by a better model, and for this reason it cannot aspire to any finality or ab-
soluteness. At best, it is always only a sufficiently good temporary approximation. This differentiates the phi-
losophical conception presented here from the majority of philosophical theories which attribute absolute valid-
ity to some assertions. 

If the idea of a conceptual network seems somewhat unclear now, it should get clearer as we go deeper into 
this work. Various concepts appearing in it (including the concept of a concept) will gain more meaning gradu-
ally through reference to other concepts, both new ones, developed in this work, and those commonly used in 
the spheres of science, philosophy, and everyday life. Thus, only the whole conception presented here will con-
stitute an adequate definition of the terms used in it. But returning to the conceptual network, we will name (as 
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in the case of a concept) several of its characteristic properties here. The first two come directly from the proper-
ties of a concept. In particular, the properties of continuity and non-hierarchicality mean that it is impossible to 
draw a sharp boundary between a concept and a conceptual network. Continuity and the “equivalence” of con-
cepts within a conceptual network is its fundamental property. The continuity of a conceptual network de facto 
implies the flattening of the hierarchy of generality to one level, if only we assume (intuitively obvious) cate-
gorial unity of its constituents (concepts). Thus, the concepts corresponding to such different “beings” as a stone, 
an angel, justice, and joy, belong to the same category due to the very fact that they are all concepts. Besides, the 
diversity of concepts goes far beyond their location on the axis: “less general—more general”. Nevertheless, this 
diversity completely disappears at the conceptual network level. The only determinant of a concept in this net-
work is its corresponding intensity in the field of meaning and its location in relation to other concepts (these 
properties are in fact interrelated). In short, the concepts only have meaning due to their connotations, in refer-
ence to other concepts. This is a very elementary and fundamental property. It means that the meaning of con-
cepts is not based on their, however understood, direct correspondence to certain “beings” outside the concep-
tual network, that is, on their denotation (this is a secondary phenomenon), but on their relations to other con-
cepts. Concepts emerge through “polarization” on “semantic axes” in relation to other concepts “surrounding” 
them. Examples of simple semantic axes are: warm—cold, pleasant—unpleasant, large—small, good—bad. We 
should note here again that the semantic axes, like concepts, are continuous: both “along” an axis and “between 
axes”, when we separate one axis from another. Besides, the kind of polarization (the opposite ends of an axis) is 
also defined by concepts. Here we see connotationality (concepts are defined by conceptual axes, and the axes—by 
the concepts), but also reflexivity, which we will address in a moment. 

Is there really a continuous transition between the ends of the axis of meanings? For example, how is it with a 
pair of elementary particles: electron—positron? Both have the same mass and other properties, including the 
amount of electrical charge, and they differ only in the sign of the charge (an electron has a negative charge, and 
a positron—a positive one). Does the continuity of semantic axis not mean that there should be a lot of particles 
with transitional charges, including a particle with the properties of an electron and positron with a zero charge? 
No, because we should not mix semantic axes with real-existing objects which are only described by very few 
possible combinations of different axes of meanings. All right, but isn’t the semantic opposition positive—nega- 
tive rather discrete than continuous? No, because in order to distinguish the positive and the negative, we must 
arbitrarily designate a zero point at an axis describing a particular property, and what will fall on one side of this 
point, define as positive, and what will fall on the other side—as negative, but the axis will still remain continu-
ous. But doesn’t Nature herself sometimes set a zero point as in some way absolutely singled out? After all, a 
particle with a positive charge will be repelled by another positively charged particle, and a particle with a nega-
tive charge will be attracted to it, whereas a particle with no charge will remain motionless. However, if we re-
place the positive with the negative, the situation will remain exactly the same. Furthermore, the distinction 
“positive—negative” is determined by the direction of a particle’s motion, and there is a continuous transition 
between all directions in space (the fact that repulsive particles have motion vectors that differ by 180 degrees is 
a feature of physical space, and not of semantic space; in the latter all possible combinations of vector directions 
are possible). Finally, there is no sharp boundary between motion and stillness—the speed of this motion can be 
freely close to zero. Thus, the discrete differentiation “positive—negative” is a secondary feature of our mind 
which uses discrete names of language, and not a property of the conceptual network and its semantic axes. 
However, as we will show below, “quantized” language is a derivative part of the conceptual network, and the 
absolute specification, the discreteness of its names is an illusion. 

We have stated above that concepts have meaning through relations to other concepts in the continuous con-
ceptual network. In turn, the intensity of the field of meaning, the clarity of a concept, is equivalent to its speci-
ficity. The concept appears to be more intuitively clear and obvious, the deeper it is grounded in the conceptual 
network, the denser its “semantic environment” is, and the more concepts it is related to. Thus, neither the 
meaning, nor “intensity” of a concept is its inherent feature; these features are determined by the surrounding 
concepts in the conceptual network. These, in turn, also do not mean anything by themselves, of course; that is 
precisely the essence of connotationality. So concepts appear to us more clearly, the denser the semantic net-
work that surrounds them, and what they mean is determined by the kind of concepts that surround them. If we 
identify “existence” with “being a concept”, then something exists the more, the deeper it is in the conceptual 
network, the more it is related to other concepts. 

Two further properties of the conceptual network are reflexivity and universality. It is mainly because of these 
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properties that we have taken the system of concepts as the subject of our discussion. They determine the use-
fulness of the conception of the conceptual network in philosophy. Universality means that the conceptual net-
work in the form specified in this work allows us to grasp all the phenomena accessible to us. We can assign to a 
concept any kind of being in any form of existence, from the most real and tangible to the most general, mythi-
cal, or virtual entities, to the world of ideas, values, and feelings. Anything you can think of, imagine, or “grasp” 
in any other way, “is” a concept (or has a corresponding concept, which is an equivalent statement in this con-
ception). Because whatever we perceive, it must mean something to us. So the property of universality is very 
important. It is not present in the conception of matter, spirit, monads, consciousness, will, the four elements, or 
in Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language (unless, of course, we brutally substitute the name “everything” with 
any of the names mentioned above). For clarity, I will add that I do not embrace idealism, so I do not claim that 
there is no external world “out there” beyond the conceptual network; I claim only that the conceptual network 
is all that is directly accessible to us. The second, at least equally important property of a concept is its reflexiv-
ity. This property consists of a simple claim that a concept is also a concept, like many others. It is difficult to 
overstate the importance of this property. 

So far our discussions seem to have led, more or less directly, to a somewhat strange conclusion that “every-
thing is a concept”. Because if in philosophy we give an absolute meaning to a being, such as matter, then we 
can refer all the phenomena accessible to us to this being, recognizing it as the essence of the world. However, 
this approach is unaesthetic and self-contradictory (more on this later). Materialism is simply not a reflexive 
system. The conception of a conceptual network is different. The concept of a concept, which is the basis of this 
system, also means only through relations with other concepts; it “exists” only in reference to them. Thus, it 
cannot be absolutely legitimized to constitute a foundation of a philosophical system, which it is also a part of, 
within which it operates. It cannot validate itself. And this, although it may seem to be a fault of the system, is 
its great virtue, in our opinion. Because the system shows its own lack of legitimacy, it negates itself in an abso-
lute sense. Combined with the property of universality (the fact of embracing all possible phenomena), it means 
the delegitimization of everything in the absolute sense, the nonsense of making valid claims regardless of ref-
erence, the emptiness of the concept of the “absolute truth”. In other words, due to the conceptual (and therefore 
relational, or relative) nature of our thinking, it is impossible to construct within our consciousness a system 
which would be meaningful in an absolute, autonomous sense, that is, irrespectively of its semantic context. 
This also applies to the conception presented here. We believe that its main virtue is the fact that it is possible to 
recognize within it this state of affairs. 

At this point, we have made our first return to the assertion at the beginning of this work; for the first time we 
have closed the circle leading to a denial of absolute truth, to the nonsense of absolutely “objective” claims. We 
will make more such returns, from various reference points, from different places within the system. When we 
assume the “existence” of a concept, we proceed as we would do in mathematics or physics, where for the pur-
pose of proof, in some cases, the “existence” of imaginary numbers is “assumed”, but only to reject it and return 
to the world of real numbers after completing the proof. The debt to the principles of legitimacy (here we are 
talking about physics, because in mathematics everything is permitted) was paid off, and we have pure profit 
from this operation in the form of the proof. This way, of course, we deny—following in the footsteps of early 
Wittgenstein (Wittgenstein, 1961)—absolute validity of these discussions. But, first, the bare statement “the ab-
solute truth doesn’t exist” means something different than the same statement involved in the whole web of in-
terpretations and specifications; and second, if the absolute truth is nonsense, then relative truths are all we have. 
The aim of this work is to evoke in the reader a feeling of “truthfulness” of the presented conception, to find a 
way with this “conceptual vision” to the system of concepts formed in his or her mind. Conscious abandonment 
of all forms of the Absolute is not easy. In particular, we deny the existence of any absolute meanings. However, 
by abandoning the Absolute we can, paradoxically, say more about the world, than when we insist on the Abso-
lute’s existence. 

Connotationality of concepts can be expressed in various ways. We could remove one node (concept) from a 
conceptual network, and patch the resulting hole up by “pulling” neighbouring concepts (relativized to it) into its 
place. An example of this operation in the sphere of language is provided by Russell’s method of description 
(Russell, 1905) or Hume’s analysis of the concept of “cause” (Hume, 2007). Then, it turns out that the analysed 
concept is empty, that it has no designatum. And most importantly, such analysis can be carried out for any 
concept. It is a kind of equivalent of defining names in a language by other names (the whole of the next section 
will be devoted to the relation of language to the conceptual network). Proceeding in this way consistently, we 
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could completely dismantle the entire conceptual network. It is a reverse process to the emergence of the con-
ceptual network, which we will deal with later in our discussion. Another example of connotationality is trans-
ferring concepts to another semantic context. If a given concept emerged in a certain conceptual environment 
(let us say, in everyday language), and then, due to some analogies in the “conceptual situation”, we move it to a 
different environment, usually under the same name of a language, then basically we have a different concept. 
However, a shared name often leads to equating these concepts and creates illusory problems. Later in this work 
we will discuss a well-known, but in fact senseless question: whether mathematics is discovered or invented 
(Barrow, 1992). Connotationality also determines the property of reflexivity; in practice all the properties of the 
conceptual network can be, more or less directly, derived from other properties, which is also—at another 
level—an expression of the connotationality of concepts (the property of connotationality is inextricably inter-
twined with reflexivity). The denser the conceptual network is in a given “region”, and the richer the relations 
between concepts are, the easier it is to embed or create new concepts (it is positive feedback). In addition, con-
cepts are considered to be more essential, “real”, specified, indisputable, and obvious, the deeper they are in-
volved in relations with other concepts. Therefore, e.g., any religion is something more than a simple assertion 
of God, Purpose, or Hope. Each religion has its own mythological surroundings which strengthen the concept of 
God and expand His connection to the material world. Within the system of concepts, God is more “real”, the 
more things that connect him to “reality”. 

In order to clearly see the connotationality of concepts, it is sufficient to make a small psychological observa-
tion. You should select a concept (the more abstract it is, the easier it will be to achieve this effect) and focus 
strongly on it and on its meaning. After a while, the essence of this meaning will begin to dissipate in our con-
sciousness, it will be ceded to neighbouring concepts in our conceptual network, which we are not currently fo-
cused on. In the end, we will be left with an empty linguistic name, and for the time being, we will not be able to 
assign any meaning to it. This phenomenon is analogous to the logical analysis of the names of language. 

Limitations in the study of the conceptual network are to some extent analogous to Heisenberg’s uncertainty 
principle (Hawking, 1988; Penrose, 1990). The more “analytical power” we apply, i.e., the more concepts we 
substitute with definitions constructed out of other concepts, the less the other concepts will be specified (and 
therefore “semantically localized”). As we eliminate more and more concepts, the number of connotational rela-
tions of existing concepts decreases. Therefore, these are no longer the same concepts. Each consistently per-
formed analysis of the conceptual network leads to conceptual emptiness. Analytical methods, including Rus-
sell’s method of description (Russell, 1905) and Wittgenstein’s programme of the “clarification of sentences” 
(Wittgenstein, 1961), not to mention the logical positivists, were developed with the assumption of semantic 
absolutism (to be discussed below). Thus, they did not take into account the fact that the meanings of concepts 
(and thus their identities) are not autonomous, but depend on surrounding concepts. On a small scale, conceptual 
analysis is good for eliminating “conceptual excess” and “locally meaningless” concepts (due to reflexivity, all 
concepts are globally meaningless), primarily in philosophy, but when used consistently, it leads to “desemanti-
zation” of the entire conceptual network. 

If we treat the conceptual network as a kind of material, then the whole body constructed with this material 
we will call the crystal of concepts. Obviously, its structure is not homogeneous. The conceptual network creates 
some partly separated regions within the crystal—conceptual maps (this name was taken from differential ge-
ometry, where maps cover a curved space, whereas conceptual maps cover all accessible phenomena). And 
again—separation of these maps is neither sharp, nor absolute, they continuously flow one into another. These 
maps are simply areas in the crystal of concepts characterized by a relatively higher density and better specifica-
tion of concepts, closer interrelations within a map than between maps. If we make the analogy to a landscape 
again, then the conceptual maps are ranges of hills separated by valleys that are wider than individual hills 
(concepts), of course, with the continuity of the landscape preserved. Pursuing this analogy further, we find a 
certain hierarchy of maps’ sizes, as the ranges of hills combine to form larger complexes, and these, in turn, 
form whole geographic regions. In both cases, however, the imposed hierarchy and the divisions made within it 
are completely arbitrary. They can facilitate description of a given structure (geographical or conceptual), but 
they should not be regarded as proof of the existence of some absolute categories. To limit this analogy, how-
ever, we should remember that while the structure of landscape is three-dimensional, it is pointless to define the 
dimensionality of the conceptual network. 

As examples of conceptual maps, we can take the areas of everyday life, science, religion, and aesthetics. The 
map of science includes the maps of its disciplines, within natural and humanistic sciences. On each map, local 
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concepts are involved in closer relations than with the concepts from other maps. Of course, many concepts are 
parts of many different maps. However, due to somewhat different semantic context, these are actually different 
concepts hiding under the same linguistic name. Paradigms in science are an example of another category of 
conceptual maps. They divide the “supermap” of science in a completely different way than the maps of its dis-
ciplines do (as when a landscape could be divided into different hills, and, quite independently, into forested and 
deforested areas). The structure of a conceptual map has some characteristic features: its centre is “denser”, it 
includes more specific concepts, whereas its periphery is occupied by concepts less distinguished and worse- 
defined by neighbouring concepts. If a given edge of the map is neighbouring on another map (at this point, 
analogies to three-dimensional terrain can be very misleading, as this neighbouring can take place within a huge 
number of semantic dimensions), then a higher density region starts “over there” again. However, if a given 
edge is not neighbouring on any other map, then concepts gradually dissipate in a conceptual void. Philosophy 
per se and some areas of physics are examples of this phenomenon; this issue will be discussed in more detail 
later in this work. When maps have contact with one another, they change smoothly into another; in particular, 
in the crystal of concepts there can be no two maps which are not, directly or indirectly, in contact with each 
other. In the area of contact there is “agreeing” of maps (this term is also taken from differential geometry). 
Some concepts from different maps with a slightly different conceptual environment within them are “equated” 
with one another, and that is why it is possible to translate fragments of maps lying outside the contact area into 
another. But because this “equation” is necessarily an approximation (equated concepts are not fully identical), 
only the fragments of maps close to the point of contact can be translated moderately well. The further away 
from the point of contact, the less accurate the “translation” is, and eventually it loses its legitimacy. The effects 
of this “equation” get worse the more distant the maps are from which the concepts were equated. The 
above-mentioned question of whether mathematics is invented or discovered may serve as an example. The 
equation of concepts from everyday life and mathematics leads to meaningless situations, e.g., when we move 
the whole conceptual environment of a given concept from everyday life to the conceptual map of mathematics. 
This issue is developed later in the work. 

To illustrate the phenomena of construction of conceptual maps, their mutual contact, and dissipation of their 
peripheries in the semantic void, we will use an example from the field of exact/natural sciences. Let us consider 
physics, chemistry, and biology. All these sciences are relatively exact and well-defined at their centres (of 
course, there are clear subdivisions within them, but we will not deal with them now; the argument in relation to 
them is analogous to that at a higher level of hierarchy). This means that within their range they are governed by 
a set of well-defined laws specific to each of them. The density of the conceptual network, and therefore speci-
fication of the concepts, is high at their centres. For example, biology uses the concept of species freely, al-
though the concept has not been defined precisely yet. But it is so widely used and so useful in practice that its 
certain vagueness is neglected. This phenomenon is a general feature of the entire crystal of concepts—there are 
no “perfectly” defined concepts, the degree of their definition depends on the number of relations with other 
concepts. However, in regions where one science changes into another, the concepts are less defined. Physics is 
not able to describe atoms accurately, except for a hydrogen atom, and therefore it provides only approximate 
foundations for chemistry. Besides, and more importantly, quantum physics is based on probabilistic wave func-
tions, whereas classical chemistry is deterministic at the microscopic level (of course, similar problems exist 
within physics itself, but we neglect them now for the sake of simplicity). Similarly, chemistry, although it de-
scribes (through biochemistry) reactions taking place in a living organism, is not able to explain life—life cannot 
be derived from chemistry. A line of contact between biology and psychology is an even better example. For the 
phenomenon of mind cannot be fully explained by the principles of brain functioning, despite great progress in 
neurophysiology. In general, the problem of reductionism is related to inaccurate agreeing of maps on the line of 
contact. This becomes evident when we realize that each of these maps has developed in relative isolation, and 
has worked out its own concepts, laws, and systems of meanings. These concepts can be compared to analogous 
concepts on other maps, but this reference is only approximate due to differences in conceptual environments. 

It is sufficient to compare the meaning of the concept of “time” in physics, chemistry, biology, and psychol-
ogy. For a physicist-dynamicist, time is primarily an integral part of curved space-time, its component as sym-
metrical and “reversible” as spatial dimensions. For a physicist-thermodynamicist, there is a clear arrow of time 
as an indication of irreversible processes and the growth of entropy. For a chemist, time is associated with a pa-
rameter describing the kinetics of chemical reactions (these are periods measured in seconds and minutes). Bi-
ology uses much more diverse timescales, different for evolution, ontogenetic development, and physiological, 
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biochemical, or biophysical processes. Finally, the subjective time of psychology is impossible to compare with 
any of the others. Even for such close fields as equilibrium and non-equilibrium chemistry, time has a com-
pletely different meaning. 

Another example is the phenomenon of biological evolution, which has no equivalent in physics and chemis-
try. That which we usually call the evolution of the Universe, of planet Earth, or, more rarely, the evolution of a 
chemical system over time, is simply a sequence of transformations of consecutive states, and these transforma-
tions are—at least at the macroscopic level—determined and do not increase the complexity of the system. In 
addition, normally, physical and chemical systems do not retain the memory of their previous states. In contrast, 
biological evolution is a process which collects information about past “experiences” of the system, and often 
leads to the increase of complexity of the system (whether it is a biological cell, tissue, or a whole organism, 
population, or biosphere). Thus, the concept of evolution may be only roughly agreed on between physics and 
biology, in the sense of a system change over time, but in fact these are two different processes and two different 
concepts hiding under the same linguistic name. The second reason is that biological evolution cannot only be 
explained within a conceptual map of physics—we need a conceptual apparatus developed by the theory of 
evolution. Cultural evolution is still another thing. Apart from significant differences in the subject of evolution 
(in cultural evolution there is a very important psychological factor), there are other ways of accumulating ex-
periences and gathering information (it is difficult to overestimate the role of language, and especially the oral 
and written communication of information in cultural evolution). And finally, whereas biological evolution is 
opportunistic (it works on the “trial and error” principle), in cultural evolution a large part of development is 
played by the active mental factor. 

In addition, the concept of “cause” means something slightly different in various branches of physics, chem-
istry, and biology. In astronomy, the “cause” is a simple and in principle fully determined gravitational force. 
For example, we can calculate with practically any level of accuracy the motion of two interacting bodies in 
space (if the gravitational pull of other bodies is negligibly small). In quantum mechanics, the cause boils down 
to the probability of an incident described by the spatial distribution of wave function. In chemistry, the cause is 
the law of large numbers referring to a huge collection of molecules. In physiology, the cause is a large and of-
ten unknown number of mutually reinforcing or suppressive stimuli, which as a result give an effect described 
only probabilistically. Finally, in evolutionism the cause is basically reduced to a certain set of general laws 
governing the process of evolution (e.g., natural selection) and to random events. 

Assigning various concepts to the same linguistic names also leads to conflicts between science, religion, and 
everyday life. The often proclaimed unity of physics or exact/natural sciences in general is therefore fiction. It 
has been said that science is a sequence of successive approximations ending in infinity. However, taking into 
account the connotational nature of the conceptual network, we should rather say that it is a sequence of con-
secutive clarifications. The question of whether the lack of legitimacy of reductionism is a temporary phenome-
non resulting from our ignorance, or an ontological one—does not matter at the moment. One can only conclude 
that a possible “agreement” of adequate concepts will never be perfect and it will be the worse the further away 
the maps are from where the concepts we are trying to agree are taken. Thus, if we ever manage to unify or “fuse” 
the maps of physics and chemistry (or the map of quantum mechanics with that of the general theory of relativ-
ity) with “sufficiently good approximation”, then the possible indirect (through chemistry and biology) fusion of 
the maps of physics and psychology will be much less satisfactory. It is simply as the agreement of two maps 
reduces the ability of the resulting map to merge with any other map—it will be more difficult to agree with it 
than any of the starting maps individually. Agreement of conceptual maps improves specifications of concepts. 
The semantic environment of a concept in the agreed-on map is richer than in the starting maps, and its attrib-
utes are better specified. As a result, a concept becomes less equipotential, has fewer possibilities of further 
clarifications. This increases the differences between this concept and the corresponding concepts in the maps 
that have not yet been agreed on or have been agreed on separately. In the end, the difference becomes so large 
that we have de facto different concepts despite a single corresponding linguistic name. And it is difficult to 
agree on maps which do not have any shared concepts. 

As a comparison, we can take a straight-line tangent to a circle at point X. At a very close distance to this 
point, the straight line is a good approximation of the circle, but as the distance increases more and more, this 
approximation becomes worse and worse, and eventually loses any meaning at all. In this analogy, the circle 
symbolizes a reality, and the straight line—a conceptual map that describes this reality. It is possible to agree 
with good approximation only the adjacent maps. The effort put into each subsequent unification will increase 
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exponentially, and the resulting unified map will be much less prone to agreement with other maps than the 
starting maps unified within it. “The end product” of this process would be a large, well-unified map unable to 
further agreement with other maps. It is for this reason that the Grand Unification of Science is a utopia. We can 
observe the growing difficulty of unification in physics. While Newton’s unification of falling and orbital mo-
tion in his theory of gravity, or the unification of magnetism and electricity in Maxwell’s equations, was rela-
tively easy, we required the genius of Einstein to equate matter with energy, or the curvature of space-time with 
gravity; and the Grand Unification of all four elemental forces, despite years of attempts and increasingly 
breakneck mathematical constructions, still remains beyond our reach. The same applies to a potential agree-
ment of conceptual maps of quantum mechanics and the general theory of relativity. 

Of course, both the history of the development of various conceptual maps and the story of their possible uni-
fications, has a fundamental influence on the structure of the crystal of concepts and possibilities of further uni-
fications. The division of natural sciences into separate disciplines corresponds more to the historical emergence 
of conceptual maps, than to “real” diversity of natural phenomena. For example, chemistry is no less “physical” 
than crystallography or solid state physics, and the differences between them are certainly smaller than the dif-
ferences separating these two disciplines from the general theory of relativity. Problems of reductionism consist 
of the difficulty in agreeing maps which originally developed relatively independently, with separate “centres of 
crystallization” of meanings in the conceptual network. Each of these maps drew on everyday language, but 
within the maps, the same names gained slightly different meanings; a new vocabulary emerged, specific for in-
dividual maps. When it came to agreeing the maps, they turned out to differ in some dimensions of the semantic 
space, so that it was possible to carry out only a rough correspondence between concepts in adjacent maps. This 
fact is a fundamental obstacle for agreeing and unifying maps. Achieving our crystal of concepts in its current 
form, we have lost billions of other possibilities and we will never know how they may look. Further specifica-
tion of concepts is an irreversible and cumulative process. We cannot even reject all our knowledge and start 
again from scratch, as we cannot reject our crystal of concepts, shaped by this knowledge. We are not able to 
look at it from the outside. Along with the crystal of concepts, our existence would have changed, and therefore 
our ontology as well. 

As we have come to theoretical physics, let us use it as a good example of dissipation of concepts in the se-
mantic void on the edge of the crystal of concepts. Such concepts as “matter”, “causality”, and “event”, which 
are well known to us from everyday language, lose their meaning, e.g., in quantum mechanics, they “slip” 
through the fingers, break up their connotational bond with other concepts, until finally we see emptiness instead 
of clear and obvious concepts. Matter is “melting” in field intensities, wave functions, probabilities, and equiva-
lencies with energy, so that finally we cannot say exactly what we really mean when we say “matter”. When we 
have subtracted all of its attributes, such as weight, extension, colour, and locality in space, we have completely 
“undefined” the concept of matter, broken it down to its most basic constituents—the concepts surrounding it. 
There is a similar situation with the concepts of “causality”, “event”, and many others. This is simply an area 
where our conceptual map is in contact with the semantic void—this is the edge of the crystal of concepts. On a 
larger scale, this process occurs in philosophy, where each analytical treatment of a statement demonstrates its 
deceptiveness, nonsense, and lack of legitimacy; where it is so easy to use the method of logical analysis in or-
der to find contradictions and meaningless sentences as understood by early Wittgenstein and the logical posi-
tivists. How can we better specify semantically this dissipating edge of the crystal of concepts? Only by seman-
tic “thickening” of these regions of the crystal of concepts which lie slightly deeper. We will return to this topic 
while analysing the influence of physics (or, more broadly speaking, all the exact and natural science) on phi-
losophy. 

We say that theoretical physics lies on the edge of the crystal of concepts, i.e., it borders with the conceptual 
void, because, like philosophy, it speaks, in a sense, what “everything” is. When it explains the phenomena it 
studies, it cannot appeal—as other disciplines do—to anything outside itself. The issue of reductionism is the 
most glaring example of this predicament. Living organisms can be in a way “explained” (or at least we can try 
to explain them) by referring to chemistry, and chemical phenomena can be quite well described in the language 
of physics. But physics, lying at the bottom of this reductionist progression, has to rely only on itself. Physics 
tells us about the essence of the world, at least of the material world at the lowest level of complexity known to 
us (which does not mean that it is simple—physics is the science which most defies our common sense!). Phys-
ics describes such fundamental properties of the world as the local structure of all its “objects”, including human 
beings and the geometry of the whole. Physics explains, at least in an outline, the phenomenon of life (thermo-
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dynamics). It explains how the world emerged and predicts how it will end. Thus, it is very close to philosophy. 
The latter borders with the conceptual void in an obvious way, it constitutes something like a “conceptual buffer” 
between itself and well-specified conceptual maps within the crystal of concepts. The intensity of the semantic 
field cannot suddenly fall from high values to zero. Philosophy ensures a gradual transition. Therefore, it is 
hardly surprising that the concepts within it are poorly defined, that there are many easily detectable contradic-
tions, and there is a huge freedom to manipulate meanings. Philosophy could not exist without its “foundation” 
in the form of science, religion, and everyday life. It cannot develop without them, especially without science. 

How is it possible that we can meaningfully use concepts at all, if a consistent analysis of each of them leads 
to the semantic void and each concept is defined by other concepts? These other concepts, in turn, are defined by 
yet other concepts, until finally the circle is closed—and we come to the conclusion that all concepts define all 
other concepts. But this is the essence of the connotationality of meaning. Fortunately, in practice, we do not 
carry out our analysis consistently to the very end. We “leave alone” the concepts which define the concept in-
teresting to us, we intuitively take them at face value, and provisionally assign to them a degree of absoluteness. 

Let us analyse this using an example. A benzene ring consists of six carbon atoms. Of course, chemistry and 
physics exactly define a carbon atom. It consists of a certain number of protons, neutrons, and electrons, and it 
has chemical properties resulting from its construction. Protons and neutrons, in turn, are composed of quarks. 
The probability of finding a given electron in a given point of space is determined by wave function. And so on. 
However, when we say that a benzene ring is composed of six carbon atoms, we often do not remember about 
these facts at all. It is enough that the name “carbon” is intuitively familiar to us and we have an impression that 
we know what carbon is (and more specifically, what a carbon atom is). To someone who does not know the 
quoted facts of chemistry and physics, the name “carbon atom” is more or less semantically empty. But it is suf-
ficient that we are accustomed to a given name, even without knowing too well what it designates, and we can 
use it quite well with a subjective sense of understanding. In fact, we could even use a name that is semantically 
completely empty. If we decide that a benzene ring is a six SOMETHING arranged in a ring, and butane (or 
rather its carbon skeleton) is a four SOMETHING arranged (approximately) linearly, then we somehow under-
stand these definitions, and they are not a complete nonsense to us. These definitions mean something to us in 
relation to another (and, of course, in relation to many other concepts or definitions). They differ between them-
selves by their location on two semantic axes. The first is the axis of number and the second is the axis of spatial 
distribution. These axes are not absolute; they contain sub-axes and consist of concepts, although this is not im-
portant at the moment. The above analysis is yet another example of meaning through connotation. Thus, if we 
can create meaningful definitions containing empty names (or, in other words, extremely vague names), then it 
does not surprise us anymore that we can freely use the name “carbon atom” or “electron”, not really knowing 
what it is (for that matter, no one really knows what an electron is). A very poorly specified concept (or a name) 
may become a part of meaningful sentences by entering into various configurations with other concepts. Thus, 
the fact that each systematic analysis of a given concept leads to a semantic void is not inconsistent with the 
subjective feeling of its understanding in a “semantically dense” area of the conceptual network. It is impossible 
to carry out a consistent semantic analysis of the whole crystal of concepts, if only for the reason that the ana-
lytical apparatus is also a complex conceptual system and its desemantization in the process of analysis would 
prevent the continuation of this process. For the above reasons, despite the connotationality of the conceptual 
network and the possibility (at least in principle) of complete decomposition of each concept into others, we do 
not see the conceptual network as a semantically empty construction—on the contrary, its meanings seem clear 
and unambiguous to us. 

One might ask why instead of saying “everything is a concept” (this statement is important only in a certain 
context), we do not simply say “everything is everything”, if we claim that the conceptual network covers all 
phenomena accessible to us. Is not the system presented here simply a tautology? The answer to this objection 
provides, paradoxically, important information about the discussed conception. The thinking presented in this 
objection only reveals non-legitimacy of logic operating on the linguistic names (we will deal with this more 
extensively in a subsequent dedicated section). To us, of crucial importance is the difference between the con-
ceptual environment of the names “everything” and “concept”. The former is so general that it is impossible to 
say anything with it. In contrast, the usefulness of the name “concept” in an “operational” sense has already 
been demonstrated. The “concept” is simply associated with a greater number of other concepts relativized to it, 
than “everything”. Undoubtedly, the statement “everything is everything” is closer to “truth”. However, because 
as a tautology it is practically empty semantically, by expressing it we return to the statement from the beginning 
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of this work that the absolute truth is silence. This way, the objection confirms, after deeper analysis, the theses 
presented in this work. 

3. The Conceptual Network and Language 
In order to specify the conceptual network better, we will take language as a point of reference. When we want 
to describe a completely new phenomenon, it is good—apart from naming its characteristic features—to com-
pare it with a well-known phenomenon. In which case, the revealed similarities and differences will help us 
place the new phenomenon among those phenomena which are intuitively obvious and well-grounded in the ex-
isting conceptual network. This is consistent with the idea of the connotationality of meanings. The first phe-
nomenon, in relation to which we will relativize the crystal of concepts, is language, basically as viewed in 
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (Wittgenstein, 1961), but also in everyday sense. 

First of all, we will compare the ranges of the crystal of concepts and language, assuming some—unspecified 
so far—correspondence between them. It seems that we can assume that these ranges are roughly the same, at 
least potentially. This means that if we take a sufficiently large fragment of the conceptual network, it will have 
some corresponding language element, and the other way round. Thus, even if the ranges of the language and 
the crystal of concepts do not coincide exactly, that is, not every element of one of them corresponds to an ele-
ment of the second, then by using a sufficiently large “scale of the map”, and sufficiently rough “grain of the 
picture”, we can get an approximate “congruence” of the language and the crystal of concepts. Both these phe-
nomena refer to “reality” and to each other through denotation, correspondence of their elements (i.e., a concept 
is matched by a name, and the name is matched by a real “fact”). 

The first fundamental statement is that the denotation relation “the crystal of concepts—language” and “lan-
guage—‘reality’” is secondary to the connotation relation within the conceptual network. This means that the 
denotation relation itself is also a part of the conceptual network and thus it is “created” by the concepts which 
have meanings through connotation. In order to clarify the above sentence we will address further relations 
“language—the crystal of concepts”. The basic difference separating language from the conceptual network is 
its “quantization”. This means that the words of language are separate, distinct units which differ among them-
selves by names. There are no continuous transitions between one name and another. Of course, we can create 
intermediary names, such as “whitepink” to describe a transitional colour between white and pink, but this does 
not change the quantization of language at all. This feature means the impossibility of connotation in the sphere 
of language; later we will show that defining names (their meanings) takes place in the conceptual realm, and 
not in the linguistic one. The quantization of language makes it clearly different from the continuous conceptual 
network. 

How does denotation takes place between the words of language and concepts? This is the second very im-
portant feature: the names of language correspond to the areas of the conceptual network (concepts) which are 
most strongly marked, distinguished, and specified by their conceptual context. We simply assign names to the 
concepts which we subjectively perceive as sufficiently “individual” and distinct. Again, we can appeal to the 
analogy of hills in the landscape. Only the largest and most distinguished peaks have their own names and are 
perceived as separate hills. Small hills, not to mention individual boulders or pebbles, remain nameless, blending 
almost imperceptibly into the overall terrain. Indeed, a whole collection of the names of language or even a big-
ger part of it (a fragment of a literary, scientific, or philosophical work) may in fact correspond to one concept. 

Something that constitutes the main idea of this work, its essence which is supposed to evoke a sense of un-
derstanding and the impression of truth, is also a concept. Its specification is provided by the whole body of 
discussions presented here. Undoubtedly, however, this concept reaches far beyond this text; it is being con-
structed on the already existing conceptual network and emanates with nameless meanings richer than those that 
are “literally” expressed in the text. We simply do not have names for concepts that are barely discernible, un-
specified, and partly eluding our understanding. Here, we encounter an important consequence of the above 
statements: there are large areas of the conceptual network which have no equivalents in language (these are ar-
eas “between” well-specified concepts). All underspecified concepts, hints of meanings, and emerging ideas be-
fore they are clad in richer conceptual robes, elude language. All poetry serves to capture meanings which do 
not have simple names. And we receive it not through a particular configuration of words, but because the un-
derlying concepts enter into new, as yet undiscovered semantic relations which we recognize as something that 
existed in us earlier, but was unnamed. 
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When we express a thought, we often (in fact always, but to a various degree) feel that our statement is in-
complete, as the linguistic name is necessarily poorer than the concept corresponding to it. Hence the saying that 
the uttered thought is a tomb of hundreds of expressions of this thought that have never seen the light of day. 
This example shows that we can assign to one concept a number of more or less fitting structures of language. 
Linguistic cognition, which is very important and stimulating for the development of the conceptual network, 
consists of assigning names (single or multi-word) to new concepts. This act not only legitimizes the fact of suf-
ficient specification of the named concept, but also greatly reinforces this specification, causing its extensive re-
lativization (by reinforcing the connotation relation with even “distant” concepts in the conceptual network). 
Thus, language is primarily an excellent tool for efficient use of the conceptual network. The crystal of concepts 
is more general than language in the denotational sense, which means that each name is matched by a concept, 
although there are some concepts (areas of the conceptual network) that are without names. It is also superior in 
the connotational sense, as language itself and the denotation relation between names and concepts are also a 
part of the conceptual network which is connotational by nature. In language, a definition is a certain substitute 
or a “model” of meaning through connotation. Here, the meaning of a given name is determined by the relation 
to other names. But, while a definition in language, however extended, consists of a limited number of words, a 
concept is basically “defined” by all other concepts, by the whole crystal of concepts. The very process of un-
derstanding a definition does not take place in the linguistic layer, but in the conceptual one. Contrary to ap-
pearances, definitions are rarely used to define completely new things which are not yet placed in the conceptual 
network. Usually, a definition aims to clarify a concept which is already well-positioned in the network. As no 
definition, even the most exact one, specifies precisely the defined object, it only indicates a conceptual area 
where this object is supposed to be. If in a given area there has already been a more or less crystallized concept, 
then, as if automatically, the definition begins to refer to it. However, if the definition finds a relative conceptual 
emptiness, then there are potentially a huge number of concepts which might correspond to the area delineated 
by the definition. Of course, this area can be narrowed down by specifying the definition, but still the number of 
potential “interpretations” is huge. 

Let us take, for example, the following definition: “onelephant is a one-legged elephant”. As this is a com-
pletely foreign formulation in our conceptual “tradition”, we do not know what it is, without the proper context. 
So, we have no idea if we are talking about an elephant with three legs cut off, or an elephant with a genetic 
mutation for one-leggedness, or a fantasy creature, or something from the conventions of science fiction (the al-
legation that it is a formal definition and nothing can necessarily correspond to it is misplaced here, as in con-
trast to the names of language, there are no “empty” concepts; speaking elsewhere about such concepts, we 
mean either concepts that have been “dismantled” as a result of semantic analysis, or simply the names of lan-
guage). Whereas, in the definition “Loxodonta africana is a species of elephant living in Africa”, everything 
seems obvious, as we know that there are two species of elephants in the world, including one in Africa, and we 
now learn that this species is called Loxodonta africana. So, we see that the semantic autonomy of language is 
only apparent—originally the meanings appear in the conceptual network. Thus, the conclusion is: a linguistic 
definition, if it is to be sufficiently meaningful and unambiguous, must refer to a single concept suitably 
well-distinguished and specified within the conceptual network, located in the area delineated by the definition. 
There should be no other concept in this area. 

The crystal of concepts is also more general than language in the sense of its primary nature. This is simply 
because language cannot do without its conceptual “lining”, it does not mean anything by itself, it is an empty 
structure of names. And finally, the whole language, with its names and grammar rules, can be expressed by 
concepts, whereas the reverse relation does not hold: it is impossible to describe the conceptual network using 
language (of course, we mean a complete description, otherwise the present work would not make any sense). 
Language is a certain conceptual map within the crystal of concepts, a map which is relatively well-distin- 
guished and relativized to other maps. It plays a very important practical function, coming down basically to the 
efficient use of the crystal of concepts as a whole (and, of course, to interpersonal communication). It does not 
possess, however, two fundamental features of the conceptual network: its all-embracingness and reflexivity (the 
fact that a “linguistic name” is also a linguistic name is not sufficient, as language is not semantically autono-
mous). It is simply impossible to go beyond concepts. 

To put it even more simply, language is the part of the conceptual network which constitutes a rough repro-
duction (a map) of the whole network. Let us appeal again to the analogy with landscape, but making a reserva-
tion that this time the analogy is very general. Imagine that someone engraved a map of the landscape (the area 
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considered) on a flat boulder. In this case, the map is both a part of the landscape (as the surface of the boulder), 
and a reproduction of the whole landscape (as a map). If that map contained the names of hills, it would greatly 
facilitate our orientation of the terrain, so that we could distinguish one hill from another and remember their 
identities. In the same way, language as part of the conceptual network, enables orientation and usage of the 
whole network. Of course, on the map, there would also be a point signifying the map itself and the boulder, on 
which it is located, similarly as in language there is the name “language”. 

It follows that the denotation function of concepts in relation to the names of language and to the “real facts” 
is secondary to the connotation function of the conceptual network and it is reducible to it. Thus, if for a moment 
we forget about the property of reflexivity and regard a concept as an “absolute” entity, we could say that ulti-
mately only concepts “exist”, without their designata, because the whole structure of the designation relation is 
also a part of the conceptual network. To avoid suspicion of solipsism, we must make it clear that we are not 
describing what the world is, but only what we can say about it, and thus we are taking in this respect a position 
similar to that of Wittgenstein. The names of concepts are secondary to the concepts themselves, because if we 
can imagine the autonomous existence of meanings (a semantic space), a system of signs devoid of meanings is 
nothing but a collection of properties allowing particular signs, determining their identification, to be distin-
guished. So we can go beyond the system of signs (in the direction of unnamed meanings) and demonstrate its 
derivative character in relation to the system of meanings. So, is it true that “everything is a concept”? No, be-
cause the concept is also a concept and it cannot validate itself. Thus, through the property of reflexivity, we 
close the circle for the third time and return to silence. For the third time we must realize that we incurred a debt 
from “the absolute truth”, attributing to the concept a privileged place in relation to “everything else”. We be-
lieve that it is better suited for this purpose than “matter”, “spirit”, or “monads”, precisely because of its prop-
erty of reflexivity. 

Language is not autonomous because the reception of its statements does not depend on its inherent or abso-
lute meanings, but depends on the predispositions and conceptual structure of the recipient. Any text, together 
with its underlying system of meanings, each time will be received in a slightly different semantic environment, 
by a slightly different crystal of concepts of a given recipient. Depending on the specific case, the text will be 
understood, not understood, or misunderstood (regarding the author’s intentions), and all intermediary states are 
possible. We should also note that historical epochs, affecting all contemporary minds, change the perception of 
a given text (e.g., a literary one). In short, what meanings will be received from a text, depends on the cultural, 
historical, and psychological context of its recipient. The same applies to individual sentences of a language or 
even individual words. In fact, this applies to broadly defined language, i.e., including gestures, facial expres-
sions, systems of symbols, and the rest of signals. Perfect communication, that is, the perfect agreement between 
sent and received meanings, is impossible, precisely because the transmission takes place in the linguistic layer, 
whereas the understanding of meanings goes on in the conceptual layer. And there are no two identical crystals 
of concepts. To put it another way, language serves to translate between two different crystals of concepts. As 
the correspondence between the conceptual network and language is far from clear-cut, the process of transla-
tion will never be perfect. Therefore, perfectly accurate communication between two entities is impossible on 
principle. Faithfulness and even the possibility of transmitting information between different crystals of con-
cepts depends on their similarity, and that is why we believe that the understanding of this text is tantamount to 
the acceptance of its “truthfulness”. 

The problem emerges of what to do with other crystal of concepts (other consciousnesses). The absolutization 
of concepts and the conceptual network would inevitably lead to the conclusion that they too (like everything 
else) are part of our crystal of concepts, and that position is not far from solipsism. However, the main objective 
of this work is to demonstrate the lack of legitimacy of the absolutist approach. The idea of the conceptual net-
work was adopted as a temporarily useful model, which will be renounced immediately after we reach conclu-
sions that are interesting to us. Regarding the question of our inability to prove—within our mind—the external 
world and other consciousnesses, despite their objective existence, it seems that the idea of the evolutionary trap 
of consciousness, discussed in the section on the internal philosophy, might help to answer it. 

Let us return for a moment to the denotation relation “concept—an element of language”. In this view, it is 
not a typical denotation, as the concept being denoted (we assume a symmetry of the denotation relation) is un-
quantized, continuous, and not exactly defined. This property translates into the relation itself. It is also not en-
tirely clear and defined. So, we could reserve the name “denotation” for situations when the denoted element, 
the denoting element, and the relation itself are strictly defined, and we could assign a completely new name to 
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the described relation. We could also suitably extend the range of the name “denotation” to make it cover both 
types of relations. However, an intermediary solution seems to be the best: we could add the adjective “apparent” 
to the noun “denotation”. “Apparent denotation” is a good term also because, as we emphasized, it is secondary 
to the connotation relation of concepts, exactly as the denoting element, i.e., the language, is. Thus, in this work, 
when we speak about the denotation of concepts by elements of language (or the other way round), we mean the 
apparent denotation. 

The concepts have meanings through connotation, which is why we can tolerably efficiently use them (and 
the corresponding structures of language) only in the centre of the conceptual network, where there is a consid-
erable intensity of the semantic field. When the semantic location of a concept, determined by its connotations, 
becomes insufficient, the meaning of the concept dissipates in our consciousness, and escapes the sphere of lan-
guage. This can occur when we are close to the periphery of the conceptual network, where poorly marked con-
cepts border with the semantic void, and when during semantic analysis of the conceptual network we deprive a 
given concept of some of its previous connotational references. In the latter case, although it seems to be a dis-
ambiguation of a concept through precise delineation (=limitation) of its relations, we end up with a concept 
different from the original, if not with an empty name. 

The concept of justice (in the sense of administration of justice) can be analytically reduced to the concepts of 
prevention and retribution. The point is that we cannot give any specific reason for the administration of justice, 
which would not fall into one of these two categories. We mete out justice either to discourage breaking the law 
by a particular offender and other members of society, or we want to take revenge in the sense of “an eye for an 
eye”. But justice so understood has little in common with our sense or ideal of justice. After all, each of us intui-
tively feels what justice is, and this feeling is not in any way invalidated by the conceptual analysis of justice. It 
is simply that this analysis, by attempting to disambiguate the concept, breaks its connotational ties with our 
feelings, emotional assessment, moral evaluation, etc. The end product of this analysis is simply another concept 
under the same name. We will call this process analytical desemantization. Its essence is somewhat similar to 
Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle: the more analytical power we put into analysis of a given concept, the harder 
it will be for us to locate it semantically, as we will break more of its semantic ties with other concepts. 

Wittgenstein’s conception (we still refer to his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus) is in fact a conception of ab-
solute meaning of language. The names of language which have designata in the world are meaningful by them-
selves, whereas other names are empty. Nonempty names denote objects in the world, but this does not explain 
where the understanding of their meaning comes from. The connotation relation is impossible because of the 
quantized nature of language. As quantized meanings allow for a relatively very small number of possible com-
binations, it is unfeasible to create such rich range of meanings with them, as is characteristic of the human mind. 
And, more importantly, the lack of continuity between meanings assertorically excludes any contact between 
them. In this view, names of language have meaning in a primary, a priori, non-confrontable way. This is a pic-
ture of language as a rigid, inflexible structure, which does not undergo any changes or fluctuations. And this 
obviously contradicts our experience. Leaving aside the question of unnamed meanings, we everywhere en-
counter instability and a kind of indeterminacy of meanings of the names of language. In addition, the absolut-
ism of meanings stands in contradiction to the ongoing emergence of new concepts from existing ones. Finally, 
the idea of meanings which are meaningful by themselves is “inelegant”, and such meanings resemble com-
pletely isolated monads. A “mechanism” of any relations between these meanings remains a mystery. This view 
is, apart from fundamental objections, intellectually barren, as we still do not know anything about the nature of 
meanings (certainly, it is not a denotation of the facts of the world, as it does not say anything about under-
standing of meanings), which as a result of their absolutism are not amenable to analysis. The theory of relativ-
ity of meanings seems to better describe the set of phenomena accessible to us, than Wittgenstein’s philosophy 
of language which leads to semantic absolutism. One should emphasize that in Philosophical Investigations 
(Wittgenstein, 1999), Wittgenstein significantly changed his views. He moved on to positions closer to those 
presented in this work, but his system lost all its momentum, consistency, and clarity. 

To sum up, language is a secondary entity in relation to the conceptual network and that is why we may re-
gard it as a relatively well-defined part of this network. Language greatly facilitates the use of concepts and 
therefore adds to the dynamics and development of the whole network. This “function” evokes a subjective im-
pression of designation relation between concepts and the names of language (as well as “material facts”), al-
though this relation is secondary to the connotation relation between concepts. 
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4. The Absolute as a Delusive Reference 
One of the main messages of this work, which has been already repeatedly formulated explicitly, is the state-
ment that it is impossible to say anything about the world in an absolute way. The absolute truth would be 
something with an autonomous meaning, understandable by itself, something independent of any contexts and 
references. The above definition is an empty name, to which nothing “real” or sensible corresponds. From the 
stated above, it follows that something like autonomy of meanings is not possible (assertorically). We return to 
this point constantly, as the entire history of philosophy (in particular ontology) followed a familiar pattern: you 
assign an absolute meaning to a concept and this way create the axiological foundation for a description of the 
world. Such presuppositions were necessary, if we wanted to express in an absolute way universal truths about 
all the phenomena accessible to us. And yet, despite attempts lasting thousands of years, philosophy has not 
been “completed”. A description of any, even the most current philosophical system, ends in any careful study 
with a list of reasons why the system is in fact unacceptable. There are usually two kinds of allegations. 

First, there were always some phenomena which could not be subsumed under this absolutized concept (e.g., 
the concept of matter, spirit, monads, etc.), and thus lacked the property of universality. It can be argued that the 
whole sphere of consciousness is a derivative from physiological brain functions, and therefore has a material 
basis. However, it is impossible to maintain that the entire human mind “is” matter. On the other hand, a consis-
tent solipsist would have to agree that his own ego is also an illusion, like the rest of his impressions. Thus, con-
sistent idealism is also not sustainable. As for the monads, they lose general and abstract concepts. 

Second, when you examine a philosophical system based on the preliminary absolutization of a concept, you 
always come in your analysis to that concept in the end, and then not only the attributes of its absolutism, but 
also the concept itself dissipates into the semantic void, leaving only an empty name. Earlier we gave an exam-
ple of this process regarding the concept of matter. Generally speaking, the act of absolutization of some part of 
the conceptual network and a reflexive reference of the rest of the network to this part, eventually leads to a 
contradiction. This contradiction stems from the fact that in order to talk about something as a whole, you 
should be outside of it, at some higher level. However, if we talk about everything (as ontology does), we obvi-
ously have to do it from the inside. If there were some external point of reference, this “everything” would not 
be a true “everything”, as there would be something outside it. This external reference point, impossible by its 
very nature, is the only one from which the absolute truth could be proclaimed. Therefore, the absolute truth is a 
self-contradictory concept, and this self-contradiction can be found in every philosophical system. It is the same 
with the system presented in this work. We took a concept as our starting point, and despite its many positive 
philosophical attributes and despite constant appealing to the property of reflexivity, we have come to some kind 
of its absolutization. Some kind of meta-level emerged which is external to “everything”; it is an extension of 
the axes of meanings beyond the crystal of concepts into a “delusive” semantic space. However, this procedure 
differs from those mentioned above, as the said contradiction has been incorporated as the first axiom of the 
system, which has been an inevitable consequence of going beyond silence. 

This operation frees us from the fear that we will find this contradiction at the periphery of our system, de-
stroying, to our dismay, its seemingly monolithic edifice. Of course, this way we delegitimize our system ex-
plicitly in the absolutist reference (but it is better than having “hidden” contradictions). Importantly, this dele-
gitimization applies to the absolutist reference in general, and this is the primary objective of this work. In this 
reference only silence remains, and this is another closing of the circle, another return to the statement expressed 
in Section 1. 

So if we want to speak “the truth and nothing but the truth” consistently, we should remain silent. This is the 
first level of cognition. However, this is obviously not satisfying for us. We want to be able to say something 
about the world, even if it will have to be, to some degree, non-legitimate and self-contradictory. So did phi-
losophy, and thus we proceed in this work, for there is no other option. However, the conception of the concep-
tual network has some merits in comparison with other systems. First, it automatically leads to the awareness of 
the state of affairs outlined above. Like early Wittgenstein’s conception, it points to its own lack of legitimacy, 
although from a slightly different position. Second, it has the properties of universality and reflexivity. The for-
mer’s value for a philosophical system is obvious. The latter allows us to reduce contradictions in the pro-
nounced (almost absolute) truths to the role of an axiom of the system. This way, we reach the second level of 
cognition—the conceptual network. Of course, this is not the only possible second level; potentially there are 
probably an infinite number of them. It is constituted by every philosophical (ontological) system. Nevertheless, 
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a “good” system on the second level should reveal its own non-legitimacy and point to the first level as the “end 
of cognition”. The third level is constituted by the “everyday world”, by all the phenomena given to us in their 
immanence, in everyday life, in its obviousness. Between the second and third level, there are: natural science, 
humanities, mathematics, logic, philosophy, and religion. The division into levels, as any division of this kind, is 
completely arbitrary; the transitions between them are continuous. This division does not reflect any invariants 
or absolute categories; it is a practical operation which aims to facilitate “moving around” in the discussed area. 
In particular, the truth (and reasonableness) of claims depends largely on which level they are made. There may 
not be any real contradictions, if we pronounce seemingly contradictory, or even opposite statements on differ-
ent levels. Therefore, for each claim we need to say what level it is made at, and when we see a contradiction in 
some reasoning, we should consider whether it is not only apparent, as it has occurred between different levels. 
A simple example is the fact that we are writing these words, although we consider silence to be the “absolute” 
end of cognition. Many more of this kind of misunderstandings may occur between the second and third level. 
In fact, the situation is even more complicated, as we can distinguish an infinite number of sub-levels which 
seamlessly transform into another, and often the meaning of claims is also relativized to them. This problem re-
sults from the connotationality of the conceptual network and can only be partially overcome. 

As we have already mentioned, all ontological systems have relied on distinguishing some fragment (a con-
cept) of the conceptual network, its absolutization, and making it primary in relation to all the rest of phenomena. 
This meant that “really”, “in a deeper layer” all these phenomena were designata of that concept. The whole va-
riety of accessible phenomena would then be some illusion in the sense that it would be a secondary quality in 
relation to the unity represented by that distinguished concept. Let us call that concept X—such that the scheme 
of almost any ontology could be written in a simplified formula “everything is X”—Alpha. Thus, Alpha is an 
absolute entity, indefinable (implicitly, as not all creators of philosophy have been aware of it). That is, at least 
in principle, the idea—an intuitive impression of Alpha’s “truthfulness” is supposed to make any other valida-
tions unnecessary, even unacceptable. We are to take the legitimacy of Alpha at face value, and any kind of its 
verification is an absolute taboo. It was the same with all kinds of religion, which is why religion resembles on-
tology so much. 

Of course, in the history of philosophy Alphas differed among themselves in their level of abstraction. From 
the simple ones, such as the four elements, matter or spirit, they evolved over time to more sublime ones, such 
as the will, monads or “neutral unity” in Russell’s neutral monism (Mach, 1976; Russell, 1975). The claim that 
“everything is Alpha” was not always so categorically formulated, for example, in early Wittgenstein’s philoso-
phy (Wittgenstein, 1961). Besides, the above analysis applies only to the “positive” ontologies, i.e., those telling 
us what the world is. Early Wittgenstein’s philosophy falls into this category only partially, although literally it 
distances itself from any kinds of “positivity”. Imperfection of Alphas taken from everyday language manifests 
itself still in another way. Making an Alpha out of a concept taken from everyday language is based on transfer-
ring this concept, together with its name, to a philosophical system, because of this system’s “conceptual situa-
tion”, which is close to the original “semantic context”. However, part of the semantic environment of the trans-
ferred concepts is (necessarily) inadequate to the new conceptual situation. And yet, if this transfer is to be 
fruitful, that is, if it is to bring something new to the system, we have to use other semantic relations of the 
transferred concept than those that were the reason that it has been transferred and made an Alpha. Unfortu-
nately, with the change of the semantic context, the identity of the concept itself also changes. It is no longer the 
old concept from everyday language, and it has been also poorly “grounded” in its new environment. Therefore, 
it is much more susceptible to analytical dismantling and subsequent desemantization than the original concept. 
Erroneous equation of both concepts on the basis of their shared name often leads to the use of too far-reaching 
analogies, as in the discussed example below of discovering new lands and discovering mathematics (or invent-
ing machines and inventing mathematics). Unfortunately, most of this type of non-legitimate analogies is much 
less obvious. 

The need for absolute knowledge is, of course, most understandable for psychological reasons. Searching for 
a firm foundation of universal truths has always accompanied the human cognition. Unfortunately, this cogni-
tion has gradually deprived humanity of the Absolutes. The history of exact and natural sciences, and the phi-
losophy related to them, is a series of gradual deabsolutization of everything. From its very beginning, modern 
science has forced every intellectual to choose between cognitive honesty and a psychologically comforting 
worldview. The Middle Ages were in many respects a happy time for intellectuals. Later, the two mentioned op-
tions (i.e., cognitive honesty and psychological comfort) could never be reconciled. At that time, the image of 
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the Universe was very favourable for humans. There was the centrally located Earth, the Sun which revolved 
around it, providing light and warmth, the Moon which illuminated the darkness of night, and the sphere of fixed 
stars, showing the way to wanderers. Beyond that sphere was Heaven, the seat of the Supreme Being, whose 
close attention was focused on the centrally located Earth and its inhabitants. It was a small and cosy Cosmos, 
created for human beings and favourable to them in every respect. The central location of our planet was 
equated with the central importance of Humans in the Universe. The Copernican revolution shattered this crystal 
image. The vision of the world, regarded in the Middle Ages as absolute and certain, was demolished. For the 
first time, human beings were forced to relocate the importance beyond themselves, to abandon some Absolute. 
After Copernicus, there was Kepler, who, on the basis of observational data, decided to replace the circular 
planetary orbits with elliptical ones, although a circle had been considered a perfect figure since ancient times. 
Subsequent discoveries radically changed the medieval view of the world. Let us look at today’s image of our 
Universe. Billions of light years of vast terrifying void filled with relatively rare stars and planets, signifying 
nothing, and serving nobody. And human beings, created by blind chance in the lottery of evolution, inhabiting a 
small planet which orbits one of the billions of stars. Even the picturesque Biblical finis mundi has been replaced 
with gravitational collapse, the thermal death of the Universe, or the Sun turning into a red giant and completely 
burning up the Earth. Thus, science has replaced the only possible, perfect Universe being at the service of Hu-
manity, with a random Universe, filled with billions of light years of senseless emptiness. 

It is not only the Cosmos as a whole that has been deprived of the mark of the Absolute by science. Physics 
questioned the semantic autonomy of many concepts taken from everyday language that are seemingly so obvi-
ous and “tangible”. Newton challenged the absoluteness of the distinguished (“stationary”) reference frame in 
space; Einstein questioned the very space and time. Thus, even such fundamental elements of our world are no 
longer a solid basis for our intellect; even they are no longer undeniable and indisputable. Quantum mechanics 
negated our conventional notion of causality. In addition, matter has suffered desemantization by physics. At the 
moment, it is impossible to establish a boundary between a “real” element of the world, and that which is only a 
mathematical model, a creation of our mind. Thus, even the absolute boundary between a concept and its desig-
natum has been negated. It is difficult to feel intellectually “safe” in a world deprived of any absolute basis, 
where nothing is certain, and all is relative. 

The advancing process of deabsolutization has also affected humans. Instead of the creatures who were made 
in the image and likeness of God, we now are a biological species with apes as the closest living relatives within 
the tree of evolution; and the immortal soul (what is left of a soul, when we “amputate” its consciousness?) has 
not survived the destructive (for the Absolute) force of science either. Radical changes found in the mind after 
brain damage, great progress in the study of neurophysiological mechanisms of perception as well as of the mo-
lecular basis of memory, have left little space for spirit in its immanence, or for autonomous and undivided con-
sciousness. We can give some more examples, such as the deabsolutization of logic (set antinomy) (Russell, 
1975), the deabsolutization of formal mathematics (Gödel’s proof) (Barrow, 1992), the denial of a strict deter-
minism (which was the Absolute of the pre-20th-century physics), as well as the denial of the “absolute” phe-
nomenon of life (e.g., a “life force”) (the transition from holism to reductionism). 

The logical consequence of the shown route appears to be a demonstration of non-legitimacy of any meanings 
in the absolute sense, the denial of existence of any truths which are supposed to be valid regardless of reference. 
In this view, even Pascal’s thinking reed turns out to be an illusion—no absolute knowledge can be given to us. 
Here we find also a complement for the Occam’s razor—there is no need to assume that anything exists (in the 
absolute way). 

Of course, the claim that the absolute truth does not exist cannot be the absolute truth either. You cannot make 
reasonable claims about the existence of designata of semantically empty names, and even more—to make 
claims using these names. Only the system of relational and relativistic truths is accessible to us. We build the 
system here on the basis of the concept of a conceptual network, but certainly other systems are also possible. 
The important thing is to recognize the relativity of truths at the beginning of each system. 

The cognitive chain of philosophy can be presented as a cone. Its top would signify an infinitely clarified in-
ternal truth, which philosophical systems strive for (asymptotically). The further away from the apex to the cir-
cular base of the cone, the less the systems are clarified, and the more loosely the network of concepts covers the 
world of phenomena accessible to us. Let us note: there are no philosophical systems which are completely “true” 
or “false”, there are only systems which are more or less specified, adjusted to the spectrum of phenomena ac-
cessible to us. A philosophical system claiming that everything is a redcurrant jelly is not completely and abso-
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lutely false. It is simply that in our conceptual network this claim is so poorly justified by the connotation rela-
tions of the concept of “fruit jelly”, and in particular, “redcurrant jelly”, that we reject it, without hesitation, as 
false intuitively. However, between the said system and, for example, materialism there is only a quantitative 
difference in the “degree of truthfulness”. The concept of “matter” is a lot more associated with something that 
is everything, although its legitimacy in this role (as in the case of any other concept) will never be absolute. 

As the crystal of concepts developed and the meanings “got denser” on its edges, in the history of philosophy, 
it was possible to make a better description of “everything”, although it is still far from the apex of the cone. In 
this analogy, different sides of this cone correspond to different aspects of reality (or different fragments of the 
conceptual network). Philosophical systems are circles, or rather ellipses inscribed in this cone, and the planes 
on which these ellipses lie, are not parallel to the base of the cone. This means that a given system is better de-
fined in a certain aspect of reality than in others. In particular, in this view, there is no point in saying which is 
truer: materialism or idealism. We argue that they are placed at a comparable distance from the apex, but their 
ellipses are steeply inclined in opposite directions, which gives the impression of the complete opposition of 
these systems. Of course, both materialism and idealism are not homogeneous. These systems have evolved over 
time, gaining new views and clarifications, and gradually they moved closer to the apex of the cone. This is also 
true for other ontological systems. All philosophy can be described as a tangle of ellipses inscribed in the cone, 
tilted in different directions at various angles, at different distances from its base. If we assume that this base 
corresponds to the everyday, unreflective view of the world, then, above it, there are all kinds of animistic con-
cepts, the idea of the four elements, and other ideas, taken directly from the conceptual map of everyday life. In 
our view, the ellipses of Russell’s neutral monism and Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language (Wittgenstein, 
1961) are closest to the top of the cone. We present the current system because we think that it goes a step fur-
ther, that it is an ellipse (or perhaps a circle) that cuts the cone relatively closer to its apex. This alone shows that 
one can go further. The only limitation is the crystal of concepts (or its equivalent in the future philosophy) that 
we have at the moment. As it develops, under the particular influence of science, we will be able to specify more 
and more perfectly the description of the “internal” world of phenomena accessible to us. Finally, to avoid any 
misunderstanding, we have to make it clear that obviously the analogy with the cone is a simplification, which 
helps to illustrate a certain idea. Too far-reaching implications of this analogy may be non-legitimate. In par-
ticular, the two-dimensional space of ellipses can only very imprecisely be compared with the semantic space of 
philosophical systems having a large, but unspecified number of dimensions. 

Philosophy has not developed any objective criteria of evaluation or selection which would regulate the 
“promotion” of various concepts to the position of Alpha. The only determinant of the value of ontologies (their 
subjective truth) is the intuitively felt truth of a given Alpha and its “grounding” in the conceptual network. So, 
why do we want to add a concept to so many existing Alphas? First, speaking half-jokingly, because of the sub-
jective sense of truth of this approach. There are, however, more important reasons, which we have already 
mentioned. The concept has two properties which are not possessed by other Alphas. The first is versatility. The 
concept includes all the phenomena accessible to us on all levels of hierarchy. Matter has nothing to do with the 
vast realm of spiritual life, dreams, joy, suffering, intuition, hunches, or nightmares. Spirit does not explain why 
the world is pacing steadily along the route measured by natural sciences; it does not explain the geniuses’ sur-
prise at the fact that the Universe can be described with relatively simple mathematics. Furthermore, if the mate-
rial world is an illusion, then we must also regard consciousness as an illusion (if we consider both just a bunch 
of sensations). Besides, in the old dichotomy of spirit and matter, it is an aesthetic flaw to regard any of them as 
more primary. Lastly, when we think of spirit, matter, will, monads, and elements, we are struck by the arbi-
trariness of promoting a given concept to the position of Alpha. We could conceive of other concepts, e.g., the 
fluctuation of nothingness, which are equally suitable for this function. It seems that the main criterion was the 
need for a simple and understandable world. In this view, we equate extreme simplicity (we cannot go beyond 
the network of concepts which are categorially identical) with infinite diversity (multiplicity of phenomena des-
ignated by concepts). And finally, the development of the conceptual network of humanity has made the 
above-mentioned Alphas seem somewhat outdated. 

The second, earlier discussed property of the concept is its reflexivity. Such an element as matter or spirit, af-
ter promotion to the position of Alpha, becomes the Absolute, a primary concept, a perfect entity, of which any 
analysis is prohibited by a powerful taboo. Subscribing to materialism, idealism, or any other ontology requires 
us to accept our Alpha on faith, at face value, and to place it in some corner of our mind and never come to it 
again. And again, apart from an intuitive and aesthetic objection to such modus operandi (philosophy is not a re-
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ligion, or at least it should not be a religion), even logical constructions that contain such primary concepts are 
failing. Physics made the concept of matter melt in equations, field intensities, wave functions, and probability 
distributions; matter is slipping through our fingers. There are similar problems with the spirit, for what about 
other consciousnesses? What about the spirit’s dependence on matter (e.g., changes in the psyche after brain 
damage)? The concept of the concept is different. The concept (the crystal of concepts) contains the whole Uni-
verse of phenomena, and it also contains itself, and by this, it indicates the non-legitimacy of such a system. 
Thus, the concept is Alpha but only to show that it cannot be Alpha. 

5. The Conceptual Network and Logic 
In Section 3, we outlined the relationship between the conceptual network and language. Now, we will deal with 
the mutual relations between the conceptual network and logic. We have already said that we are not going to 
argue by means of logical analysis, but will instead try to create a “conceptual vision” that fits into the concep-
tual network of the reader. This means a denial of logic as a universal research tool in philosophy. Below, we 
will try to give reasons for this position. 

What is logic? Logic provides rules to predicate truth or falsehood of certain sentences (or, to follow early 
Wittgenstein, it simply consists of these rules). These sentences contain a relation (or relations) between some 
elements, or they simply define certain properties of these elements. The elements can be composed of individ-
ual entities or their sets (categories). Logic seems to be an absolute and autonomous entity, like mathematics. Its 
principles are so intuitively clear, obvious, and so unsusceptible to any doubts regarding their legitimacy, that 
we tend to believe that we could deny anything, but not logic. Wittgenstein in his Tractatus Logico-Philoso- 
phicus absolutized logic to the extent that he treated it not as a subject of cognition, but as the structure of cogni-
tion, or even more—the structure of the world. In his early system, logic was an inherent property of language 
that set the limits of our world. Even more than inherent—it was the only possible, reasonable, and necessary 
property. 

Nevertheless, we will try to demonstrate that the absolute legitimacy of logic is an illusion. Let us take a most 
simple statement of the type “A is B”, for example: “a rose is red”. This sentence is intuitively obvious, per-
fectly clear, and understandable for everyone. But is it really absolutely unambiguous? Let us analyse its ele-
ments. Let us start with the word “rose”. We could apply the bald man paradox to its referent, that is, to the real 
plant. If you take one atom out of a rose, it still remains a rose. The same is true, if we take two, three or four 
atoms out. But the process of consistent subtraction of atoms eventually leads to an entity which is no longer a 
rose, and we cannot say when exactly this happens, we can determine it only arbitrarily. Of course, “a rose” is 
not the name of a single object, but of a certain category. The above analysis serves to show that we cannot de-
termine at which point the rose being stripped of subsequent atoms leaves this category. Thus, the concept of 
rose is underspecified spatially (structurally). In order to specify it better, we would have to—in our definition of 
the rose—specify the position of each atom (although because of quantum mechanics, that would probably not 
be enough). This, however, would give us a definition of a single material object, and not a category of objects 
which are called roses. This proves that the category of roses does not exist ideally (absolutely), in every sense 
of this word. In this situation, either we base logic on single individuals, abandoning the category (and this, at a 
lower level, also leads to deabsolutization, as we will show in a moment), or we accept the fact that logic oper-
ates on elements which are not perfectly defined. 

In fact, the example given above is only a single aspect of a more general phenomenon. Let us move on to 
other aspects. A rose as a mature plant grows from a seed (through the seedling stage). It is impossible to deter-
mine the exact moment of transition between these stages, that is, at which point we stop calling it “a seed”, and 
start calling it “a rose”. Thus, a rose is underspecified in time (ontogenetically), which is in fact related to its 
structural underspecification, but of a different kind than in the previous example. A rose as a plant emerged in 
the course of evolution through a whole series of transitional forms, from plants that were not roses yet. This is a 
phylogenetic underspecification of the concept of rose. And finally, we should mention the most important, 
categorical underspecification, which in fact contains all of the previous ones. Now, we can imagine a continu-
ous series of objects (such that two adjacent objects are almost identical, but differing only very slightly), which 
are more and more different from our standard rose. In this series, there is somewhere a point where we most 
certainly cannot call the object a rose. Of course, this “series” is not one-dimensional, but potentially has an in-
finite number of dimensions (that is, the features in which the adjacent objects may differ). In such a series, we 
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can only arbitrarily determine how far the category of a “rose” reaches. Here, it turns out that such a seemingly 
clear concept as the concept of a “rose” is not defined absolutely, but just intuitively. The impression of clarity 
and unambiguity of this concept comes from the fact that usually, in the set of all phenomena accessible to us, 
there is a clear divide between roses and other objects (a gap in the continuous series of variation), which makes 
it easy for us to distinguish the class of roses as a separate category. It is an empirical property, pragmatically 
useful in this case, but not able to prove the absolute specification of the category. In many cases, however, for 
example in philosophy, there are not even such pragmatic “relatively good” specifications of concepts. 

It is even simpler to deabsolutize the exactness of the name “red”. In a continuous spectrum of colours rang-
ing from orange to violet, we can only arbitrarily indicate the red colour. Moreover, research has shown that the 
range of the names of colours is an interindividual variable (i.e., different people draw slightly different bounda-
ries on the continuous spectrum of colours, e.g., between red and orange) and, to a greater degree, an interlin-
gual (i.e., different ethnic languages differ in this respect) and intercultural variable. Besides, even if somebody 
can easily identify certain points on a red-violet spectrum as definitely red, or definitely violet, they are simply 
not able to categorically determine other points as belonging to one or the other category. We lack names for the 
continuous—and therefore infinite—spectrum of phenomena. Thus, logic using names is able to describe the 
world only in an approximate way. In addition, the meaning of the verb “is”, which is well-defined in some se-
mantic areas, blurs on their peripheries. It is possible to “be” an object, category, concept, thought, idea, feeling, 
thing, fantasy, but it is also possible to “be” in the sense of “exist”. In each case, it is a different kind of being 
(with different attributes), and in fact each of them should have a separate name. After all, a concrete tree “exists” 
in a different way than a moral principle or category does. But this still is not a solution, as the boundaries be-
tween the said types of “being” are not absolute. There is a seamless transition from one type into another. For 
example, theoretical physics often struggles to determine whether a given concept refers to a “material object” 
or a “mathematical creation”, and it turns out that in many cases it is impossible to make this distinction. For 
example, there is the problem of the “real” existence of atomic orbitals, described by wave function. The fact 
that it is impossible to separate exactly different modes of existence (for example, we cannot draw a sharp line 
between real persons and those encountered in dreams, until we are sure that we are not dreaming or hallucinat-
ing at that moment, and this is not entirely possible) leads to the conclusion that, in principle, they are vested 
with one kind of existence, that in this respect all the phenomena accessible to us (objects, ideas, categories) 
have “equal rights”. In our view, this corresponds to a flattening of the hierarchy of concepts in the conceptual 
network to categorial unity. 

The examples given so far have dealt with categories and general entities. But the conclusions also apply to 
individual entities. Let us take the sentence: “John is in this room.” If we know John and we are in the same 
room, then we can easily state whether this sentence is true or false. However, if we deal with John as we did 
with the rose, some problems arise. Let us cut his hair and fingernails. John is still in the room. Let us amputate 
his hands and feet. So horribly disfigured, John is still John. However, if we managed to keep John’s isolated 
brain alive, calling it John could raise some doubts. But let us assume that driven by humanitarian instinct we 
call it John. We could then carry out corpus callosotomy on this brain (cutting its corpus callosum). As a result 
we get two, largely isolated consciousnesses. Is it still John, or are there two Johns now? Of course, we can fur-
ther disassemble the brain, until we get something that most certainly is not John. Thus, we see that by me-
chanical dismantling of John, we can also break him down semantically. And what if John’s identity relies on 
his consciousness? By all means! It is a known fact that severe damage to the brain can turn a saint into a mur-
derer, and a genius into an idiot. What happens, however, if we do not injure John’s brain radically all at once, 
but we cut out a single neuron at a time? When will John end and someone else emerge? Thus, we see that we 
are forced—having first apologized to the so brutally treated John—to recognize that logic is not legitimate in 
relation to individual entities either. 

Going further, the meaning of any sentence (also a sentence constructed according to the rules of logic) de-
pends on its context. Of course, the semantic context can be, like any concept, much better defined. But a sen-
tence built within a language will never gain an absolute univocality, i.e., it will never be possible to attribute to 
it a strictly specified area of the conceptual network (which is not univocal either). Logic retains more or less its 
validity (i.e., the elements and relations described by it are satisfactorily specified) only in certain regions of the 
crystal of concepts. These are the fragments of the conceptual network where the meaning of concepts is suffi-
ciently well established through relation with other concepts, where the conceptual network is dense, and the in-
tensity of the “semantic field” is large. Philosophy does not belong to these regions. Therefore, logic is helpless 
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in dealing with philosophy. If syllogisms are to be applied to names which are little more “meaningful” than 
empty names, if sentences of logic are to use concepts bound together by very poorly specified relations, then 
their content turns out to be gibberish. Therefore, any consistent logical analysis leads to complete desemantiza-
tion of any philosophy, and that is why the early Wittgenstein and the logical positivists claimed that statements 
of philosophy are meaningless, although they mistakenly contrasted the sentences of philosophy with the sen-
tences of science—from the absolutist point of view all of them are meaningless, whereas the sentences of sci-
ence are undoubtedly better defined, which is a measure of their reasonableness in the presented view. 

There is, however, no sharp boundary: science transforms smoothly into philosophy. Just as there is neither 
absolute truth nor falsehoods, there are no sentences which are completely meaningful or totally meaningless. 
We can construct relatively more meaningful sentences within conceptual maps with a high intensity of the se-
mantic field, containing well-defined concepts. In addition, the opposition of truth and falsehood turns out to be 
illusory. Speaking figuratively, we could say that while classical logic (implicitly absolutist) attributes to any 
meaningful sentence the value of 1 (true) or 0 (false), conceptual relativism leads to a situation where any possi-
ble claim can take any of the intermediary values, but never 0 or 1. There is only a relative measure of truth, i.e., 
one can say that something is closer to truth than something else, which in turn will be determined by the degree 
of coherence of a given statement with the conceptual situation in which it was made. And, most importantly, 
this degree of truth is nothing absolute, but entirely depends on the above-mentioned conceptual context. There-
fore, this is a totally unacceptable situation for classical logic. In opposition to Wittgenstein, we claim that logic 
is not entirely opposed to all empirical claims, that it is not only a manifestation of their structure; on the con-
trary, we believe that its rules belong to exactly the same category as the sentences describing the world of phe-
nomena. 

It is possible to reconcile somehow with the fact that no sentence is absolutely true. But is it not an exaggera-
tion to say that there are no absolutely false claims? Let us consider again the sentence: “John is in the room.” 
We enter the room and we cannot see John. Have we not made an absolute falsification of that sentence? No, 
because it all depends on the context. First, John may be in the said room in his thoughts. Second, if we are be-
lievers in “panjohnism”, we find that John is basically everywhere, and therefore also in the room, although we 
cannot see him. Third, let us suppose that a piece of John’s epidermis, just a few cells, is in the room. Now, let 
us apply the bald man paradox à rebours. Let us add one atom to this little piece of skin. This is not John yet. 
However, if we are sufficiently consistent in adding these atoms, then soon we will have John’s leg in the room, 
and eventually—the whole of John. Thus, there was the beginning of John in the room. Fourth, if on average 
John spends 40 per cent of the time during a day in the room, we could say that John is in the room with the 
probability of 40 per cent. And fifth, we can hallucinate that John is not in the room, although in reality he is 
there. The probability (degree of truth) of conclusions cannot be greater than the probability (justification) of 
premises. Therefore, if we are never 100 per cent convinced about realism, we cannot with all certainty make 
any claims on the basis of our senses. We believe that further examples are not needed. 

In a similar way, we can undertake to justify so ridiculous a claim as “everything is redcurrant jelly”. First, 
some part of the world (admittedly rather small) undoubtedly is redcurrant jelly. The whole world is continuous 
which perfectly corresponds with the continuity (or runniness) of jelly. The jelly is dead, like the Universe, but 
as a substance containing starch (an organic compound, after all), it carries within itself some germs of life. 
Solid substances are very dehydrated jelly, and liquids are jelly with the proportions of ingredients shifted 
against starch. The differences between various solids and liquids are only illusions of our senses, whereas fire is 
the redness of the redcurrant released from the jelly. Therefore, everything is redcurrant jelly, but our senses are 
too imperfect to see it. Of course, we do not identify ourselves with this silliness, but are not the arguments of 
many philosophies close to it? Thus, we have to admit that there are no sentences which are so ridiculous as to 
be absolutely false. We could only intuitively determine the degree of their probability, and we could do it only 
in a specific semantic context (a sect of redcurrant jelly followers would probably regard the above sentence as 
very probable). 

Generalizing further, we can say the following: the world eludes logic, as logic is a form of language. By car-
rying out operations on names, logic cannot properly describe the crystal of concepts because it is limited by the 
imperfection of mutual correspondence between the crystal of concepts and language, as was discussed in Sec-
tion 3. Nevertheless, there are some regions where concepts exhibit a high degree of specification (although not 
absolute, of course) and they are well-distinguished “building blocks” of language, which can be used by logical 
syntax to build statements or syllogisms. In such areas, logic is quasi-legitimate. These include most of the ex-
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act/natural sciences and “everyday sphere”. The sentence “a rose is red” is in colloquial speech quite reasonable, 
that is, one can well predicate its truth or falsity. The meaning of words is defined well enough to intuitively 
perceive their sense as seemingly absolute and autonomous. However, regarding philosophy, this quasi-legiti- 
mate logic loses its validity almost entirely. 

Contradictions at the level of logic differ from those at the level of the conceptual network. The latter arise 
from imperfect agreements between various areas of the conceptual network, which we discussed in Section 2. 
Therefore, they are not “sharp” or quantized like contradictions within the language of logic, but grow gradually 
with the increase of “distance” between the confronted areas or maps in the conceptual network, from which we 
take the concepts we want to refer—to each other. A straight-line tangent to a circle is a good analogy. Contra-
dictions within language emerge when inaccuracies of agreement in the conceptual network are large enough to 
be registered by discrete names of language. Then, “quantity turns into quality”. However, the contradictions 
often do not appear clearly at the level of language due to incomplete unambiguity of correspondence between 
concepts and names of language. Without this ambiguity, language would not work, as it would constantly fall 
into contradictions. Besides, we would need too many names of language to describe concepts differing from 
one another only by fine nuances. Finally, some ambiguity in the designation relation is unavoidable due to con-
tinuity of the conceptual network and quantized nature of language. Thus, this is another reason why contradic-
tions within logic must exist. We can say even more: without these contradictions, language, and therefore logic, 
would not work at all. An analysis of any conceptual system, and in particular a philosophical system, reveals 
many contradictions. It is no different with this system. That is why we need to emphasize once more that the 
presented view is not supposed to appeal to the reader by its logic, but by its “conceptual vision” which is to 
evoke in his or her mind an impression of truth (or at least intellectual satisfaction). If someone, after thinking 
about this work, does not agree with its ideas, this means that they have not understood them, that is, he or she is 
a person mentally different from the author. Because, in the discussed context, understanding of the presented 
vision is equivalent to its acceptance. In the absence of this acceptance, putting forward any arguments for or 
against it is pointless—we can only recognize a qualitative difference in the structure of our crystal of concepts. 

In logic, there is a well-known distinction between sharp and vague concepts. However, according to the pre-
sented view, perfectly sharp concepts do not exist. In logic (and mathematics), such concepts as a functor, rela-
tion, integer, even parity, tautology, denotation, and negation are only approximately sharp (despite the subjec-
tive impression of their absolute clarity and univocality). Let us take the concept of the even parity of a number. 
Is it also a fuzzy concept, like those of the rose and John? Yes, although in a much lower degree, not registered 
by our mind. An even number is an integer divisible by 2. The concept of number 2 was formed in our minds by 
the abstraction of a certain common property of different configurations of stimuli which appear to us as, for 
example, two stones, two fish, two apples, etc. However, if we subtract subsequent atoms out of one these two 
apples, then we get a continuous transition between the two apples, and the amount of apples is slightly less than 
two. If we have two stains: one red, and the other almost-red (only infinitely a little different from red), then 
how many red stains do we have: one, two, or one and a fraction? Moreover, the concept of even parity is de-
fined by other concepts (e.g., divisibility), which also are not absolutely sharp. Thus, the sharp meaning of the 
concept of number (or even parity) is only an introspective impression of our mind. It is a similar situation with 
the tautology mentioned earlier in this work: “Everything is Everything” (in the sense: the totality of phenomena 
is the totality of phenomena, and not in the sense: each phenomenon is any other phenomenon; the latter is ob-
viously not a tautology) also cannot aspire to perfect sharpness. In philosophy, even truisms do not have abso-
lutely sharp meanings. As for the latter, the concepts used there are very far from sharpness. A philosopher de-
manding from philosophy the exactness of formal logic is like a person looking for his or her lost property under 
a street lamp: they use tools they would like to use, regardless of whether these tools can be meaningfully ap-
plied to philosophy. 

Finally, let us consider our conception’s relation to three logical paradoxes, namely the liar paradox, Russell’s 
antinomy of classes and Gödel’s proof. It is best to present the first in the form: is a man who says: “I’m lying” 
telling the truth or is he lying? It is easy to see that both answers lead to contradictions. The antinomy of classes 
is expressed in the question of whether the class of all classes not being their own element is or is not their ele-
ment. Since in this case both alternatives also lead to a contradiction, Russell, saving the unity of logic, intro-
duced the theory of logical types (Russell, 1908). In all probability, nobody was fully satisfied with this theory, 
as it bypasses the problem, instead of solving it. Gödel’s proof shows that in mathematics (and specifically—in a 
certain type of formal logical systems), there are statements which can neither be proved nor disproved, as such 
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formal systems incorporating all rules of mathematical proofs, applied to themselves, lead to a contradiction. As 
a matter of fact, Gödel constructed a logical and mathematical equivalent of the sentence: “Hereby it is proved 
that this whole sentence cannot be proved.” There is an equivalent of this paradox in computer science concern-
ing the procedure examining whether a given program will stop or will work indefinitely. 

We discuss these logical paradoxes together because the essence of each of them is the property of reflexivity. 
There is always an “object” (a sentence predicating truth or falsity, a class, a proof of truth or falsity of the 
statement, a procedure examining how a program stops), which enters into a relation (being an element, predi-
cating truth, predicating when something stops) not only with other elements of the same type, but also with it-
self. One could say that these paradoxes have a similar logical structure, or that they are isomorphic. This iso-
morphism can be easier illustrated by formulating an antinomy analogous to Russell’s antinomy of classes for 
predicating the truth of sentences (and thus for Gödel’s proof and the liar paradox). It goes like this: “Does a 
statement which predicates of all statements (of a certain type) not predicating of themselves, predicates of itself, 
or does not predicate of itself”. It is easy to see, as in the antinomy of classes, that both answers lead to contra-
dictions. And similarly, as in the case of the antinomy of classes, the only solution seems to be a “theory of sen-
tence types”. In other words, a logical sentence could predicate only of a “lower type” sentence, that is, a sen-
tence that is at a lower level of hierarchy. In this case, however, both the liar paradox and Gödel’s proof lose not 
only their validity, but also their sense. 

Let us present it in still another way. When we make statements, we implicitly assume that they do not refer 
to themselves. It is easy to demonstrate, even using the example of the liar paradox, that statements predicating 
of themselves automatically lead to contradictions. (While the statement “I’m telling the truth” is a tautology, 
the statement “I’m lying” is self-contradictory.) To avoid contradiction, we must limit ourselves to statements 
not predicating of themselves. In order to do so, however, we must first determine whether a given statement re-
fers to itself or not. One statement requiring such examination is the statement predicating of all statements not 
predicating of themselves. Subjecting it to the said test, however, leads automatically to the antinomy isomor-
phic with Russell’s antinomy of classes. Emergence of this contradiction is inevitable. It is a similar situation 
with the numerical equivalent of Gödel’s law. The question isomorphic to the antinomy of classes can be for-
mulated as: “Does the program examining stopability of all programs which do not examine their own stopabil-
ity, examine its own stopability or not examine its own stopability?” The word “stopability” is undoubtedly 
somewhat awkward, but allows for a relatively clear and brief formulation of the question. In this case, the pro-
gram that examines its own stopability also contains an internal antinomy, as the predication (adjudication) of 
stopability determines by definition termination of the program. Therefore, a program ascertaining its own un-
stopability would be self-contradictory. On the other hand, to determine their own stopability, it has to examine 
whether it would stop while examining its own stopability, and this can only be achieved by examining whether 
it will stop after examination of its own stopability at the lower level of hierarchy, and so on ad infinitum, so it 
will never stop. Thus, such a program is not able to ascertain its own stopability or unstopability. In order to 
consider this program as meaningful, we need to determine whether it does not examine its own stopability, and 
this leads to the alternatives expressed above. Here, too, both answers lead to contradictions, and here also the 
only solution seems to be a “theory of software types”. In this example, however, we can most clearly see that a 
“theory of (any) types” is only a bypass, and not a solution to the contradictions, as nothing like a hierarchy of 
procedures exists “naturally” in numerical programming, and recursive procedures, that is, those referring to 
themselves, are commonly used. It is difficult to forbid a software programmer to use them, as they “exist”, 
work, and are sometimes very useful. 

Besides, a theory of types, both in the theory of classes and in mathematics, is intuitively artificial, inelegant 
and deprived of any justification except for saving the above-mentioned systems from internal contradictions. 
However, since in accordance with the presented view, internal contradictions of both the whole crystal of con-
cepts, and individual conceptual maps are inevitable, we will abandon the theory of types. In fact, we want to 
emphasize the fact that the discussed paradoxes are derived from the structure of the conceptual network. Their 
essence is the property of reflexivity. Contradictions can be either bypassed by adopting some “hierarchy of 
types”, or regarded as an inherent property of the system. The latter is the main purpose of our analysis of the 
liar paradox, Russell’s antinomy of classes and Gödel’s proof. In particular, we want to show that these para-
doxes are of fundamental (basic) nature and are closely analogous to the contradiction underlying the lack of le-
gitimacy of the presented system (the property of reflexivity of concepts). 
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6. The Conceptual Network and Mathematics 
On a par with logic, mathematics claims, explicitly or implicitly, to use perfectly, absolutely “sharply” specified 
concepts. The very syntax of mathematics, its relatively very well-defined set of rules and axioms makes it ap-
pear to be a system which is completely autonomous and independent from the world. In such case, starting 
from its adopted assumptions, mathematics would deliver absolutely valid statements. Arbitrariness and unre-
strained freedom to choose its axioms is supposed to make mathematics independent from the world. Thus, the 
fact of the world’s existence or non-existence would be without any significance to mathematics. In such view, 
the entities defined within mathematics may not necessarily correspond to anything real, and this contempt for 
the external world is supposed to show its autonomy. 

However, the absolutism of mathematical statements is incompatible with the idea of the conceptual network. 
We have just denied the semantic autonomy of logic, and we remember that since Whitehead and Russell 
(Whitehead & Russell, 1910-1913), modern mathematics is based on logical grounds. Speaking more generally, 
mathematics is also a form of language (and, of course, of the underlying conceptual network). It is a language 
which, like logic, is much better defined than everyday language. This means that the concepts corresponding to 
the names of mathematical language are better specified, and the relations between them are more univocal. The 
differences are so significant that in fact mathematics can be subjectively regarded as an autonomous entity. But 
it is not. Of course, some mathematical statements can be taken to be absolute “with a sufficiently good ap-
proximation”. This means that in a relatively large conceptual environment, consistent analysis of such state-
ments does not lead to contradictions. However, this does not change the fact that mathematics can be “absolute” 
only locally and only approximately. In fact, all the basic concepts of mathematics, such as a point, a straight 
line, parallelism, or a number come from everyday language. Of course, for the purposes of the mathematical 
system, they have been better defined or clarified, and their clarification consisted mainly of abstracting from 
certain accidental features which accompany various designata of these concepts in the “real” world. However, 
their semantic “core” has been preserved, along with their “basic” connotation relations with other concepts. 
Thus, in the analysis of the system of mathematics, some internal contradictions are inevitable. 

In order to avoid these contradictions, they have been unconsciously pushed down into the layer of axioms 
(and there was almost unlimited freedom in the selection and construction of these axioms), but in a way not 
immediately apparent. A total freedom of mathematicians to build their system of assumptions was a cover for 
this operation. A lot of effort was put into checking whether they are externally (between one another) contra-
dictory, and much less in finding whether they are internally contradictory. Let us take a simple example: defin-
ing coordinate axes in space. In mathematics, this is done more or less as follows (speaking, of course, by way 
of example and simplifying it): we have a continuous, infinite space, we set a point for the centre of our coordi-
nate system, we set mutually perpendicular axes intersecting at this point, and define a standard unit of distance. 
Our main reservation applies to this last operation. If we once define on the coordinate axis a line segment of the 
length of 1, and then we take a line segment twice as long and define it again as that of the length of 1, then after 
an analysis we will come to the conclusion that these segments do not differ in anything between each other. 
Because each line segment consists of an infinite number of points, we can freely stretch and shrink this segment, 
and it will remain the same segment. 

Let us take a vivid example. We will use the surface of the sea as our two-dimensional space. We will define 
our two coordinate axes with the help of evenly spaced floaters. Now, if water movement disturbs the position 
of the floaters, some will come closer to each other, and some will drift apart, then within the sea we do not have 
any measure to detect this fact, as this measure is by definition the distance between the floaters. Thus, if ac-
cording to some “external” measure we place the floaters on the coordinate axes at every one metre, and after a 
minute we find that some two adjacent floaters are only 5 centimetres apart, then it is obvious that a whole new 
coordinate system has emerged. But to detect it, we need an “external” measure, as, by definition, the distance 
between the floaters is still 1 metre. However, when we define in mathematics a space metric, we do not have 
anything like an “external” measure. We would need to define it first, and this would move the contradiction one 
level higher. Thus, the imposition of any metric on a continuous space is an internally contradictory operation. It 
could be also expressed by the statement that an infinite number of points multiplied by zero sizes of the points 
will never give any definite real number, but simply indefiniteness. This basic contradiction can be, of course, 
by some suitable axiological operations, pushed down to a deeper level (e.g., to calculus), where it may be 
harder to trace, and mathematics unconsciously does so. For this reason, many mathematicians may consider 
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this accusation as naive, touching problems that mathematics has long since overcome. However, we argue that 
this “overcoming” consisted only of placing this contradiction in a network of references (connotations) which 
was so selected that it became difficult to detect it due to insufficient specification of our conceptual apparatus 
in this region. 

A continuous space can be examined at most by methods of topology, and only a quantized space can have a 
metric (i.e., coordinate axes with specified distances). Is such a space internally non-contradictory? In the view 
presented here, a system which would be entirely internally non-contradictory is impossible, but contradictions 
can appear in a more disguised form. Of course, we do not claim that mathematics is of little value because of its 
contradictions. Quite the contrary. As any conceptual map, it simply must use concepts that are defined only ap-
proximately and locally. In this view, mathematics (along with logic) is the best-defined conceptual map within 
the crystal of concepts. However, attributing some absolute validity, autonomy, or legitimacy to mathematics is 
philosophically wrong, and in some extreme cases leads to misunderstandings arising from ignorance of its 
limitations. 

7. The External and Internal Philosophy of the Conceptual Network 
As we have repeatedly pointed out, in order to create a philosophical system, we have to absolutize a certain 
concept (or a system of concepts) within the crystal of concepts. So it is with the matter in materialism, the spirit 
in idealism, the will in Schopenhauer’s philosophy, and the concept itself in the presented view. We have shown 
the benefits of our choice of the subject of “absolutization” above. In short, it seems to allow us to get closest to 
that unattainable goal of “truth”. Of course, not to an absolute truth, as we have repeatedly emphasized, but to 
that which in our conceptual system we intuitively regard as truth. Until we start to examine a concept too 
closely, we can tolerably freely use it within our conceptual network. Now, however, we would like to renounce 
this benefit, at least partly, in order to get more involved in the conceptual network and thus be able to say more 
about it. However, gaining the quantity, we lose somewhat the quality, i.e., we move away from the top in our 
cone model. But as long as we remember this reservation, such operation is justified. Its advantage is that be-
cause of the operation, we will be able to describe the “world” with a language closer to the conceptual map of 
everyday language. The disadvantage of this approach is a description which is relatively further from “truth” in 
our version of “relative logic”. We will assume that consciousness is the “absolute entity”, whereas the concep-
tual network is its basis and the area where it operates, as well as its content at the same time. In other words, we 
postulate “thinking in concepts” in analogy with Wittgenstein’s “thinking in language”. We absolutize also the 
“external world”. In this view, the conceptual network is a link between sensations coming from this world and 
consciousness “per se”. Of course, as it follows from our original, more general approach, a consistent analysis 
of consciousness and the world beyond our conceptual network, leads to nonsense, although that can be said 
about any concept. Absolutization is based on the (implicit) assumption that this kind of analysis is prohibited. 
We will call such philosophy the internal philosophy of the conceptual network, as in contrast to the more gen-
eral external philosophy that we have been dealing with so far, it is “internal” in relation to consciousness. When 
we absolutize the real world, we also assume the material basis of consciousness. Therefore, we assume that it is 
a derivative of the biochemical and neurophysiological phenomena. In this view, mental processes could be re-
duced to the electrical activity of neurons, molecularly encoded memory and perhaps some other phenomena 
which are as yet unknown to us. We will try to demonstrate that consciousness constructed this way must also 
use the system of connotational concepts, i.e., there is no conceivable mechanism by which concepts (or other 
“mental entities”) could correspond to the objects of the “real world” on the basis of denotation. 

The sensations being received by sense organs are just a bunch of disordered signals which appear to be com-
plete nonsense if we do not apply an appropriate “key” or interpreting “algorithm” to them. The vast majority of 
animals have many, often all such algorithms for decoding sensory stimuli genetically built-in. In humans, these 
genetic predispositions boil down to only a semantic “nucleus”, a “crystallizing centre” of meanings, to several 
“semantic axes”, which later are expanded during accumulation of experiences. A “secondary denotation”, as-
signing concepts to the phenomena of the external world, is created through induction. If a given arrangement of 
stimuli repeatedly causes the same effect, entering into the same interactions with the already existing concep-
tual network, then it will be built into it as a new concept. Let us trace how the conceptual network of a newborn 
baby develops. The little baby has the simplest “axes of meaning”, such as fullness—hunger, warm—cold, etc., 
genetically “implanted”. These meanings have a purely biological value. If now, through induction (repeated 
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coincidence of stimuli), the mother’s voice, smell, and touch become associated with warmth and satisfaction of 
hunger, then this combination of auditory, olfactory, gustatory (milk), and tactile stimuli becomes the nucleus of 
the concept of “mother”. As the baby accumulates more experiences, this concept will be enriched by new ele-
ments, supplemented by visual stimuli, related to other concepts, will be further specified. Let us note the fol-
lowing fact: a baby’s concept of “mother” differs significantly from “the same” concept of “mother” in a human 
adult. The “crystallization centre” of first concepts is built upon basic drives: the drive to satisfy hunger, the 
safety drive, and the cognitive drive. The latter makes the nucleus of the concept of “toy” from an object given 
for manipulation. An infant’s conceptual network is very poor—these few concepts fill its entire world. At the 
very beginning, there are perhaps only two concepts—let us call them in great simplification: “mother” and “the 
lack of mother”. Later, as the baby receives more and more stimuli, these concepts start to diversify into many 
derivatives, e.g., “mother” is divided into “mother proper”, “nanny”, “father”, etc. It sounds somewhat grotesque, 
as the use of linguistic names for these barely formed concepts is not really legitimate. For, as we have earlier 
pointed out, normally the names of language correspond to the best specified concepts, those with the highest 
intensity of the “semantic field”. The development of meanings in a child’s mind was described by Piaget (Pia-
get, 1955). 

Moreover, when we discuss awareness of a newborn baby, we go introspectively back to the times when we 
did not have language (it is to some extent obvious, as language is also a form of the conceptual network, and 
quite complex at that). As the conceptual network develops, new, secondary axes of meanings emerge on the 
basis of the already existing concepts. Subsequent arrangements of stimuli are placed in the network as new 
concepts in relation to existing concepts. As we have mentioned above, the concepts corresponding to individual 
and “real” entities are created by multiple perception of similar combinations of stimuli (sensations). General 
and abstract concepts emerge (at a higher level, as it were) in a similar way, as a result of the mind’s “perception” 
of many similar complexes of “specific” concepts (both individual and general). Thus, induction is the basic 
mechanism of forming concepts. In a sense, the great dispute about universals (and the rest of philosophy) can 
be reduced to neurophysiology. In the development of thinking processes, or the internal, autonomous dynamics 
of the conceptual network, these processes also generate new concepts through distinguishing them from exist-
ing ones. Mastering language enormously accelerates these phenomena. First, language significantly increases 
the efficiency of using concepts, and second, it allows experience to be gained indirectly, from other persons. 
The question of whether the development of a newborn’s mind looks exactly as it has been described above, is 
not really essential. It is impossible to describe it exactly, even due to the very weak congruence of the nascent 
nuclei of concepts with the sphere of language. Thus, our goal is to present the main principle, rather than to 
precisely report the facts. 

This is how we imagine the conceptual network’s development through connotations. Its development 
through denotations is assertorically impossible, because any physical bond between a material phenomenon and 
its representation in consciousness, or rather any mechanism establishing univocality of the representation rela-
tion, is inconceivable. An organism does not know, as it cannot know, what combinations of stimuli it will en-
counter during its life. For signals from the environment to appear in consciousness as senses, it is necessary to 
have a key to interpret them. Such a key, at least in humans, is not innate. As we have mentioned, it is formed on 
the basis of induction, through the repeated perception of similar combinations of stimuli. For a designatum of a 
concept to be tied with it “in advance” by the denotation relation, there would have to be encoded concepts in 
the genotype for all the phenomena which a human being could ever think or experience, and learning would 
simply consist of their selection. Obviously, this is absurd. Here, early Wittgenstein’s system also completely 
fails, as it is based on names—designata of material facts. We should assume that learning about the physio-
logical basis of thinking, i.e., the neuronal circuits responsible for it, would greatly contribute to our knowledge 
about the structure of the conceptual network. Nevertheless, what we now know about human brain functioning 
strongly weighs against the originally designational correspondence of concepts (or names of language) and 
“material facts”. Computer models of memory reflecting biological systems and taking into account our current 
neurophysiological knowledge are based on induction. Therefore, within the internal philosophy, we believe that 
the theory of connotational meaning of concepts is much better documented than the theory of meaning through 
denotation. 

The intended plan of this work was to develop it in an analogous way to the described development of the 
conceptual network of a newborn baby. Thus, we do not describe the proposed system from A to Z (this way 
only a linear “object” could be described, and not a complex network of interrelations). First, we tried to present 
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its most general elements and properties, and then to analyse them, to “diversify” them into more specific clari-
fications, and thus to increase the “resolution” of the presented image. In other words, first we treated it curso-
rily “all at once”, and then we showed the main aspects of the system in a little more detail, to eventually deal 
more closely with certain selected issues which are less directly relevant to the whole. The basic problem in the 
implementation of this approach is the fact that in the presented system everything is related to everything else, 
and when we follow one line of reasoning, we have to abandon hundreds of others. Therefore, undoubtedly, we 
did not manage to be entirely consistent in that intention, although the overall structure of the work probably re-
flects the adopted modus operandi. This is the only way to describe a thing that is significantly new as a whole. 
The present work differs, of course, in its “dynamics” from the newborn baby’s consciousness with one impor-
tant feature—it does not start from a semantic void (if the innate axes of meaning can be regarded as the seman-
tic void). 

Let us pose one more question: what is the basis of consciousness? That is, what is the functional difference 
between the neural networks of human and animals? (If we believe that all animals are deprived of even the nu-
clei of consciousness, which is problematic; in any case, the level of development of human consciousness is 
undoubtedly incomparable to any animal species living today). We believe that the essence of the matter lies in 
the relation of reflexivity. The animal brain is a machine “converting” stimuli received by sense organs into its 
behaviour (we say it somewhat figuratively, as we are not believers in behaviourism in its extreme form). The 
system’s inputs are directed to the external world (including the receptors within the body, e.g., in muscles or 
viscera). In humans, a part of this “cognitive apparatus” was redirected to the neural network itself. In other 
words, the human brain, apart from perceiving stimuli from the environment, began to receive stimuli from itself, 
and probably did so by using some brain areas which were previously responsible for the association of external 
signals. Thus, consciousness is based on self-recognition of some mental (neurophysiological) processes within 
the brain. Its essence is, therefore, the property of reflexivity. If we assume that some rather unspecified mental 
process is a unit of mind, then this process may be responsible for the perception or association of certain stimuli 
from the environment. A mental entity would be conscious if the complex of mental processes as a whole was 
directed not only to the perception of external stimuli, but also to the mental processes it consists of. Thus, it 
would be an entity somehow isomorphic with the conceptual network, where concepts refer not only to the 
whole world of phenomena accessible to us, but also to themselves. 

Consciousness probably emerged during evolution in a more or less gradual way, so there is a smooth transi-
tion between consciousness and its absence. As a matter of fact, we don’t really know whether e.g., apes or dol-
phins that are alive today, have some beginnings of so defined consciousness. It seems likely that such begin-
nings are present in them and that the development of consciousness in them at a low level was impeded by the 
lack of a more complex language for communication (as well as the lack of such an excellent manipulating tool 
as the prehensile hand in humans, which enables implementation of more complex brain commands). Language, 
being itself a form of the conceptual network, fundamentally influences the possibility of its development. In 
other words, the creation by human ancestors of natural language within the conceptual network acted as posi-
tive feedback, causing a snowball growth of the network, including its elements directed at self-recognition (let 
us remember that we discuss this problem from the level of the internal philosophy). As we have already men-
tioned, language greatly facilitates using concepts within the conceptual network. Perhaps this is why we have 
the introspective impression of “thinking in language”. However, the existence of mental objects which do not 
have any linguistic names strongly contradicts the idea of “thinking in language”, including Wittgenstein’s phi-
losophy. 

From the above discussion we can draw a general conclusion that the structure of the conceptual network does 
not change during transition from the external to the internal philosophy. In other words, the absolutization of 
both poles of the axis “consciousness—the real world” within the conceptual network does not change the prop-
erties of the network. This is by no means a desertion from the position of the external philosophy. It can be ar-
gued that the external philosophy is a dead end, which consciousness entered as a result of the specific formation 
of the conceptual network in the real world, and so that the laws governing matter led to such formation of con-
sciousness that proving the absolute existence of the material world within it became impossible, despite the fact 
that this world does exist. In other words, the evolutionary development of the conceptual network was aimed at 
the survival of the species, and not at its later predispositions to do philosophy. This is certainly a tempting 
speculation, especially for materialists and advocates of common sense reasoning. It is hard not be fascinated by 
this idea of the “consciousness trap”. It would explain why, despite the “objective” existence of the material 
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world, we are not able to prove this existence. This is simply because “really” existing matter created—within 
itself—organisms with such neurophysiology, being the basis of the mind, that creating mental images of real 
objects is not possible through direct denotation, but only through connotation (besides, we have shown that a 
different mechanism of this assignment is assertorically inconceivable). Therefore, although we live in the “real” 
world, we are never able to prove its “reality”. 

Let us present the presumed sequence of events more precisely. On a material basis, some living organisms 
composed of cells emerge. A certain type of these cells specializes in perception and processing of external 
stimuli. These are nerve cells (or neurons), and they form a network called a nervous system. During evolution, 
the nervous system gains the capacity—apart from simple association of external stimuli—for certain autono-
mous activity (independent generation of stimuli). The flow of information within the neuronal network consists 
of transmission of nerve impulses from one cell to another. Nerve cells communicate with one another using 
projections called dendrites and axons, connected by synapses. As a result of experience, a nerve cell acquires 
memory, and remembers which combination of received stimuli is supposed to make it stimulate another spe-
cific nerve cell, and which is not. This memory of the cell has only local significance. This means that it makes 
sense only in conjunction with the information of other cells it contacts and in what way (and therefore also with 
the information in other cells; this information in these other cells, in turn, refers to information in still other 
cells, and so on; eventually, we come to the conclusion that the information in a given cell has meaning only in 
reference to the information contained in the entire system). Information (memory) contained in a cell that was 
removed from the nervous system is completely meaningless (as the information about the cell’s connections, or 
its “semantic context”, is automatically lost). 

Let us show this using a very simple example. Let us take an organism only consisting of several cells and 
comprising only one nerve cell (we are afraid that such an organism does not exist in reality, but it is not impor-
tant for our reasoning). This is an aquatic organism, which can feed on organic matter, but in its absence the or-
ganism is capable of photosynthetic nutrition. For photosynthesis, light is needed. Our organism contains two 
receptors which are connected to a single nerve cell: receptor A, sensitive to the presence of organic substances 
in water, and receptor B, sensitive to light. The nerve cell can stimulate effector C (e.g., a flagellum) which 
makes the whole organism move in the direction of the light. The cell transmits a signal to effector C only when 
it gets an impulse from receptor B (light is present) and there is no impulse from receptor A (a lack of organic 
substance). Thus, we get a logic function: if B and not-A, then C. Now let us remove this cell from the system. It 
is still able to perform its logic function, but without the assignment of suitable meanings to A, B, and C, this 
function is meaningless. We could substitute A, for example, with the presence of gold in the environment, B— 
with the presence of a predator, and C—going in its direction. In such a situation, our miserable creature in the 
absence of gold in water (which is rather typical) would swim into the mouth of the first encountered predator. It 
is difficult to regard such behaviour as evolutionary purposeful. Thus, we can see that the sense of information 
contained in the nerve cell depends on connections with other nerve cells, receptors, and effectors, that is, on the 
“context of meanings” of the cell. A direct reflection of this fact is dependence of a concept’s meaning on the 
conceptual context in which the concept is located, if we assume the neural basis of consciousness. 

Let us analyse the same issue in the case of a more complex neural network—the human brain. As we have 
already mentioned, the functional unit of this neural network is a nerve cell (neuron). The activity of such a cell 
consists of the perception of stimuli from other neurons via projections called dendrites, the processing of these 
stimuli with the participation of the information already possessed by the cell (its memory), and the possible 
transfer of the processed impulse to other cells with the help of a projection called a neurite (axon). An axon of 
one neuron connects with dendrites of other neurons with the help of synapses. It is obvious that different neu-
rons, fulfilling different roles, being part of different areas in the brain, must differ from one another. So what do 
these (functional) differences consist of? We can distinguish two separate categories of these differences. 

The first category comprises internal differences. Each nerve cell has its characteristic logic function which 
transforms the received stimuli into the stimuli sent forward. To put it more simply, different cells make differ-
ent use of sets of impulses they receive. Some cells reinforce a given combination of signals, sending a strong 
output signal, other cells respond to the same input combination of signals by not sending forward any impulse. 
By input combination we mean which dendrites are activated and in which time sequence, whereas by output 
response—whether and how (we mean intensity and time modulation here) the impulse will be sent further by 
the axon. The way of assigning an output signal to each configuration of input signals determines the (local) 
specificity of a given cell. We will discuss the idea of this peculiar processing, or transformation of stimuli by a 
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nerve cell in the brain using a very simple example, analogous to the earlier example of an aquatic organism 
containing only one nerve cell. Let us suppose that in a simple case, a nerve cell has only two inputs (dendrites) 
A and B, one output (axon) C, and that these inputs and outputs can be in only two states: 1 (signal present) and 
0 (the lack of signal). It should be noted that the identification of dendrites and axons with inputs and outputs is 
a simplification; we should rather talk about synapses located on the dendrites and the axon. Our cell can per-
form one of many logic functions. Let it be the function already known to us: if not-A and B, then C; in other 
words, the output signal C (by the axon) is sent only if the dendrite (input) B is stimulated, and the dendrite (in-
put) A is not stimulated. Another nerve cell can perform a different logic function, e.g.: if A or B, then C. Of 
course, as the number of inputs (dendrites and the synapses located on them) and the variety of their states 
(kinds of activation) increases, the number of possible logic functions, transforming input signals into output 
signals, grows immensely. The kind of function performed can change under the influence of past experiences 
(activations). We call it memory. The concept of memory applies to both single neurons, and their assemblies. 
Its physiological (perhaps biochemical) basis is not yet well-known. 

Does the logic function performed by a given nerve cell unambiguously define its role and meaning within the 
neural network? Does it completely determine its specificity? And if not, is this feature a deciding factor at least? 
The answer to both questions is no. The “meaning” of a given neuron (or a group of neurons) in the functional 
“context” of the neural network and the entire brain is primarily determined by its connections via dendrites and 
axons to other neurons and their groups. The function of these “neighbouring” neurons, in turn, is determined by 
their own “context of meanings”, and so on, until the examined network of connections and relations embraces 
the whole nervous system with all its receptors and effectors. It is only this system that determines, ultimately, 
the adequate functional context, it constitutes a reference system. Any change of this context modifies the func-
tional identity of a given cell. It should be emphasized that there may be many nerve cells which perform a spe-
cific logic function; probably there are many. These cells may serve different roles in different areas; they may 
participate in various processes and create (along with other cells) the basis for various mental phenomena. 
However, in the whole brain there is (probably) just one neuron that connects with exactly these and not other 
cells (groups of cells) in exactly that and not another (functional) way. 

Thus, we see that the internal differences between cells (in terms of logic functions performed by them) are 
quite insufficient to determine their specific and individual roles in the brain. In this respect, the second category 
of differences is more important, namely, the external differences concerning the environment of a given neuron 
in the neural network, its semantic context, that is, which other neurons it is connected with and how. The logic 
function of such a neuron, removed from its environment, loses its meaning, it becomes an empty structure, 
which, being able to apply to any real content, applies to none. Thus, the information “contained” in a given 
nerve cell is the sum of the information about its internal “logic structure” and the information about its func-
tional “location” within the neural network (and thus de facto about the structure of the neural network). The 
first is related to static and local memory, probably on a biochemical basis; the second—with global memory, 
which may be partly dynamic and consists of the circulation of certain signals in the brain circuits. Only the first 
type of information and memory can be preserved after destruction of the neural network, and therefore possibly 
encoded and transmitted genetically. Therefore, only the structure of individual neurons and relatively simple 
neural networks can be inherited. Thus, the structure of more complex networks, above all those related to the 
human mind, must evolve during ontogenetic development through acquisition of new experiences. A compari-
son of the conceptual network structure and the neural network structure leads to one important conclusion. In 
both cases, the meaning of an element of the network (a concept, a neuron, or a group of neurons) is constituted 
by connotation, that is, by reference to other elements. The most general structure of both networks is therefore 
analogous. It is understandable, as, within the internal philosophy, the conceptual network is an “effect” of the 
neural network activity. However, this fact greatly reinforces the earlier made assumption of connotational 
structure of meanings in our mind. While we find general similarity between the neural network and the con-
ceptual network, we should avoid, however, too far-reaching analogies. In particular, it would be a mistake to 
suppose that one nerve cell (or even their simple group) corresponds to one concept. A concept is probably a de-
rivative of a complex functional structure of the neural network, which may not be possible to locate spatially 
within the brain (such as the olfactory or auditory centres); it evolves over time, penetrating structures which 
“carry” other concepts. 

The discussed above genesis of consciousness (mind) determines its helplessness in the sphere of philosophy, 
its inability to prove the objective existence of the material world, where this consciousness exists, after all. This 
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approach might seem more attractive than the original external philosophy, because it leaves consciousness and 
the material world “intact”. Moreover, it explains why, despite their “real” existence, it is not possible to prove 
this existence in an absolute way, with which philosophy has struggled over the centuries. However, there are 
two reasons why this approach is less legitimate than the external philosophy from the perspective of orthodox 
ontology. First, the internal philosophy is excessive in relation to the external philosophy—it brings into being 
entities which are already not needed to grasp all the phenomena accessible to us, as it is satisfactorily done by 
the conceptual network. Therefore, it does not meet the requirement of Occam’s razor. Second, as we have al-
ready stated, it is impossible to go beyond the conceptual network. Thus, talking about absolute entities beyond 
its limits is meaningless, as these are simply empty names. An analogous situation is in physics, where talking 
about speeds greater than the speed of light beyond the horizon of events, or about universes existing in other 
dimensions and having no contact with our Universe, is considered unacceptable, or at least futile. The theory of 
the internal conceptual network is undoubtedly dearer to us in terms of its pragmatic value and common sense, 
but it cannot withstand criticism as a consistent ontological system. Nevertheless, it seems to be useful for prac-
tical purposes and provides “locally” good approximation of the external philosophy. 

The above criticism of the internal philosophy has been made from the absolutist perspective. However, as we 
have already said many times, demanding absolute truths is utopian. On the other hand, we have assumed that in 
our system the measure of truth is the degree of a concept’s specification and its coherence with a given con-
ceptual context. It is difficult to find concepts in our crystal of concepts which would be more involved in rela-
tions with other concepts, more obvious and fundamental, than consciousness and the external world. The entire 
structure of the conceptual network is such as if this network “really” was the basis of consciousness functioning 
in the real world. This is the best proof of the existence of the external world that we can afford. But this proof is 
perfectly sufficient. If we assume that the question of whether the external world exists is sensible, then the an-
swer, of course, is yes. Whether we consider the question to be sensible depends on how far we are from the 
apex in our cone model of philosophy, or which of the distinguished levels we are on. The question of the exis-
tence of the external world becomes meaningful right after we leave the second level and start going towards the 
third level. That is why science, logic, and mathematics can act sensibly based on the real external world. Thus, 
if we can say anything sensible at all, then it is the statement of the existence of the external world. A category 
difference between mental objects, being elements of consciousness, and material objects, received as sensations, 
is perhaps the sharpest semantic boundary we can draw at all. The existence of the external world is the only ra-
tional explanation for the observed structure of the crystal of concepts. This is certainly not an absolute proof, 
but such proof is impossible in principle. 

If we assume (as we do in the internal philosophy) that the human mind, through induction, creates certain 
images of objects in the “real world”, that is, the concepts being to these objects in the apparent denotation rela-
tion, then there is a problem with what these objects “really” are. In other words, we deal here with the “things 
in themselves” (noumens), about which, according to Kant, nothing can be said (Kant, 1999). However, we be-
lieve that this extreme cognitive pessimism is not entirely justified. 

Sensations that come to us from things in themselves certainly possess some structure (here we mean not the 
kind of structure, but the degree of its complexity, measured by information contained in it). Our view of it, the 
interpretation of this structure, our division of visual sensations into categories, our taking them in terms of time, 
space, colour, size, and shape, is the property of the human mind. However, if these sensations have some struc-
ture after their interpretation by our cognitive apparatus, the mind, then they also had to have some structure be-
fore this processing. Information does not emerge out of nowhere. During the transfer of information its amount 
(according to the theory of information) can only decrease or remain unchanged; it never increases. Processing 
of external stimuli by our mind is a kind of transmission, the transformation of information. Thus, the structure 
of stimuli before their processing must be at least equally complex (although the kind of this complexity remains 
a mystery to us), as sensations that have been already “decoded” by our mind. As a matter of fact, because per-
ception and processing leads to significant losses in the initial information, the complexity of the structure of 
stimuli coming from the “world in itself” must be much greater than the complexity of the structure of our sen-
sations. 

Let us consider this using the following example. If we look at the Moon with the naked eye, then the image 
that reaches our consciousness is much poorer than the complex of stimuli “really” sent by the Moon. Our eyes 
have limited resolution which does not allow us to notice details we could see through a telescope. Also, we do 
not perceive, for example, the ultraviolet radiation, which we can detect with a suitable detector, but we cannot 
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see directly due to the range of electromagnetic wavelength to which our visual organ is sensitive. We could 
give many such examples. These are stimuli which we do not receive directly, but which we can detect using a 
suitable apparatus and the essence of which we can grasp, to some extent, with our conceptual network, because 
of the knowledge we have. But there are also some conceivable stimuli that we could neither detect using 
equipment accessible to us, nor grasp within the system of meanings formed in our minds. After all, we design 
our research instruments on the basis of what we know; we cannot rule out the existence of something that we 
do not even suspect could exist due to the lack of appropriate concepts. Loss of information in the process of 
perception is, therefore, inevitable in principle. 

But, is not the above-stated at odds with our everyday experience? After all, if we look at a given specific tree, 
then we can “see” much more than is contained in our sensations. We can “see” a representative of a certain 
species of plant, an object containing cells, vascular bundles, etc. That is true, but this “surplus information” 
does not appear out of nowhere, it is the result of our previous direct or indirect observation (of other trees, mi-
croscopic preparations, information in books). The same applies to the “information” contained in dream visions 
or hallucinations. Thus, the information, the structure of impressions in our mind does not come from nowhere; 
it is a reflection of some (unknown to us) structure of the “things in themselves”. If two sets of sensations appear 
to us as trees, and two others as elephants, it means that the “things in themselves”, underlying the sensations of 
each pair, have a similar structure, and the structure of “things in themselves” in different pairs is substantially 
different. To sum up, the (undeniable) existence of the structure of the world within our mind implies the exis-
tence of at least the equally complex structure of the “things in themselves”. 

Therefore, the perception of the world through concepts is most certainly fragmented. We can see only some 
aspects of the things in themselves. Let us take, for example, an electron. Depending on the method of observa-
tion, it appears to us as a particle or a wave. The question of whether the electron “really” belongs to one of 
these categories is meaningless. In addition, the claim of an electron’s “wave-particle duality” is only a simpli-
fication created by our mind. The particle or wave nature of the electron is most probably a manifestation of a 
much richer structure, irreducible directly to a particle or a wave, being something more than their “sum”. Let us 
use the analogy of an egg. When we look at it from above, from the side of its tip, it appears to us as a circle, 
and if we look at it from its side, we see it as an egg-shaped ellipse. Let us suppose that we are not able to see 
the egg in three dimensions, but we have access only to its projections on two mutually perpendicular planes. 
Then also, depending on which plane we look at it, we see it as a circle or an (egg-shaped) ellipse. But does this 
show the “duality” (double nature) of eggs? As this egg is something more than the sum of a circle and an el-
lipse, so an electron probably has a much richer structure than we might think on the basis of simply adding its 
particle and wave properties. The situation of an electron is quite unusual. Most “things in themselves” appear to 
us only in one aspect, thus it is much harder for us to realize its impoverishment in relation to the “original”. 

8. The Conceptual Network and Science 
In Section 2, we have already dealt with many aspects of mutual relations between the crystal of concepts in 
general and the map of science in particular. This was undoubtedly a breach in the declared plan of this work, in 
which we wanted to move gradually from the most general statements to details, clarifying various aspects of 
the main idea as we go. However, we can justify this deviation by pointing out that we have used the structure of 
the conceptual network of natural sciences as an example of the construction of the conceptual network in gen-
eral. We used the map of science for this purpose as it is well-separated (distinguished) from other maps, and 
because the maps of its particular disciplines are relatively well-isolated, largely due to historical reasons. Thus, 
the properties of the conceptual map of science have been earlier characterized. 

In this section, we will deal mainly with the impact of science on the development of the conceptual network. 
Or rather, as science itself is also a part of this network, we will discuss its impact on philosophy. As we said 
earlier, philosophy is kind of a buffer zone, separating areas of the crystal of concepts characterized by high in-
tensity of the field of meanings from the semantic void. Therefore, the development of philosophy to some de-
gree defines (or rather reflects) the evolution of the whole crystal of concepts. Thus, the phrase “the impact of 
science on the conceptual network” is not significantly different from the phrase “the impact of science on phi-
losophy”. The very fact of putting this problem in a separate section suggests that we assign a special place for 
science in the conceptual network. 

And indeed, as language is a universal tool that greatly increases our ability to use concepts (and thus the de-
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velopment of the conceptual network), so science is currently the main generator of new concepts having a sig-
nificant relation with reality. This should be understood as follows. New concepts emerge as a result of separa-
tion from the existing concepts through creation of new semantic relations between them, so far non-existent. 
The “parent” concepts are also modified as a result of interactions with newly formed concepts—they become 
better specified. The process of creating new concepts is associated with “diversifying” meanings on the seman-
tic axes. Of course, new concepts emerge on the whole area of the crystal of concepts. This process is especially 
efficient and the emerging concepts are particularly well-defined in places where the conceptual network is 
matched by a rich and structurally varied language. Language plays a very important role in the process of gen-
erating concepts, but it is rather a “channelling device”, and therefore a passive factor. However, we still need an 
active factor, that is, a generator of concepts. We will distinguish two such generators: primary and secondary. 
The primary generator is the “internal activity of the conceptual network”, that is, the processes of thinking. 

At this point we need to make a digression, which actually should have been made earlier. Now, the entire 
discussion contained in this section makes sense only within the internal philosophy, that is, when the concep-
tual network is treated as a basis of mind (without being identical to it) and as this mind’s link to the “external 
world”. The external philosophy treats all regions of the crystal of concepts (including the mind and the real 
world) as equally legitimate. In accordance with the previously quoted rule, it is closer to “truth”, but we can say 
less within it. If we want to discuss the aspects of the world which are interesting to us, we have to choose the 
middle ground between the opposing poles: the silence of “absolute truth” and the complete arbitrariness of 
statements. The more legitimate (in an “absolute” way) is supposed to be what we say, the less we can say. At 
the end of this digression we should note that it reflects the reservation made above that the truth (or sense) of 
statements is relative to the level (or the conceptual context) at which they are made. 

The primary generator of concepts—the mind and thinking—can sometimes work very efficiently, as long as 
it operates with a well-defined conceptual map, or, what is equivalent, a well-defined layer of language. Mathe-
matics is the best example. In mathematics, there are highly refined concepts accompanied by language with a 
rich and ordered structure. This allows verification of statements, and therefore the avoidance of arbitrariness, 
which greatly helps to specify newly formed concepts (by verification we should understand a process which 
ensures that a given conceptual system is internally consistent “with good approximation”). In other words, the 
conceptual network is so well-specified locally, that the newly formed concepts are also well-specified. How-
ever, this verification is somehow internal in relation to the conceptual network (let us remember that we operate 
within the internal philosophy). 

The external verification of concepts can be ensured only by the external world. The confrontation of con-
cepts with the world constitutes their secondary generator, and that is why we should assign such an important 
role to natural sciences (perhaps the process is not “generating” in a strict sense, but at the level of the concep-
tual network such semantic distinctions are fading). Here, verification is much stricter than in the conceptual 
network itself. This is due to the lack of relativization by connotational relations; in the internal philosophy the 
external world is “absolute” and “in itself”. Even the exactness of mathematics is not completely autonomous, as 
it uses objects (such as a number, a point, a straight line) derived originally from the world (or its projections on 
the everyday conceptual map). Thus, while the relation of strict denotation between the conceptual network and 
the real world is impossible, the facts of this world constitute points around which the conceptual network must 
tighten, if it is to keep contact with the world. And because this just what the pragmatism of biological evolution 
requires, our conceptual network is somehow adapted to exploration of the external world. On the other hand, 
what was sufficient for our ancestors to hunt mammoths, now could fail in further exploration of the world, 
when natural selection has practically ceased to work. In other words, the structure of the conceptual apparatus 
is definitely not pre-adapted by evolution to solve scientific or philosophical problems. 

Moreover, our mind is directed not only by the cognitive drive, but also by other drives (e.g., self-preservation 
instinct, and generally—the drive to stimulate the reward system in the brain) pulling us away from the “objec-
tive truth” in the direction of mental comfort. However, the principal obstacle to gaining the “absolute” knowl-
edge of the world is the connotationality of the conceptual network. On the other hand, the connotational mind is 
the only mind possible, and as such it must function with contradictions and inconsistencies. An entity somehow 
denotational, e.g., a computer, will remain in principle non-mental (we could, of course, model a connotational 
mind on the computer, but then it would have to consist in the repetition of biological evolution; such mind 
would operate at somewhat higher level than the operating structure of the computer). 

We can give yet another example of the necessity of internal contradictions in a mind created by biological 
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evolution. Logical analysis will always show that “nothing has any meaning”. In other words, it is impossible to 
justify the meaning of anything. However, an individual deprived of any sense of meaning of life (motivation, 
intentionality) is worthless from the perspective of biological evolution and will be eliminated by natural selec-
tion. A conscious entity, by the very fact of existing, falls into a logical contradiction. Therefore, it can emerge 
only in the process of evolution that has some autonomous “aims” (or rather mechanisms) and it can have only a 
connotational mind. However, the other (the first, actually) side of the coin is the fact that human cognitive ap-
paratus (and thus its conceptual network) is to some extent directed at examining the external world and proc-
essing the data coming from it. The conceptual network’s good (at least in the sense of pragmatic, instrumental) 
congruence to the external world determined evolutionary success. This is why we regard natural sciences, 
which are sophisticated tools for examining this world, as so important in the process of generating concepts. 

Things are different in philosophy. If it is to create new concepts only on their own, then this process must be, 
in principle, not very efficient, and the created concepts are little more meaningful than empty concepts. For 
philosophy has neither a well-defined conceptual network (and thus well-defined language), nor direct contact 
with the world. Thus, it has neither the internal, nor external possibility to verify its concepts. Therefore, con-
temporary philosophy is bound to assimilate concepts from the exact sciences and this is practically the 
only opportunity for its development. The above sentence expresses the main idea of this section. In other 
words, the exact sciences should be regarded as the main generator of concepts (and paradigms) for phi-
losophy. Instead of preceding science in the exploration of various aspects of reality, as philosophy has done so 
far, it must now wait for science to form new concepts and new ways of grasping reality, which it could use. But 
the relationship between philosophy and science has not been entirely reversed. Philosophy, as a “semantic 
buffer” on the border of the semantic void, will always in some way precede science in the description of the 
world. Let us take, as an analogy, the example of biological succession. Just as on a bare rock first lichens ap-
pear and change the basis, making it available to other plants, which then gradually supplant them, so philoso-
phy is preparing some semantic spaces (even if only by asking relevant questions), which then are taken up by 
science, clarifying and verifying concepts provisionally formed by philosophy. Thus, we can speak about mutual 
stimulation. However, it is almost a truism to say that the centre of gravity has shifted decisively in the direction 
of science. 

This work would have never come into being without deriving from science some concepts, semantic axes or 
paradigms, such as continuity, field, maps, or the concept of relativity. They come mainly from the sphere of 
physics and mathematics. However, particular concepts are not as important as the way of seeing the world; and 
in this respect, science has overtaken philosophy. 

The clash between the conceptual network and reality (at the level of the internal philosophy) is a strong gen-
erator of new concepts. Incorporating new concepts in relation to the existing ones, the “budding” of new con-
cepts from the existing corpus of the conceptual network, determines the conceptual development of science, 
and that means the development of its conceptual network. As the conceptual network “gets denser”, new an-
swers and new questions emerge, the existence of which cannot even be sensed on the basis of a simpler con-
ceptual network. On the other hand, the concepts which were previously well-established and intuitively per-
ceived as clear and unambiguous, now become “fuzzy”. Physics and neurophysiology provide good examples of 
the processes described above. In physics, the concept of matter which was previously clear and obvious, a per-
fect Alpha for many people, now practically does not exist. It has been dismantled into the concepts of field in-
tensity, equivalence with energy, particle-wave duality, and probability function. Einstein’s general theory of 
relativity is a great example of the phenomenon of relativism and relational nature of meanings in a conceptual 
system—the concepts of space, time, matter, gravity, speed, and energy are so formulated there that they explic-
itly have meanings only in relation to other concepts. If we removed one element, the whole structure would 
collapse. Thus, for example, the removal of matter would change the structure of space-time dramatically. Simi-
larly, in neurophysiology and neuropsychology, the concept of spirit (consciousness) is gaining attributes that 
have never been sensed before, and is losing its obviousness and intuitive clarity. Physiological and molecular 
bases of perception, memory, and association processes, as well as the impact of external factors on the state of 
consciousness, consistently reduce the area reserved for the “spirit in its immanence”, or “pure consciousness”, 
and increasingly indicate the secondary character of consciousness in relation to matter (on the other hand, mat-
ter is received by us only through our consciousness). Thus, the intuitively homogeneous picture of spirit as an 
integral and autonomous entity has been largely ousted, at least in the circles which are willing to acknowledge 
this state of affairs. And again, the original concept of consciousness is “budding” with derivative concepts, 
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which “take with themselves” some of its content, some of its connections with other concepts. Of course, here 
science has not yet gone as far as in the case of physics. We still cannot break the very core of the mind—the 
sense of consciousness, or ego—into specific concepts. Will it ever be possible? We believe that it will happen 
to the extent that it did with matter: the very concept will begin to slip through our fingers, and the name, not 
designating anything absolute or indivisible anymore, will become empty. One of the attempts to “break down” 
consciousness into simpler concepts was presented in the previous section. 

The differences between the primary generator and the secondary generator of concepts (and thus between the 
internal activity of the conceptual network and its confrontation with the external world) can be characterized 
differently, with even bigger emphasis on the role of natural sciences in the development of the conceptual net-
work. Even in the best-specified conceptual maps, such as mathematics, the meaning of concepts is defined only 
with some approximation, although the “semantic uncertainty” may be very small. Let us imagine that a given 
conceptual map is expanding and creating new concepts. On the basis of these new concepts, still other concepts 
develop. In this way, some “conceptual chains” emerge in the semantic space; these are strings of primary and 
derivative concepts in the conceptual network. Now, in such chains the indeterminacy of meaning of these con-
cepts adds up as we move along a chain. Sufficiently long chains, even those composed of very well-defined 
concepts, will start to “bend”, or “deviate” from their intended line in the semantic space. Susceptibility to these 
“deviations” is a measure of “semantic uncertainty”. Therefore, verification of a system’s consistency in the 
primary generator of concepts is only limited and local. For if some conceptual chains develop independently of 
each other from a conceptual nucleus, for example, from an everyday conceptual map, then in sufficient distance 
from this nucleus they start to contradict one another (as an example, we can give various religions and phi-
losophies). Thus, in a global sense, the verification of the conceptual network structure is certainly insufficient 
in the case of the primary generator. 

It is different with the secondary generator. In natural sciences, all newly emerging concepts or larger areas of 
the conceptual network are confronted with the external world right away (or with some finite delay). For exam-
ple, the Big Bang theory and the Steady State theory coexisted for some time in the absence of evidence falsify-
ing one of them; they only reflected philosophical inclinations of their advocates. However, the discovery of 
microwave background radiation (and many other phenomena) settled the issue in favour of the Big Bang theory. 
Thus, the external objective world in a sense determines the lines in the semantic space, which the conceptual 
chains must “conform” to. Of course, their mutual congruence (that is, of these lines and chains) is never perfect. 
However, semantic indeterminacy does not add up as the chain develops, but remains more or less constant. 
Thus, assuming that the external world is non-contradictory, it imposes its non-contradictoriness (of course, only 
imperfectly and approximately) on the conceptual network structure. Of course, this applies directly to the con-
ceptual map of science (the everyday conceptual map has long been, to some limited extent, agreed with the ex-
ternal world). Indirectly, however, philosophy and everyday spheres are also under this influence. Thus (we 
discuss it still from within the internal philosophy), the crystal of concepts not only could not have emerged 
without the external world, which is a rather trivial statement, but this world is necessary for its development as 
a whole. And because currently only natural sciences have adequate methodology (experiments, observations) 
allowing the measurement of the degree of correspondence between the “real” world and the conceptual network, 
we believe that they are the main opportunity for the development of philosophy. 

It is a different matter with broadly understood culture and humanities (and philosophical systems drawing 
from them). First of all, they lack the external—discussed above—verification of their claims, and their internal 
verification is very weak. The evolution of natural sciences created in different cultures must converge—its 
convergence determines the congruence of the structures of these sciences to the structures of the world. The 
methodology of natural sciences is able to eliminate any deviations from this structure; thus, it operates on the 
principle of negative feedback. In contrast, the development of culture consists of reinforcing some accidentally 
chosen direction and further going along this path. Culture determines the course of its further evolution through 
the already possessed structure. Thus, it operates on the principle of positive feedback: the more it explores a 
certain path of development, the more it is committed to it. Because the taken direction of development of a 
culture is accidental, the evolution of various cultures is divergent. When the disciplines of humanities study 
culture, they simultaneously create it. In natural sciences, a subject of their research exists independently of 
them. Culture and humanities create the subject of their research themselves. They start from the biological con-
stitution of human beings, but it is not their object of interest—they are interested in what is built on it. Learning 
new structures is essentially indistinguishable from creating them. This creation has no limits, in the sense that 
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the created structures do not have to conform to anything except themselves. There is complete freedom and ar-
bitrariness. Culture needs only to have “some consideration” for the biological constitution of human beings and 
physical realities of the world. For example, it is limited by the law of gravity or by human mortality (although it 
is not difficult to find within it systems that even circumvent these basic facts). However, apart from this neces-
sary minimum, it does not have any points of contact with the objective world. 

Two independently developing physics (e.g., in two different cultures or on two different planets) might have 
different starting points (within broader culture) and might use different concepts. However, their structure 
would have to conform—better or worse—to the structure of the objective world. And as this world, however it 
is understood, should be regarded as unambiguous, they would also have to conform to each other on the basis 
of transitivity: if A is congruent to C, and B is congruent to C, then A is congruent to B. Thus, to the question of 
whether it is possible to have two different physics with two different underlying mathematics, we can answer: 
yes and no. Yes, because they can start from different concepts taken from everyday language, they can use dif-
ferent starting assumptions, and they can be (to some extent) differently directed by stochastic processes. No, 
because the structures built within them must conform to the structure of the objective world, and therefore to 
each other. This protects natural sciences against arbitrariness. Humanities tacitly accept the fact of existence of 
the objective world, but they focus their attention on human culture that is developing to a large extent in an ac-
cidental way. This fact, combined with the lack of verifiability, makes humanities and culture a very uncertain 
base for philosophy. 

9. The Conceptual Network, Mind, and the External World 
Perhaps the most evident problem of philosophy—and the closest to everyday life—is the dichotomy of spirit 
and matter. This dichotomy has stimulated the development of philosophy for most of its history. It was done in 
various ways. 

First, in every generation of thinkers there were those in favour of one or the other alternative of the choice 
“either spirit or matter”, and arguing for priority of the chosen one. As the crystal of concepts of humanity de-
veloped, particularly the crystal of natural sciences, each group could quote more and better “specified” evi-
dence for their option. The conceptual apparatus of science quite naturally induced embracing materialism, 
rather than idealism. Nevertheless, nobody has managed to indisputably prove the superiority of either of them. 

The second option is dualistic philosophy—the coexistence of spirit and matter as two fundamentally differ-
ent categories of phenomena. In this situation, however, a mechanism of communication between them remains 
a mystery. Any deeper analysis of the problem breaks the symmetry and demonstrates priority of either spirit, or 
matter, depending on the direction of the philosophical argument. Dualistic philosophy is also suspect on ac-
count of Occam’s razor—two different kinds of being are already quite a lot for this orthodox ontology. 

Other philosophers, sceptical about the possibility of making a meaningful choice between these two alterna-
tives, tried to reconcile them, that is, they tried to prove that the opposition between spirit and matter is only ap-
parent, and that in fact these things are manifestations of some sort of unity on a deeper level of cognition. Such 
a paradigm of solving the problem (incidentally, it was borrowed from science) is undoubtedly intellectually 
satisfying, but there is the problem of identity of this deeper level. For example, Russell’s neutral monism (Rus-
sell, 1975), replacing the materialistic or dualistic monism and dualism, boils down to calling everything that 
exists “Unknown”. The problem is that whatever we reduce matter or spirit to, it should be “like something”, so 
that we can associate it with something familiar in our conceptual network. The concepts of the real world and 
mind are associated in our crystal of concepts with such a huge number of concepts that we perceive them as ex-
tremely clear and obvious. To replace them with something that is supposed to be their essence or basis, we need 
to make this something which is at least comparably obvious and intuitively acceptable. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to link it to a dense network of semantic relations with the “everyday” conceptual map. Thus, it is not 
enough to say that spirit and matter are one, but it should be also said what they are and this choice should be 
justified. 

Finally, the fourth approach consists of searching for an Alpha different from spirit and matter, and replacing 
them in their function. Such a role was played by Leibniz’s monads or Schopenhauer’s concept of will. But no 
one has managed to persuade humanity to embrace these new Alphas for the reasons mentioned above—they 
take away concepts of spirit and matter which are very well grounded in our consciousness, and give in ex-
change something that people do not really know what to do with. The old dichotomy between consciousness 
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and the external world is still the basis of philosophy in the popular imagination as well as a certain “yardstick”, 
a reference for newly created philosophical systems. Spirit and matter are such a strong “binder” of the everyday 
conceptual map that each new philosophy must indicate a place in it which is occupied by these two “categories 
of phenomena”. In other words, an ontology aspiring to describe all that is accessible to us should explain how 
we should understand the concepts of “spirit” and “matter”. Thus, we will now define their place in the pre-
sented view. If we were forced to classify it in one of the four above-mentioned approaches to the dichotomy, 
then certainly it is most similar to the third group of philosophies, although it obviously also shows some paral-
lels with the fourth group. However, some properties place it outside the quoted classification, somewhere near 
the self-invalidating philosophy of early Wittgenstein. But let us get to the point, that is, to explain what spirit 
and matter are in our view. 

In fact this section could be regarded as unnecessary, as it is easy to describe the place of both above-men- 
tioned Alphas in the presented philosophy on the basis of what has already been stated. But, first, as we have al-
ready said, one thing is a bare statement, and another thing the same statement with an accompanying system of 
clarifying concepts. Thus, reference to spirit and matter will serve to describe the system further. Second, the 
topic will offer an opportunity for several related digressions that otherwise would remain isolated elements of 
our discussion. Third, this section will be an opportunity for a certain summary of what we have said so far. 
Fourth and finally, it will help to locate and refer the presented view to the system of “everyday” concepts which 
are best intuitively grounded in our mind. Thus, we believe that introduction of this section is justified. 

Because spirit and matter are treated in the internal philosophy of the conceptual network as “absolute” Al-
phas, as in “classic” philosophy, they cannot be analysed within it. Therefore, now we will refer matter and 
spirit to the external philosophy, making a sort of reverse operation in relation to the one we performed earlier 
when we went from the external philosophy to the internal philosophy. Within the external philosophy, both of 
these Alphas are concepts, like any others, or, if we treat them more broadly, they are conceptual maps. Between 
these two categories there is no absolute boundary, as we have repeatedly emphasized. That is all, if we were to 
summarize this section in one sentence. However, it is difficult to deny that intuitively, “at first glance”, the two 
mentioned phenomena differ from each other radically—from a philosophical point of view, these are perhaps 
the two most opposite things one can imagine. And yet, we do not even need to go down to the level of the con-
ceptual network to “agree” them. Of course, it is nothing new to say that the “real” world is not given to us in its 
immanent form, but only in the form of the experienced sensations. In addition, our own mind is not given to us 
in a different way than through “experiencing” thoughts. But is not the very relation of experiencing by its es-
sence evidence of some absolute, autonomous existence of the experienced (object) and the experiencing (sub-
ject)? No, because the concept of “experiencing”, transferred from everyday language, loses some of its attrib-
utes here; they are not associated with it in a necessary way. This is yet another example illustrating the claim 
that the identity of a name does not prove the identity of its conceptual referent, and moreover, that the concept 
transferred to another region of the conceptual map must, more or less, change its meaning. Coming back to the 
concept of “being experienced”—in the new conceptual environment it is no different from the concept “exist”, 
whatever it means. 

Thus, our mind, including a sense of ego, exists no less and no more than the “real” world. There is no abso-
lute boundary between sensations from the external world and “purely” mental acts (thoughts), which is best 
exemplified by dreams or feelings after taking psychoactive drugs, such as hallucinogens. Thus, all the phe-
nomena accessible to us appear as some kind of non-hierarchical field of sensations. How is it different from the 
previously discussed semantic field, or the conceptual network? First, we undoubtedly associate it differently. 
We intuitively receive the conceptual network as a static entity, while the field of sensations is something taking 
place over time (in the sense that the sensations “reach” us, and the concepts “are here”; after all, the change-
ability in time is also a concept). Moreover, it would be difficult to define a determinant, differentiating sensa-
tions within the field of sensations, as the intensity of the semantic field and the axes of meaning differentiate 
concepts within the conceptual network. Finally, the field of sensations does not show, at least not in a clear and 
direct way, the property of reflexivity, although it can aspire to universality. Nor is it such a useful tool for 
analysis of the totality of phenomena accessible to us. As for its dynamics (in the sense of “reaching” from 
somewhere to somewhere else), this is, of course, also a sensation (or a concept) as any other. Thus, if in a sense 
we could equate the conceptual network with the field of sensations (we are not able to show any absolute cate-
gory difference between them), the former is more suitable as the basis for a philosophical system. This does not 
mean, of course, that we implicitly insist that “everything is a concept”. We do not specify what the world is, but 
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only what can be said about it. In an absolute sense—nothing. However, if the logical value of the uttered sen-
tences in the context specified here is (in our subjective sense) to approximate 1, rather than 0, then we can say 
about the world more or less that which constitutes the content of this work. In the case of such a poorly defined 
conceptual network, as it is in philosophy, logic loses its validity (and, in fact, even its sense) and must be re-
placed by a conceptual vision. 

But let us go back to spirit and matter, that is, to mind and the external world. Now, the world is no different 
in any attribute from the concept of “the world”, similarly, in the semantic analysis the mind is indistinguishable 
from the concept of “the mind”. We just associate each name in both pairs differently. But, of course, the “iden-
tification” of these phenomena which are so different takes place at a level where almost complete desemantiza-
tion of the crystal of concepts is going on, and thus, close to the first level (of silence). This does not change the 
fact that on the third level, in a well-specified conceptual network, the meaning of the name “the world” is in 
complete opposition to the name “the concept of the world”. This second relation is neither “more true”, nor 
“less true” than the first one—it simply takes place on another level, in another context. While the first approach 
is closer to the “Absolute”, the second “means more” by being grounded in a much better specified conceptual 
environment. Thus, we have come to a kind of principle of “the equality of levels” —sentences which are totally 
contradictory to each other in the layer of language and logic can be equally true, each at a different level, only 
if they are in the same degree “compatible” with the semantic context of their levels. As we progressively move 
between the levels, there is also a gradual change of the “logic value” (if this term still has any sense) of a given 
statement. This means that at the third level, spirit and matter are what we intuitively believe they are, that is, 
two distinct categories of phenomena. However, when we are doing any semantic analysis of these categories, 
we inevitably approach the second level, and each analysis of them that is performed consistently to the end re-
sults in a complete desemantization (that is, level 1). Thus, when we agree to a logical analysis of any concept, 
we fall into a trap, a funnel, where we can only move down, and the freedom of manoeuvre decreases with time. 

 Thus, any analysis should be done only on a small scale, in order to specify concepts and eliminate concepts 
that have nothing in common with reality. The problem is to know where to stop, in order not to be left with an 
empty linguistic name that no longer corresponds to any meaning. The destructive power of logical analysis is 
visible in the fact that using it, we can demonstrate non-legitimacy (in an absolute sense) of any philosophical 
system, including the one presented here. Logical analysis is mostly justified between the third and second lev-
els, where we can place science, logic, and mathematics. However, near the second level it loses its legitimacy, 
as it itself succumbs to desemantization. It is replaced here, as it must be, by a subjective, intuitive sense of truth. 
The philosophy presented here is undoubtedly logically contradictory or at least non-legitimate. However, first, 
every conceptual entity is necessarily contradictory, and second, this contradiction is explicitly recognized here 
and serves as one of the cornerstones of the system. 

If we make an Alpha out of spirit or matter, then until we subject them to logical analysis (and this operation 
is contrary to the essence of the Alpha), we can subsume under it a majority of phenomena accessible to us. 
However, this autonomy and legitimacy of the Alpha lasts only as long as we provide it with this “immunity”. 
The same applies to other Alphas. But the legitimacy of the Alpha’s establishment may not necessarily be totally 
questioned. As we have shown, no Alpha is able to describe the whole world (the set of accessible phenomena) 
with satisfactory approximation. However, giving up such universality, we can assume the existence of partial 
Alphas, corresponding to different aspects of the world. Materialism is a perfect philosophy for natural sciences, 
idealism—for psychology and religion, and both these paradigms coexist in the everyday conceptual map. The 
necessity of partial description is a fundamental property of the world in which we live and of the language (the 
conceptual network) that we use. 

Let us illustrate this with a geometric example. Our task will be to approximate a circle with a straight line. It 
is impossible to do this using a single line—this line will perfectly describe the circle near the point of contact, 
but as it goes further away the inadequacy of the description will increase to infinity. However, when we have 
three line segments and make a triangle circumscribed about the circle with them, we can claim that we have 
created a certain approximation of the circle, although very inaccurately. By increasing the number of segments, 
and thus by creating polygons with an increasing number of sides circumscribed about the circle, we obviously 
improve the adequacy of the description. However, we simultaneously decrease its universality, because then we 
have the world broken down into an enormous amount of conceptual maps. For practical reasons, the best solu-
tion would be a golden mean, that is, using a relatively small number of relatively long segments. How, in this 
situation, are we to describe the operation of science, trying to agree conceptual maps of their sub-disciplines? 
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Let us develop further our geometric analogy. Let us suppose that by using suitable energy, we could bend the 
segments to the circle. In this way, we could also get an equally good adjustment (measured by the distance of 
the segments’ ends to the circle) for a lower number of bent segments or a better adjustment for the same num-
ber of them. In the quoted analogy, the energy needed to bend segments (to agree with the conceptual map) cor-
responds to the complexity of the conceptual apparatus used in order to obtain a good “congruence” of maps. 
Grand Unification would consist of combining shorter segments into longer ones and “bending” the resulting 
entity (through increasingly complex conceptual structures) to the circle, that is, by bending a segment so that it 
is best adjusted to the circle. However, as we would lengthen this unified segment, the energy needed to bend it 
(that is the level of complexity of the conceptual apparatus) would grow exponentially. We would require infi-
nite energy, that is, an infinitely complex conceptual system to describe a circle with a single, very curved line. 
We should suppose that this task would soon exceed the capacity of the human mind. Therefore, Grand Unifica-
tion of “everything that exists” is fiction. It is necessary to compromise. We should be worried that, for example, 
in physics, we are already close to the threshold of the conceptual system’s complexity which we will not be 
able to cross (now the pace of development and the importance of achievements of theoretical physics has sig-
nificantly decreased, compared to the beginning of the 20th century). Thus, we will probably have to give up the 
Grand Unification and set ourselves some closer and less ambitious goals. 

10. A Few Examples of Conceptual Network Analysis 
The simplest form of analysis is breaking down a concept “into its most basic constituents”, distributing its 
meaning between the concepts which remain in direct connotation relation with it, and this way—“un-defining” 
it. After such treatment, the linguistic name corresponding to this concept is an empty name. The act of dese-
mantization of a concept in the process of semantic analysis is a direct derivative of the property of meaning 
through connotation. Any concept is by definition subject to this process, but, of course, not all of them at 
once—something must constitute the basis of the analysis apparatus itself, which after all also consists of con-
cepts. An example of bringing the conceptual analysis to the stage where there is only an empty name left is the 
analysis of the concept of “cause” performed by Hume. He stated that we can only observe some coincidences 
between certain preceding events and certain following events in time and space. There is no place for an effi-
cient cause between these events. In a sense, this reasoning is a special case of the method of desemantization of 
general concepts through indicating the lack of absolute justification of induction. Another example can be pro-
vided by the analysis of the concept of “justice”, mentioned earlier. If you consider this concept instrumentally, 
then it boils down to the concepts of “prevention” and “retribution” (understood as revenge). This means that 
these two concepts are sufficient to explain and motivate all actions undertaken within the administration of jus-
tice in the broadest sense. In spite of this, we intuitively feel that there is also something like an idea of a sense 
of justice. Here, however, it dissipates in the conceptual void. Of course, this does not mean that a sense of jus-
tice “does not exist” (after all, we feel it in our consciousness), but only that applying the apparatus of logical 
analysis to the concept of “justice” strips it of some elements, in fact making it a different concept. A similar 
process occurs in Wittgenstein’s programme of the “clarification of sentences” as the superior objective of the 
whole philosophy. Such “clarification” leads, on a small scale, to better specification, but also to the impover-
ishment of the concepts corresponding to the names of language, and when it is performed consistently to the 
end, it completely desemantizes language. The idea of “absolutely clear” sentences is—in this view—an obvious 
utopia. The sentences can be clear in our introspective feeling only until we look at them more closely and start 
to analyse them. Without the principle saying that “perfectly clear and obvious is that which we are not dealing 
with at the moment”, it would be difficult to use the crystal of concepts at all. 

It is known that physics is not yet a completed science and that it still has many gaps and contradictions. Let 
us suppose that such gaps and contradictions concern an elementary particle called “electron” (which is a fact, 
actually) or, more broadly, that the concept of the electron is not fully defined within the conceptual map of 
physics (which must be a fact). If now a chemist, trying to infer the properties of chemical compounds from the 
description of electron orbitals in the framework of quantum mechanics, wanted to keep this constantly in mind, 
he or she would never carry out their intentions, forced to use a concept which is not entirely and absolutely 
specified (defined). They must “put aside” the concept of the electron to the periphery of their attention as abso-
lutely clear and specified, temporarily take it at face value as valid in an absolute way, although, of course, it is 
not. The whole crystal of concepts works on this principle. We cannot focus our attention on the whole area of 
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the conceptual network all at once. At a given moment, we are able to deal with only a small region of it, 
whereas the whole rest of it, being at that moment on the edge of consciousness, is beyond the reach of the ap-
paratus of logical analysis, and that is why it seems absolutely valid and specified. Of course, when we move 
our attention to another point of the conceptual network, this point, in turn, becomes susceptible to analysis, and 
the previous object of our analysis will seem absolute to us. 

If we were able to grasp the whole crystal of concepts all at once, it would lead to its immediate desemantiza-
tion. Of course, we can carry such considerations only within the internal philosophy, where consciousness 
achieves autonomy in relation to the rest of the conceptual network. The described mechanism explains why the 
concepts usually appear to us as absolutely valid. We simply believe that we operate on the basis of a perfectly 
legitimate system of concepts. We think that we may correct its small fragments and thus eliminate certain gaps 
and contradictions. We assume that this way we can achieve perfect clarity and specification of the system of 
concepts. This assumption is evidently incorrect, as any change of any part of the crystal of concepts affects in 
some way its whole. The structure of the conceptual network somewhat resembles foam composed of soap bub-
bles. A new bubble (concept) is budding among other bubbles, pushing them apart, whereas the place of a bub-
ble that bursts is immediately taken up by adjacent bubbles (logical analysis). The tension caused by any change 
in the system of bubbles is immediately transferred even to very remote regions of the foam. Of course, a certain 
limitation of this analogy is created by a huge, although not specified, number of dimensions in the semantic 
space, so that the number of bubbles adjacent to a given bubble is unimaginably large. In a sense, each bubble is 
(more or less) adjacent to every other bubble. Moreover, the bubbles are discrete entities in contrast to the con-
tinuous semantic field. Logical analysis leads to the bursting of bubbles, or perhaps to some merging of bubbles. 
The bursting of a single, large, ultimate bubble leads to the first level—desemantization of the whole crystal of 
concepts in an absolute sense. 

Another example of an operation performed on the conceptual network is transferring a concept to a different 
semantic environment. Each concept has meaning in relation to other concepts, through connotation. When we 
move a concept, we have to break some of these connotational ties, whereas in its new place the concept will be 
enriched by some previously non-existent links. As the concept’s identity is derived exclusively from relations 
with other concepts, after such transfer we, therefore, deal with a different concept. This leads to an important 
conclusion: in principle we can transfer not concepts but their corresponding names of language. The same name 
can designate two (or more) concepts in different regions of the conceptual network. Thus, when we use lan-
guage, we should be careful not to identify different concepts only because they have the same name, as this can 
lead to misunderstandings and paradoxes. The best example is the question of whether mathematics is invented 
or discovered (Barrow, 1992). Serious thinkers advocated each of these options. But this disjunction is only ap-
parent. Both concepts, that is, “invented” and “discovered”, were taken from everyday language. We perfectly 
understand what it means to invent a machine or discover a new land. But it is different with mathematics. These 
concepts in relation to mathematics mean something different than in everyday language, as they relate to a 
completely different category of objects. Whereas we usually associate the word “discover” with the statement 
“to see something that no one has ever seen”, and “invent” with “to call into existence a new material entity”, in 
mathematics nothing can be seen and nothing “really” exists, that is, none of them has an attribute that would 
not be possessed by the other. The only exception is their names. The concepts themselves, moved into the area 
of mathematics, change so much that they start to mean something slightly different than their precursors. We 
can say even more—both these concepts are semantically indistinguishable in their new environment. 

Let us examine the said disjunction from the perspective of the philosophy of the conceptual network. The 
emergence of a new mathematical entity (no matter whether “discovered” or “invented”) equals a new concept 
being distinguished. A certain relation between earlier existing concepts is semantically “reinforced”, and there 
emerges an area of the semantic field with relatively high intensity and autonomy. The fact that not every com-
bination of earlier existing concepts leads to the emergence of a new concept comes from the fact that most of 
the new configurations of connotation relations between concepts lead rather to “extinction” than to “semantic 
reinforcement” (please do not demand a detailed description how we imagine this; out of necessity we must use 
intuitive and approximate formulations and analogies; a detailed logical analysis of any system would lead to its 
disintegration). Thus, the formation of new concepts depends largely on the already existing structure of the 
conceptual network. Let us refer the above said to the question of whether mathematics is discovered or in-
vented. A new mathematical entity appears as a new concept, and thus is “invented”. However, as we have just 
stated, whether a new concept emerges and in what form, it is largely (if not exclusively) determined by the 
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structure of the already existing conceptual network: the concept is potentially contained in it. In this sense, a 
new mathematical entity is “discovered” as an opportunity that has existed in the structure of the network before. 
The “discovery” of the existence of this opportunity leads automatically to its seizing and implementation, that 
is, to an “invention” of a mathematical entity. Thus, we see that the concepts of “discovery” and “invention” 
describe exactly the same phenomenon here. These concepts can therefore be used interchangeably in relation to 
mathematics, and the impression of their different meaning comes from the memory of their origin (that is, of 
the original meaning of the names designating them in everyday language). The above described phenomenon is 
very common, and is similar to making the truth or even sense out of sentences dependent on the level of hier-
archy at which they are uttered, and thus—on their semantic context. 

Now let us deal with a phenomenon that we will call hierarchical circular thinking. A certain introduction to 
its discussion was provided by the earlier discussion about the truth of some statements (for example, about the 
distinction between a concept and its designatum) at different levels of the hierarchy of the conceptual network. 
We came to the conclusion about “equality” of levels. We would now like to expand and specify this idea. We 
will start from the third level, that is, the everyday conceptual map. Here, all concepts are obvious and 
self-explanatory. All entities, both individual and general (categories, ideas), are vested with some kind of “ex-
istence”. All meanings are to a large degree autonomous. Of course, at the third level, there is diversification of 
concepts, but there is no hierarchization of them. At this level, it is easy to determine in an “absolute” way, what 
is true, and what is false (or at least a potential predication of truth is possible—for example, having suitable 
knowledge, we can answer the question: “Is this rose red?”). When we move from the third to the second level, 
we encounter science, logic, and philosophy along the way. These conceptual maps are characterized by hierar-
chization and categorialization of concepts and entities. Some of them are granted the privilege of a “real” exis-
tence, while others (for example, often general entities) are denied such existence. At this level, there is also the 
problem of realism and nominalism. Truth, to some extent “absolute”, can be predicated only in relation to some 
sentences. There are questions which we do not know how to answer; some questions are meaningless. We do 
not have a clear understanding which statements make sense in philosophy, and science even forbids posing 
certain questions. The area between the third and second level is the place of the birth of logic and of its more or 
less legitimate operation. But even here, it is not a universal tool. The second level (the conceptual network) is a 
place of a renewed flattening of the hierarchy of entities to unity. All concepts are equal here. At this level, the 
possibility of predicating truth in an “absolute” way is reduced to almost zero. 

This leads directly to the first level, where the concept of the absolute truth becomes completely meaningless, 
and where, if we want to make only statements of universal validity, we should be silent. But, if the absolute 
truth “does not exist”, relative truth is the only one we have. And as we do not have the right to demand from it 
any absoluteness, as this is nonsense, then the “relative” truth is as legitimate as it is possible. Here, the circle is 
closed and we return to the third level, where we can reasonably predicate the truth of anything. The difference 
lies only in the fact that the concept of absolute truth, which turned out to be empty, was replaced by the concept 
of “the only available” truth. However, in light of the above discussion, these concepts become practically indis-
tinguishable at the third level. Philosophy oscillates between the first and the third level which in fact turn out to 
be one and the same! Thus, we have a closed loop in the hierarchy of levels. Furthermore, we could tighten this 
loop to a point, indicating equality of levels and the fact that they are different manifestations of our “world”, 
which means, the totality of phenomena accessible to us. This conclusion seems to be trivial, although it is im-
portant how we came to it. Generally, in these discussions the way of drawing a conclusion is often more im-
portant than the conclusion itself, expressed in a single sentence. We have already spoken about it a couple of 
times. 

The hierarchical circular thinking can also be used on a smaller scale. Here, we will use an example taken 
from moral philosophy. An immoral act, harmful to others, is obviously morally reprehensible. But if a harmful 
act is performed unwittingly, that is, without any intention of doing it, and not due to recklessness (for example, 
if we press the button to call the lift and we detonate a bomb attached to it by some terrorists, and thus we kill 
dozens of people), then it cannot be treated as a violation of moral standards. People are differently predestined 
for morality. Some are born or are socially conditioned as individuals deprived of any moral standards, and only 
fear of punishment can stop them from committing crimes, whereas others especially delight in doing good, this 
is the greatest joy for them. In this case, moral evaluation also seems questionable, as how can we praise or re-
buke somebody for something that is beyond their control, innate or acquired without any possibility of choice? 
We say that everyone using their free will can do good, overcoming some deep temptation to commit unethical 
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acts (for these acts themselves or for personal gain). But again, everyone in his or her mind finds some ready 
(innate or socially shaped) predisposition to overcome immoral temptations. We can say that everyone is able to 
shape himself or herself, but again, the predispositions to do this shaping are what they are, and so on. Thus, we 
return to the situation from the beginning of the circle of hierarchy, when we perform an act which is morally 
wrong, but independent from us. In this perspective, a premeditated killer bears the same blame as a person who 
is putting white poison into someone’s tea, having taken it out of the box with the label “sugar”. In this view, a 
tragic mistake turns out to be as much independent from “free will”, as an act of an individual who has no pre-
dispositions to fight his or her “bad character”, but is capable of recognizing that he or she is committing a 
criminal act. Where does the above rather cursory analysis lead? First, to desemantization of the concept of “free 
will”—to making an empty name out of it. Second, to a denial of applicability of any system of moral values to 
the human mind. But what can we do if the concepts of “free will” and “morality” are strongly established in our 
conceptual network, and they are intuitively obvious and “real”? A solution to this apparent contradiction is the 
fact that the analysed concepts are semantically empty only in the absolutist reference. However, as we have re-
peatedly emphasized, that reference itself is meaningless and non-legitimate. “Free will” and “morality” exist at 
the third level, they do not exist between the third and second level (from the point of view of science, logic and 
analytical philosophy), whereas at the second level the question about their existence (or non-existence) loses its 
meaning in an absolute way. Here, their existence is equally legitimate as the existence of a roadside poplar tree 
or mythological Centaurus. 

To sum up, the above analysis leads to a denial of the universality of logic and to limiting its (already partial) 
legitimacy to the relatively narrow space between the third and second level. As we mentally “feel” the 
above-mentioned concepts, it means that they exist in our everyday conceptual network. Thus, there are other 
ways of making claims legitimate than logical analysis. Basically, it is obvious, as in a connotational system 
none of the reference points can aspire to universalism. In the absolute reference, all the phenomena accessible 
to us appear to be equally “real”, both those most tangible (particular material entities) and those extremely ab-
stract and general. There is no qualitative difference between them. Distinguishing between categories of phe-
nomena is a result of the human mind’s inclination to classify things. The absolute reference causes a flattening 
of the hierarchy of levels to categorial unity. 

Thus, in philosophy, there is unfortunately no absolute and indisputable certainty which we can “rely on”, 
which would make an unshakable basis and serve as our starting point or destination of our reasoning. It is im-
possible to come to any final conclusion, or to find an absolute base for further discussion. The situation of a 
philosopher closely resembles that of Baron Munchausen, who allegedly pulled himself out of a swamp by his 
own hair. Philosophical reflection must go in circles through subsequent levels, or settle for silence. 

11. Epilogue 
Where does all of the above said lead to? It is difficult to give a simple and unambiguous answer to this question. 
Instead, let us just say that we, and likewise the world for that matter, are given to ourselves as a network of 
concepts that have only relative meaning. Philosophy, demanding the “absolute truth” about the world, eventu-
ally questions the very fact of its existence. It is impossible to reconcile the world with the absolute truth. 
Therefore, it seems more reasonable to give up the latter and remain with the world as we see it in its imma-
nence, even if we will never know what it is like “in reality”. 
  For further reading see related articles (Korzeniewski, 2010; Korzeniewski, 2013a; Korzeniewski, 2013b).  
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Abstract 
Any philosophy is closely tied to and truly inseparable from culture. This paper specifically exam-
ines the ontological status of any culture. In its full stretch, it focuses on whether or not there is 
any “philosophy” in a people’s culture and if in the affirmative, what type of philosophy it is, and 
how it relates to scientific or strictly academic philosophy in vogue of nearly all the academic in-
stitutions of higher learning in Africa and in many other foreign nations as well. The method em-
ployed in this article is hermeneutics, a method used to mid-wife philosophy from culture since it 
frames the dialectics between philosophy and non philosophy. The writer concludes that culture is 
philosophy of some sort or philosophy of the first order activity; it provides the professional phi-
losophers the data base on which to transcend into pure, critical philosophy. The thin line be-
tween the two senses of philosophy, namely, philosophy in the strict sense and in the loose sense 
is thereby clarified, linked and joined in a mutual relationship of bedrock provision. 
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1. Introduction 
The chief sense in which meaning can be made of this paper is the sense in which culture is a raw material for 
philosophical activity. And, we think it is in this sense that all others are united. This paper therefore advocates 
that: culture forms the basis, and is a raw material for philosophical reflection; that culture, though arising from 
some form of ordered thought process is not philosophy in the sense that the handling of items or money which 
can be enumerated does not make the activity of handling them mathematically. Thus philosophy must be un-
derstood as an academic activity involving rigorous and profound search for the truth of reality. Consequently, 
with its hermeneutical tool, philosophy aims, among others, at the rationalization of cultures. It is equally aimed 
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at the provision of adequate basis for the acceptance or rejection of certain elements of culture in a world that 
has been so culturally torn apart. At this juncture, the power of philosophy becomes so pertinent in solving the 
present clash of global cultures that are prevalent in our volatile and precarious world. 

2. Definition of Terms 
It is thus instructive to begin with an attempt to clarify and define our principal terms of reference so as to ac-
quaint ourselves with emergent meanings from beclouded notions. For as Mason (1985: 105) rightly remarks 
that:  

Principles are seriously misleading if they are not correctly rooted in a proper understanding of the concepts 
from which they emanate. The search for the meaning of concepts and the establishment of principles are par 
excellence philosophic tasks. Although the clarifications of concepts and the elucidation of principles will not 
have themselves solve concrete issues, nevertheless, without the conceptual clarification of the philosopher, the 
issues are never adequately resolved.  

Most times, the clarification of concepts solves problems where the problem lies with meaning or linguistic 
clarification. Again, we shall examine the relationship between philosophy and the historical attempts of phi-
losophy at the justification of culture. An examination of the notion of culture as philosophy in African philoso-
phy will then follow, so as to bring out the thrust of our discourse; that culture exists only at the first level of the 
order of philosophical activity.  

3. Philosophy: A Functional Definition 
The question of what is philosophy is a recurring one. What is now important, however, is to take a firm stand 
on its answer. The definition of philosophy has become so controversial that philosophers have allowed them-
selves to be immersed in the same murky waters as the social scientists’ that are unable to render unanimous and 
clear-cut definitions of most concepts in their disciplines. 

Philosophers often offer piecemeal definition of their subject. People confine this definition within the branch 
of philosophy in which they are tutored, the age in which they live, or their moral or cultural bias. Others, in 
undue haste to answer the question or for lack of knowledge define philosophy merely by its tools or method of 
inquiry often highlighting the difficulties inherent in both. For example, Wittgenstein and his school of thought 
emphasized logical clarification of language as a mere description of philosophical method than a definition. 
Another example is the criticism of criticisms of John Dewey which merely describes the critical nature and ar-
gumentative tool of philosophy. Consequently it cannot serve as a penetrative and elucidating definition. Henry 
Sidgwick (1902: 105) raises this problem of definition in a loud tone. He frames it: “this lack of consensus of 
experts as to the method and main conclusions of philosophy is I fear, strong evidence that study of it is still— 
after so many centuries—in a rudimentary condition as compared with the more special studies of the branches 
of systematized knowledge that we call sciences”. However, Russell (1959: 93-94) has assured us of the inher-
ent value of philosophy by contending that: 

Philosophy is to be studied not for the sake of any definite answers to its questions, since no answer can, as a 
rule, be known to be true, but for the sake of the questions themselves since these questions enrich our intellec-
tual imagination, enlarge our conception of what is possible and diminishes dogmatic assurances which closes 
the mind against speculation; but above all because through the greatness of the universe which philosophy 
contemplates, the mind is also rendered great and becomes capable of that union with the universe which con-
stitutes its highest good.  

It is thus clear that inconclusiveness of philosophical answers and similar principles are operational rules that 
enhance the entrance and reception of possibly true or better alternative modes of thought as found even in sci-
entific modification of theories. Little wonder Sidgwick consistently in all his writings insistently reiterates the 
hope which philosophy gives of the answer to those things to which appeal to reason is impossible and, repels us 
from those things of which our acceptance is apt to slide us into dogma. This idea flows mostly from his History 
of Western Philosophy. The following citations suffice to convey his idea of philosophy as contained in this 
book. 

Lack of proper understanding of these characteristics and nature of philosophy has even led some scholars to 
contend that philosophy is at best a process and activity and not a definite body or organized form of knowledge. 
In view of the above notions, Sidgwick (1902: 105) proffers that: 



C. C. Mbaegbu  
  

 
494 

It is evident that this acquaintance with arguments is not the kind of knowledge at which philosophy aims, al-
though it may be mistakenly all the knowledge for which a consensus of experts can be claimed at present. So 
long as this is so, the notion of philosophy being a pursuit rather than a system of knowledge will maintain itself, 
as it has maintained itself throughout two thousand years in which dogmatic systems have succeeded each 
other..  

All these constitute the factors contributing to the difficulty in comprehending the real nature and substance of 
philosophy. Consequently scholars are often scared of defining philosophy given the pre-supposition of awaiting 
criticism on the one hand and the difficulty of articulation of the composite nature of the generality of philoso-
phical problems on the other hand. This might be what led Sidney Hook to decline offering a formal definition 
of philosophy; and G. E. Moore into pointing at the works in the library referring to their mastery as acquaint-
ance with philosophy. 

Some are even so daunted as to deny the possibility of a definition or meaning of philosophy. To be precise, it 
is amazing that a master of the rank of Bertrand Russell could join the train of philosophers professing this am-
biguity. Russell (1961: 455) states that: “the word ‘philosophy’ is one of which the meaning is by no means 
fixed. Like the word ‘religion’ it has one sense when used to describe certain features of historical cultures, and 
another when used to denote a study or an attitude of mind which is considered desirable in the present day”. 

The singular reason that philosophy could be applied to the sense in which it is used to describe certain cul-
tural features, and to another in which it is a study of the mind renders its meaning unfixed and this for my part, 
is simply perplexing. Where philosophy is the study of everything, I have found no contradiction in the rational 
shift of attention from the study of historical cultures to that of the attitude of the mind, or the result in the same 
which it produces. Plato had held that knowledge is virtue. Whether this position is true or not, it affords us the 
knowledge that a certain sublime attitude is expected to follow the study of philosophy, and education generally. 
This is the normative and attitudinal objective of education and falls under the province of philosophy which we 
call Ethics; the science which studies human behaviour and judges it to be right or wrong in some similar way. 
The merit of Russell’s statement above is that it portrays the scope of philosophy as also encompassing the study 
of culture.  

In addition Alston and Brant (1974: 1) have denied not only the possibility of a fixed meaning of philosophy, 
but also of an exact one as may be found in other disciplines. According to them, “philosophy cannot be given 
the straight forward sort of definition that is possible for some logos compounded words like Sociology which 
can be etymologically defined as the study of society or institutions, or Zoology as the study of the taming of 
animals”. As if unaware of the issuing implication, this statement was succeeded by the following paradox: 

What is distinctive of philosophy is, rather, the question it raises. The questions are not all of one kind, al-
though they have a kind of logical unity in the sense that very often we cannot arrive at an answer to one of them 
without also answering several others… We may define philosophy in terms of its questions, as follows: phi-
losophy is an attempt to arrive at reasoned answers to important questions, that fall outside the scope of any 
particular science, either because they are normative, or especially general, or more fundamental than the 
questions the sciences raise, or because they are about the universe as a whole.  

Rather than proceed courageously to offer a definition in accordance with the philosophical questions which, 
they admitted was the guide to a comprehensive definition, they succumbed to the fear of the abstract nature of 
these questions and the tossing wave of the wideness of the subject matter of philosophy and lost focus. The fact 
that some philosophical questions fall outside the scope of particular sciences is not delimitation to meaning. 
Meaning should be framed to encompass all that the denominator seeks to enumerate. 

The question has bred more confusion than it tries to solve in such a manner that many now give more time to 
the question and the result is rise in endless interpretation and reinterpretation other than solutions. Others con-
tend with sheer expression of the worry alone, at most gropingly clinging to etymology. We are thus constrained 
to seek the remote and fundamental cause of this problem. Unless we get to the root of the problems otherwise, 
they may never be adequately solved. John Shand (1993: 2) is convinced that the problem emanates from the 
study of the new distinct disciplines, formerly, under the province of philosophy. He then feels that the “defini-
tion of philosophy is impossible as it literally meant everything”. All over Russell’s writings; it appears that the 
difficulty of defining philosophy arises from the multiplicity of the subject matter of inquiry. This points to the 
dangers that Philosophy from the historical point of view consists of two parts that are inharmoniously blended. 
On the one hand it is a theory which addresses the nature and meaning of the universe. On the other hand it be-
comes an ethical or political theory as to the best way of living. The failure to separate these two with sufficient 
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clarity has been the source of much confused thinking. When a philosopher assumes in advance of enquiry that 
certain beliefs are true, such a philosopher is guilty of some kind of treachery. That philosopher has already 
placed such government censorship upon himself. 

Elsewhere, he (Shand) corroborates this stand by arguing that Philosophy is distinguished from science by the 
fact that an essential part of its purpose is to tell men how to live. Its cosmological and ethical theories are 
closely interconnected. Sometimes ethical motives influence the philosophers views as to the nature of the uni-
verse and in some cases, his views as to the nature of the universe may lead him to ethical conclusions. 

He goes ahead to show why philosophy is obscure, cannot record significant progress and results in a queer 
altitude of mind of its followers. Consequently the philosopher’s temperament is rare because it has to combine 
two somewhat conflicting characteristics which on the one hand is a desire to make some general propositions 
about the universe and human life. On the other hand a desire to tell men how to live. The more profound the 
philosopher, the more intricate his fallacies must be in order to produce in him, the desired state of intellectual 
acquiescence. That is why philosophy is indeed obscure. 

From the foregoing, it is undue repetition to emphasize that he (Russell) sees the delineation of disciplinary 
borders, the spilling over of ethical positions into physical (natural) theories as the bane of philosophy. 

We add that the culmination of these views namely: the critical nature of philosophy, the wideness of its sub-
ject matter and its many branches, the operational method of inconclusiveness of answers of philosophical ques-
tions, and its diverse tools of inquiry: the dialectical, hermeneutical, transcendental phenomenological, inductive 
and deductive methods blur a clear view of what philosophy is thereby making it susceptible to the difficulty of 
clear or easy understanding and a composite definition. Fears expressed by previous authors are now also a 
source of further fear. Fear begets fear and a reproduction of loss of courage pervades. 

We submit that while the factors outlined above can hinder definition, they cannot becloud meaning in a most 
diligent consideration. In the words of Sidgwick (1902: 105): “as philosophers we aim at knowledge of the 
whole, and therefore at knowledge of the underlying reality”. An acceptable definition must reflect the general-
ity of the subject-matter which philosophy contemplates, or the wholeness of the universe which it seeks to 
comprehend. Here, the bravery of the ancient philosophers deserves commendation. The most acceptable defini-
tion of philosophy survives in the writings of the ancients and medieval thinkers. Cicero in his De Officiis says 
philosophy is rerum humanarum et divinarum causarumquae scientia (the science of things, human and divine 
and of their causes). Here the philosopher failed to incorporate the notion of purpose in his definition for phi-
losophy also seeks to understand the ultimate purpose of things. It is the same with that of the school men like St. 
Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas. They defined philosophy asscientia rerum per ultimas causas (knowledge 
of things through their ultimate causes). Like the definition given by Cicero, they also failed to add purpose to 
their work.  

The contemporary period has also witnessed hopeful attempts at a holistic definition. According to Okolo 
(1992: 10): 

Philosophy in its academic or professional meaning is a critical enterprise, something dynamic, a quest, a 
search, indeed one would even define it as a spirit of evaluative exploration or inquiry into all areas of human 
experience, of the world in which we live, of man himself and his place in the universe…in its widest range so to 
speak, philosophy tries to give a coherent and systematic account of the multi-faceted universe of being and 
knowledge; of what is and how man knows it. In short, philosophy carries out a critique of daily experience in 
quest of truth of all existence as, is rationally possible for man.  

Suffice it to say that a discipline is defined by what it studies, and as Alston and Brandt rightly argued, it is 
also defined by the nature of questions it raises. For instance, in view of the fact that Biology raises questions 
about the physiological composition of living things, Biology is, therefore defined as the study of the physiology 
of living things. Its definition thus emanates from its etymology: Bio + logos, meaning life and study or science 
respectively. Biology is therefore the study or science of life. This is unlike the etymology of philosophy which 
does not define it. Its definition is not rooted in its etymology. This is contrary to a popular notion held even 
among philosophers. Specifically, the word philosophy springs from two Greek words: Philos and Sophia 
meaning love of wisdom. Although, there is a sense indeed, in which the study of the whole universe means a 
quest for wisdom. But this notion must be examined in relation to periodic and circumstantial background in 
which it was founded. Literally, the etymology of philosophy describes the inspirational drive for the study of 
philosophy but not what it studies nor its end. Thus, we see motivation overriding content. 

We suspect that since all disciplines were at the time of the origination of philosophy studied under it, such 
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that it is the only form of education at the time, there could not be any other name to qualify the wisdom that at-
tends education which only the study of philosophy constitutes than this love of wisdom. For the study of it was 
and is still revered as pursuit of great wisdom. This name may have emerged as repute for those who gain the 
knowledge that comes through being educated by it. 

As remarked by Shandy (1993: 2) the etymology of philosophy somewhat became a source of confusion as to 
a proper articulation of the meaning and definition of philosophy. The point is that often times the etymology of 
a branch of learning may differ slightly from its subject-matter. The constant element is the subject-matter and 
not etymology. As a matter of fact, the etymology of philosophy is not the definition of philosophy. 

Philosophy raises questions about the whole universe, the nature of life and existence. It is in this light that 
Azad (1952: 21) posits that “philosophy is an inquiry into the nature of life and existence”. As Cambridge Dic-
tionary of philosophy tells us, nature is the type or main characteristics of something, the force that is responsi-
ble for physical life, therefore our statement that philosophy is the study of the meaning, nature, and essence of 
life, of all there is includes man’s experiences, in their diverse and unified forms and these amounts to a com-
posite definition of philosophy. Heidegger sums it up by saying that philosophy is man’s search for the meaning 
of reality. 

4. Culture and Its Tenets 
Sociologists and anthropologists define culture by the generality of what characterize the life of a people in a 
society forming the basis of their social existence. The word culture emanates from the Latin word, cotere which 
means to till the ground; to cultivate. According to Lapiere (1973: 27) culture is defined as “the heritage of wis-
dom, or more properly, the totality of inventions and discoveries, that is added to and passed on by each, succes-
sive generation”. He enumerates the elements and shared-values that make up a total culture as against what 
they refer to as basic culture. 

Considered abstractly, culture consists of skills whereby tools are made and used. It equally comprises pat-
terns of human relationship and symbolic devices, such as words, concepts, and appropriate motivations, senti-
ments, values, and other human attributes which result in the use of such skills and patterns. I view of these; 
Lapiere sees culture as a system in that each of its multitudinous elements has a more or less functional interde-
pendence with all the others. 

Schaefer and Lamm (1997: 1) gave an abridged definition of culture when they stated that “Culture includes 
the ideas, values, customs and artefacts of groups of people”. 

Presently, the word culture connotes socialization. Nowadays, sociologists emphasize the learned attributes of 
culture; its generational transmission and the tendency to expand. Lapiere (1997: 30) reminds us that “the most 
of what any human being learns as he grows from an infant to an adult is culturally indicated”. He thus main-
tains that it is in those processes in toto (in all) designated socialization, rather than in the fact of culture, that a 
partial explanation for the persistence and continuity of social actions has been found. 

5. The Resultant Effects of Culture on the Society 
There is a sense in which culture is taken to be, but not confused with society. As a matter of fact, one cannot 
think of culture without taking cognizance of the society. This is because every culture is situated in a society. 
Often times, due to the large border of the society, more than one culture may be found in it. In this sense, the 
term culture has been loosely used to designate societies, probably because the borders between inherent cul-
tures are indistinct; perhaps, because of the quest for a common identity spurred by the attending benefits.  

Culture is a source of identity in that it is a means being a means of the expression of political, economical, 
religious and geographical identity. As Ogugua (2004: 61) argues, culture “gives identity to different human 
groups”. As a result, it is common to hear people use the terms culture and society interchangeably. Moreso, the 
phrase “cultural identity” is not a recent one. This is the sense to which Ogugua refers by writing that “we have 
one human culture, for it is that which distinguishes man from animals”. In the words of Alfred Kohn, it refers 
to the human environment of humans. It is in this sense that we can abstractly enlarge culture to become global 
(universal) culture. It is also on this broad sense that we can, though not very appropriately, speak of race as 
culture. Thus culture can, and is being used by writers and actors to designate racial identity. From the foregoing, 
we can say that culture is an ambiguous term with a wide range of applications. 

Suffice it to say that, every society strives to protect and preserve its culture. To this end, culture wears a po-
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litical garb. It is the basis of national pride. Culture becomes the bedrock of nationalist spirit often giving rise to 
pride, envy, hostility or hospitality, as the case may be, and in relation to other cultures or societies. Ogugua 
(2004: 61) attests to this when he argues that: “at times it is charged with emotional overtones which evoke great 
sense of sensitivity and hostility. For instance, the German Romantic School qualified it as the spiritual essence 
of that period and the soul of civilization. It has the meaning cultivation of the mind”. On this note lies, our con-
tention that culture is altitudinal and behaviour-oriented. 

It is common place to hear of the dynamic nature of culture which refers to the efforts made by every society 
to socialize and ensure generational transmission of its cultural contents. These aim at reflecting changes and 
advances in modes of thought, arts, science and technology, behaviour and perception. It is pertinent to say that 
the gradual or rapid modification of cultures and civilization gives rise to the real or imagined feeling of cultural 
superiority or inferiority and the present tide of global cultural crisis. 

6. A Historical Overview of Philosophy and Culture 
In our examination of the meaning of culture, its political trait was emphasized. It was indicated that, in addition 
to breeding a cultural nationalist, culture also produces in its members, an attitude towards its preservation, pro-
tection and expansion and these emanate from the attendant nationalist spirit, which is expressed through envy, 
hostility or hospitality towards other cultures.  

We equally likened the term culture to society. In the past the term culture was said to have shared some dis-
tinctive features with tribal groups. Ethnologists use it to differentiate the marked characteristics of different 
ethnic groups. From ethnic groups, it was extended to race, for there is a sense indeed in which culture is used to 
mark the shared characteristics of a race. It is at this level of advanced application of culture that it transforms 
into civilization. Little wonder some scholars like Ogugua and Oguejio for call it the soul of civilization; the 
spiritual essence according to the Germans. 

Civilization refers to human society with its highly developed social organizations. It also refers to the culture 
and the way of life of a society or country at a particular period in time. Civilization is simply the word used to 
qualify the cultural achievements of a particular society, ethnic or tribal group and race, as the case may be. 
Civilization is the celebration of cultural achievements. The expansionist character of this celebration has led to 
the reign of the Egyptian civilization whereas the spiritual essence has led to the advancement of cultures. These 
explain the German Holocaust and the cruel reign of the Roman Empire. All these have their root in cultural ad-
vancement in civilization. 

Literally, philosophy has tried giving rationality, however unreasonable, to the logic of the expansionist, hos-
tile nature of these civilizations. For want of space we can only take Hegel’s Philosophy of History, which is but 
adoration of European race and of German superiority. For example, he denied rationality to the Africans. 
Scholars, especially of African descent, have disputed him and his school by referring to the claim of racial su-
periority as a myth. Briefly, these peel out the relationship between philosophy and culture. 

7. The Interrelatedness of Philosophy and Culture 
Now, it must be admitted that philosophy and culture are two related concepts separated by a layer so thin that 
this thinness has been a source of much confused thinking. Such relationship has led to a tendency to equate 
philosophy with culture. This trend is particularly pervasive in contemporary African philosophy. The blame 
does not only lie so much on African philosophers but also on the methodology set forth by philosophy’s 
founding fathers.  

To begin with, the origin of philosophy is located in wonder as Aristotle (982b: 10) would want us to believe 
that “It is through wonder that men now begin and originally began to philosophize”. In his book, The Republic 
Plato in Bodunrin (1985: 1) records that “there is no other beginning of philosophy than this wonder”. Heideg-
ger attests more insistently that the pathos of astonishment thus does not simply stand at the beginning of phi-
losophy as, for example, the washing of his hands precedes the surgeon’s operation. Astonishment carries and 
pervades philosophy. 

This wonder by which philosophy began was about the universe, the organic unity and complementarities of 
its disparate parts and the concrete realities of daily experience. This daily experience results in the interaction 
of man with nature and of human social existence. Human social existence is rooted in culture; culture dictates 
the behaviour and life pattern of individual members of society to a great extent. Thus, the first attention of phi-
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losophy on nature ran concurrently with its attention on the hurly-burly of social existence; on culture. 
We recall vividly the Socratic history. Socrates preached against the bad morals of the people of his time-a 

professional philosophical attitude that earned him his own death. In fact, the very two branches of philosophy: 
Ethics and Social and Political Philosophy are the two main branches that are associated with cultural philoso-
phy. Since both areas seek to control human behaviour, and behaviour is the main content, focus and goal of 
culture, then philosophical acquaintance with them is invariably, philosophical acquaintance with culture. 
Moreover, philosophy reflects on man and man is at the centre of culture, for without man there can be no cul-
ture. Writing on the same issue, Omoregbe in Bodunrin (1985: 2) contends vehemently and correctly too that: 

Philosophizing can also start from the human person. Indeed man has within himself a richer source of phi-
losophy than the physical universe. For the marvels and the complexities of the human person far exceed those 
of the physical universe. The brevity of human life, the vicissitudes of life, man’s superiority over the rest of na-
ture which he controls and dominates, his power and weaknesses, his joys sorrows, successes and failures, his 
finitude, his experience of suffering, misery, disease, death and decay, man’s greatness and misery etc; have led 
to deep reflection and philosophizing all over the world. 

If one reads Omoregbe further down, it would be gleaned, as in this quotation, that not only did culture gave 
rise to philosophy by providing the base or raw materials for any philosophic enterprise, but it also paved way 
for the relationship that we seek to establish. Culture is also described as the menu containing the most essential, 
ingredients upon which philosophy feeds and thrives. Okere (1983: 14) very insistence in his famous work in 
show casing African philosophy as an essential hermeneutical activity on African culture was even more elabo-
rate. He reasons: 

Philosophy is an effort to understand or comprehend reality as a whole, an effort to discover its meaning and 
if, as we have just learned from the analysis of hermeneutics, philosophy is an interpretation of life and eventu-
ally of culture and is understood as the object of life…philosophy is really a product from raw materials. It is a 
forging out of thought from the materials of culture. It is an act of intellectual creation where the new creation is 
a meaning born from the melting of one’s total experience.  

This analysis is considered significant in so far as philosophy began in wonder about the universe and human 
culture, we ought also to benefit from the fact that philosophy though universal, is situated in culture. Every 
philosopher who thinks of culture or the universe must, no matter how objective he may sound, be however la-
tent or meagre, under the influence of his culture. This is because culture orientates the behaviour and influences 
the perception and outlook of the individual. In so doing, there would be found in the man of culture’s interpre-
tation of his world, traits of the basic notions of his culture of the world. Moreover, the experiences which moti-
vate or give rise to philosophic activity are peculiar to his culture. Thus, the philosopher’s view of the world, at 
most, does not transcend his culture but rooted in it. That is why most philosophers contend that every philoso-
phy must be reflective of the cultural and moral position of the writer. 

We submit that this is the basis of the philosophy of regional ontology. Put simply, it is the basis for the exis-
tence of such racial, regional, and cultural philosophies. Today because of the indispensable relationship be-
tween culture and philosophy we hear of Asian philosophy, Indian philosophy, African philosophy, and Ameri-
can, Greek, and British philosophies and so on. The same reason gives rise to philosophies of religious sects and 
schools. The existence of these cultural philosophies is not necessarily because they are a communal thought; 
rather, because the philosophies of the philosophers are usually characterized by a common outlook influenced 
by the culture or social environment from which they philosophized 

This factor also explains the qualification of the beliefs, ideologies, and principles, actions of certain indi-
viduals, institutions or societies as philosophy. It is believed, as though may be the case, that since the individual 
philosopher of every culture may have something to say in favour of or against their culture as Socrates did and 
professional philosophy allows, then such cultural practices have either their input based on some philosophy. 
Moreover, since philosophy is characterized by free thinking which the methodical question we had raised ear-
lier fosters, and since all human behaviour and principles are based on some reasoned process then they are phi-
losophical. Briefly, all these spell out the relationship between philosophy and culture. 

8. The Cultural Question in African Philosophy 
Having seen the relationship between philosophy and culture, we need not bother to situate our example with 
much strength on any culture. Although no other culture has the existence of their cultural philosophy generated 



C. C. Mbaegbu 
 

 
499 

much controversy than in African philosophy, we shall examine this briefly. The fact that this controversy raised 
to a point it assumed the reference: The Great Debate alone is an illustration as well as a justification for a little 
space in our discussion. 

The question as to whether there existed philosophy in Africa prior to European contact and more specifically, 
the publication of Tempels’ Bantu Philosophy generated the cultural question in discourses with particular ref-
erence to African philosophy. The main controversy is whether the various norms, values, folklores, wise say-
ings and ethnic traditions in traditional Africa constitute authentic African philosophy in the strictest sense of the 
term. This led to the emergence of two opposing camps of philosophers namely, the Ethno-philosophers and 
Professional philosophers on this issue. While Ethno-philosophers contend that the enumerated cultural elements 
are sure indices of a reasoned philosophy, Professional philosophers are of the view that philosophy is simply 
and strictly the product of a specialized thinking activity of an individual on that of a community that is imbued 
with an essentially academic character and quality. 

The remaining schools, the Sage philosophy and Nationalist Ideological Philosophers are sympathetic with 
either of the two identified major currents. While it may be said that the sage philosophers due to the content of 
their argument, are supportive of Ethno-philosophers, Nationalist Ideological Philosophers enthrone the aca-
demic character of philosophy and therefore are supportive of professional African philosophy. Sage philosophy 
shares a similar stand with ethno-philosophy, since African philosophy may be found or sieved from the wisdom 
filled thought of the African sage. While they were busy heating up the debate, National ideological philoso-
phers were conditional by the exigency of their existential circumstances to reel out series of social, political, 
ethical, metaphysical and epistemological philosophies. 

The preceding analysis, lends credence to the relation between philosophy and culture but without much em-
phasis on the differences. The essence was to allow the source of the confusion which equates philosophy with 
culture to manifest itself. We succeeded in showing how communal thoughts and individual or institutional 
principles of behaviour and policies of action commonly referred to as philosophy are philosophy in a loose 
sense of the term. Now, let us examine this notion more closely. 

Culture as we have seen, is the sum total of the assumptions entertained by a group of people. Man, whether a 
philosopher or not, has a natural inclination to know and this is driven by his rational instinct and power. He 
thus desires, cherishes and pursues knowledge. This is what Aristotle describes in the introduction to his cele-
brated Metaphysics as man’s natural desires to know. It follows therefore, that all his actions based on some or-
der proceed from a well thought out knowledge. Culture, in this sense, flows from a well thought-out knowledge. 
Indeed, it is founded on some thought-out reasons and follows an order of procedural thought. That is why cul-
ture is dynamic. It changes over time to reflect changes in thought and perception most of which are substituted 
with an improved knowledge. This shows that, like philosophy which renews itself with the food of constant 
thought, culture also reproduces itself with the power of constant imaginative thought and reflection. As such, 
they share this common characteristics in some lesser or greater degree. 

But that does not make culture a philosophy. To equate the process leading to a cultural order with philosophy 
is to deviate from the essential philosophical character of genuine devotion to wisdom, knowledge and the activ-
ity of critical reflective and enduring questioning. As we saw, this essential character equips philosophy with the 
tool with which it thinks deeply upon culture and even upon itself. Ethnographers and professional philosophers 
alike agree on the point that, philosophy is essentially a reflective activity. Their point of divergence is on the 
determination of the critical and engaging character of this reflection in Pre-Tempelsian Bantu Philosophy in 
Africa. Denying Black Africa this reflective activity would not only be denying her rationality or the power of 
reflective thinking but also meting out injustice to our fore-bears who may have pre-occupied themselves with 
such thinking and activity that we call philosophy. In order to witness the professional practice and character of 
this activity, we are automatically invited to the question of the method of its transmission and preservation. 

Hountondji (1996: 33) the most audible of the professional philosophical school insistently writes: “By Afri-
can philosophy, I mean a set of texts, specifically the set of texts written by Africans and dedicated as philoso-
phical by their authors themselves. … So for us African philosophy is a body of literature whose existence is 
undeniable”. Kwasi Wiredu (1980) lends credence: 

There are bound, of course, to be a number of adventurous minds remarkable in their ability to think criti-
cally about the foundations of the folk mentality and make original contributions to the fund of public philoso-
phy. But the lack of writings robs many traditional societies of the richness in depth, rigour and variety which 
communal dialectic of individual efforts preserved in script can yield. This is not to belittle traditional philoso-
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phy. In any society, developed or developing there is a subtle interaction between the intellectual productions of 
even the boldest minds and their background of immanent public thought. 

The difficulty of preservation of the thought of the pre-modern African thinkers through channels other than 
writing such as mythologies, formulae of wise-sayings, traditional proverbs, stories and especially religion, 
made the whole difference since these means do not only insufficiently tell us how and what the logical proc-
esses leading to such philosophies were, but also fail to avail us of the authority of the individual thinkers them-
selves. These would have cleared this air of confusion and convinced us of the prevalence of a lively profes-
sional philosophical activity in Africa.  

In rejecting this criterion, Omoregbe (1985: 5-6) states that “we must distinguish between philosophy and its 
mode of transmission and preservation. By far the best way to transmit and preserve them is by writing, in the 
form of books” contending that philosophical reflections can be preserved and transmitted in a number of ways. 
This is, undeniably true. But it must be remarked and admitted that the present wake or rebirth of African phi-
losophy is suspiciously separated in time and space from the time of the flourishing of the said African philoso-
phy received in myths and stories from the presumed ancestors famously referred to as pre-modern African 
thinkers. 

The point of it all is that if there was philosophy in pre-modern Africa, such a philosophy must, no matter 
how faint, survive not only in wise sayings but also in generational transmission or continuity of individual or 
even communal thinkers as is the case in other native African arts, custom and religion. It is surprising that 
where such a philosophy is said to have existed, it was so historically disconnected from the trace of the com-
munal or individual thinkers and it relied only on guess work for ascertaining their existence. Moreover, if this 
existence could be established, there must have survived remnants of the academic study or wisdom centres 
where they were practiced. Of course, we can lay claim to the Egyptian monasteries and mystery systems as not 
only evidence of the existence of philosophy, but also the origin of Greek philosophy. Perhaps, the art of phi-
losophizing in Black Africa could not advance beyond family houses and tree shades, or it existed only in Egypt. 

We fear that philosophy, if it existed in this form in pre-modern Africa i.e. if it did not transcend culture is not 
philosophy. Philosophy embedded in culture is non-academic; and non-academic philosophy is not pure but ap-
plied philosophy in the same sense that the non-academic organization of human beings into a political order 
and government is not enriched with the intellectual rigours of the study of politics and, is, neither political sci-
ence nor political philosophy except perhaps, applied political science. 

Sufficient examples have been adduced by scholars to drive home this point. Every man is a philosopher, they 
argue, in so far as he is endowed with the natural instinct of curiosity and wonder and the faculty of reason. And 
in so far as his experience spurs him in one way or the other to reflect on the universe and same experiences. 
Nevertheless, his reasoning does not strictly proceed in the academic order laid down for philosophic investiga-
tion save by training and insight. It is in this sense that whatever we think of or do may be called philosophy 
since it must have been accompanied by some thought process and conceivable reason. This is the sense in 
which every man is a mathematician, because he engages in activities which involve constant calculation. But 
every man is not a mathematician in the sense of its academic character of professionals devoted to the pursuit 
of the origin and solution of the problem of numbers. 

9. Conclusions 
Culture, in the sense in which it is a reasoned order, laying down principles upon which the life of a people may 
be guided to presumed prosperity is a philosophy. But it is as we have shown philosophy in the loose sense. It is 
not philosophy in the strict academic sense of the term. Therefore we must clarify and settle this issue of the ex-
istence or non-existence of philosophy in traditional Africa. If there was such a thing, we did not know it be-
cause of the complexity in transmission of ideas, insights and thoughts. We must emphasize that philosophy, 
even as Omoregbe and others admitted proceed in three steps culminating into the procedural completion of the 
three stages; the first step being the wonder that accompanies man’s experiential contact with himself and the 
world around him. This wonder, of course, gives rise to some fundamental questions and this is the second step. 
The third which is the culmination of philosophical activity now occurs as man begins to reflect on the raised 
questions in search of answers to them. Thus, philosophy must start from the level of wonder to that of ques-
tioning of experiences among which is culture, to the level of supposed answers to them. This is the stage of 
pure philosophy. If it stops at one stage then it fails to reach the status of philosophy and becomes quasi or semi 
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philosophy. 
We find evidence to this philosophical process in Ricouer (1969: 14). He speaks of three stages that must ac-

company the transformation from symbol to thought that is “the phenomenological, the hermeneutical and the 
reflexive stages” converging with the three stages outlined above, as in other cultures, African culture, wise- 
sayings, stories, myths folklores etc. stop at the first stage of this procedural step of philosophizing. Thus Okere 
(1983: 14) pointedly concludes: 

If this is the type of dialectical relationship there is between philosophy and culture, our thesis is this: that 
Black Africans, having their own cultures, can have their own proper philosophies by deriving and elaborating 
them from their own cultures. But it is not enough to have a culture in order to have also a philosophy. Media-
tion, a passage from culture to philosophy is necessary.  

The same contention radiates from his words cited in our discourse on philosophy and culture. Thus consid-
ered, culture exists at the first order of philosophical activity. Put differently, culture exists at the first order ac-
tivity at the level not yet acted upon as to transform it into pure philosophy. Thus culture exists at a level of phi-
losophy not yet ripe in rigour for the status of pure philosophy; it is as good enough material for pure or aca-
demic philosophy since in logic we cannot assign to a part what belongs to the whole. Philosophy exists at the 
third order of philosophical activity and that is its proper ontological status. In conclusion, we must reiterate that 
philosophic activity begins with culture, by feeding on it as it progresses into the highest order of reflective ac-
tivity of a reflecting people which is the domain of pure or academic or professional philosophy. It must be ad-
mitted that no philosophy begins in a vacuum. It begins and springs from a people’s culture making philosophy 
a reflective activity of a reflecting people within a particular culture. 
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Abstract 
This paper deals with the ethical issues concerning living organ donor transplantation in the con-
text of Immanuel Kant’s Ethical Theory. It primarily aims to refute the common perception about 
Kant’s categorical opposition to organ transplantation as violative to his concept of duty of self- 
preservation (transplantation as a form of mutilation or partial suicide). In this paper we will ar-
gue that: 1) Kantian concept of mutilation, or partial self-murder, should be perceived within the 
context of Kant’s prohibition of killing oneself; 2) Kant does not prohibit all forms of organ dona-
tion as contrary to duty of self-preservation (i.e., duty to maintain quality of life and donation as 
violative to the strict prohibition against mutilation). Organ donation could hardly be considered 
as mutilation or contrary to duty of self-preservation if the following conditions are satisfied: 1) 
the organ to be donated and the surgical procedure involved, would not pose grave risk (e.g. phys-
ical disability and death) to the donor; and 2) the moral personality of the donor would not be at 
risk by donating his organ. 
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1. The Categorical Duty of Self-Preservation 
Discussing man’s duty of self-preservation, Kant in the Groundworks made this statement: 

“I cannot dispose of man in my own person by mutilating, damaging or killing him.” (G429)1. 

The passage seems to suggest that violating the strict duty of self-preservation can be committed not only 

 

 

1Ellington’s translation of Kant’s Groundworks, hereafter cited as (G) with page numbers; Kant, Emmanuel. Groundworks for Metaphysics 
of Morals. Translated and edited by James Ellington, (1981), Cambridge: Hackett Pub. Co., Inc. 3rd edition. 
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by killing oneself but also by “mutilating” or “damaging” one’s body. 

Using the aforementioned passage as their sole basis, some (or most) Kantian bioethicists and critics argue 
that the problem of living organ donor transplantation in general is not only based on the duty not to kill oneself, 
but also with the strict duty “not to deprive oneself of integral organs”. They say that depriving oneself of an or-
gan is mutilation―and since the practice of organ donation necessarily involves the dismemberment of bodily 
organs, then it is clear that living organ donation is mutilation. If organ donation is mutilation then all forms of 
organ donation cannot be accepted in Kantian ethics.  

With this interpretation in mind, critics of Kant proceeded in passionately dismissing him and his theory as 
obsolete and fundamentalist. Kantian ethics, they claim, is something that we should abandon in the face of 
great advancements in modern medicine and surgery.  

It is submitted, however, that if we read again the subject passage in the Groundworks, we can clearly see that 
the same does not provide an adequate description of what constitutes mutilation of the body. This should pro-
vide any careful reader of Kant to at least suspect any criticism based solely on such passage to be unfounded.  

One surely needs to go beyond the Groundworks to know whether or not organ donation is, in deed, for Kant, 
a form of mutilation. 

2. The Concept of Self-Preservation and Mutilation in the Metaphysics of Morals  
In his Metaphysics of Morals (on Doctrine of Virtue), Kant provides a more elaborate account on how the duty 
of self-preservation could be violated and what he meant by mutilation: 

“The first, though not the principal, duty of a human being to himself as an animal being is to preserve 
himself in his animal nature. The contrary of this is willful physical death or killing oneself, which can be 
thought as either to total, suicide, or only partial, mutilating oneself. Mutilating oneself can in turn be ei-
ther material, depriving oneself of certain integral, organic parts, that is maiming oneself, or formal, de-
priving oneself (permanently or temporarily) of one’s capacity for the natural (and so indirectly for the 
moral) use of one’s powers.” (DV 6: 421)2 

Self-preservation is violated when one kills or mutilates oneself and mutilation is committed when we deprive 
ourselves with integral organic parts or when we deprive ourselves with our capacity for the natural use of our 
natural powers.  

The interpretation that all forms of organ donation are prohibited in Kantian ethics has two obvious assump-
tions: one, Kant categorically prohibits all forms of amputation of organs (mutilation is simply the deprivation 
or “cutting off” of organic parts) and the other, self-preservation is simply the preservation of the organic parts 
of the human body.  

While it is true that our duty to preserve ourselves in our animal nature does require us categorically not to 
commit suicide, it does not, however, categorically requires us to keep or to preserve all our bodily organs intact 
at all times, at all cost. For Kant the prohibition against mutilation (viz., when understood simply as amputation 
of organic parts) accepts an exemption.  

One exemption, which Kant himself provided in the Metaphysics of Morals, is the “mutilation” or amputation 
of a dead organ to save the life of a person having it. Kant writes,  

“[But] to have a dead or diseased organ amputated when it endangers one’s life…cannot be counted as a 
crime against one’s own person.” (DV 6:422)  

The passage clearly suggests that to “mutilate” or “amputate” an organ, if keeping it would kill an individual, 
is justifiable. The overriding reason for mutilation in this case is not because the organ to be amputated is dead 
(or diseased) but because mutilation, or the amputation of organ, is necessary for self-preservation.  

So when do we count “mutilation” or “amputation of organic parts” as a crime against one’s own person? The 
answer is quite clear: when mutilation or amputation of an organ is performed to harm or injure oneself or when 
one intends a “willful partial physical death”.  

When self-preservation or the preservation of life is intended, mutilation ceases to be a crime against one’s 

 

 

2Mary Gregor’s translation of Kant’s Doctrine of Virtue hereafter cited as (DV) with page numbers; Kant, Immanuel. Metaphysics of Morals  
Translated and Edited by May Gregor, (1996), Cambridge University Press. 
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own person. It is important therefore to think of mutilation in the context of the Kantian prohibition against 
willful killing of oneself―Kant, after all clearly claimed that willful physical death “can be thought of as either 
total, suicide, or only partial, mutilating oneself”. If so, then self-preservation should also be construed in terms 
of the preservation of the human life and not necessarily with the unconditional preservation of the human body. 
Because, again, if we maintain the belief that self-preservation means the strict duty of maintaining/preserving 
the body on its animal nature, then Kant would have barred even the amputation of diseased organs.  

By no means that I am arguing here that the human body is not to be valued―indeed, for Kant, we should. I 
am just pointing out that there are cases where Kant allows the “cutting off” or the amputation of an integral part 
(or parts) of the human body without committing a crime against one’s own person. Mutilation, in this context, 
does not simply refer to amputation of organic parts―amputation of organs does not in itself constitute a crime. 
What makes it a crime is when it is purposefully performed not to preserve life but to destroy it.  

Kant condemns “amputation of organs” as “mutilation” when it is simply intended to debilitate, or to deprive 
oneself of strength, of spirit and of vigor―it is the act committed by someone against himself out of contempt or 
hatred of life, a person who debases himself by treating his body as a mere means to his trivial ends. Such will-
ing of partial physical death makes amputation of organs a contemptuous act of mutilation. This, not the ampu-
tation of organ itself, makes it wrong.  

At this point, it is interesting to note that if Kant allows the removal of diseased organs to preserve life, it is 
hard to think why Kant would have prohibited the “insertion” of healthy organs to one’s body to save it. It is 
important to consider that Kant wrote long before organ transplantation is possible―and this fact should be 
counted not to justify his “perceived” obsoleteness, but in clarifying his concept of mutilation as a “destruction” 
of the body and life. 

Another salient aspect of Kantian concept of mutilation is the formal form of mutilation i.e. the deprivation of 
oneself (permanently or temporarily) of one’s capacity for the natural (and so indirectly for the moral) use of 
one’s powers.  

For Kant, these natural powers include powers of spirit, whose exercise is possible only through reason; pow-
ers of soul, they include memory, imagination, etc.; and powers of the body, cultivated through gymnastics (DV 
6:445). Mutilating or destroying the basic stuff (the matter) in a human being, that is, his body, is to destroy 
man’s natural capacity (hence, the possibility) to rationally determine and freely pursue his own ends.  

As rational agents we set for ourselves our own projects or ends in life (as simple as taking one’s family to the 
park every weekends), we decide what sort of life we would like to lead (for instance, living a learned profession, 
or a life of trade and commerce, etc.) and we aspire for the moral perfection as our moral end. However, these 
ends would be impossible to realize without maintaining (i.e. preserving) our human body and cultivating its 
powers―because only through our body (and through our other natural powers) we could possibly act on our 
ends (DV 6:445). Amputation of healthy limbs, self-inflicted blindness, and other acts therefore is condemnable 
because it destroys the integrity of a human being as end-setting agents.  

Hence, Mutilation, in this regard, is condemned because it assaults man’s rationality and freedom (i.e. as a 
being who reflects and sets his own ends)―that is, it undermines the “personality” of a human being and his 
quality of life. However, this also implies that once an amputation of organ is shown that it does not impinge or 
assaults the personal integrity of a person, or undermines his quality of life, amputation of organ for a noble 
cause, in light of this consideration, is permissible. 

The last consideration that should be discussed concerning Kantian notion of mutilation is the issue of selling 
bodily parts or the destruction of these bodily parts as mere means to arbitrary ends―specifically, for better li-
velihood. According to Kant, 

“To deprive oneself of an integral part or an organ (to maim oneself)―for example to give away or sell a 
tooth to be transplanted into another’s mouth, or to have oneself castrated in order to get an easier live-
lihood as a singer, and so forth―are ways of partially murdering oneself.” (DV 6:423) 

Here, it is important to note that removing (and transplanting) even of the non-vital parts of the human body 
(as simple as tooth!) is considered to be “partially murdering oneself”. Was it because the 18th century Kant 
thinks that extracting a tooth would debilitate a person, hence, a form of mutilation?  

The reason why Kant claimed that the removal of tooth is partial-murder is clearly provided by Kant himself 
in his example: the removal of teeth (for transplantation in another’s mouth) is wrong because of the underlying 
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intention why it was removed―to sell it. The tooth was treated as an item for sale. This, in effect, turns the hu-
man body as a mere means that is arbitrarily treated―a mere source of saleable tooth!3 

The same is true with the case of castration (or the surgical removal of the testes in males)4. Kant would have 
not minded it if castration is performed for self-preservation (for instance to inhibit hormone secretion in cases 
of prostate cancer in men). But the intention why the testes are “castrated” in Kant’s example is morally ques-
tionable: for one to have a better livelihood, for example, as a singer. Just like in the case of selling tooth, the 
body, in castrating the testes, is treated as a mere means, that is, as a mere means of livelihood.  

The fact that Kant made no special distinction between the removal of simple “bits and pieces” of the human 
body (e.g. removal of tooth) and the integral parts of the body (e.g. castration of the testicles) confirms that what 
makes their willful deprivation in man wrong—lies not on their removal per se or on what is being removed (a 
tooth or a testes) but on the reason why they are to be removed: as a commodity of exchange and as a means of 
livelihood.  

Here, we could see that for Kant, simple parts of the human body (e.g. a tooth) which is non-vital to bodily 
survival possess a value equal to any other parts of the body (e.g. organs like a heart or a kidney)―the reason is 
unmistakable, for they are all parts of the human body which should not be treated as mere means. To dispose 
any of them as a mere commodity or to use them as mere means of livelihood is considered debasing the price-
less worth of human beings.  

To provide one more example to drive this point, Kant has this to say about the wrongful disposal of another 
of those human bits and pieces: the human hair―  

“To have something cut off that is part, but not an organ of the body, for example, one hair, cannot be 
counted as a crime against one’s own person―although cutting one’s hair in order to sell it is not alto-
gether free from blame” (DV 6:423) 

Tooth and hair (include even eye lashes and pubic hairs), once they are removed or cut off from the body for 
the purpose of selling them is, for Kant, debasing the dignity of human beings and contrary to duty of self-pre- 
servation.  

After exhausting this only part of the Metaphysics of Morals (and the only written work of Kant) which di-
rectly deals with mutilation, we are now prepared to present a better picture of Kantian concept of mutilation as 
a vice or a transgression of one’s duty to self-preservation. In summary, we have thus: 

1) Amputation of organs constitutes a crime against one’s own person when it is performed primarily to harm, 
injure or kill oneself. But when self-preservation or the preservation of life is intended, amputation of organs 
ceases to be a violation against duty to oneself. 

2) Amputation of organs constitutes a crime against one’s own person when it undermines an individual’s 
personal integrity or personality―that is, as a being who has the capacity to determine and pursue his various 
ends (in contemporary terms, when it undermines an individual’s quality of life). 

3) Amputation of organs constitutes a crime against one’s own person when the primary reason is the sale of 
organs or when “amputation” of organs is considered as means of livelihood. 

We can consider these as the Kantian conditions which we can use in determining whether or not organ dona-
tion of living donors is mutilation or as violative to Kant’s concept of duty of self-preservation.  

We now apply living organ donation, as we know it today, in light of the three conditions mentioned above, 
and see whether or not there is a basis in the claim that Kant categorically prohibits all forms of organ donation.  

3. Living Organ Donation as Beneficent Helping  
A person who commits mutilation aims at the destruction of the body and life―the infliction of unnecessary 
pain and injury to the body―this is not the aim of the donor in organ donation. 

 

 

3Here, it should be corrected that Kant does not condemn “tooth transplantation” as mutilation simply because of the “extraction” and 
“transplantation” of tooth―it is the selling of tooth, not the extraction or the transplantation, that is condemned. Kantian critics like Dr. 
Land who thinks that Kant is against every form of organ transplantation, based on this “tooth transplantation” example, has clearly missed 
the point. See Land, W. (1999). Ethics in Living Donor Organ Transplantation. Transplantation Center of the University of Munich. Lan-
genkefks Archives of Surgery. Oct., 1999. 
4Castration also happens in females which involves the removal of ovaries. But we have good reasons to believe that Kant, in the passage, 
was referring to male castration. For several centuries (until prohibited by Pope Leo XIII in the late 19th century) castration of the genitalia 
was practiced to produce male sopranos or contraltos called castrati (castrados) for ecclesiastical chants in the Roman Catholic Church. 
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The living donor wills not his partial death but the preservation of life. The objection that what is “amputated” 
in organ donation is a healthy, not diseased, organ is missing the point: to amputate a healthy organ just to de-
stroy it is one thing, to amputate a healthy organ to save life is another. As long as what is willed is life preserva-
tion, and not partial death, as long as what is aimed at is “my neighbor’s good”, not “my own harm”―then 
there is no reason, in light of the first condition, to condemn certain forms of organ donation (kidney and bone 
marrow donation, for instance) as akin to Kantian mutilation.  

The objection that organ donation is a means not for self-preservation but the preservation of other self is not 
adequate to dismiss organ donation as un-Kantian. The fact that the donor wills the saving of other’s life, with-
out himself abandoning his life, not only renders organ donation as permissible, it could even give moral content 
to his action.  

Kant values the preservation of the human life―this is the reason why he strongly condemns suicide and this 
is also the very reason why he allowed “mutilation” or “damaging” of the body if it would further the life of an 
individual (i.e. amputation of diseased organ). If the donor makes a sacrifice to express the same valuation of 
life, it is not difficult to conceive how Kant has positively reacted with “modern day” transplant donors.  

There is a deep symmetry between preserving one’s life and preserving the life of another. And there is no 
great divide that exists between amputation of deceased organs to save one’s life and the amputation of healthy 
organs to save another’s life.  

Our duty of self-preservation also tells something about our duty to help others in preserving themselves―the 
only condition we have is not to help when the cost of helping is the abandonment or grave disruption of our 
own lives and basic projects. This inevitably brings us at the heart of Kant’s concept of beneficence as mutual 
aid:  

“To be beneficent, that is, to promote according to one’s means the happiness of others in need, without 
hoping for something in return, is everyone’s duty. For everyone who finds himself in need wishes to be 
helped by others…the maxim of common interest, of beneficence toward those in need, is a universal duty 
of human beings just because they are to be considered fellowmen, that is, rational beings with needs, 
united by nature in one dwelling place so that they can help one another” (DV 6:453) 

In the casuistical questions, Kant provides a limitation to our duty of help: 

“How far should one expend one’s resources in practicing beneficence? Surely not to the extent that he 
himself would finally come to need the beneficence of others.” (DV 6:454)  

The limitation of helping others is clear: we are not to help if the cost of helping will make us need the help of 
others ourselves. In the case of organ donation the limitation is clear: don’t get yourself killed or gravely harmed, 
wherein you yourself will need help, when you are to help others preserve themselves. Keeping this limitation in 
mind, we are bound by duty to actively participate in the life of others―making their ends as our ends, to fur-
ther them as we can (G 430).  

But what are the ends of others which we should also make as our ends? Are we to make every single end of 
other individuals our ends? Kant clarifies:  

“It is impossible to assign determinate limits to the extent of this sacrifice. How far it should extend, de-
pends, in large part, on what each persons’ true needs are in view of his sensibilities, and it must be left to 
each to decide for himself.” (DV 6:393) 

There are ends that an agent could easily give up on discovering that he could not realize them without aid, 
for instance going to a movie on a day we are short of cash, and ends that an agent cannot rationally abandon, 
for instance preserving oneself from sickness, injury or death. The latter is what we call true ends5. In view of 
our duty of beneficence, this type of ends determines the condition where we are duty bound to help others.  

What is involved in organ donation is meeting the true needs of others. The life of the organ recipient is at risk, 
and if help were not given (e.g. a kidney), the recipient would die. If the nature of the need to be met determines 
whether it is an occasion where helping is needed of us, then donating an organ, in this case, is one of those oc-
casions, given our desire, ability and our position to help, where we could extend help to others in grave need.   

In living kidney donation (and other non-lethal organ donations), the organ donor can help, if he chooses to, 
without crossing the limit of beneficence. In other words, the organ donor in kidney donation (and other non- 

 

 

5Herman offers a good account on the difference between true needs and other forms of needs. See Herman, B. (2001). The Practice of Mor-
al Judgment. USA: Harvard University Press. pp. 69-70. 
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lethal organ donations) can help save life without necessarily giving up his own life, sacrificing his projects and 
other needs because of the advancement of high technology surgery today (unlike in the time of Kant when the 
removal of kidney means certain death)6. What is involved in organ donation is not to help “till it hurts” (hence, 
not the same with ordinary act of helping)―because organ donation in deed hurts―but the donor, if he thinks he 
can and if he chooses to, can help not “till it hurts”, but rather, “till it kills” (hence, a greater form of sacrifice 
than ordinary helping).  

The second condition tells us that amputation of organs constitutes a crime against one’s own person when it 
undermines the personality of an individual or degrades his quality of life. It is a common belief that that organ 
donation leads to the shortening of life and to the deterioration of the donor’s quality of life.  

This belief constitutes one of the many facets of the so-called “Kantian objection” against all forms of organ 
donation as contrary to one’s duty of self-preservation (that is, self-preservation in terms of preservation of the 
“personality” and “quality of life” of donors).  

This common “Kantian” argument against organ donation goes this way: As free and rational agents, we de-
fine both our basic (or true) ends (e.g. exercising our rational agency, to preserve one’s life, to live life with our 
loved ones, etc.) and our other ends in life (e.g. to go on camping, hiking, watching a movie, etc.). Our ability to 
pursue these ends or projects and enjoy them characterizes the quality of life that one must be allowed to have. 
Since organ donations (including kidney and bone marrow donations) undermines the donor’s ability to pursue 
his freely defined ends (i.e. to play hard sports that the donor loves to do) and shortens his life (hence imposing 
an uncalled limitation to the enjoyment of his ends), then all forms of organ donation are unacceptable because 
it violates the donor’s duty of self-preservation.  

Now, we should take note that the objection is based on some alleged empirical facts: “that it shortens life” 
and “it deteriorates one’s quality of life”. To see if the objection stands on a valid ground requires us a simple 
task: check if the facts provided are indeed factual.  

A review of scientific studies concerning living kidney donation in the past forty years reveal that these al-
leged facts are without any empirical basis. For one, scientific studies show that kidney donation does not 
shorten life. There is no known and recognized risk that shortens life expectancy in kidney donation. As Jeffrey 
P. Kahan, Ph.D., M.P.H., Director of the Centre for Bioethics at the University of Minnesota, points out: “There 
is little, if any, increased risk associated with living with only one kidney”7.  

Indeed, published reports show similar life expectancy of donors to people the same age that did not donate a 
kidney. One of such well-known published studies is performed by Fehrman-Ekhol, I. (1997), while other stu-
dies (e.g. Undurraga, A. et al., 1998; Najarian, et al., 1992, etc.) strongly suggest that there are few, if any, long 
term consequences from donating a kidney8.  

On the assertion that it undermines quality of life, there are, again scientific studies to confirm the contrary.  
Reports show that kidney donors can normally pursue their “lifting of heavy objects” within six weeks―and 

beyond the normal period of recuperation (after two to three months), donors can normally pursue their self-de- 
fined projects (pursuing life activities normally e.g. playing one’s favorite sports, etc.)9.  

The kidney recipient who lost his two natural kidneys, and only has one “transplanted” kidney should be 
worse-off―and yet it is too common to hear stories of recipients who are back in their normal life enjoying what 
they have been enjoying before their kidney transplantation: skating, playing back in the hard court, etc10.  

 

 

6Refined surgical techniques and post-donation medical care have greatly reduced the risk of kidney donation―as the study conducted by 
the American Society of Transplant Surgeons, among many other similar studies, shows, the mortality risk is 0.03% (i.e. three deaths for 
every 10,000 procedures). There is a greater risk of dying in an automobile accident than in kidney donation. Other scientific and verifiable 
data to support the argument that certain forms of organ donation (kidney donation and other non-lethal donations) are acceptable in Kantian 
ethics are presented in addressing the second Kantian condition. 
7Kahn, J. P. (1998) Would You Give a Stranger Your Kidney? The Ethics of “Unknown” Kidney Donors. “Ethics Matters” Center for Bio-
ethics and CNN Interactive. http://www.cnn.com/HEALTH/bioethics/9807/stranger.kidney/ [last accessed July 8, 2014: 4:00 pm]. 
8This Swedish study evaluated the life span of living kidney donors. Of 430 people who donated between 1964 and 1994, 41 died from 18 
months to 31 years following donation―the causes of death include cardiovascular disease, cancer, injury or accidents, gastrointestinal dis-
ease, alcoholism, and other diseases. None died of kidney disease. The study also concluded that the survival rates of donors were higher 
than the general population, possibly due to the careful selection of donors based on their health (i.e., donors tend to be healthier than the 
general population). For a digest of other relevant published reports see: Staying Healthy after Donation. Living Donors Online! 
http://www.livingdonorsonline.org/kidney/kidney6.htm  
9ASTS study on living kidney donation (1992). http://www.asts.com/reports/kidney/ [last accessed July 8, 2014: 4:00 pm]. 
10To cite few examples, we have the National Basketball star Shawn Sean Elliot, American baseball star Mickey Mantel, former Pennsylva-
nia governor Robert Casey, actor Larry Hagman, and rock star David Crosby. See Joralemon, D. (2001) Shifting ethics: Debating the incen-
tive question in organ transplantation. J. Med. Ethics 2001; 27:30-35 doi:10.1136/jme.27.1.30. 

http://www.cnn.com/HEALTH/bioethics/9807/stranger.kidney/
http://www.livingdonorsonline.org/kidney/kidney6.htm
http://www.asts.com/reports/kidney/
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How could be the donor, who gives one of his kidney while retaining one, which is naturally his, is worst-off 
than the recipient?  

Of course there are reports that some “organ donors” suffer deteriorating quality of life but the cause of the 
deterioration is not attributable to donation itself. Organ donors who usually complain about the deterioration of 
their quality of life are mostly those who have “sold” their organs, (hence, left without, or with inadequate, post- 
donation medical care), and people who fail to observe proper care after the procedure (people who forgo rou-
tine medical checkups, failure to take proper medication, etc.).  

All these point to one thing: that the objection against living organ donation (i.e. kidney donation and other 
forms of non-lethal transplantation) that it both shortens life and deteriorates quality of life is unfounded.  

Now, if it does not undermine the personality of the donor (as end-setting agents), neither it deteriorates his 
quality of life (the donor is not worst-off for donating his kidney), in light of the second condition of mutilation, 
we can see that organ donation is not contrary to duty of self-preservation. 

We now come to the third condition of Kantian concept of mutilation: Amputation of organs constitutes a 
crime against one’s own person when the primary reason is the sale of organs or when “amputation” of organs 
is considered as means of livelihood.  

As we can see, this does not pose any serious problem to organ donation (as a surgical procedure)―but rather, 
it generally concerns the intention of the donor in “donating” his organs. In other words, it has something to do 
with organ procurement or how organs ought to be acquired from donors―either donation strictly based on be-
neficence (or altruism) or donation with compensation (or financial incentives). In either cases, it is pointed out 
that Kant does not allow selling of bodily parts (recall the tooth, the hair and the testicle examples).  

If, for instance, the organ donor “gives up” his kidney in exchange for a sum of money, then kidney “donation” 
in this case would be unacceptable for Kant. Here, the primary motive of the donor is to sell. The body is treated 
as a mere means, a thing, which is arbitrarily used. However, if assuming that the organ donor has for himself 
another motive than selling (e.g. motive of duty to help) as his primary reason for donating his organ (which we 
could possibly know through the donor’s maxim)―will organ donation, in light of this third Kantian condition, 
be considered as mutilation, hence, violative to his duty of self-preservation? The answer is obvious: no it does 
not.  

If the primary motive is not selling of organs, then organ donation is not violative of the Kantian concept of 
mutilation.  

4. Conclusions 
It is more Kantian to claim that Kant does not categorically prohibit all forms of organ donation. As previously 
shown in the preceeding sections, there are certain forms of organ donation that do not qualify to the Kantian 
conception of mutilation.  

It could be argued, that in cases where the donation is primarily motivated not by mere inclination (i.e. desire 
to help a love one, or a friend in need, etc.) but rather, by motive of duty (i.e. because it is one’s duty to help 
people in dire need and the donor is in the position to help), the act of donating an organ can be considered, not 
only as permissible, but morally commendable. 

The statement that kidney and bone marrow donations, and to the degree that partial grafts of liver and lung 
tissue, which do not involve transplantation of the entire organ, are becoming safe and successful for both donor 
and recipient, are great acts of love and kindness, and find new meaning in light of the new Kantian paradigm 
which this paper has painfully shown. 
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Abstract 
A key issue regarding the reliability of scientific prediction is uncertainty, which also affects its 
possibility as scientific knowledge. Thus, uncertainty is directly related to the epistemological 
limits of prediction in science. Within this context, this paper considers the obstacles to scientific 
predictions that are related to uncertainty. The analysis is made according to the twofold charac-
ter of the limits of science, which is characterized in terms of the “barriers” and the “confines.” In 
addition, the study takes into account the presence of internal and external factors related to the 
epistemological limits of science. Following these lines of research, the analysis is focused on two 
steps. First, there is a characterization of the coordinates of Nicholas Rescher’s approach, which is 
particularly important regarding the epistemological limits to scientific prediction. Second, there 
is a study of uncertainty as an epistemological obstacle to predictability. Thereafter, the conse-
quences for the future are pointed out. 
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1. Introduction: The Twofold Problem of the Limits of Science 
Initially, two different aspects of the problem of the limits of science can be distinguished. This twofold possi-
bility also involves different epistemological analyses regarding scientific prediction. Firstly, there is the prob-
lem of the possibility of “barriers” (Schranken) or boundaries that might separate what is scientific from what is 
non-scientific. Secondly, there is the issue of scientific “confines” (Grenzen), i.e., the question of the possible 
ceiling of scientific knowledge that can be reached by scientific activity (cf. Radnitzky, 1978).  

Both aspects—“barriers” and “confines”—are involved when the problem of the limits of prediction is consi-
dered. They should be taken into account, because they deal with two sides of the epistemological problem of 
prediction. Moreover, they are commonly present in the development of scientific predictions. On the one hand, 
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the “barriers” of the scientific prediction are needed insofar as we need to know when science ends and where a 
non-science starts1. On the other, we need to reflect when the possibility of scientific prediction ends (and, 
therefore, its reliability), which requires considering the terminal limits that scientific knowledge can reach. 

These two dimensions concerning scientific limits to prediction should be considered in epistemological terms. 
Thus, the “barriers” that shape scientific prediction and separate it from non-scientific prediction can be ex-
amined. This is a matter that not only affects the social sciences, but also the natural sciences (as it can be seen 
in the case of climate change) as well as the sciences of the artificial2. In addition, there is the problem of what 
“confines” of predictions might be (i.e., where the possibility of scientific prediction ends). This issue has re-
percussions on the scope of reliable scientific prediction. Consequently, it clearly has to do with the obstacles 
that make predictive activity difficult.  

In this regard, Nicholas Rescher has considered the limits of scientific prediction from the two settled view-
points: “barriers” and “confines”. But his attention is above all on the problem of “confines”. He does so from 
some clear coordinates: he proposes an approach where the internal elements have primacy over the external 
factors of that human activity. Thus, he points out a series of epistemological and ontological factors that act as 
obstacles to scientific prediction. In that respect, in his judgment, uncertainty, chance and chaos are noticeable 
(cf. Rescher, 1998: ch. 8, pp. 133-156). But this also requires awareness of internal and external features, be-
cause science is a human activity with an epistemological content as well as an undertaking in a social milieu. 

Within this thematic framework, where the twofold character of the limits of science—the barriers and the 
confines—is emphasized, and the presence of internal and external factors is recognized, this paper seeks to 
shed light on the obstacles to scientific predictions that are related to uncertainty. In order to develop this task, 
two steps are followed within this theoretical context: firstly, the attention goes to the general coordinates of 
Rescher’s approach to epistemological limits to scientific prediction; and secondly, the focus moves to uncer-
tainty as an epistemological obstacle to predictability. 

2. Nicholas Rescher’s Approach to Epistemological Limits to Scientific Prediction 
In a specific book on The Limits of Science3, Rescher pays special attention to the epistemological limits. In ad-
dition, he is interested in the limits to scientific prediction. His philosophical conception, which he labels as 
“pragmatic idealism”, can be found in the three volumes that he has devoted to a “system of pragmatic idealism” 
(cf. Rescher 1992; 1993; and 1994). In fact, he is a pragmatist philosopher, insofar as he highlights the realm of 
human activity and the primacy of practice. In addition, he is as a Kantian thinker on human knowledge. Thus, 
he insists that human knowledge is modulated by our mental categories and concepts. Consequently, the role of 
ideas has primacy in his approach, to the extent that he considers them as crucial for the characterization of reality.  

This proposal discusses the issue of limits, both to science, in general, and to scientific prediction, in particu-
lar. In his perspective, science is the product of the interaction between the human being and nature, so that it is 
an activity subject to limits (cf. Rescher, 1990). On the one hand, Rescher considers the limits to research as a 
human undertaking: science is developed by the human being with bounded capabilities; and, on the other, he 
takes into account the limits that are due to the reality of phenomena, which can be complex (cf. Gonzalez, 2010: 
pp. 253-281; especially, pp. 274-277).  

When the focus of attention moves from the general limits of science to the limits of scientific prediction, then 
we have two main aspects: 1) limits that are related with agents (i.e., the epistemological obstacles); and 2) lim-
its due to the complexity of the real world (i.e., the ontological limits). Both are relevant when we want to pre-
dict the possible future. Even more, it is necessary to highlight that Rescher considers that predicting the future 
is more difficult than explaining facts that already happened (cf. Rescher, 1998: p. 166). This is so because pre-
diction is about phenomena that have not yet occurred, and the future has, at least in principle, a number of pos-
sibilities. 

On the one hand, Rescher considers that prediction and explanation are asymmetric in their logical relations in 

 

 

1The topic of the use of prediction as a scientific test is related to this issue. For Rescher, successful prediction and control are the best evi-
dence we have about our scientific understanding of the world. But predictive success is not a test in a demonstrative sense, since there are 
areas where predictive success is possible (for example, regarding acupuncture or hypnosis) without scientific understanding. This leads him 
to insist on the role of control, because he thinks that, in order to have control of phenomena, we need both predictive success and scientific 
understanding of the phenomena at issue. Rescher, N., Personal communication, 17.6.2014. 
2On the problem of prediction in the sciences of the artificial, cf. Gonzalez (2008), pp.165-186. 
3This book has two different versions. The original one is Rescher (1984). The revised version is Rescher (1999b). 
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science (cf. Rescher, 1998: pp. 165-169). This involves a specific framework for the problem of the limits of 
scientific prediction. On the other, he suggests a set of differences between prediction and explanation in science. 
In his judgment, these differences between them can be seen in four successive levels of philosophical analysis: 
logical, epistemological, methodological, and ontological (cf. Rescher, 1998: pp. 165-166)4. 

1) From a logical point of view, prediction and explanation are—for Rescher—asymmetrical processes, be-
cause in explanatory arguments the conclusion is firmly supported by the premises, whereas the probability of a 
predictive statement coming true is always lower. 2) Epistemologically, explanation has a causal linkage of 
knowledge that is much clearer than in the case of prediction, where it is always possible to consider alterna-
tives.  

3) Methodologically, prediction and explanation are—for Rescher—also different, since we can explain pro- 
cesses that are really difficult to predict. 4) From an ontological viewpoint, there are a difference between ex-
planation and prediction: the facts of the past are distinct from future developments, since they are still open. 
These differences have repercussions on the higher difficulty of prediction with respect to explanation. Thus, he 
insists that the predictive enterprise is a limited one, which is subject to epistemological and ontological ob-
stacles (cf. Rescher, 2009c: ch. 6, pp. 91-122). 

There are ontological limits that affect prediction, above all because prediction deals with not yet occurred 
phenomena that, consequently, are still open. This is highlighted by Rescher, who considers that “ontological 
limits exist insofar as the future of the domain at issue is developmentally open—causally undetermined or un-
derdetermined by the existing realities of the present and open to the development of wholly unprecedent pat-
terns owing to the contingencies of choice, chance, and chaos” (Rescher, 1998: p. 134). 

Besides the ontological limits, there are epistemological obstacles to scientific prediction. They affect predic-
tion “insofar as the future is cognitively inaccessible—either because we cannot secure the needed data, or be-
cause it is impossible for us to discover the operative laws, or even possibly because the requisite inferences 
and/or calculations involve complexities that outrun the reach of our capabilities” (Rescher, 1998: p. 134). Con-
sequently, Rescher’s analysis of the epistemological limits that affect predictability includes a bounded rational-
ity approach (cf. Gonzalez, 2003).  

Commonly, in Rescher’s system of philosophy—a pragmatic idealism—the epistemological dimension has 
primacy over the ontological aspect (cf. Gonzalez, 1999). Our concepts and mental categories allow us to arti-
culate the reality. Thus, science is our science: it is the product of an activity carried out by human agents with 
limited capabilities, and in an environment where, usually, the available information is also limited. In this re-
gard, he accepts that “as Kant maintained, the limits of our experience set limits to our science” (Rescher, 1999b: 
p. 216). 

Following this epistemological approach, Rescher considers that uncertainty is the main obstacle to scientific 
prediction in the epistemological level. His approach insists in this point: “the circumstances of our existence are 
such that many of our decisions—and many of the most important ones—have to be made under conditions of 
unavoidable uncertainty” (Rescher, 2003b: p. 33). This especially affects prediction, insofar as prediction is ori- 
ented to a possible future, and uncertainty can be a clear obstacle to predictability. 

Uncertainty, understood as a characteristic limit to scientific prediction, can be seen according to several de-
grees: 1) uncertainty can involve unpredictability (that is, the impossibility to obtain a prediction); 2) it is possi-
ble that uncertainty entails not-predictability with regard to a concrete issue (the current impossibility to state a 
prediction)5; and 3) uncertainty can make it difficult to achieve an ideal degree of accuracy and precision. In this 
case, it might only be possible to obtain a generic prediction, instead of a specific prediction6. 

3. Uncertainty as an Obstacle to Predictive Foreknowledge 
Regarding how to address the problem of predictive uncertainty, cognitive or epistemic rationality is the starting 
point. But Rescher does not endorse an approach to rationality based on the idea of maximization, as mainstream 

 

 

4On the differences between explanation and predictions in Rescher’s account also, see also Rescher (1958); Rescher & Helmer (1959); and 
Rescher (1970).  
5This distinction between “not-predictability” and “unpredictability” is in Gonzalez (2010), p. 289. About this issue, it also can be seen 
Eagle (2005). 
6Regarding what we can predict or not in science, Rescher thinks that the best source of information we have comes from science itself: it is 
not an external issue. Moreover, only science itself can inform us about the achievable degree of precision for scientific prediction. This 
depends on circumstances such as the scope—short, medium or long run—the available technology, etc. Additionally, it also depends on the 
question we want to ask. In principle, the more concrete the question is, the more complicated it will be to answer it accurately. Rescher, N., 
Personal communication, 17.6.2014. 
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economists—for example—does7. He considers that human rationality is, in fact, a bounded rationality8. In his 
judgment, rationality is bound to a circumstantial optimization (the best thing that can be done in a concrete sit-
uation), instead of being associated with something absolute or maximization (cf. Rescher, 1988; Rescher, 1987: 
pp. 55-84; especially, pp. 71-79). This has to do with the human beings environmental conditions or social mi-
lieu, which are usually affected by uncertainty. 

Uncertainty is one of the aspects that goes hand in hand with bounded rationality. On the one hand, it is not 
usual that we have all the relevant information; and, on the other, human ability to compute information is also 
limited (cf. Rescher, 2003a, ch. 11: pp. 187-206). Hence, in Rescher’s approach, rationality and uncertainty are 
closely related. This has direct repercussions on scientific prediction, insofar as it is the result of a rational activ-
ity. Moreover, this rational activity is oriented to a future that, in principle, has a number of possibilities. 

3.1. Rational Prediction as the Result of a Process 
In Rescher’s conception, rational prediction is the result of a process. It involves several aspects: 1) prediction is 
obtained where there is the relevant information about past and present events; 2) the paths reflected in this body 
of data for prediction are discerned; and 3) the patterns detected in past and present phenomena are stable, to 
some extent, so they continue into the future (cf. Rescher, 1998: p. 86). If we consider these preconditions for 
rational prediction, it seems clear that uncertainty is, de facto, one of the main limits to predictability. 

It should be emphasized that, according to Rescher, “uncertainty produced by sheer ignorance is clearly the 
most obvious obstacle to prediction” (Rescher, 1998: p. 135). Thus, although the phenomenon that we are trying 
to predict is—or may be—a regular one, the failure is still possible when all the relevant information about its 
operation is not available. Obtaining the relevant information is a necessary condition to predictability. However, 
too often it is difficult—or even impossible—for human beings to gain access to the information (at least, to the 
relevant information). 

This aspect leads Rescher to accept that “the limits of one’s information set unavoidable limits to one’s pre-
dictive capacities” (Rescher, 1998: p. 135). Nevertheless, it is necessary to distinguish between uncertainty and 
ignorance. Ignorance means the complete lack of information about a concrete issue, whereas uncertainty has to 
do with the characteristic of indecisiveness. Thus, “with uncertainty we know (or think we know) what the range 
of possibilities is: it is based on (presumed) knowledge of the possibility range for correct. Accordingly we can 
generally grapple with uncertainty by means of probabilities-at least in favorable circumstances” (Rescher, 
2009a: p. 57). 

Even when it was possible to deal with uncertainty by means of probabilistic knowledge, this may not be 
good enough to guarantee a scientific prediction. Firstly, available information can be insufficient, making the 
predictive task difficult: “possibilities rest on actualities that require information to project possibilities, al-
though unfortunately, misinformation will also come into play” (Rescher, 2009a: p. 58). Thus, uncertainty might 
affect the probabilistic calculus, because the available information might be insufficient or wrong.  

Secondly, Rescher insists that prediction cannot be reduced to a probabilistic statement. In his judgment, to 
make a prediction is something more than assigned probability to phenomena’s occurrence. In fact, he thinks 
that “the probability of a prediction thus affords an index of its acceptability—a measure of the extent to which 
rational confidence in its realization is warranted in the prevailing circumstances” (Rescher, 1998: p. 44). Con-
sequently, claiming the occurrence of something (that is, making a prediction) is different from claiming that 
something is going to happen with certain probability. From this viewpoint, probability can be relevant to pre-
dict the degree of uncertainty of the obtained forecast.  

Thirdly, since scientific prediction is the result of an intellectual rational activity, it should be made on the ba-
sis of available knowledge and the control of the variables that are relevant with respect to the phenomenon at 
issue. It also should be based on the appropriate inferences. This will lead to reduce the uncertainty associated 
with future phenomena, and to the conclusion of reliable and correct predictions. Thus, probability can be a tool 
that helps to overcome the obstacles related to uncertainty, but probabilistic knowledge—by itself alone—is not 
enough to obtain a prediction. 

At the same time, the difficulty of achieving appropriate knowledge about the studied phenomena has reper-
cussions on the temporal dimension, which affects the scope of prediction. Rescher distinguishes between 
long-run forecast and short-run forecast, depending on the temporal distance of the predicted phenomenon with 

 

 

7About rationality as maximization and the alternative of bounded rationality, see Gonzalez (1997). 
8The notion of “bounded rationality” has been developed by Herbert A. Simon. On this issue, see the papers compiled in Simon (1982a; 
1982b; and 1997). 
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respect to the present moment (cf. Rescher, 1998: pp. 76-78). Thus, to the extent we cannot predict what we 
cannot conceive (cf. Rescher, 2012), uncertainty will increase as we try to predict a more distant future (howev-
er, this is not a general rule: some phenomena can be easier to predict in the long run than in the short run) (cf. 
Rescher, 1998: pp. 77-78). 

According to Rescher’s viewpoint, predicting is similar to trying to see through the fog: “very little can be 
seen at a distance-and that little with but little clarity” (Rescher, 1998: p. 76). Undoubtedly, the problem of 
complexity can increase uncertainty. Even if it is known that something is possible, this sometimes might be in-
sufficient to make a prediction. The more complex the studied phenomenon, the more problematic it will be, in 
principle, to obtain a reliable prediction about it.  

There is also another aspect that adds difficulty to scientific prediction: uncertainty is related with predictive 
scatter. When we are dealing with a limited body of information, it is possible that various competing theories 
arise. This can lead to conflicting predictions. Hence, “the prospect of conflicting predictions has to be accepted 
as a pervasively recurrent phenomenon” (Rescher, 1998: p. 135). Conflicting predictions concern both the natu-
ral sciences and, to a greater extent, the social sciences. 

3.2. Uncertainty and the Future Science 
When the question at issue is the prediction about the development of future science, uncertainty is also present. In 
fact, Rescher maintains that future science is unpredictable. He thinks on the Kantian “principle of question proli-
feration” that intervenes here making the knowledge of future science impossible (at least, in a specific way). Ac-
cording to this principle, each answer given to solve a problem makes new questions arise, which, in turn, needs an 
answer (cf. Rescher, 1999a: pp. 120-121). Furthermore, we cannot predict what questions we will ask in the future, 
because we cannot anticipate what the answers to currently open questions will be. In this case, the available in-
formation about past developments does not justify an inference about the future advancements (cf. Rescher, 2012). 

According to Rescher, scientific progress is basically of a conceptual nature. Thus, scientific research ad-
vances trough conceptual creativity. Consequently, “the questions we can pose are limited by our conceptual ho-
rizons” (Rescher, 1995: p.76). Following this way, prediction about the future science is only possible at a ge-
neric level. This is so because there is a cognitive indetermination here: the more detailed and precise the pre-
diction is, the less confidence we can attribute to it. It is possible, for example, to predict with certainty that 
scientific means for observation and experimentation will improve in the future, but it is not possible to antic-
ipate what these improvements will be. 

This allows us to infer that uncertainty has more weigh in specific predictions than in generic predictions. 
This is so because there is a relation of balance between informativeness (exactness, detail, precision, etc.) and 
security, both in scientific knowledge, in general, and in scientific prediction, in particular. Thus, as the degree 
of detail of the prediction increases, the uncertainty with respect to its reliability also increases. This is an espe-
cially relevant question, since the utility of the prediction lies in its informativeness. 

Rescher considers that “an ironic but critically important feature of scientific inquiry is that the unforeseeable 
tends to be of special significance just because of its unpredictability. The more important the innovation, the 
less predictable it is, because its very unpredictability is a key index of importance” (Rescher, 2009b: p. 15). 
This increases the problem of uncertainty because, generally, those things we do not know are, for that very 
reason, the most relevant for us. 

On this basis, it is not advisable to obtain predictive security by losing informativeness, since the value of 
prediction lies in its content. Hence, it has to aspire to exactness and precision. However, when it is impossible 
to obtain a specific prediction due to uncertainty, at least a generic prediction could be possible. In this case, 
uncertainty does not entail unpredictability, but it acts as an obstacle with respect to the achievable degree of 
exactness and precision. 

Comparatively, according to the type of phenomena that prediction is about, it is possible to claim—in my 
judgment—that prediction generates fewer difficulties in the natural sciences than in the social sciences. This is 
due to the higher level of complexity that social phenomena can have (cf. Gonzalez, 2011: pp. 319-330; espe-
cially, pp. 319-321), where uncertainty also has more weight than in natural phenomena9. Usually, Rescher’s 

 

 

9According to Rescher, social phenomena are more difficult to predict than natural phenomena. He considers that there is a very simple 
reason that explains this issue: social prediction deals, in principle, with people’s acts and choices. How people consciously and delibera-
tively act depends not on the reality of the world, but on what people think about that reality (i.e., it depends on believes, ideas, expectations, 
etc. that are immensely variable). By contrast, natural prediction is about natural processes, which are an objective matter: they depend on 
the state of affairs of the world. Rescher, N., Personal communication, 10.6.2014. 
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approach is focused on natural sciences (mainly, physics), so he leaves open the question of uncertainty with 
respect to social sciences (and, undoubtedly, he does not pay especial attention to prediction in the sciences of 
the artificial)10. 

In principle, social sciences have to do with agents’ actions and choices, which make their decisions in chan-
geable social and historical settings. These structural and dynamic factors involve an additional source of com-
plexity for prediction in these sciences. Too often, Rescher is focused on the problem of prediction with regard 
to the limits of the information, that is, on the internal aspects of science. In the specific case of scientific pre-
diction, uncertainty has to do then with the future environment, so that available information does not allow us 
to predict or, at least, makes it difficult for those predictions to have the desired degree of exactness and preci-
sion. 

It happens that in social sciences, in general, and in economics, in particular, there is an additional source of 
uncertainty. It is decision-making, which is related with the problem of rational decision. In economics, the 
problem of uncertainty is not only related with the future environment, but also has to be considered with regard 
to the agents’ decision-making, that is usually carried through in circumstances of uncertainty11. Consequently, 
when prediction is about economic agents’ decision-making, it is not usually to obtain a “foresight” (that is, the 
securest kind of prediction), but a mere “forecast,” which always involves a margin of error and hence intrinsi-
cally involves uncertainty12. 

In this context, it is possible to highlight the relevance of the methodological role of uncertainty, especially in 
the case of economic prediction (cf. Gonzalez, 2012: p. 91). When the result of economic forecasts “are known, 
the corresponding forecast errors and the anticipated forecast uncertainty can be used to evaluated the models 
from which the forecasts were generated” (Ericsson, 2002: p. 19). Thus, uncertainty has a methodological role 
that has repercussions on the use of the forecast as a test to assess the appropriateness of predictive models. 

4. Coda: Towards an Extension of the Analysis 
Considering all things, it is possible to state that, with regard to uncertainty, there are more questions than those 
contemplated by Rescher. In his approach, which is primarily oriented to the natural sciences, uncertainty is the 
main epistemological obstacle to predictability. It has to do with lack of knowledge about the regularities of 
phenomena, which is due to epistemic failures in obtaining or computing the information. But, besides the epis-
temological dimension, there are—in my judgment—a methodological aspect and an ontological feature, which 
can be seen clearly when the problem of prediction in economics is analyzed. 

Methodologically, the problem arises about whether or not prediction is a necessary condition or test to have 
science. This is a question that has been argued above all in economics, where the problem of the lack of relia-
bility of economic predictions has special relevance13. Uncertainty has influence on this question, so that it is 
possible to ask if it is good enough to obtain forecasts (predictions that involve uncertainty) instead of a genuine 
foresight. 

This methodological problem related with prediction has ontological roots. De facto, in the social sciences 
and the sciences of the artificial, “it sits on the complexity of human activity involved in the social environment. 
This complexity contributes to the frequent lack of reliability of economic predictions, which has its roots in the 
object of study of this science: economic reality is a social and artificial undertaking (quehacer), which is com-
monly mutable, as a consequence of its dependence on the human activity that develops historically” (Gonzalez, 
2012: p. 92). From this point of view, it is possible to consider uncertainty as a source of complexity in eco-
nomic activity, so that it is an obstacle of special relevance to prediction in economics. 

However, the epistemological dimension is fundamental, because uncertainty has to do, in principle, with the 
lack of knowledge about the regularities, which is due to the lack of information. For this reason, it is not usual 
that uncertainty involves “unpredictability”, i.e., the actual impossibility of predicting. On the contrary, it can be 
possible to predict under conditions of uncertainty (at least, at the level of forecasts or generic predictions). 

It must be considered that a phenomenon we cannot currently predict, because of the presence of uncertain-
ty—or an issue that we can only predict generically, or by means of forecasts—can be predictable in the future. 

 

 

10This expression is used following Simon (1996).  
11About uncertainty as an obstacle to prediction in social sciences, in general, and in economic science, in particular, cf. Simon (2000).  
12On the conceptual differences between “foresight” and “forecast,” see Gonzalez (2010), pp. 261-263. 
13About prediction as the “scientific test” of economics, see Gonzalez (2006), pp. 83-112. The approaches’ of four Nobel Prize winners in 
economics are analyzed in this text: Milton Friedman, John Hicks, James Buchanan and Herbert Simon. 
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Even more, the exactness and the degree of precision of the obtained predictions can increase. In this case, it is 
necessary to stress the rational basis of scientific prediction, since it is possible to overcome uncertainty if the 
knowledge and control of the relevant variables increase. 

From an internal perspective about science, Rescher makes very interesting contributions in order to address 
the limits of science as “barriers” and, above all, as “confines”. These reflections have an impact on prediction, 
both in its possibility as rational activity of scientific character, and about its scope in terms of precision and ex-
actness. But his approach does not encompass the entire problem. As a matter of fact, the external dimension of 
science has very little presence in his analysis. In addition, his approach is too centered on natural science, so 
that it does not grasp all the complexity that affects social sciences and sciences of the artificial. 
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Abstract 
Defining the mechanism of evolution is a controversial issue that, until now, divides the scientific 
community. Some have argued in the strictest Darwinian terms that evolution’s primary mechan-
ism is necessity—“survival of the fittest”. Other evolutionists followed in the footsteps of Jacques 
Monod, the French biologist, who argued for a mixture of random chance and necessity. Teilhard 
de Chardin, it is widely believed, took Monod one step further by asserting that evolution is the 
fundamental motion of the entire universe, an ascent along a privileged and necessary pathway 
toward consciousness—thus, evolution was guided chance and necessity. However, if evolution is 
being guided, what is doing the guiding? And where, ultimately, is it going? His bold answers 
brought Teilhard to the heart of a widely perceived scientific, as well as religious, heresy. A heresy 
that was effectively silenced, and soon would re-emerge as the world began witnessing exponen-
tial advancements in Science and Technology (specifically, on computing, nano-technology, robot-
ics and genetic engineering). Almost half a century after the publication of Phenomenology of Man, 
many futurist thinkers have began noticing that the super-fast acceleration in the passage of time 
for evolution is moving in a very different direction than that for the Universe from which it 
emerges. This paper puts forward the thesis that the philosophical underpinning of a “human- 
sponsored variant of evolution” (i.e. evolution towards convergence of biological and non-biolog- 
ical intelligence) finds support and meaning within Teilhard de Chardin’s theory of evolution (i.e. 
evolution towards consciousness). It specifically covers 1) the implications of advancing technolo-
gies in human evolution and consciousness within the context of Teilhard’s theory of evolution; 2) 
how, after homo sapiens silently emerged around 500,000 years ago (with larger brains, particu-
larly in the area of the highly convoluted cortex responsible for rational thought), and after they 
develop computing, the story of evolution has progressed exponentially paving the way for the 
possibility of turning Teilhard’s controversial ideas (such as the Noosphere) more than a poetic 
image; and 3) how the grandest creations of evolution—consciousness and intelligence—provide 
for the very tool that may allow homo sapiens to take over the course and direction of their own 
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evolution—without necessarily shedding their desire to search for spiritual truth in a secular un-
iverse. 
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Technology, Ethics, Singularity, Brain-Computer Interface, Trans-Humanism, Teilhard de Chardin, 
Religion, Philosophy of Religion 

 
 

1. The Need for Ethics of Technology 
The tremendous power of the 21st century Technology bestows its creator the capability to intervene significant-
ly on the mechanisms of life, including the power to wipe the same, on the face of this planet. We, humans, have 
unlocked the power of the atom and probed deeply on the secrets of the building blocks of life, and we are ready, 
literally, to actively design our own, and other species’, evolutionary transformations and destinies.  

The most prominent of the emerging views on the implications of modern technology is transhumanism. We 
might not know it, but in some forms, we unconsciously hold its basic premises.  

Transhumanism is the belief that humans must wrest their biological destiny from evolution’s blind process of 
random variation and adaptation and move to the next stage as a species, favoring the use of science and tech-
nology, especially neurotechnology, biotechnology, and nanotechnology, to overcome human biological limita-
tions. It asserts that we are no longer the passive subject of natural evolution because we are capable of becom-
ing, and we should endeavor to become, the masters of our own evolution. Its ultimate goal is human immortal-
ity through the use of highly advance human technology. And for good reasons, this horrifies many of us. 

Imagine the havoc which a rebellious, irresponsible, violent, and immortal human could do to his Universe.  
The exponential rate of advancement of our science and technology become alarming and disturbing because 

it is widely believed that for every new scientific discovery and for every introduction of new technology, the 
gulf between the states of our technological maturity and moral adolescence widens. And the gulf is widening in 
a very fast and confusing pace. We are like intolerant, impulsive, hotheaded, thrill-seeking and immature ado-
lescents who were given guns and bombs, with ever increasing power, to play with. 

Many thoughtful people have concluded that Mankind must be stopped from its dangerous craving for tech-
nological power. 

However, is it really the time to exorcise, or to tamper, the demon of discovery? 
Unlike many people during his time who witnessed the horrors of the unleashing of Atomic weapons on Hi-

roshima and Nagasaki, Teilhard de Chardin, a Jesuit priest and a scientist, saw something especial in mankind 
trying to cross the realm of the gods. Where others saw horrors, Teilhard saw the expression of human evolution 
in a brand new dimension: humanity is entering a peculiarly critical phase of super-humanization, we are evolv- 
ing into a global mind.  

All the chaotic processes of inventions and innovations which never fail to baffle most of us are transformed 
into a meaningful whole under the radical Philosophy of Teilhard: they become the manifestations of an increa-
singly rapid growth in the human world of the forces of collectivization, the “super arrangement”, or the mega- 
synthesis. 

There is, I think, no other age but ours, which urgently needs an ethical framework, system, or philosophy, 
that could guide us in our quest for technological advancements—whether it is always, never, or contextually 
right or wrong to invent and implement technological innovations. Here, the Philosophy of Teilhard de Chardin 
offers an interesting and refreshing alternative to other mainstream and pessimistic views on Science and Tech-
nology, that as students of Philosophy, we should endeavor to explore.  

This paper argues that: 
1) The philosophical underpinning of a transhumanist’s “human-sponsored variant of evolution” (i.e. evolu-

tion towards convergence of biological and nonbiological intelligence) finds support and meaning within Teil-
hard’s theory of evolution (i.e. evolution towards consciousness), however— 

2) Teilhard’s theory of evolution could well show the absurdity of transhumanist ultimate ideal of human 
immortality.  



A. C. Articulo   
 

 
520 

2. Evolution of Consciousness 
Teilhard’s theory is deceptively simple: it revolves around the idea of an evolutionary progression towards 
greater and greater consciousness, until it reaches an ultimate stage which he called the Omega Point.  

In The Phenomenon of Man (recently, retranslated as The Human Phenomenon), Teilhard provided two equa-
tions, which according to him, have been gradually formulating themselves from the moment he began situating 
the phenomenon of man in the world1: 

Evolution = Rise of consciousness; 
Rise of consciousness = Union effected. 
For Teilhard, Matter and consciousness are the two subjects of evolution. Matter is the edifice, the cradle of 

consciousness—and consciousness becomes more perfected as it finds a richer and better organized material 
structure.  

As such, Teilhard calls matter and consciousness, the “Without” and “Within” respectively, which are held 
together by one single, universal energy2. Evolution is the steady increase in the “Within” through the growing 
complexity of “Without”, through a number of successive stages3. Teilhard follows the evolutionist understand-
ing of an evolutionary progression from inanimate matter (i.e. atoms and molecules) through primitive life and 
invertebrates to fish, amphibia, reptiles, mammals, then, man, and finally the Omega point4. 

However, it must be stressed that for Teilhard, it is with the coming of man where the first significant thre-
shold is crossed―because for the first time in the long story of evolution matter becomes a thinking, self-con- 
scious entity. With the appearance of man, thought or mind, appears. Man, the child of progress, the youngest in 
the evolutionary tree, stands apart from other animals, for he rises no longer merely to know, but to know that he 
knows5. In other words, from the coming of Man, biological evolution not only rebounds but it rebounds reflec-
tively upon itself. In Man evolution is interiorized and made purposeful. In man, the spiritualization of matter 
began. 

What is in man which is the sign and measure of his reflective powers, the crowning glory of evolution? The 
key concept here is “celebralization”: the “cephalization” of organisms. The more the nervous system develops 
the more conscious the living entity becomes6. In Future of Mankind, Teilhard writes: 

“While accepting the undeniable fact of the general evolution of Life in the course of time, many biologists 
still maintain that these changes take place without following any defined course, in any direction and at 
random. This contention, disastrous to any idea of progress, is refuted, in my view, by the tremendous fact 
of the continuing ‘cerebralization’ of living creatures. Research shows that from the lowest to the highest 
level of the organic world there is a persistent and clearly defined thrust of animal forms towards species 
with more sensitive and elaborate nervous systems···”7 

From the ceaseless noises of his brain arose the stone tools, the discovery and taming of the fire, the writing 
of the Bible, the discovery of evolution, the Atomic Bomb, the invention of the computer and of the internet, the 

 

 

1Teilhard de Chardin. (1975). The Phenomenon of Man. Harper & Row, publish. New York. p. 243. 
2Speaking about this universal energy operating in the world, Teilhard said that it is psychic in nature―however, in each particular element 
it is divided into two distinct component: a tangential energy which links the element with all others of the same order, and a radial energy 
which draws it towards ever greater complexity and centricity―in other words, forwards. In Chapter 3 of Phenomenon of Man, Teilhard 
equates “psychic energy” with “radial” energy which operates beneath and within the mechanical or “tangential” energy. The boiling and 
the eventual bursting of psychic energy is the reason for the “explosion” of Life upon the early earth―which culminated into the coming of 
Man. 
3And therefore, Spiritual perfection (greater consciousness, or conscious “centreity”) and material synthesis (or complexity) are but the two 
aspects or connected parts of one and same phenomenon. See The Phenomenon of Man, p. 60; See also Teilhard’s The Future of Mankind. 
(1959). Harper & Row, New York and Evanston. Chapter 3.  
4So pre-living entities are ordered on Earth in the lithosphere, the hydrosphere, and the atmosphere. Organic beings make up the biosphere, 
and thinking entities (which in Teilhard’s system solely means man) the noosphere. The Omega point, or the Mega-Synthesis is the final 
stage of evolution where humans are united in a single Divine Christ-consciousness. 
5The Future of Mankind, Ch. 10, Part I. 
6Here, I was constrained to ignore the contemporary debates in Anglo-American analytic philosophy regarding the meaning and nature of 
consciousness in order to explore fully the implications of the Chardinian concept of consciousness to the transhumanist’s vision of human- 
machine convergence. It must be noted however that the scientific and philosophical study of the human consciousness in the modern time 
has resulted into refined approaches, which include mysterianism, dualism, representationalism, higher-order monitoring theory, and the 
self-representational theory. For a good survey of the modern theories of consciousness, see Kriegel, U. (2007). Theories of Consciousness, 
in Cambridge Handbook of Consciousness, Moscovitch, M., Thomspon, E. and P.D. Zelato (eds.). Cambridge University Press. 
7The Future of Mankind, Ch. 4, Part 1 [4]. 
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exploration of the moon, genetic engineering, robotics, nanotechnology, the list is long and every day it’s getting 
longer8. In other words, the employment of man’s reflective powers has set into motion the evolution of his 
“exteriorized”, nonbiological creation: his tools, his machines, his technology. 

Man, one of the frailest in the animal kingdom, with his technology, has emerged to be the sole child of the 
Earth that enjoys tremendous mechanical competence. While successfully extending, increasing, and heighten-
ing man’s mechanical efficiency, his tools, in the words of Teilhard, have also continuously liberated his thought 
of the trammels which hinder its progress9. 

However, the human brain has reached the limits of its growing complexities at the stage of Homo Sapiens 
(around 500,000 years ago)10―did evolution of matter towards greater consciousness stop with it? For Teilhard, 
it did not. He points to the heightening organo-psychic development of man (i.e. the process of socialization) 
which began 30,000 years ago, as an indication that evolution marches on11. The process of super-molecular- 
zation on the planet proceeded even when Matter attained in Homo sapiens its maximum of centro-complexity 
on Earth. The Individual man is evolving into the Collective Man. 

Man, according to Teilhard, is at present time entering a peculiarly critical phase of super-humanization: the 
increasingly rapid growth in the human world of the forces of collectivization, the “super arrangement”, or the 
mega-synthesis. In the Phenomenon of Man, Teilhard declares: 

“The age of industry; the age of oil, electricity and the atom; the age of the machine, of huge collectivities 
and of science―the future will decide what is the best name to describe the era we are entering. The word 
matters little. What does matter is that we should be told that, at the cost of what we are enduring, life is 
taking a step, and a decisive step, in us and in our environment… To us, in our brief span of life, falls the 
honour and good fortune of coinciding with a critical change of the noosphere.”12 

Humans, dwarfed by the Copernican revolution, but enlarged by Teilhard, are, in the literal (or biological) de-
finition of the term, in the verge of creating the Noosphere―the thinking layer of the Earth. 

3. The Noosphere and the Cyberspace 
In the Phenomenon of Man, Teilhard described his now famous concept of the Noosphereas follows: 

“The idea is that of the earth not only becoming covered by myriads of grains of thought, but becoming en-
closed in a single thinking envelope so as to form, functionally, no more than a single vast grain of thought 
on the sidereal scale, the plurality of individual reflections grouping themselves together and reinforcing 
one another in the act of a single unanimous reflection.”13 

Unlike the contemporaries of Teilhard in 1940’s when satellite communications still dwell in the realm of 
science fiction, the 21st century readers could easily identify the Noosphere with the idea of a “cyberspace”, a 
term used by the computer press in reference to that mystical field of inter-connecting computer pathways 
wherein all of the exchanges are made. As the cyberspace is as real as the physical space, in the same manner, 
the Noosphere, for Teilhard, is real and not just a poetic image: 

“The first thing to give us pause, as we survey the progress of human collectivization, is what I would call 
the inexorable nature of a phenomenon which arises directly and automatically out of the conjunction of 
two factors, both of a structural kind: first, the confined surface of the globe, and secondly, the incessant 
multiplication, within this restricted space, of human units endowed by ever-improving means of commu-

 

 

8It is a well-known fact that humans are not alone in their use or even creation of tools―for instance, orangutans in Sumatra’s Suaq Ba-
limbing swamp make tools out of long sticks to break open termite nests, the leaf-cutter ant mixes dry leaves with its saliva to create a paste, 
etc.―however, human technology is different for it goes beyond the mere fashioning and use of tools because it involves a record of tool 
making and a progression of its sophistication, in other words, innovation. 
9The Future of Man. Ch. 10, Part 1. [2-c]. 
10Teilhard noted in The Future of Mankind that the human brain may still be biologically evolving in ways our current means of measure-
ment can not, at least in the present time, physically detect. See Chapter 4, Part I [6].  
11The cave-dwelling man and the modern man may not differ in terms of the structure of their brains. But what marks them apart, according 
to Teilhard, is the complexity of their social organization, in other words, their state of concentration. The birth of the tribes, of the empires, 
and of the modern states is therefore the offspring of the great movement of evolution towards socialization or collectivization. See The Fu-
ture of Mankind, Ch. 4, Part I [6]. 
12The Phenomenon of Man, p. 243. 
13Ibid., p. 251. 
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nication with a rapidly increasing scope for action; to which may be added the fact that their advanced 
psychic development makes them preeminently capable of influencing and inter-penetrating one another14. 
[Emphasis supplied]. 

Man, as previously noted, is one of the frailest in the animal kingdom, but he gained tremendous strength 
from his conscious effort of drawing close to his kind, of communicating, and finally of uniting. The birth of the 
tribes, of the city-states, of empires, of the modern states, and the emergence of international organizations in the 
20th century, stand witness of our predilection of communicating and of uniting. And it is hardly debatable that 
this desire of coming together is heightened, and the means accelerated, by our technology.  

Even when the mechanical apparatus of the Noosphere was still young during his time, Teilhard has fully ap-
preciated the role which machines play in the future deployment of the Noosphere. Teilhard, in The Phenomenon 
of Man, writes: 

“Through the discovery yesterday of the railway, the motor car and the aeroplane, the physical influence of 
each man, formerly restricted to a few miles, now extends to hundreds of leagues or more. Better still: 
thanks to the prodigious biological event represented by the discovery of electro-magnetic waves, each in-
dividual finds himself henceforth (actively and passively) simultaneously present, over land and sea, in 
every corner of the earth.”15  

And in the Future of Man, Teilhard points to the early radio and television technology, which is only capable 
at that time of providing for local coverage (i.e. covering only a few square miles), and the computer, the full 
potential of which still resides in the theoretical realms in the early 40’s16: 

“I am thinking, of course, in the first place of the extraordinary network of radio and television communi-
cations which, perhaps anticipating the direct inter-communication of brains through the mysterious power 
of telepathy, already link us all in a sort of ‘etherized’ universal consciousness. But I am also thinking of 
the insidious growth of those astonishing electronic computers which, pulsating with signals at the rate of 
hundreds of thousands a second, not only relieve our brains of tedious and exhausting work but, because 
they enhance the essential (and too little noted) factor of ‘speed of thought’, are also paving the way for a 
revolution in the sphere of research…”17 

Today, man has in his disposal an array of highly advanced communication and transportation technologies, 
which are rapidly shrinking the world as they continuously evolve to be more efficient, fast, and powerful. 

The 21st century man, through his machines―most especially the computer―has already assembled a truly 
global network of relations, activities, and concerns in the spheres of trade, politics, accumulation and exchange 
of knowledge, and cooperative research, whose present forms the man of the 40’s may not even imagine to be 
possible.  

4. Technology and the Convergence of Hearts 
Central to the thesis of Teilhard is his concept of convergence. The chaos which usually characterize the inde-
pendent achievements and activities of man, for Teilhard, should be seen as phenomena that occurs and move, in 
its entirety, towards union or uniformity. It is like the coordinated movement of the two eyes so that the image of 
a single point is formed on corresponding retinal areas. 

Convergence, according to Teilhard, does not manifest itself explicitly, but may be seen as an overall effect of 
multifarious and interdependent causes. 

Let us consider some of the various manifestations of convergence or, what Teilhard sometimes refer to as 
“collectivization”. 

We begin with Education as we know it today. No individual knows more than a tiny fraction of the sum of 
human knowledge, and each scholar is dependent not only for his education but for all his subsequent work on 

 

 

14The Future of Mankind, Ch. 6, Part III. 
15The Phenomenon of Man, p. 240. 
16The most advanced computer during Teilhard’s time was the Electromechanical (Relay Based) Computers (Zuse 3). This evolved into the 
vacuum-tube-based computers of the 1950s, then to the transistor-based machines of the 1960s, and to all of the generations of integrated 
circuits of the past four decades. Computers today are a lot much smaller but about one hundred million times more powerful than they were 
a half century ago.  
17The Future of Mankind, Ch. 6, Part III. 
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the traditions and resources which are the collective possession of an entire international society composed of 
the living and the dead.  

In the past, he relies on the limited number of books and journals shelved in the corners of a local or universi-
ty library, now, he could access a global library of information and resources in a blink of an eye anytime, any-
where, via the “Cyberspace”. Just as Earth once covered itself with a film of interdependent living organisms 
which we call the biosphere, so mankind’s combined achievements in our present age are forming a global net-
work of collective mind. Human knowledge and information, the product of man’s reflective power, becomes 
more “Noospheric” than ever before.  

Next, consider how our world adopts the invention and introduction of new discoveries, leading to their ex-
ponential, or accelerating development. Teilhard has described it well in The Future of Man, that we could 
present his discussion here without leaving our experience of our 21st century technology:  

“Every new tool conceived in the course of history, although it may have been invented in the first place by 
an individual, has rapidly become the instrument of all men; and not merely by being passed from hand to 
hand, spreading from one man to his neighbor, but by being adopted corporatively by all men together. 
What started as an individual creation has been immediately and automatically transformed into a global, 
quasi-autonomous possession of the entire mass of men. We see this from prehistoric times, and we see it 
with a vivid clarity in the present era of industrial explosion.”18 

Think of the automobile, or the television, or the personal computers or cellular phones, or software like the 
Windows 7―anything―what does it show us? Accelerating adoption of technology and innovation, which leads 
to its exponential development and evolution. Note that the progress of technology in the nineteenth century, 
greatly exceeded all the technological progress since the appearance of the Homo sapiens19. But the continued 
exponential growth of technology in the first two decades of the twentieth century matched that of the entire ni-
neteenth century. In the 21st century, we have major transformations in just a few years’ time. As one of many 
examples, the latest revolution in communications―the World Wide Web―didn’t exist just a few years ago20. 
This worldwide reception of a tool or a method invented or developed usually by one man, or one group of men, 
clearly demonstrates a “Noospheric” adoption. 

Now, consider the growth of our collective consciousness. With global coverage of television networks, which 
is made possible by the discovery of geosynchronus satellite communications technology21, and the widespread 
connection of people around the world in the Internet, a worldwide feeling of responsibility, at least an interest 
for things that happen elsewhere on this globe, now becomes too apparent among humans to be ignored. Our 
rising awareness and concerns for environmental protection; the millions of Catholic faithful around the world 
who grieved for the death of Pope John Paul II and who patiently waited for the Habemus Papam pronounce-
ment in 2005; the collective response of the world after the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, and in the out-
pouring of sympathy for the victims of the Asian tsunami disaster of 2005, and the worldwide condemnation of 
Israel for its attacje on Gaza in 2008, among many others, clearly demonstrates a “Noospheric” reaction.  

Note that these three trends of growing collectivity perfectly follow the requirement of Teilhard that a genuine 
convergence is not a convergence of merely minds or bodies―but of hearts, a point he fervently made in almost 
all of his works22. Our desire for more being and meaning, the ever-growing thirst for greater knowledge, and 
the tremendous power of our technology to connect and unite people―are gradually making our age “noospher-
ic”.  

Assuming we don’t misuse our technology and blow ourselves to kingdom come, the perfection, at least of 
the material support, of the Noosphereis within reach in few decades as guaranteed by the Law of Accelerating 

 

 

18The Future of Mankind, Ch. 10. Part 1. 
19With the building of canals and great ships, the advent of paved roads, the spread of the railroad, the development of the telegraph, and the 
invention of photography, the bicycle, sewing machine, typewriter, telephone, phonograph, motion picture, automobile, and of course Tho-
mas Edison’s light bulb. 
20Kurzweil, R. (1999). The Age of Spiritual Machines: When Machine Intelligence Exceeds Human Intelligence. London: Penguin Book, Ltd  
p. 8.  
21The idea of a geosynchronus satellite communication system was first proposed in 1944 by Sir Arthur C. Clarke, a Physicist, Space visio-
nary, and Science fiction writer (His popular works include 2001: A Space Odyssey; Childhood’s End; and Fountain of Paradise). The 
22,000 miles orbit where our satellites dwell is named “Clarke’s Orbit” in his honor. 
22A point that he made fervently in Phenomenology of Man: men united by love, or sympathy, in other words, a union without losing indi-
viduality. See The Phenomenon of Man, pp. 257-267; The Future of Mankind, Ch. 6, Part III. 
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Returns―a law of evolutionary processes that the scientific community is now starting to recognize, and to 
which we must now explore23. 

5. The Law of Accelerating Returns and the Coming of Human-Machine  
Convergence 

The Law of Accelerating Returns describes evolution (like biological and technological evolutions) as a process 
that builds on its own increasing order (“order” here means how well the information fits a purpose). As the or-
der increases, time speeds up, and as order and time speed up, the returns (that is, the valuable products of the 
process) accelerate. Evolution applies positive feedback in that the more capable methods resulting from one 
stage of evolutionary progress are used to create the next stage. An evolutionary processes therefore, assuming 
that it is not wholly wiped out, will accelerate exponentially through time.  

As applied to the evolution of technology, the Law of Accelerating Returns states that as order exponentially 
increases, the time interval between salient technological development grows shorter as time passes24. For ex-
ample, the time invested for the invention of the first generation of technology X (say, developed for 16 years) 
will allow for the development of a more powerful second generation of technology X (now only for 4 years), 
and for succeeding generations of the same technology (for 2 years) with increasing power. The windfall of this 
is the speeding up of other technologies that make use of the already exponentially developing technology (e.g. 
research on genetic engineering or robotics via super computers). With more powerful computers and related 
technology, we have the tools and the knowledge to design yet more powerful computers and related technology, 
and to do so more quickly. There are a great many examples of the exponential growth implied by the law of 
accelerating returns in technologies as varied as DNA sequencing, communication speeds, electronics of all 
kinds, and most especially in the rapidly shrinking size of technology.  

And so, just like the exponential growth of the evolution of life, which builds on its past achievements as en-
coded in the DNA, the technological evolutionary process accelerates because it also builds on its past achieve-
ments (encoded in the collective knowledge base of mankind, the genetic code for the evolving technology), 
which includes improvements in its own means for further evolution.  

Our researchers have already exhaustively mapped the physical regions of the human brain (and are increa-
singly demystifying the mind), decoded the human DNA (and are preparing to tinker it), we are making our 
machines exceed the computational speed of our own brains, we make interactive robots to look, speak, and act 
like us, we are now in the level of manipulating atoms, and we have started to build complex atomic artifacts, 
and we are introducing, replacing, and converging powerful machines with our bodies. 

The interplay and myriad synergies of 21st century technology, the intense human drama of innovation and 
competition, all these chaotic processes, never fail to baffle most of us. But in Teilhard they could be trans-
formed into a meaningful whole: we are building a global mind. 

“From west to east, evolution is henceforth occupied elsewhere, in a richer and more complex domain, 
constructing, with all minds joined together, mind. Beyond all nations and races, the inevitable taking-as-a- 
whole of mankind has already begun. We can envisage a world whose constantly increasing ‘leisure’ and 
heightened interest would find their vital issue in fathoming everything, trying everything, extending eve-
rything.”25 [emphasis supplied]. 

 

 

23First proposed by Ray Kurzweil in his book “The Age of Spiritual Machines” (1999). The exponential trend of the evolution of machines is 
also noted by Hans Moravec in “Mind Children: The Future of Robot and Human Intelligence” (1988), Bill Joy in “Why the Future Does not 
Need Us” (2002), Arthur Clarke in “The Profiles of the Future” (1962, 1973; 2000), and even Alvin Toffler in “Future Shock” (1972) and 
“The Third Wave” (1980), among many others. 
24As applied to biological evolution, Kurzweil explains that as order (which for Darwin, is survival, and for Teilhard, greater consciousness) 
increases, the time interval between biological developments grows shorter as time passes. While evolution took billions of years to design 
the first primitive cells, when evolution invented the DNA to record the result of the “trial and error”, or, in the words of Teilhard, “groping” 
made by Life, salient events then began occurring in hundreds of millions of years, a distinct quickening of the pace. The establishment of 
basic body plans of modern animals in the “Cambrian explosion”, about 570 million years ago, allowed evolution to concentrate on higher- 
level features such as expanded brain function. When some calamity finished off the dinosaurs 65 million years ago, mammals inherited the 
Earth. With the emergence of the primates, progress was then measured in mere tens of millions of years. Humanoids emerged 15 million 
years ago, distinguished by walking on their hind legs. Only around 500,000 years ago, Homo sapiens, our own species, emerged with larger 
brains, particularly in the area of the highly convoluted cortex responsible for rational thought. See Ray Kurweil, The Age of Spiritual Ma-
chines, Ch. 1 and his article, The Law of Accelerating Returns, the electronic version of the article could be downloaded at  
http://www.kurzweilai.net. 
25The Phenomenology of Man, p. 278. 

http://www.kurzweilai.net/


A. C. Articulo 
 

 
525 

The exponential growth of human technology presses forward man into thirsting to know more, to do more, to 
transform every matter he touches, and in the process, transforming himself:  

“All the increasing degree, in which present-day thought and activity are influenced by the passion for dis-
covery; the progressive replacement of the workshop by the laboratory, of production by research, of the desire 
for well-being by the desire for more-being points to the growth in our souls of a great impulse towards su-
per-evolution.”26 

For the eyes of someone imaginative enough to see where the heightened interest of man in trying everything, 
coupled with the exponential rate of the evolution of his technological capability, is headed, one will notice that 
human evolution is moving in a very different direction than that for the Universe from which it emerges: the 
enhancement of human consciousness through a technology-assisted enhancement of its biological vessel. The 
skeptics call it rubbish, the transhumanists call it convergence, but for those who define the homo sapiens purely 
in biological terms and who understand the profound implication, they call it extinction. 

6. Teilhard and the Transhumanist Concept of Biological Perfection 
When one seriously confronts the transhumanist ideal of Biological Perfection via human-machine convergence, 
two dominant reaction, which seems to present themselves in successive stages, usually emerge: the first, and 
the most popular, is outright denial―“man’s technical capability will never reach the necessary level of sophis-
tication to bring about the human―machine convergence”, then comes horror and repugnance―“human-ma- 
chine convergence is not only dehumanizing, but a threat to the survival of the human species.”27 

However, within the framework of Teilhard, one gets another, and refreshing view—hope: that they bestow 
man with more being (not only well-being) and more unity (not isolation), hope that all these technological ad-
vances that inevitably lead to the convergence of human and machine intelligence completes the material, even 
the cerebral, support of a genuine sphere of collective thought28. Surely, this requires a lot of explaining. 

Recall the three specific cases we presented earlier concerning the advances we made in the 21st century in 
realizing the material apparatus of the Noosphere (i.e. “noospheric” knowledge base, “noospheric” adoption of 
technology, and “noospheric” reaction). Now consider this thought experiment:  

If technology, specifically the cyberspace and or the global satellite networks, connect people around the 
world simultaneously, and if technology, specifically the computer, mediates that global connection instanta-
neously, what happens if the computer is integrated in the human brain? 

If this convergence is made possible, the combination of human reflective powers with a computer’s inherent 
superiority in the speed, accuracy, and sharing ability of its memory will be formidable. As the humanbrain will 
be enhanced a million-fold, so is the human consciousness and intelligence.  

But here, we may ask, how real is this human-machine convergence? The popular skepticism that men will 
never achieve the necessary technical ability to converge human and machine intelligence is usually met in the 
past, like in the time of Teilhard, with the too optimistic and wild extrapolations of our growing technical exper-
tise. In our present age, it finds its firm empirical support. The technology required, it is true, is very complex, 
but the fact is―it’s already here with us today―one only needs to survey the current developments in the field 
of brain prosthetics.  

The accumulated data from the many decades of research in the cognitive sciences (most especially the re-
search in neural recording and decoding), biotechonlogy, and Artificial Intelligence (A.I.), has found its decisive 
synthesis in the technical progress of Brain-Computer Interface (BCI) technology, now on its full-blown labor-

 

 

26The Future of Man, Ch. 6, Part III. 
27Read Bill Joy, “Why The Future Does Not Need Us”, Wired Magazine, Issue 8.04, copy available in the internet,  
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/8.04/. See also Francis Fukuyama, Posthuman Future: Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution 
(2002); and his article, “Transhumanism” in Foreign Policy September-October 2004 issue, copy available in the internet:  
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/story/cms.php?story_id=2667 See Brin, D. Singularities and Nightmare in Nanotechnology Perceptions: A 
Review of Ultraprecision Engineering and Nanotechnology, Volume 2, No. 1, March 27 2006,  
http://www.kurzweilai.net/meme/frame.html?main=/articles/art0656.html [last accessed July 8, 2014: 4:00 pm]. 
28It is interesting to note here that Teilhard has described the Noosphere as a “stupendous” thinking machine: “Research, which until yes-
terday was a luxury pursuit, is in process of becoming a major, indeed the principal, function of humanity. As to the significance of this 
great event, I for my part can see only one way to account for it… As in the case of all the organisms preceding it, but on an immense scale, 
humanity is in process of “cerebralizing” itself… The Noosphere, in short, is a stupendous thinking machine.” See The Future of Mankind, 
Ch. 6, Part IV, [c]. 
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atory development in many competing research centers around the world29. 
On the morning of June 22, 2004, a Foxborough, Massachusetts-based company called Cyberkinetics offi-

cially began the most radical version of BCI to date―it seeks to prove that human brain-computer interfaces are 
possible and they can return function to people paralyzed by injury or disease. The fully functional system used 
in the conrtroversial clinical trial, was called Brain Gate, and one of the five human subjects was Matthew 
Nagle, 25, a C4 quadriplegic, paralyzed from the neck down30. 

The following is the account of what happened when Nagel began using Braingate: 

“As Nagle performed specific actions in his mind’s eye―move arm left, move arm up―the electrodes 
picked up the patterns of nearby neuron groups. Then Brain Gate amplified and recorded the corresponding 
electrical activity. Over dozens of trials the computer built a filter that associated specific neural patterns 
with certain movements. Later, when Nagle again mentally pictured the motions, the computer translated 
the signals to guide a cursor. … What are you thinking about when you move the cursor? I asked. ‘For a 
while I was thinking about moving the mouse with my hand,’ Nagle replied. ‘Now, I just imagine moving 
the cursor from place to place.’ In other words, Nagle’s brain has assimilated the system. The cursor is as 
much a part of his self as his arms and legs were.”31 

Today, Nagel plays Pong, draw with a cursor, operate a TV, open email, and can open and close a prosthetic 
hand just by thinking about it32. Once you can control a computer cursor using your thought alone, anything 
could be made possible: from drawing circles in the computer monitor to lending a “voice” to a mute to allowing 
a quadriplegic to control his limbs. As Gerhard Friehs, the neurosurgeon who implanted Nagle’s device claimed, 
with enough computational power, everything else is just engineering33. Last June 6, 2006, Cyberkinetics an-
nounced the commencement of the commercialization of the Braingate technology for disabled people, and its 
other product, Neuroport. 

As applied to physically abled people, will they ever like the idea of bringing along a refrigerator-sized ma-
chine with red, yellow and white cables directly plucked to their brain? Part of the answer is miniurization: the 
process of shrinking the size of our technology, and at the same time making it powerful34. The thick coaxial ca-
ble and the refrigerator-sized machine involved in the Braingate system, in due time, is expected to shrink in 
more comfortable sizes that the entire system will ultimately appear merely as a nonbiological part of the scalp. 
The other part of the answer is non-evasive Brain-Computer Interfaces, which like the Braingate, are also under 

 

 

29For a good survey of the current developments in BCI research, read Aileen Constans, Mind Over Machines: Brain-Machine Interfaces 
Help Locked-In Patients Communicate And Quadriplegics Control Their World. See  
http://www.bioethics.upenn.edu/nubc/speakers/surgenor_mindovermachine.pdf 
30Here is the summary of the event when “science fiction” was turned into reality: Nagle’s skull was oppened using a high-speed drill called 
a craniotome and using a number 15 scalpel, the protective membranes that surround his brain was carefully sliced through. Magnetic re-
sonance imaging allowed the plotting in advance the region on Nagle’s motor cortex most likely to provide readable arm-movement signals 
to the BrainGate. Using a small pneumatic inserter, the tiny array―100 electrodes, each just 1 millimeter long and 90 microns across at its 
base―was tapped in. Nagle’s skull was closed with titanium screws, leaving a tiny hole. Through that gold wires threaded from the array to 
an external pedestal connector attached to his skull. In the evening of that fateful day, Nagle’s metamorphosis was complete: he was now 
part biological, and part silicon, platinum, and titanium. A bundle of wires as thick as a coaxial cable runs from a connector in Nagle’s scalp 
to a refrigerator-sized machine. Inside his brain, a tiny array of microelectrodes picks up the cacophony of his neural activity; computer 
processors recognize the patterns associated with arm motions and translate them into signals that couild be understood by the computer. For 
a fuller description of the event, and interviews of people involved in Braingate’s clinical trial, see Martin, Richard. Mind Control. WIRED 
Magazine. Issue 13.03 - March 2005. Electronic copy of the article available for download at  
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/13.03/ See also W. Wu, Michael J. Black, Yun Gao, ElieBienenstock, M. Serruya, A. Shaikhouni, John 
P. Donoghue: Neural Decoding of Cursor Motion Using a Kalman Filter. NIPS 2002: 117-124. 
31Ibid. 
32Ibid., about the opening and closing of the prosthetic hand, this was reported in CNN on February 3, 2006. See transcript of the program at 
http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0602/03/ltm.03.html [last accessed July 22, 2014, 2:30pm]. 
33As part of its future development, Cyberkinetics plans to hook Brain Gate to stimulators that can activate muscle tissue, bypassing a dam-
aged nervous system entirely. See CNN’s special report, dated March 2, 2006, Brain chip research aims for future movement at  
http://www.cnn.com/2006/TECH/02/22/brain.gate/index.html [last accessed July 22, 2014, 2:30 pm]. Visit the official website of Cyberki-
netics and learn more about the Braingate technology at http://www.cyberkineticsinc.com/content/medicalproducts/braingate.jsp. [last ac-
cessed July 22, 2014, 2:30 pm] Other future applications of this technology are also discussed there. 
34I think the best example to illustrate the exponential capability of man in shrinking the sizes of his technology is the shrinking size of the 
transistor. Consumer Electronics Manufacturers Association reports that Intel’s computer chip in 1972 contains 3500 transistors. In 1982, it 
becomes 134,000; in 1993 the chip contains 3,100,000 transistors; in 1997, it already contains 7,500,000; by 2000, intel’s microchip already 
constains over 10,000,000. With the maturity of Nanotechnology in the next decade, we will be seeing nanotube-based chips, which are al-
ready working in laboratories, that build circuits from pentagonal arrays of carbon atoms. One cubic inch of nanotube circuitry would be a 
million times more powerful than the human brain. 

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/13.03/
http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0602/03/ltm.03.html
http://www.cnn.com/2006/TECH/02/22/brain.gate/index.html
http://www.cyberkineticsinc.com/content/medicalproducts/braingate.jsp


A. C. Articulo 
 

 
527 

development. To cite two recent examples, a team of Austrian researchers taught a quadriplegic patient to open 
and close a prosthetic hand using an electrode-studded skullcap that picked up electroencephalograms, waves of 
electricity generated by the entire brain35. And on December of 2004, researchers at the Wads worth Center in 
Albany, New York, reported that a patient was able to move a cursor around on a monitor using externally de-
tected signals―no implant36. 

Now that the breakthrough was done, the rest are mere refinement: perfecting the best method that gives the 
power and clarity one needs to transform the noisy signal of the neurons into something computers can under-
stand and help translate into physical action. The people who question whether brain-computer interface will re-
ally work, fails to realize how much has already been done37. 

Reflecting on all the explosive developments in Science and Technology, most particularly in brain prosthesis 
and brain-computer interface, I am reminded of Teilhard’s idea of telepathy, the direct inter-communication of 
brains and our link in a sort of “etherized” universal consciousness38. 

The Law of Accelerating Returns dictates that BCI will end up allowing man to demonstrate this power― 
thereby removing telepathy from the realm of mysticism. Once done, the language barrier among the peoples of 
our world would be bridged, and empathy with others would be enhanced as experience may, literally, be shared. 

The possibility of a brain-to-brain communications, now being considered in BCI research, points to the di-
rection that far from feeling horror and repugnance, Teilhard might have welcomed this, and other similar tech-
nical progress, with the unfailing hope and optimism. Because for Teilhard, regardless of how extreme our 
projects might be, the measure of its acceptability is the acceptability of the justification we present for its ex-
ecution. And for Teilhard, there is no other acceptable justification than that it must fulfill the functional needs of 
reflective action39. In short, for the furtherance of collective consciousness. 

In so far as Transhumanist concept of biological perfection necessarily leads to greater collective conscious-
ness, Transhumanism, on this fundamental point, finds support in the Philosophy of Teilhard de Chardin. 

7. Teilhard and the Specter of Spiritual Machines 
The fast-growing gulf between technical and moral progress in the world today, causes alarm to many people 
that there is now a growing demand for either relinquishment of certain areas of technology, or abandoning 
technological developments altogether40. 

But Teilhard, if he were still with us today, would have not joined the chorus. For in his time, he has already 
seen this maelstrom coming, and has penetrated its significance: 

“In its early forms human inventive power, as we still see in children, may be likened to a game. In those 
first manifestations of the power of reflective arrangement, everything appears simple, harmless and even 
beneficent, giving no hint of a moment to come when we can no longer go on playing. But as the pheno-
menon spreads and develops within a Mankind in process of becoming adult, what once looked like a game 
is suddenly found to be deadly earnest. The ‘sorcerer’s apprentice’ by dint of fumbling has laid hands on 
forces of such power that he begins to be afraid of causing some disaster in Nature. And on the other hand, 
finding that by his discoveries he has acquired certain keys to the mastery of the world, he begins to realize 
that if he is to be equal to the situation he is bound, in his role of ‘quasi-demiurge’, to establish principles 

 

 

35Pfurtscheller, G., Flotzinger, D., Mohl W., and Peltoranta, M. Prediction of the side of hand movements from single trial multi-channel 
EEG data using neural networks. Electroencephalogr Clin Neurophysiol 1992b; 82: 313-315. 
36J.R. Wolpaw, D.J. McFarland, Control of a two-dimensional movement signal by a non-invasive brain-computer interface in humans, Proc 
Natl Acad Sci 101: 17849-54. See also Wolpaw, et al., Brain-computer interfaces for communication and control, Clinical Neurophysiology, 
vol. 113, issue 6, June 2002, pages 767-791. 
37Among the groundbreaking developments in BCI research include a demonstration that thought could be send via the internet to control 
robotic arm. Read the December 6, 2000 MIT article of Elizabeth A. Thomson discussing how a monkey, using brain signals sent over In-
ternet, controlled a robotic arm in one of MIT laboratories. Read the article at http://web.mit.edu/newsoffice/2000/monkeys-1206.html [last 
accessed July 22, 2014, 2:30 pm]; Wheelchair steered by brainpower is currently being developed by European researchers see BBC special 
report http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/3089559.stm [last accessed July 22, 2014, 2:30pm]; A video game in which the character is con-
trolled directly from a player’s brain without the need for wires has been developed by researchers read BBC report  
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/3485918.stm [last accessed July 22, 2014, 2:30 pm]. 
38The passage I quoted in the first part of this Section: “I am thinking, of course, in the first place of the extraordinary network of radio and 
television communications which, perhaps anticipating the direct inter-communication of brains through the mysterious power of telepathy, 
already link us all in a sort of ‘etherized’ universal consciousness…” see The Future of Mankind, Ch. 6, Part III. 
39The Future of Mankind, Chapter 13 [3]. 
40See footnote 33. 

http://web.mit.edu/newsoffice/2000/monkeys-1206.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/3089559.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/3485918.stm
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and a faith regarding the future and the value of the task that is henceforth imposed upon him.”41 

For indeed clearly, whatever technological wonders we may seek to build will turn to dust if our brilliance is 
not coupled with conscience and professional integrity, or if our creative temperament is without a rational pur-
pose or goal that it must achieve. But amidst this gap, technological progress must proceed. Because while it is 
true that Man might misuse the awesome power of his technology and promote, with more efficient means, ha-
tred and disunity42, his technological skill will force him into moral maturity. Man, with his godly powers, has 
no other choice but to grow up and act like god:  

“Evolution, in rebounding reflectively upon itself, acquires morality for the purpose of its further advance. In 
yet other terms, and whatever anyone may say, above a certain level, technical progress necessarily and func-
tionally adds moral progress to itself. All this surely proves that the two events are interdependent. In fact, the 
pursuit of human knowledge cannot be carried in concrete terms beyond a certain stage without this power of 
reflective arrangement becoming automatically charged with internal obligations which curb and direct it…”43 

As technology and morality are interdependent, allowing the former to proceed will necessarily makes the 
latter to follow. With the exponential growth of technology, it must be expected that there is a corresponding 
exponential growth of human spirituality. Today, with the expansion of human senses, thanks to his technology, 
moral concerns of the individual are also beginning to expand embracing issues that are planetary in its scale. In 
Teilhard, we see the remarkable application of The Law of Accelerating Returns to moral evolution. 

“Our modern world was created in less than 10,000 years, and in the past 200 years it has changed more than 
in all the preceding millennia. Have we ever thought of what our planet may be like, psychologically, in a mil-
lion years’ time?”44 

In a million years, man will be beyond recognition, both in form and in spirituality: human consciousness may 
finally decide to disgorge its flesh and bones―the edifice it has known when it was young—in exchange for 
metal and plastic.  

However, although Man may extend his existence by attacking the causes of his mortality at the root; or al-
though he may go elsewhere and continue his destiny in some other corner of the firmament of deep space, it 
will just be a matter of time―regardless of its immensity―when human consciousness will finally realize that 
survival in the material universe is irrelevant to events and processes on a cosmological scale. Stars are born and 
die; galaxies go through their cycles of creation and destruction. The Universe itself was born in a big bang and 
will end with a crunch or a whimper, we’re not yet sure which45. The mechanism of the universe is winding up 
or down to a distant future. The Universe will die, and it’s death brings along with it the death of any and all 
immortals it contains. In short, in so far as the Universe is a physical universe, the concept of “immortality” is an 
absurdity. 

Gradually, man, in his ultimate form, will then realize salvation not in the direction of any temporal or spatial 
consolidation or expansion but only by way of spiritual escape through the excess of consciousness.  

“At the end of its totalization, its folding-in upon itself, Mankind reaches a critical level of maturity where, 
leaving Earth and stars to lapse slowly back into the dwindling mass of primordial energy, it will detach itself 
from this material universe and join the one true, irreversible essence of things, the Omega point.”46 

When that day comes, the evolution of man is complete. Man, according to Teilhard, finally unites with God, 
who created and shaped man through evolution, and who patiently waited for the moment when man finally 
arises from the world47. 

 

 

41The Future of Mankind, Ch. 6 [3]. 
42Brain-Computer Interface, unfortunately, can also redefine how mankind wages its future Wars. Here’s how Anthony Tether, the director 
of Darpa, envisioned the military outcome of BCI research: “Imagine 25 years from now where old guys like me put on a pair of glasses or a 
helmet and open our eyes. Somewhere there will be a robot that will open its eyes, and we will be able to see what the robot sees. We will be 
able to remotely look down on a cave and think to ourselves, ‘Let’s go down there and kick some butt.’ And the robots will respond, con-
trolled by our thoughts. Imagine a warrior with the intellect of a human and the immortality of a machine.” See Wired Magazine, Issue 
13.03, March, 2005, http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/13.03/ [last accessed July 22, 2014, 2:30 pm]. 
43The Future of Mankind, Chapter 13 [3]. 
44Ibid. Ch. 4, Part I [7]. Teilhard added, “Here, it is finally the Utopians, not the ‘realists’, who make scientific sense. They at least, though 
their flights of fancy may cause us to smile, have a feeling for the true dimensions of the phenomenon of Man.” 
45What the astronomers call “Dark Era” is one of the two versions of how the whole universe will finally end in 100 trillion years time. As-
tronomers assume that the universe will gradually wither away, provided it keeps on expanding, or it recollapse, in a “Big Crunch”, under 
the pull of its own gravity. 
46The Future of Man, Ch. 6, Part IV. 
47Ibid., Ch. 4, Part II [2]. 

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/13.03/
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8. Conclusion: Towards an Ethics of Technology 
Teilhard’s philosophy does not thread the traditional religious lines describing the human body as a sacred 
sanctuary that must be untouched except in extreme cases. For Teilhard, the human body is a cradle which con-
sciousness must rise above in order to fulfill the next step of the evolutionary process. Man is therefore, not only 
allowed, but tasked to enhance it, or to sublime it, if doing so would further this purpose.  

This paper has shown that for Teilhard, the purpose of evolution is greater consciousness, and those which sa-
tisfy the purpose of evolution are ethical. 

Matter, we have argued in the very beginning of this paper, is the edifice, the cradle of consciousness. Con-
sciousness becomes more perfected as it finds a richer and better organized material structure. Matter can be 
enhanced by human technology, and as such, technology-assisted enhancement of matter satisfies the purpose of 
evolution. Since technology-assisted enhancement of matter satisfies the purpose of evolution, then, technology- 
assisted enhancement of matter is ethical.  

And by matter, we mean the entire human body, including the brain.  
We have emphasized the brain because as Teilhard has clearly and strongly argued, it is the sign and measure 

of consciousness. The more the nervous system develops, the more conscious the living entity becomes. The 
enhancement of the human brain means the enhancement of consciousness. If the purpose of evolution is greater 
consciousness, and if technology-assisted enhancement of the human brain means the enhancement of con-
sciousness, then enhancement of the human brain is ethical. 

The convergence of human reflective powers with inherent superiority in the speed, accuracy, and sharing 
ability of computers provides for the physical possibility of a truly “collective” thought. 

Social ills and havoc wrought by technology are also explained away as necessary cost of mankind’s unstop-
pable or inevitable evolution towards greater consciousness. Reflecting in the age when the fearsome power of 
the atom was first unleashed in the face of the Earth, Teilhard offered this remarkable insight:  

“Thus considered, the fact of the release of nuclear energy, overwhelming and intoxicating though it was, 
began to seem less tremendous. Was it not simply the first act, even a mere prelude, in a series of fantastic 
events which, having afforded us access to the heart of the atom, would lead us on to overthrow, one by one, 
the many other strongholds which science is already besieging? The vitalization of matter by the creation of 
super-molecules.The re-modeling of the human organism by means of hormones. Control of heredity and 
sex by the manipulation of genes and chromosomes… It is thus, step by step, that Man, pursuing the flight 
of his growing aspirations, taught by a first success to be conscious of his power, finds himself impelled to 
look beyond any purely mechanical improvement of the earth’s surface and increase of his external riches, 
and to dwell upon the growth and biological perfection of himself.”48 [Emphasis supplied]. 

BCI and other revolutionary technologies, are just the various means of man in fulfilling his task of con-
sciously accomplishing the goal of evolution. Clearly therefore, human technology in general, far from dehuma-
nizing him, are, for Teilhard, catapulting him to higher heights of consciousness, to greater union with the rest of 
his kind, in short towards planetization, towards totalization. If this is the case, then the entire prospect of the 
coming convergence of biological and non-biological intelligence, are things that must not be feared, but wel-
comed with calm and confidence.  

This premise holds, even in the midst of the “apparently” widening gap between our technical ability and 
moral maturity. Science and Technology must be allowed to proceed, because as we develop scientifically and 
technologically, we are forced to grow up. And as we become more morally matured, we will discover ourselves 
how technology should be used, what technology should be pursued, and what technology is too dangerous that 
it must be abandoned.  

In the Philosophy of Teilhard, the prospect of all these technologies lead to the creation of super-humans or 
immortal-humans is something that must not be feared. Because humans in their ultimate or perfect form will 
realize that physical escape in the coming end of his physical universe will not be possible. Salvation can be 
achieved NOT in the direction of any temporal or spatial consolidation or expansion but only by way of spiritual 
escape… something that his technology can never provide. 

And here, lies the real strength of Teilhard”s philosophy―His philosophy synthesized the best of science and 
religion by providing the former with an ideal to be reached, and the latter with basic factual objective. It tran-

 

 

48Ibid., Chapter 8 [b-c]. 
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scends and gives meaning even to the ultimate transhumanist challenge, that it may truly be considered the phi-
losophy of the future. 
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Abstract 
There have been several development models. Each of these models attempts to identify the caus-
al and explanatory factors that can explain why some societies are developed or underdeveloped, 
or how those that are underdeveloped can (if they can) improve on their wellbeing. Some of these 
models are: modernization model, economic development model, dependency model, human de-
velopment model, and so on. I intend to argue in this paper that most of these development mod-
els, especially the dependency model, are faulty because they sustain irresponsibility, and are 
therefore dehumanizing. In their place, I argue in this paper for the culture-agency model of de-
velopment which is based on the logic that development is the result of human actions. Human ac-
tions are results of human choices. Human choices are results of human valuation systems. Valua-
tion systems are aspects of a people’s culture. Thus, the best development model is one that puts 
the members of every society at the centre of their development process and developmental activ-
ities. Based on my analyses of the Igbo expression that “eziokwu bu ndu” (truth is life) and Paul 
Ricoeur’s idea of narrative-identity, I establish in this paper, a close connection between truth 
(which results from the narrative-identity of/by a people about themselves) and social develop-
ment. I did this with some particular reference to Nigeria. 
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1. Introduction 
There has been an interesting debate about development, and development in Africa. Some of the attempts to 
contribute to this debate were made by: Rodney (1972), Harrison (1985), Nussbaum and Sen (1993), Diamond 
(1997), Agbakoba (1998), Landes (1999), Harrison and Huntington (2000), Sen (2000), Oguejiofor (2001), 
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Nussbaum (2001), Mkandawire (2001), Agbakoba (2003), Njoku (2004), Sachs (2005), Diamond (2005), Willis 
(2005), Meredith (2006), Meyns and Musamba (2010), Drèze and Sen (2013), and so on. These and so many 
others have paid attention to issues about what development means, why some societies are more developed 
than others, whether less-developed states can catch-up with more developed states; if such catch-up is possible, 
what development model or strategy should be employed both to understand the differences in the developmen-
tal state of countries and to enable less-developed countries do better.  

In the course of this debate, there have also been several changes in the conceptions of what development is, 
and what parameters are more suitable for the assessment of the developmental level of countries. There was the 
1950s general conception of development as modernization. There was also the 1960s and 1970s conception of 
development as economic progress. In the 1980s and 1990s, there emerged the concept of not just development, 
but human development. The reason for this addition of a qualifier was that some authors, following the United 
Nations, argued that the major factor in the measurement of development index (namely, GNP per capita) leaves 
so many other important factors and development indicators unaccounted for. The Central European University 
(2012) explained more about the conception of development as human development. It recalled that two decades 
ago (that is, in 1990), the first Global Human Development Report gave birth to a new concept of development, 
namely, the human development concept. This concept of development aimed on people, and this is how it dif-
fered from earlier conceptions of development. To provide yet further clarifications on this concept, Andrey 
Ivanov (n.d) noted that the message of this conception of development is clear: people are the objective, not the 
means of development; money is a means, and not an end in itself; meeting basic needs for goods and services is 
important, but only in the context of other broader issues, namely, freedom, democracy, gender, environment, 
community, culture. In addition, freedom of choice and the expansion of people’s choices, no matter their con-
texts, are the priorities in a human development context. Meanwhile, the observable differences in the attain-
ment of wellbeing in each context, constitute the basis for the comparison among countries: between those who 
truly desire and work to achieve the development of their societies (and the resultant improvement in their 
well-being), and those who do not seem to truly desire and therefore do not work truly hard to improve the 
wellbeing of the members of their societies—against whatever may be the odds. The last group of countries 
(most of which are African countries) are those whose developmental state is worrisome. 

2. Developmental State of Africa 
The concept “developmental state” is relatively new in development discourses. It stems from the conviction, in 
so many quarters, that African societies cannot catch-up with the West in the development ladder, or simply, 
that African countries cannot overcome their experiences of development crisis. This is sampled by one of Jeff-
rey Sachs (2002: p. 310) sarcastic sub-heading on the presupposition that “Aid Programs Would Fail in Africa”. 
Arguments in discourses on Africa’s developmental state have always focused on whether African countries do 
at all desire development, and whether they have the structures and facilities that make development to happen. 
First of all, I consider Thandika Mkandawire’s definition of developmental state. According to him, there are 
two predominant and defining components of the various definitions of the term “developmental state”: one is 
an ideological component, the other structural. The ideological component conceives economic development as 
the mission of the state. The structural component on the other hand looks at the state as having the responsibil-
ity to develop the (technical, administrative and political) capacities as the conditions that make effective im-
plementation of development-enhancing policies possible (Mkandawire, 2001). 

Mkandawire, however, had some reservations for this ideology-structure nexus in the definition of what de-
velopmental state means—or should mean. According to him, one remarkable feature of the discourse on Afri-
ca’s developmental state is the disjuncture between an analytical tradition and a prescriptive one. While the au-
thors in the first tradition engage themselves in a diagnosis to determine which countries are at what stage in 
their development process (or have the capacity to pursue any national project), the authors in the second tradi-
tion “exhort” poor countries, on the basis of the result of the diagnosis, “to assume roles that are, ex definicione, 
beyond their capacity, character or political will... In other words, to do what they cannot do. What we then have 
is, to paraphrase Gramsci, the pessimism of the diagnosis and optimism of the prescription” (Mkandawire, p. 
289). Mkandawire’s worry is that there is a widespread pessimism—by Africans and non-Africans alike-about 
Africa’s ability to be a developmental state; in fact, to develop. Contrary to this, he argued that neither Africa’s 
post-colonial history nor the actual practice engaged in by successful “developmental states” rule out the possi-
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bility of African developmental states capable of playing a more dynamic role than hitherto. In fact, in Mkanda-
wire’s view, this pessimism is a result of “misreading of experiences in Africa”, and a consequent conviction 
that there are no developmental states in Africa as sampled in statements like “the way Africa works” (pp. 
290-293).  

On her part, Charity Musamba (2010: p. 13) defines a “‘developmental’ or ‘plan-rational state’” as “one that 
is determined to influence the direction and pace of economic development by directly intervening in the deve-
lopmental process, rather than relying on the uncoordinated influence of market forces to allocate economic re-
sources”. She listed the features of a developmental state to include: 1) development-oriented political leader-
ship; 2) autonomous and effective bureaucracy; and 3) production-oriented private sector. According to Mu-
samba and Meyns (2010), other features of a developmental state are: a) adequate state capacity; b) comprehen-
sive development strategy; and c) determined focus on development (2010: pp. 21-26). However, Musamba 
(2010) noted that the pessimist positions mentioned by Mkandawire (2001) usually lead to the impossibility 
theorem prevalent in development discourses on Africa. Musamba and Meyns (2010) agree with Mkandawire 
(2001) that the “impossibility theorem” is faulty. The views of the proponents of that theorem are typically 
represented in Jeffrey Sachs’ idea that no matter the effort, development attempts will always fail in Africa. It 
seems to me Sachs took such a position because there has remained very little or no consistent effort to really 
look at the African as a reliable agent of social development. This is why I consider it necessary to reflect on the 
culture-agency development model. 

3. Arguments for the Culture-Agency Model of Development 
A development model (or theory) is an articulation of the principles and mechanisms that can best explain why 
societies have developed more than others, why less developed ones are the way they are, how less developed 
ones can (if they can) develop, and why less developed societies cannot catch-up (if they cannot catch-up). Ac-
cording to Agbakoba (2003), theories of development are meant to tell us what the future states of a society may 
look like. They help achieve the goals they set out by the self-validating fact of people believing in the theory 
and acting upon such a belief and the predictions it warrants. It is in this claim to the ability to predict, that some 
theories vary from each other on the same issues. In Agbakoba’s views, some theories emphasize determinism, 
while others emphasize the freewill of the social agents seeking to develop themselves. In the provision of the 
explanations for what have happened and why societies are as they are, some theories are classed as teleological, 
while others prefer the causal explanation of the situations under discussion.  

Willis (2005) made some distinctions among “Classical and Neo-Liberal development theories”, and “Struc-
turalist, Neo-Marxist, and Socialist development theories”. In the case of the first set of theories, she sampled 
Adam Smith’s theory on free market economy, John Keynes’ theory of economic development, modernization 
development theories, development as a result of aids, and neo-liberalism. The second set of theories include: 
Marxist theories of development, dependency theory as a structuralist development theory, socialism and its so-
viet model, Maoism and its influence in China’s development, and African socialism and Afro-Marxism. Be-
sides these, there have also been other attempts to explain why some countries are less developed than others; 
why some of the countries are less developed even though they have all the human and natural resources neces-
sary to place them on a high level on the development ladder; what less developed countries “need” (or in some 
cases, some authors prefer to write “ought”) to do to be able to improve their situation. Some of the post-inde- 
pendence development theories involved here engage in explanations of underdevelopment on the basis of such 
factors as: geography (climate and environment), historical experiences (slavery, colonialism, neo-colonialism), 
the structure of contemporary international trade (structures that create and sustain dependency, globalization, 
the effect of the arrangement of international trade on the underdevelopment of weak countries), and culture. As 
is evident, many of these factors are closely related to those listed above in Willis’ classification, and are ex-
plainable within Agbakoba’s framework on the focus or emphases of development theories. 

Jared Diamond (1997) argued to support the view that geographical location of countries and continents de-
termined their development pace. In line with the views of Diamond (1997), Sachs (2000) expressed a convic-
tion that geography is a determining factor in the understanding and explanation of the development pace of 
countries and regions. As a response to those who point at the quality of governance in African societies as the 
fact responsible for Africa’s underdevelopment crisis, Sachs argued that “There is distinctly slower growth in 
Africa even after controlling for the quality of governance. Something else is afoot; as I have argued at length, 
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the slower growth is best explained by geographical and ecological factors” (p. 312). To emphasize the point 
elsewhere, and on the basis of the results of a research he conducted, Sachs noted that the purpose of the re-
search was to check whether African countries can progress once the quality of governance and initial income 
had been considered. According to him, the results show that on the average, African countries grew around 3 
percent points less rapidly than other developing countries at the same levels of governance and income. This 
slower growth is caused, “in my opinion, mainly by Africa’s adverse geography and deficient infrastructure” (p. 
312).  

Rodney (1972) and Oguejiofor (2001) focused on the destructive impacts of slavery, colonialism, and neo- 
colonialism on development in Africa. According to Rodney, these historical events were the foundations for 
Africa’s fall from her self-attained level of development, and are still the explanations for the present depen-
dency syndrome bedevilling the economies of African countries. On the basis of this argument, aids from more 
developed countries should be suspected, trade with them should be considered deceptive as much as it is dan-
gerous, and globalization-the evident bonding of countries—needs to be seen as a monster! Writing on culture as 
the explanatory factor for development of societies, Weber (1930) had argued for the influence of the protestant 
ethic (a type of culture) on the development of the capitalist economy in Western Europe. His arguments have 
received supports from Harrison (1985), Harrison and Huntington (2000), Stark (2005), and so many others. 
Harrison (1985) had argued that the society that is most successful in helping all its people realize their creative 
potential is the society that will progress the fastest. 

The idea of a society helping all of its people realize their creative potentials implies that while some societies 
may consciously desire and actually choose (with commitment) to help their members realize their potentials, 
some others may completely desire and choose otherwise. This brings with it a question of choice. Yet, since 
only rational agents can reflect—even if only in retrospect-about their choices, one identifies a commonplace 
(though very crucial) link among culture, agency and human development. This is because cultures belong to 
human agents. They are adjustable and or sustainable only by the choice of human agents. With culture being 
the way of life of a people, and social development the result of the actions that make-up and define every way 
of life of a people, what we call culture and development are no natural or special gifts meant for particular 
people from particular regions of the world. Instead, they are results of consciously calculated human actions. 
This is the reason for the idea of the culture-agency model of development.  

The culture-agency model of development is the idea of development that explains the “why” and “how” 
about the development of societies from point of view of the fact that the human beings in every society are the 
ones who—by their interests, preferences, choices, actions, and inactions—determine the course, spread, and 
speed of the improvement of the wellbeing of the members of their societies. Human existence can only be truly 
defined, made meaningful, and understood from point of view of these words. They paint us as the agents who 
act and can adjust our actions. They demand that we see ourselves as responsible social agents. They are the 
words that define the whole idea of the culture-agency model of development which is intended as an improve-
ment on the culture model of development. 

But, are all the models of development so sketchily presented above equally valid and capable of providing 
productive and action-inspiring explanations for the development or and underdevelopment of societies? It is 
this question that is of great concern to me. This is because there is always the need to counter the genuine threat 
of relativity and subjectivity by being able to say objectively that one theory is better than another, and therefore 
has better recommendations for the developmental states of societies. To assist in providing a paradigm that can 
enable a fruitful comparison among the development models presented, Agbakoba (2003: p. 34) noted, in a real-
ist tone, that “theories are not entirely a creation of the mind; they correspond to some objective reality”. The 
interest on the comparison among conceptions of development is based on the assumption that there is both the 
need and possibility to identify some criteria (or at least a criterion) for determining the better theory. Agbakoba 
noted that a reliable criterion for distinguishing among theories consists in one theory observationally nesting 
another. This amounts to the rate at which the prediction of one theory is corroborated when observed and 
measured. This is described as the observational success of a theory. A theory’s observational success indicates 
its approximation to the truth. Therefore, a theory is considered to observationally nest another, and is thus ap-
proximately true, when it not only preserves the observational success of the rival theory, but also improves on it. 
In addition to this single criterion, there are some other criteria for assessing which theory is better than other 
theories on the same subject: 1) a theory’s fertility: that is, its ability to suggest possible developments and ap-
plications; 2) a theory’s ability to explain the laws of other theories in the same field; 3) the smoothness of a 
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theory: that is, the ease with which we can cover up or accommodate predictive failures by the use of auxiliary 
hypotheses (that is, secondary and still helpful hypotheses); and 4) a better theory should contain fewer incon-
sistencies, if any at all (Agbakoba, 2003: p. 34). These will be briefly explained by application in the next sec-
tion on why I consider culture-agency theory to be a better development model. 

3.1. Culture-Agency Theory of Development as a Better Development Model 
3.1.1. The Fertility of the Culture-Agency Theory of Development 
Development is a result of purpose-driven human actions; and all human actions are results of purposes and 
choices determined by predominant values and preferences. This is correct, even when these values and prefe-
rences are not clearly articulated and reflected upon. It is not in doubt that the predominance of particular social 
values in a particular context is an indication of a form of culture. Cultures are owned by rational social agents. 
These agents choose what values and purpose to drive their preferences and choices, and what culture to remain 
in. It is on the basis of this tightly knit relationship among purpose, choice, value, culture, and social develop-
ment, that the culture-agency theory is regarded as a better theory of development than the several others pre-
sented above. It is here qualified as more “fertile” because it has the best capability to suggest improvements for 
social agents. This includes suggestions borrowable from other contexts. The dependency theory has no such 
fertility because it gives very little or no space for improvement. Arguments for geography lack such fertility 
also because they are too deterministic as Diamond (1997) suspected. The extreme forms of such arguments 
(still sampled in Diamond, 1997) foreclose almost completely opportunities for rational and choice-induced im-
provements by less developed countries. 

3.1.2. The Ability of the Culture-Agency Theory of Development to Explain the Laws of Other  
Development Models 

What is called dependency—as the core argument and law presented by the dependency theorists—is explaina-
ble by the culture-agency theory of development. This is the second reason the culture-agency theory of devel-
opment is a better theory than dependency theory. Even the central concept in that theory (“dependency”) pre-
supposes a prior place of choice in the relationship between the dependent countries and those on whom they 
depend. By taking care of choice and more, the culture-agency theory proves its capacity to explain the laws of 
the dependency theory. On the other hand, bearing in mind that there are several choices a society can make to 
overcome some geography-imposed conditions, it becomes clear also how the culture-agency development 
theory explains the impacts of geography in social development. Because it is able to do this, the culture-agency 
theory is considered a better theory. 

3.1.3. On the Ease with Which the Predictive Failures of the Culture-Agency Theory of  
Development Can Be Accommodated 

Unlike the dependency theory and the explanation by geography, the culture-agency theory is not simplistic. It 
appreciates the complex nature of human existence, of human society, of the human person, and of his use of 
choice as an expression of his values and interests. Thus, the culture-agency theory has series of secondary hy-
potheses which can be handy and useful in explaining predictive failures, whereas the other two theories and ex-
planation models are so simplistic that they lack the ease and smoothness to explain predictive failures. 

3.1.4. The Lack of Inconsistencies in the Culture-Agency Theory of Development  
There is no inconsistency in the logic of the culture-agency theory of development. This logic states that: 1) de-
velopment is a result of conscious human actions; 2) human actions are given meaning, determined and guided 
by human choices; 3) what is called human choice flows from personal/social values and preferences; 4) social 
values are cultural elements that define the mode of comportment of every individual/group; 5) the values of the 
social agents in every society are the determining explanatory factors for the development state of such a society; 
and 6) therefore, if the values and preferences change, the choices will change, and the development trajectories 
will change too. This is the core argument of the culture-agency theory of development. This argument is con-
sistent with human nature. The concept of human nature which defines it and gives it meaning is very consistent 
with the use of this concept of human nature by this theory in explaining how societies develop. This is another 
reason I consider the culture-agency model of development as the best theory of development. For these reasons, 
it is the most rational model for explaining and predicting human development in any human society. I will at-
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tempt to apply this model to explain the development crisis in Nigeria. 

3.2. Development Issues in Nigeria and the Application of the Culture-Agency  
Development Model 

In her awakening reflection on Nigeria and her development crisis, Obiageli Ezekwesili (2013) wrote about one 
of the obvious facts: Nigeria is a paradox of the kind of wealth that breeds penury. It is a nation blessed with 
abundance of ironies. These qualifications are right because the evident gap in the level of development between 
Nigeria and such countries as Singapore, South Korea, Chile, Malaysia, and Brazil was not initially there. Eze- 
kwesili observed, very correctly, that in 1960, the GDP of all the countries so listed were not starkly different 
from that of Nigeria: two were below $200, two were a little above $300 and one was slightly above $500 while 
that of Nigeria was just about $100. After 51 years, that is, by 2011, the range for all five is between: Singapore 
at nearly $50,000, South Korea at $220,000, Malaysia at $10,000, Brazil at $13,000, and Chile at $14,000. Un-
fortunately, in the case of Nigeria, her income per capita is $1500. This helps drive home the point that the citi-
zens have been left behind many times over by the citizens of every one of these other countries (Ezekwesili, 
2013). 

This is strange as it is mind-bugging. Ezekwesili was bugged and worried by the strange unpalatable fact. She 
wondered how these nations steer and stir their people to achieve such outstanding economic performance over 
the last five decades. She extended her reflection on the question of development and development models as 
these have to do with Nigeria. She wondered: “Again, how did this happen? What happened to Nigeria? Why 
did we get left behind? How did these nations become productively wealthy over the last fifty years while Nige-
ria stagnated?” (pp. 4-5). She accepted that there are usually as many different answers to these questions as 
there are respondents on the reasons Nigeria fell terribly behind her “peers”. Some say it is the tropical geogra-
phy within which Nigeria is located. But, Ezekwesili responded that economic research shows that geographical 
location has not prevented other countries with similar conditions from breaking through. Others who respond to 
the chain of questions say it is size. But, Ezekwesili retorted that China and India are bigger than Nigeria, yet, in 
the last thirty and twenty years, the two countries have grown double digit and continue to out-grow the rest of 
the world at this time of global economic crisis. Some others say it is Nigeria’s culture that made her fall behind. 
But, Ezekwesili recalled that European countries with different sorts of cultures, Protestant and Catholic alike, 
have grown rich, and that even different countries within the same broad cultures have performed very diffe-
rently in economic terms. The two Koreas in the post-war era are evident examples. To cap the position on cul-
ture, Ezekwesili argued that individual countries have changed their economic trajectories even though their 
cultures didn’t miraculously change. Still, there are others who, in responding to the above questions about Ni-
geria’s crisis, emphasize Nigeria’s multiethnic nationalities as the constraint. In Ezekwesili’s views, such au-
thors fail to see that the Unites States of America happens to be one nation with even more disparate ethnic na-
tionalities than Nigeria and yet it leads the global economy. For those who say it is the adverse effect of colo-
nialism that made Nigeria and the entire African continent to be underdeveloped, Ezekwesili drew their attention 
to Singapore, Malaysia and even China, which are sample cases of countries which were similarly conquered 
and dominated by colonialists, but have continued to develop themselves. 

One sees in the above submissions, attempts by Ezekwesili to rehearse the several arguments presented by the 
advocates of the several theories/models of development. She recalls these models as each of them has been ap-
plied to explain Nigeria’s situation. Then, she took a stand-although not quite a clear stand. She argued that it 
was “resource wealth” that tragically reduced Nigeria to a mere parable of prodigality and self-inflicted failure. I 
refer to Ezekwesili’s position as “not quite clear” because she blames both what is generally referred to as “re-
source wealth” and the idea of “self-inflicted failure”. She explained that oil “unleashed” shocks and volatility of 
revenues on Nigeria’s economy due to her exposure to global commodity market swing. Oil also “proliferated” 
weak, ineffectual, unstable and systematically corrupt institutions and bureaucracies that have helped misappro-
priate or plunder Nigeria’s public resources. The common wonderment is exactly why more than half the popu-
lation of a country that earned nearly one trillion dollars in oil revenue since the Oloibori discovery of crude oil 
would continue to wallow in poverty. According to her, economic evidence shows that the answer which we 
must all ponder deeply is that oil wealth entrenched corruption and mismanagement of resources in government 
and warped the incentive for value-added work, creativity and innovation in public, private sectors and wider 
society. The choice the oil revenue induced Nigeria’s ruling elite into making, over the five decades of political 
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independence, cursed several of Nigeria’s citizens to “intergenerational poverty” (p. 7). This was her position 
about development in Nigeria. I then indicate my reservations with some of her views.  

Ezekwesili so personified the term “oil wealth” as though it were Nietzsche’s superman. One observes that 
“oil wealth” is accorded such active verbs as “unleashed”, “proliferated”, “entrenched”, and “warped”. This is a 
form of unconscious argument for irresponsibility in which “oil wealth” is blamed while the human agents who 
manage the wealth are exonerated. It would be better to argue that since Nigeria discovered oil, due to Nigerians’ 
preference for greed, their excessive self-interest, lack of management skills, poverty of transcendent values, and 
so on, majority of Nigeria’s citizensand leaders have continued to prefer corruption, and display the poverty of 
management skills. Even this, is evident in the more correct aspect of Ezekwesili’s argument, namely, her idea 
about choices induced by the oil wealth. Once this is understood as a more reasonable position than what is 
called “resource curse”, or the view about poor (inanimate) oil “unleashing, proliferating, entrenching, and 
warping”, then, Ezekwesili’s reservations against the culture-agency theory would be weakened. This is because, 
the truth is this: we are the agents who chose and will continue to choose what happens in our societies and with 
our resources.  

My use of the concept of truth in this reflection is truth in its correspondence understanding, that is, as the un-
ity of what is expressed in propositional forms with what is intended or what exists concretely in reality (wheth-
er hidden from a majority, or known only to a few persons). Thus, if we appreciate the connection between truth 
(as correspondence) and social wellbeing (or meaningful living), then, the attainment of the latter will be more 
feasible. This is because human existence, which can be simply summed by the word “life”, has meaning, and 
can be constantly improved upon, only in situations where actual human experiences are constantly described as 
they truly are. Only such actual presentation of reality can lead to life-changing and development-enhancing de-
cisions, policies, and even (where necessary) protests. Understood this way, one would be correct to say that 
truth (gives meaning to, and therefore) is life. Hence, the meaning-laden Igbo expression “eziokwu bu ndu” 
(“truth is life”). 

4. Eziokwu bu ndu: Exploring the Epistemological-Existential Connection in the  
Igbo Concept of Truth 

In this section, I am bothered by the simple question: “If ‘eziokwu bu ndu’ (‘Truth is life’ or ‘Truth leads to 
meaningful social development’) as the Igbos would say, what truths (about her identity, inter-ethnic relations, 
individuals’ commitments to the wellbeing of their societies, and model of social development) do Nigerians 
need to accept about themselves and their country before their general wellbeing can be guaranteed?” Truth is 
presented here as the agreement between propositions about a reality and the reality itself. Propositions pose 
truth-claims; and any proposition which successfully sustains its truth-claim is said to be true. This is why when 
used in discourses, true propositions lead individuals and groups to know and understand themselves and their 
world better. Hence, truth in discourses can be used to effect an improved self- and world-understanding. It is 
the quality and ability of a narrative (or a story) to successfully provide a concordant, more organised and prop-
erly linked presentation of reality.  

Narratives are descriptions of reality: events, a society’s or individual’s history, a society’s or individual’s 
physical structures, behaviours, and so on. The meaning of human existence is coded in stories because human 
beings are embedded in stories. David Carr (2003) presents Ricoeur’s position on man’s embededness in stories. 
He noted that living means being always caught in stories. If these stories are not actually (or better, truthfully) 
recounted, they call for such recounting. According to Ricoeur (2003: p. 169), “we tell stories because in the last 
analysis human lives need and merit being narrated,” after all “time becomes human to the extent that it is arti-
culated through a narrative mode.” We come into the world already surrounded with narratives. Our identities 
develop, are given meaning, and are expressed in narratives. This is what is meant here by the Ricoeurean con-
cept “narrative-identity” since in narratives history discloses human actions as well as the identity (values, pre-
ferences, and choices) of the “who” of these actions. 

It is because of this disclosure of the actions of the “who” of history that it is of utmost importance to insist on 
an appreciation of the ontological relationship between knowledge (as what is known and expressed in proposi-
tional forms), and human flourishing or social development. An appreciation of this relationship is very impor-
tant because it determines the presentation of the picture of the world to children. It determines how a society 
commits itself to the payment of what Ricoeur (p. 186) described as “a hanging debt to represent life”. This debt 
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is such that “either you falsify life, or you represent it”. This could be re-stated to mean: either you falsify or 
wrongly present an identity, or you present it as it is. To present correctly, is to present the truth about life. It is 
also to make life more meaningful; to increase the possibilities of improving the wellbeing of those who are liv-
ing. In what follows, I engage in a brief analysis of the Igbo expression “eziokwu bu ndu”.  

The idea is that what should be presented as the identity of a people on the basis of which they can develop 
must be the truth about their life because truth (eziokwu) is (bụ) life (ndụ). This seems like an ontological identi-
fication of truthfulness with-or better as a presupposed foundation for-meaningful living. Thus, eziokwu (truth) 
bụ (is) ndụ (life) could still be re-interpreted to mean that truth is the only principle that makes life meaningful. 
This last interpretation would mean that the Igbo expression “eziokwu bu ndu” establishes an inevitable and on-
tological link between 1) knowledge (for instance: self-knowledge, self-understanding, world-understanding, 
how what is known and understood is handled and used to reveal or conceal reality, and so on) and 2) the mode 
of existence of a subject (person or society). To ignore this principle (truth) or to attempt to conceal it, would 
therefore mean to have worked (or to be working) against the primary principle for meaningful existence-the 
primary condition for fruitful assessment of facts and situations. It means to ignore life and its quest to be con-
stantly improved. To deny the facts about a self or a people is to willingly engage in baseless, false and therefore 
useless assessments. Such assessments would definitely lead to useless results. The consequence is stagnation, 
lack of improvement, in fact, underdevelopment, as defines Nigeria. 

The above ideas can be further elucidated by considering the views of Matthew Chukwuelobe (1991). He es-
tablished an interesting connection among 1) the Igbo word “okwu” (word/language); 2) logos; and 3) the func-
tion of disclosure. Chukwuelobe noted that even though language seems to have an affiliation with logos, the 
two are not the same. The impact of logos, according to him, lies both in its “act of gathering within the toge-
therness of being” and “in laying bare (legen)”. This is because every gathering presupposes a laying which it-
self brings to lie, in that it lets things lie together before us. What lies before us reveals itself; and because the 
logos lets lie before us what lies before us as such, it discloses what is present in its preserving. But, disclosure 
is aletheia, and “the lighting and concealing presencing of the world in itself is ‘the essential being of saying’” 
(p. 38). This implies that saying gathers and discloses being. Discourses, as platforms in which propositions are 
employed in claiming to truthfully or falsely describe reality, are avenues in which things are said about any as-
pect of reality. Those who say things in discourses all claim to disclose being as it really is. 

On the basis of the above, it is worthwhile to have a second-level consideration of the Igbo expression under 
analysis. Okwu, as interpreted here, is word, language, and more contextually, speaking/saying. As already indi-
cated, saying can take place in discourses. It can also be represented in different forms of texts. Okwu can be a 
gathering meant to either disclose (reveal, allow being to happen) or attempt to conceal. I emphasise this second 
possibility of what can be done with Okwu as what is gathered because every attempt to conceal what is ga-
thered and disclosed about being’s (say, a people’s) mode of comportment (that is, way of life, approach to real-
ity, and manner of carrying out life’s activities) is bound to fail—or at most, succeeds only momentarily. This is 
based on the fact which Heidegger presented so well, namely, that being’s articulation of his comportment is 
beyond his control. This is because to exist presupposes comporting oneself in some ways or modes; and, all 
working, achieving, action, calculation, and so on “keep within an open region within which beings, with regard 
to what they are and how they are, can properly take their stand and become capable of being said” (Heidegger, 
1943 [1961]: p. 5). In what is said, there is always the possibility of disclosing or concealing. 

It is the distinction between the aim to disclose and the aim to conceal that is represented by the distinction in 
Igbo language between ezi-okwu as the truthful proposition (that discloses what is gathered or known about be-
ing), and okwu-ugha or asi as false proposition (that attempts to conceal what is gathered about being). This 
means that ezi-okwu is truth also in the correspondence sense. Thus, with regard to the ability of a speaker to 
choose to use Okwu (more specifically, eziokwu) to reveal what is gathered about being, Chukwuelobe (1991) 
argued that okwu not only holds sway over man; in an ideal situation, it reveals or discloses what lies hidden in 
the depth of the mind. Because man is always inclined to deprave or twist okwu (language), the term ezi-okwu 
(truth) arises for the Igbo, and is assigned two literal meanings in Igbo. It “can either mean the path (ezi) of okwu 
(language/word) or” more commonly “true word/language. Therefore, truth (ezi-okwu) in Igbo is a path through 
which language treads. Man who belongs to language must tread this path” because this path “stands for truth 
itself”. Yet, eziokwu is the path, as Chukwuelobe presented above, through which an individual or society can 
creatively arrive at eziokwu (the true word, language, meaning) as self- and world-understanding about itself. 
Thus, eziokwu is both a path (as Chukwuelobe and Heidegger argued) and the thing (true word, true meaning,) 
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which lies at the end of the path. 
It is important to recall the previous analysis of the expression “eziokwu bu ndu” as an ontological identifica-

tion of truthfulness with—or better, the foundation for—meaningful living; and as meaning that truth is the only 
principle that makes life meaningful. On the basis of these analyses, it becomes clear how the same expression 
“eziokwu bu ndu” weakens the postmodern arguments for cultural egalitarianism. The declaration “eziokwu bu 
ndu” is first of all a challenge, particularly to so many African scholars, against their consistent presentation of 
false features as constituents of a false-unique African identity. As a challenge, it is a call to self-reflection. The 
reflexivity that it appeals for, and the challenge that it is, and leads to, constitute the foundation for weakening 
the appeal to cultural egalitarianism. If this expression (“eziokwu bu ndu”) challenges an identity, then, no iden-
tity-form is unchangeable, and therefore no culture is so complete that it cannot be adjusted. The adjustment or 
improvement in one culture may require borrowing some more-humane insights from other cultures. On the ba-
sis of this, it could be stated that no culture needs to parade itself as complete. Cultural egalitarianism is false: all 
cultures are not equal. These imply that the expression under analysis (“eziokwu bu ndu”) is an invitation to 
adopt a model of social development that is rooted in self-reflection and consistent search for the truth about an 
individual or a society. 

It deserves to be noted that because the predominant narrative-identity provided by most African scholars in 
the humanities focuses on “whom to blame next”, the result is that the predominant theory of development (ex-
planations of the factors that determine social development, and or responsible for the development pace of 
African societies), preferred by such scholars, is the dependency theory. However, it is reasonable to argue that 
self-conception, contexts, narratives and imagination, determine social development; that identity, understood 
not as sameness and frozen memories, but as character (values, norms, dispositions, preferences, and ideals) and 
self-constancy, determine not just influence, the rate of development in Africa. This is why African societies 
will be better off if their scholars abandon the already sterile dependency theory, and the useless verbal painting 
of a “once-upon-a-time Eldorado” African societies (that is, Afro-centrism), and opt for the culture-agency de-
velopment model which properly presents Africans as the self-reflective social agents who alone can make de-
velopment to happen in Africa. 

5. Conclusion 
I conclude this paper by stating that “it is” only Nigerians who are capable of determining the direction and the 
nature of the improvement of their wellbeing. To make this possible, Nigerians need to abandon the selfish and 
irresponsible behaviours that define the actions of majority of the people in all works of life-scholars, business 
men, teachers, politicians, youths-who lived from 1959 (when the agreement was finalized to make Nigeria an 
independent state) to 2014 (when the evidence in all spheres of life and meaning, jointly indicate that most of us 
are selfish and cowards). These last adjectives are so sweeping, and may “seem” unfair. Yet, available facts 
show that the “set of development choices” we have made have consistently resulted to one thing: “we have 
been left behind many times over by every one of” the countries that used to be our par on the development lad-
der (South Korea, Singapore, Malaysia, Chile, Brazil, and a few others) (Ezekwesili, 2013: p. 4). One of these 
anti-development choices we have consistently made is the refusal to address the question of whether it is rea-
sonable for the major ethnic groups in Nigeria to continue to live together as a single country. 
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Abstract 
The problems of social and political ideologies in North Africa have reached its apogee in the year 
2011 thereby demanding urgent philosophical investigation. What is propelling this current chan- 
ge? What kind of scepter has been haunting North Africa for many decades now? What kind of po-
litical system could guarantee their rights since their hard-line monarchies have failed them and 
they are jostling for liberation? This value is antithetical to the prevailing ideologies that stand 
against their dream of a new order in that region. Using the method of analysis this paper sets out 
to unravel the root causes, analyze the consequences and point out the role of dialogue and phi-
losophy in the current change. The conclusion is that the scepter of democracy, peoples’ rights and 
freedom and clash of civilizations are behind these revolutions and that the most appropriate 
means of resolving the crisis is dialogue, not by hard power or any resolutions by the super pow-
ers. 
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1. Introduction 
Africa is the battle field on which military blocks, financial forces and ideological groups struggle for their own 
advantage and to the detriment of Africans. The North African revolution is of interest to the African people so 
long as it is a necessary step towards progress and not towards stagnation and retrogression. What is happening 
in North Africa is indeed evolution through revolution. The people of North Africa have been oppressed a great 
deal; they have been exploited a great deal, oppressed and have been disregarded a great deal. Now they have 
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awakened from their slumber and have started revolutions which will lead to unprecedented political order, and 
stability in Africa.  

The different protests are targeted towards the draconian rulers with long reigning despots, and who have 
ruled their countries without any sign of relinquishing power. However, it is obvious that the greatest political 
challenge facing Africa in general and North Africa in particular is the inability of the political leaders to see 
politics as service and this predominantly accounts for the reason behind so many dictatorial tendencies in go-
vernance in some of our African countries. Some of these leaders presumed to be empowered directly by Allah 
himself and this gave rise to dictatorship.  

In view of the fact that revolutions have started, it becomes pertinent to use dialogue as a tool to curb such 
aberrations in Africa. All colonized African countries have to be revolutionary in their policies if they are to sur-
vive as a Third World. In the words of Paulo Freire the third world, is the world which was discovered, invaded, 
governed; then educated, converted and assisted, has at the same time being subjugated to discrimination. Thus, 
the world has been colonized and enslaved. But according to United Nations’ (1948: Art.1) “all human beings 
are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act to-
wards one another in a spirit of brotherhood”. No African regime, whether conservative or revolutionary, dicta-
torial or democratic, is now safe from popular uprising, military coup or foreign intervention. Apparently, the 
fate of mankind seems to have fallen into the hands of self-seeking cynics, who are interested in maintaining 
their power and possessions and in the words of Dukor (2003: 226) “whose penchant for longevity in power 
runs like a genre in the blood of African leaders”. Consequently, Kanza (1974: 56) observes that “money and 
personal glory are the ends most fervently pursued by modern men”. 

Political stability as history reveals can be attained only if peoples and nations have the enabling environment 
that allow them freedom of expression, right to decent living, good education, freedom to determine or chart 
their destiny, association and peace movement and progress of the people. Consequently, the need for sound so-
cial and political system and terrain cannot be overemphasized because Africa as a multi-ethnic and religious 
state has to evolve or carefully apply some adequate political system that could take care of all these interests. 

The political system most people think can guarantee these values is democratic system of governance. This is 
the general mood all over the world today. North African countries are being wooed to it and this is antithetical 
to hard-line monarchies which are the target of these protests to force them to succumb to their bid for their 
longings for political freedom. This is in consonance with the observation of Kanza (1974: 13) when he tries to 
portray why men of all ages revolt: 

The human paradox has a positive side and a negative side―one may say―a creative power and a destruc-
tive power. Men pool their creative power in order to survive, and their destructive power in order to safe-
guard their interests and their rights. This instinct is the engine of the alliances formed by individuals and 
groups of individuals; it produces union into states and nations, the establishment of blocks and the forma-
tion of international communities. 

This article therefore argues that the North African revolutions is a new phenomenon, a new problem and it 
needs a philosophical approach, the effectiveness of which can be measured by theoretical research and practical 
revolutionary activity. This is therefore, an inevitable extension of intellectual development, arising as a result of 
the characteristic of new epochs demanding a shift of philosophy to dialoging instead of pitting philosophy 
against a plurality of ideologies and clash of civilizations to dialogue with these values and the role of philoso-
phy in the dialogue of these values themselves. 

2. Definition of Terms 
In order to make this article easy to understand, there is need for analysis cum systematic evaluation of data or 
information by breaking the basic concepts in this article so as to uncover their interrelations. The aim is to pro-
vide the basis for problem solving and decision making. In defining these concepts, we also gain knowledge or 
better understanding of a particular philosophical issue under consideration. 

2.1. Philosophy: A Formal Definition 
What is this subject that obviously occupies a special place as the preeminent human science? Our understand-
ing of philosophy here corresponds to that given by Okere which goes beyond any narrow, elitist exclusivist un-
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derstanding and any of our merely regional, racial, epochal or cultural meanings of the term. Essentially, for 
Okere (2006: 2): 

Philosophy here can be said to stand for the human effort to recapture, to imitate the truth and structure… 
of nature and reality. Philosophy is an effort to rearrange the world more geometric as Spinoza would teach, 
that is, logically and aesthetically to recreate the world, to impose a pattern on the chaos and tohuvobohu 
[turbulence] of life, of reality in the raw. It means humanizing our world i.e. rendering it reasonable, chas-
ing away the impending chaos and tyranny of ignorance and of the absurd, the unreasonable, and the un-
thinkable. It is an arranging of the world and attuning it to the most human of man’s faculties-intelligence. 

Indeed, philosophy is a special discipline that seeks, finds and says the ultimate truth of things. Through criti-
cal analysis, critical assessment and comparative analysis, philosophy undertakes a scientific investigation in its 
bid to compare the Western traditional culture and the African traditional culture and in the words of Ekamolu 
(2006: 89): 

This would reveal the features that are genuinely Western and those that are peculiarly African. It also af-
fords us the opportunity to locate the points of overlap between the two cultures as well as give an under-
standing of the factors that facilitate the transition from the pre-scientific to the scientific period in Western 
society. In the final analysis, this can give some good insights into what is needed for scientific growth in 
Africa.  

2.2. Democracy 
The term democracy has a very long history. It dates back to the antiquities in the writings of Herodotus, in the 
works of Plato, especially in his book Politics, the word achieves its central classical meaning in the writings of 
Aristotle, especially in the book, Politics. Political theorists agree that unlike all other constitutional types of 
government, democracy is government that is driven by the general will of the majority. For this it is antithetical 
to dictatorship or any form of government that stands against human freedom. As a social and political theory of 
mass mobilization, its basic tenets were worked out by John Locke, J. J. Rousseau, and Montesquieu etc. The 
axioms of democracy enunciated by these political theorists have been applied and domesticated in the constitu-
tions and practical governance of countries like the USA; several European countries, but the scope of its appli-
cation still increases, especially since the end of the cold war and the disintegration of the former Soviet Union. 
This system of government is characterized by individual equality and freedom and Esheya (2006: 1) argues 
that: 

Accordingly, citizens in a democracy should be entitled to equal protection of their persons, possessions 
and rights of political participation. Added to these the people should enjoy freedom from undue interfe-
rence and domination by government. They should be free within the framework of the law, to believe, be-
have and to express them as they wish. Democratic societies seek to guarantee their citizens certain free-
doms including freedom of religion, freedom of speech, freedom of press, etc. Citizens also should be 
guaranteed freedom of association and of assembly, freedom from arbitrary arrest and imprisonment and 
the freedom to work and live where and how they choose. Democracy therefore aims at giving man, the 
opportunity to develop what is finest in him. 

This definition is in consonance with the definition given by the early American President Abraham Lincoln. 
According to him democracy is government of the people by the people and for the people. What is implied in 
this definition is that it works on the basis of representation, and has a structuring that is carefully worked out. 
This is clearly evident, looking at some political theorists like John Locke, etc. 

For Locke and Montesquieu, democracy is founded on the natural rights of man to self-expression, conscience, 
association, integrity and possession of property. It relies on the principle of representation, which is brought 
about by the people exercising their free will in choosing who they consider fit to represent them. In the way 
they structured it, such representation is at three levels of government; the legislative, judiciary and executive 
arms of government. These three arms are to work harmoniously together by way of mutual complementation, 
with the legislative arm functioning as law makers, ―laws which in turn must be binding on all. This three 
armed structuring functions by way of separation of powers, so unlike in the parliamentary constitution in which 
fusion of powers is recognized, the irreducible essence of democratic presidential system is to make for a more 



C. C. Mbaegbu   
 

 
544 

credible separation of powers among the three arms off government in a horizontal manner in such a way that no 
arm unduly encroaches into the functions of the other. Democracy as understood by majority of political theor-
ists is a government in which the supreme power is vested in the people and exercised by them directly or indi-
rectly through a system of representations usually involving periodically held free elections and is the noblest 
form of government we have yet evolved. 

2.3. Political Ideologies 
Okolo (1993: 2) in his scholarly work observes that: 

Other forms of government in the history of man are polity or rule by the many but with some constitution-
al safeguards… oligarchy or the rule by a few who often seek control of the government for selfish purpos-
es. Still others are: autocracy or the rule by a single person who generally assumes absolute or unlimited 
and selfish power. The ruler very often is a law unto himself; totalitarianism, which is absolute dictatorship 
in which absolute power rests with a single person. 

The next form of government is referred to as timocracy which is rule by people that are held in high esteem 
or highly revered; government by men of rank and wealth. While still discussing the issue of who should rule, 
Okolo (1993: 2) advocates for:  

Socialism or the government which espouses collective ownership of the means of production and the ab-
olition of private property. Its different forms include communism, Marxism, Chinese collectivism, African 
socialism or communalism, etc. Lastly, we must not forget Tyranny which is the arbitrary and despotic rule 
by a government of one person with absolute power; and Fascism which is usually an autocratic regime 
headed by a dictator who as In the case of Hitler or Mussolini exalts the nation or the race above everything 
else. 

2.4. Revolution 
The term revolution is derived from a Latin word “revolutio” meaning “a turnaround”. The term revolution has 
not enjoyed any universal definition and the contention among scholars of Social and political philosophy has 
been whether or not revolution should be violent or non-violent. Indeed revolutions can be political, economic, 
social, cultural, scientific, and religious. While some of these are non-violent in nature some are violent in nature. 
For instance, political revolutions are often violent inclined. It is a fundamental change in power or organiza-
tional structures. It may be as a result of a rebellion carried out with the intention of creating an entirely new 
form of government or any new cultural, social or technological paradigm; examples are the revolutions in 
North African countries, a major shift of political, socio-economic and cultural conditions. 

A revolution is often referred to as violence. Connotatively, it is seen as a fundamental change in power or 
organizational structure that takes place in a relatively short period of time. However, it is an overthrow of a 
government or repudiation and the thorough replacement of an established government or political system by the 
people governed. The word revolution is used in many different contexts but it is usually meant to describe an 
aggressive overthrow of a government structure or social construct or a massive sudden change in societal 
upheaval. Little wonder Yoder (1926: 483) describes it as “one of the most used but often misused words. This 
assertion is so viewed as a calamity of the highest order, which must be avoided at any cost. In fact, news papers 
of the present day regularly refer to it as an outstanding catastrophe which faces modern nations”. It is a purely 
political phenomenon, a change in the location of sovereignty, an abrupt social change, in the entire social order, 
change so drastic as to involve all phases of the social organization. Revolutions are essentially characterized by 
a total change. A revolution generally represents a complete turnaround from one way of doing things to another 
way that is diametrically opposite. Most revolutions are motivated by the masses who have decided to use their 
advantage to overwhelm their own leadership. In some societies, oppression can continue for decades of years 
before the people decide to act against it, that is to topple dictators and poor leaders, and sometimes it is re-
markably easy to do so. People sometimes use the word revolution in relation to technology and sometimes a 
new technological device will represent a revolutionary change. A good example might be the invention of the 
computer or the development of the Internet. Inventions like these can have the power to drastically change a 
society just as much as any political upheaval. 

However, in this article, we are solely concerned with political revolution and chiefly as it affects the North 
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African countries, namely: Libya where Muammar Gadhafi ruled for 42 years; Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak’s 30 
years reign. The next is Tunisia where Ben Ali ruled for 23 years before revolution swallowed him; Morocco 
where Mohammed V1 inaugurated his monarchic government on 23rd July, 1999 till date; Algeria where Abdul- 
Aziz Bouteflika began ruling since 1999; and finally we have Sudan where Omaral-Bashir came to power in 
1989. 

The United Nations view North Africa as comprising 7 countries namely: Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, 
Sudan, Tunisia and Western Sahara. A comprehensive view of North Africa include all the countries classified 
by the United Nations plus the following geographically conterminous nations: Chad, Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Mali, Mauritania and Niger. 

3. Causes and Consequences of the North African Revolutions 
At this juncture, let us analytically examine the root causes and the consequences of revolution so as to point out 
the role of dialogue and philosophy in the current change in the North African revolutions. The genesis of the 
North African Revolutions could easily be distilled from the wise statement made by Tom Mboya (1970: 2) an 
uncompromising champion of the struggle for Kenya’s independence and freedom and indeed for the freedom of 
the whole of Africa which he styled “Crisis of Confidence”. 

In the field of international relations there is a crisis concerning the policy of non-alignment. Most of the de-
veloping nations, which have achieved independence since the Second World War, have declared themselves to 
be non-aligned. Yet all of them have found it difficult to implement this policy in practice. International relations 
are not a subject in which absolute right and absolute wrong are clearly defined. This is a lesson which the na-
tions of Africa have quickly learned during their few years of independence. For example, there is no such thing 
as bilateral aid without strings. Nations need friends and friendship is a two-way relationship. And history has 
proved that it would be impossible to deny that such alliances have their dangers. Aid of any kind, and especially 
military assistance, has a way of bending the attitudes and policies of the recipient, however much he may pro-
test to the contrary. Furthermore, it is only to be expected that the big powers will attempt to export their ideolo-
gies to other nations. In short, Mboya (1970: 4) insistently argues that these: 

New nations seek to establish themselves in the world community as free, sovereign and independent states. 
They want to have influence on world affairs. They want to establish an identity and image of their own. 
There is need to be objective and to establish a reputation for independence and a sense of justice. They 
want to be taken seriously and refuse to agree that issues such as world peace, disarmament, etc. should be 
a monopoly of the super powers. They do not want to be subjected to the gravitational pull of any one of 
the power blocks. 

The phenomenon of monopoly is characteristic of modern capitalist economies, whether based on private or 
state-owned property. Lenin observes that the birth of monopolies which is the result of the concentration of 
production is a general and fundamental law of capitalist evolution in the present stage. Initially, such cartels 
operate mainly on the national level. But with the present-day ease of communication and transport, and the in-
creasing power of big capital to dominate markets, they have extended their influence beyond national frontiers, 
to produce powerful international monopolies. Faced with the need to protect their interests and rights, acquired 
or usurped, these monopolies in the words of Jules interfere in the political affairs of states which are economi-
cally, industrially or demographically weak, sometimes provoking local wars, insurrections or interventions. 
Practically, most industrialized countries are now subservient to their operations. And the struggle for the control 
of resources of the third world has not ceased. The monopolies are not content with the areas which they already 
control; their dynamism is increasing the concentration of capital and production. 

Conservative dictatorship is part of the genesis of revolution in North Africa. Hence the revolution started as a 
struggle for the emancipation of the people from dictatorial governments. The revolution is nothing but a revolt 
against the government. Once in power they have behaved like bourgeoisie themselves and have thus produced a 
revolutionary generation, who also claim to be the representatives of the people and cry out to overthrow the 
successors of the colonial regime. Unless African dictatorial leaders learn that power is a means and not an end 
in itself, Africa may well become a continent of permanent revolution; a crisis ridden continent. But since inde-
pendence, many African leaders have become conservatives and reactionaries. The entourage of North African 
politicians presents a generally dismal spectacle. Presidents, Ministers and political chiefs surround themselves 
with an assortment of upstarts, crooks and profiteers whose behavior is bound, to generate revolution. Agents of 
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foreign powers are not absent from the presidential or ministerial entourage, provoking and sustaining intrigues 
with a ready supply of funds. 

The historical, social, economic, cultural and ideological transformation which are taking place in North 
Africa make it clear that they are dissatisfied with any political system that deprives them of the opportunity to 
be architects of their destiny, but are interested in a system that ensures their freedom, rights, justice etc.  

Although the international political system has become essentially polycentric, the Superpowers, through 
networks of command, control, and communications systems, nuclear threats, and interventions, have continued 
to shape not only the direction of world affairs, but also the character of conflict and revolutions in North Africa. 
Furthermore, the activities of NATO and the USA, France and Britain as purveyors of the most advanced West-
ern capitalist technology have intensified the process of plunder, marginalization, social contradictions and im-
miserisation of the North African economies, their peasant farmers, creating and exacerbating security problems 
for all the countries in North Africa. Thus we can identify four major causes of revolution in North Africa: eco-
nomic and military dependence, conflict and wars within states, inter-state antagonisms and conflicts and exter-
nal great power intervention in North African affairs. Each of these threats or causes cannot be seen as an iso-
lated problem but as inextricably entwined. It follows, therefore, that in formulating deterrence and defense 
strategies the interrelatedness of the threats, especially the ways in which they are internally and internationally 
linked, must be taken into consideration. 

Intervention by outside powers in the affairs of the North African states presents one of the most serious 
threats to the North African peace, security and unity. Of all foreign interventions in North Africa, the USA, 
British and French stance are very unique. From the role of colonizers, they have switched to that of the guar-
dian of their colonized states and lately have combined this role with that of Africa’s gendarme (in Mauritania, 
Western Sahara, Chad, and Zaire). The uniqueness of the French case lies not so much in France’s ability to 
combine these roles and at the same time to retain her credibility even outside the Francophone states as in the 
tenuous belief that France is not strictly speaking an external power both in and around Africa 

The other two major Western powers, Britain and the United States, have intervened in Africa when there ap-
pears to have been any slightest threats to their economic interests, as in North Africa today. The North African 
countries are neo-colonial states par excellence, so that intervention in the revolutions is aimed as much to pro-
tect Western investments and sources of raw materials as to shore up regimes favorable to Western manipulation. 

Perhaps what might be considered as the most important but hidden force driving the North African revolu-
tions is the “Marxist” elements of the influence of economic forces on structure and the consciousness of Afri-
can societies especially his “law of the negation of negation”. According to Marx this is an extremely general 
and for this reason extremely comprehensive and important law of development of nature, history and thought, a 
law which holds good in the animal and plant kingdoms, in geology, in mathematics, in history and in philoso-
phy. Negation is the inevitable and legitimate stage in any development. No development is possible without 
negation of its old forms of existence. This law does not mean the utter destruction of the old, but the normal 
process that takes place through continual destruction and amplified renewal. In the case of the North African 
revolutions, a new social system or ideology is trying to evolve from capitalism and communism of the West 
and again a new political system, monarchy is being negated to give rise to democracy and the negation will 
continue. In all a new form of African ideologies being sought for will evolve giving rise to something new 
more rejuvenated, purer etc. This does not mean utter destruction of the old, but must incorporate the material 
and cultural values created over preceding epochs. The law of the negation of negation demonstrates the pro-
gressive character of development as a rise from the lower to the higher, from the simple to the complex. Instead 
of lamenting their fate and stoically enduring their existence as exploited nations, the people of North Africa are 
engaging in deliberate action, conscious action to turn the political, the economic and their social world in a di-
rection favorable to the full flowering of the human personality. But it must be pointed out that revolution for 
attainment of these values is necessary as against revolution for its own sake which is madness. The people of 
North Africa have definite, immediate and long-term objectives. 

If we were to analyze the individual countries where this revolution is taking place today, to x-ray the root 
causes, and the consequences of the revolutions, it is an indubitable fact that most of them is as a result of the 
draconian rules of their long reigning despots who have ruled their countries without any sign of relinquishing 
power. In Tunisia where the maiden revolution started in 18th December, 2010 it have their causes traced to the 
gruesomely symbolic suicide in December of Mohammed Bouazizi who some are calling “the father of the Tu-
nisian revolutions”, corruption, the graft and nepotism practiced by Ben Ali’s family, the Trabelsis and Ben Alis 



C. C. Mbaegbu 
 

 
547 

were pillaging the country; unemployment and economic stagnation shrinking press freedom, and we might add 
other political freedoms. The consequences were unique, namely the immediate ouster of the president, killing 
of innocent civilians etc. In the Mediterranean Quarterly, Mohamed A. El-Khawu writing on Tunisia’s Jasmine 
Revolution Causes and Impact: observes that it was to oust a long-time dictator who had ruled the country for 
twenty-three years new political parties were established and free and fair multi party elections were held, a 
giant step forward in the march towards democracy. 

The second revolution in North Africa started in Egypt on 25th January, 2011. The Egyptians who took to the 
streets to demand change came up to ten million. It was the largest popular movement in Egypt’s modern history, 
and was considered as one of the largest on the history of the world over the last two centuries. The second rev-
olution was grounded on police brutality of the masses, electoral fraud, and political censorship, and wide- 
spread corruption, high rate of unemployment, food price inflation, low minimum wages and lack of freedom on 
the side of the masses. 

The effects the revolution produced and the changes it brought about included huge and radical changes on 
Egyptian reality, the most important being the overthrow of the regime that ruled Egypt with increasing repres-
sion for thirty years; shook the regime to its roots. It was also a “white revolution”: the only blood split was at 
the hands of the regime and its cohorts, including a number of loyalists, business tycoons. The consequences 
were catastrophic since many protesters paid the supreme price of death by shading their blood. In short, the 
Egyptian revolution bears the essence of a popular uprising or any popular movement since it is described that it 
succeeds in rallying huge numbers under its banner and produces effects and brings about changes that impact 
strongly on the reality on the ground. 

In Sudan, revolution kicked off on 30th January, 2011 and this singular protest resulted in President Omar 
al-Bashir announcing his intention not to seek re-election in 2015. The protest took the forms of demonstrations, 
strike actions, riots, online activism etc. 

The Algerian protest began on 20th February, 2011 because of high cost of staple goods like sugar and oil and 
also because of corruption in the government. In response to the earlier violence and demands of civil society 
groups, the Algerian President, immediately promised moves to lower the prices of the goods and also provide 
government help in housing and job creation. 

Libyan uprising started on 15th February, 2011 and ended on 23rd October, 2011. It was started because the 
masses were saturated with the dictatorial rule of Gadhafi and they want to exercise their freedom. The corrup-
tion of the Gadhafi administration had by the beginning of this 21st Century become proverbial. Gadhafi and his 
children had run a thoroughly corrupt administration which had enriched their family and their cronies. By Feb-
ruary 2011, discontentment had become widespread. There were, along with corruption, blatant human rights 
violations, the economy was in ruins, and unemployment was very high while the government treated all forms 
of opposition with an iron fist. Consequently, people of Libya wanted to democratize their government just like 
Egypt. Their leader was corrupt, and had been involved in diverse forms of corruption for many years. The 
people had no regard for him. They no longer wanted his rulership but they needed to have a say in what hap-
pens in their country. They chose not to be silent any longer for they were willing to die for freedom. 

The revolution brought a marked change in the social and political order of Libya after the overthrow and 
killing of Muammar Gadhafi… weapons proliferation, Islamic insurgency, sectarian violence, and lawlessness 
have been problems and the spillover has affected neighboring countries including Mali. The interim National 
Transitional Council (NTC) declared that the country has been liberated in October 2011; it began a process to 
form a new government, prepare for elections and prosecute former Gadhafi officials. Elections were held in 
July 2012 to a General National Congress (GNC), which took power a month later. The NTC was dissolved, and 
in November Ali Zidan was sworn in as Prime Minister. Hundreds of protesters were killed during the period of 
the awakening.  

The protest started in Morocco on the 20th February, 2011 and its aim is Constitutional Reform and the protest 
took the form of demonstrations and riots. The Moroccan government is now implementing Constitutional Re-
forms. 

However, a critical study of these revolutions which sprang up in North Africa reveals that their major causes 
are: extreme poverty, authoritarianism, government corruption, human rights violations, inflations, kleptocracy, 
sectarianism, unemployment etc. The roles of the Western allies or superpowers show a greater element of im-
perialism, Neo-colonialism and egoistic tendencies. Former Head of state: Putin accused Western nations of hy-
pocrisy for backing revolutions in North African countries that previously enjoyed their strong support. They are 
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really arrogant world powers. But what is interesting is that they also supported the North African Revolutions 
as well as the ones that overthrew the old regimes. It is also good to note that the super-rich capitalists’ countries 
have extracted enormous profits from this region of North Africa. At stake now are their oil wealth, military 
bases and critical channels for commerce. Rhys Merrett of Austria’s National University said that the world 
powers intervention is largely for their national interests. The simple fact of oil is good enough reason to ques-
tion the motives of any external state that intervenes. Physical intervention of any kind must not be an option. 
However, one can see that the role of the Western Superpowers in the North African Revolutions is largely im-
perial in nature. It is neo-colonialism and imperialism of the 3rd Millennium because the super powers cannot 
play any role without gaining something in return. Their role is best to their own selfish interest and not in the 
interest of the countries where the revolutions are carried out. 

In all, violent revolutions which culminated into wars in North Africa have been the most violating force in 
that region and Oyeshola (2005: 94) correctly observes that: 

It continues to cause famine and the mass displacement of people. It causes mass migration and traumatizes 
young and old, women and men and the impersonal environment. The use of this power by individuals in 
robbery and for settling scores is multiplied a thousand times over as people in authority resort to it to settle 
political, social and economic challenges… The most obvious effects of political violence are the deaths 
and injuries resulting from it. 

Other effects of the revolutions include: disruption of production and raising of operating costs, close down of 
businesses or reduction of production and investments. Again, hundreds of innocent people are being massacred 
which is a crime against humanity. Millions of people are forced to live a life without hope as refugees and dis-
placed people. Worse still, in the impending wars in North Africa unspeakable terror is unleashed on the civilian 
populace, killing, raping, and maiming innocent people including women and children. Violent environment is 
another context within which the people of North Africa live move and have their being and they exert profound 
and untold influence on them now as they struggle to evolve domesticated ideologies that safeguard their free-
dom and rights. 

On a positive note, the North African revolutions would usher in psychological, cultural, economic and polit-
ical freedom in that region. Indeed the revolution would bring about economic well-being, respect for human 
rights and dignity, enthronement of democracy and technological advancement. 

4. The Role of Dialogue in the North African Revolutions 
By its nature, dialogue is a great instrument of peace. Dialogue is perhaps best exemplified by the Socratic di-
alogue, a discussion in search of agreement between two or more interlocutors. But it has its own game rules, its 
own finality, and its own conditions of fruitfulness. Thus it is not a talking to―a monologue. It is not pure in-
formation, or instruction or command. It is not a talking away from or a rambling around anything and every-
thing. It is targeted at a precise subject matter. It is dominated by a question and answer, trial and error format. It 
is therefore a common search to arrive at the “truth”, presumed not available as the monopoly of one party to be 
communicated or taught to the other. There is humility to it coming from the initial disavowal of omniscience 
and the a priori admission that may have something to learn from the other. 

The dialogue is an appeal to reason, man to man, an appeal to that which makes man, which makes men one, 
to that rationality by which man stands out as a class apart in all creation―the paragon of animals, made just lit-
tle less than a god. By appealing to that which most intimately makes man, unites man to man and distinguishes 
man from all else, it is preeminently designed to unite minds, cure ignorance and misunderstanding and discord 
and restore peace and harmony among men and people. What the dialogue does for men it can do for nations 
who are in any crisis with each other especially if mediated by philosophy. 

This is why, in the resolution of the North African revolutions, by far the most fruitful and human strategy is 
dialogue. Dialogue, unlike a monologue, is respectful and affirming of the other. In eschewing both violence and 
the cannibalization of others, it refuses to violet the sacredness of others contrary to what is happening in North 
Africa. It creates a more just environment for mutual communication and assessment, for acceptance or rejection, 
for assimilation or differentiation, leading to a fairer and mutually more enriching exchange. 

Dialogue offers the best chance to letting nations meet each other to touch or otherwise affect each other legi-
timately, while retaining their own sovereignty and integrity. For this reason, while in North Africa, there is a 
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clash of ideologies and civilizations and others envisage a globalization in which one or two nations overrun and 
absorb the others, or where one nation milks the resources of the others in order to survive, we think that a more 
acceptable form of interaction is byway of dialogue, a dialogue in which philosophy can play a vital role. 

The historical, social, economic, cultural and ideological transformations which are taking place in North 
Africa where the Western countries struggle for their economic motives make it clear that the North African 
countries must engage in the dialogue of persuasion to be allowed to develop a new original ideology, not a poor 
copy of either their political or social ideologies. It would be a mistake to assume that the African ideology will 
be based on the already existing Western ideologies which they themselves find it difficult to implement.  

More importantly, the people of North Africa should engage their sit-tight leaders in a dialogue of persuading 
them to imbibe the culture of leaving the stage on the due date. The solution does not only lie in dialogue and 
what philosophy could do but the excessive incursions of the Western blocks into North Africa is likely to be 
abated if the leaders of these North African countries should stop selling oil to the West but none of these Afri-
can Monarchs are ready to use this bounty given them as a means of fighting for their rights for example the Li-
byan and the Palestinian states. We are talking of philosophy as an enterprise and we imagine an enterprise of 
rationality dialoging that is, asking questions and giving answers to various ideologies, and the forms of gov-
ernment competing in that region. Each ideologies and political system would interrogate it, then interrogate the 
others and learn from them. 

5. Philosophy as an Indispensable Tool of Peace in the North African Revolutions 
Certainly, the clamor for democracy which is antithetical to the monarchical regimes in North Africa is one of 
the greatest causes of revolution in that region of Africa. The battle to enthrone democracy has been consistently 
resisted both by their home leaders as well as their colonizers. There are some other problems in North Africa: 
self-immolation of long reigning regime, wide-spread corruption in the government system, unemployment, 
blatant human rights violations, and intermittent interventions of super powers for whatever reasons, economic 
and military dependence of North African states on the industrial powers, ethnicism and racialism and crisis of 
identity. That philosophy is expected to contribute much here is based on the fact that philosophy is a critical and 
reconstructive discipline. Consequently, Oladijpo (1995: 5) argues that philosophy and indeed philosophers 
should put “philosophy in the service of human well-being through a critical and reconstructive scrutiny of the 
ideas we live by”. More so, as Wiredu (1995:23) observes when “the fundamental concepts of philosophy are 
the most fundamental categories of human thought”. The implication of the above statements according to 
Oraegbunam (2006: 239) is that: 

Philosophy must help in constructing a spirit of critical acceptance or rejection of ideas that are imported 
wholesale from Europe and America. Sometimes, these ideas do not fit into the African circumstances and 
labenswelt, but are accepted only on the blind supposition that everything European or American is the 
better. 

Philosophy of education and or education for philosophy is therefore required to dispel this ignorance and 
poor mental self-appreciation of the African identity. Thus the role of philosophy within the comity of inter-dis- 
ciplinary areas that will affect the task of pointing the way forward to the solutions to the problems that have 
bedeviled the North African States cannot be overemphasized. Here we should distinguish the reality of philos-
ophy from the promise of philosophy; the one dealing with philosophy as we know it in history and in the histo-
ry of international relations on the one hand and on the other, the promise it holds, the great hope it is pregnant 
with, the yet unachieved potential philosophy. The wisdom that philosophy seeks is one that tries to understand, 
to clear ignorance, to clarify obscurities, to establish reasonable mutually acceptable roles of conduct among in-
dividuals and peoples, minimizing the areas of friction and, where it cannot be completely eliminated, to pro-
mote mutual tolerance and avoid the reign of terror, violence and war among peoples. 

Today there is resurgence in Africa regarding the adoption of democracy as a form of governance that has 
contributed to the successful growth and development of the society wherever it is practiced. The acceptance of 
democracy in Africa did not come about so easily. Today, at least every country in Africa is talking of adopting 
democracy, if not yet done. To some it is a matter of imposition. To others it is a matter of choice. Whether de-
mocracy is imposed or chosen, one thing is certain. The people of that society must learn to apply its principles 
so as to enhance productivity. Again, the seemingly industrialization going on in Africa is uprooting our sense of 
human dignity and the best person to understand the situation in Africa is the philosopher who has the capability 
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to come out with the possibilities and opportunities that will assist in the positive growth of Africa. We must not 
shy away from the fact that majority of our people in North Africa do not understand what it means to be a hu-
man being. They have not contemplated deeply on the question “What is man” Standing on these premises Anov 
(2007: 239) reminds philosophers of their role in any society be it primitive or complex: 

The contribution of philosophers in the society comes up readily by simple analysis and clarifications of the 
complex in use at a given time. Today, in Africa emphasis is placed on the process of democratization and 
development. How well do our politicians understand democracy as a political system of governance? To 
what extent are they ready to put into practice the principle of democracy for the common good of the ge-
nerality of the people? 

He therefore concludes that the philosopher must take enough time to make changes by the use of ideas. Phi-
losophy is all about ideas and change; consequently, the philosopher must ginger the people to think responsibly 
and accountably since this way of thinking has brought positive changes in different parts of the world. This is 
the advantage of a philosophical thought pattern to humanity and must not be neglected in North Africa. Fur-
thermore; philosophers in Africa must learn to provide insight to this group of people on the nature of man. This 
education will go a long way in reminding us of the aspects of life that are forgotten or taken for granted. He 
must earnestly persuade her people to look at life in a positive light. This is the only way people can be moti-
vated to begin to appreciate themselves and others around them. The only way respect for human rights will 
have a place in the programs of our leaders. Anjov concludes on a very important note on the role of philosophy 
by saying that the Africa we hope to see in the nearest future greatly depends on the decisions we make today. 
We are capable of stimulating African leaders to conceive and implement planned economies, adapt democratic 
processes and appreciate the benefits of living in a pluralistic society. With particular emphasis on the choice of 
democracy that can work in the North African states, the philosopher must challenge its people to resist the 
temptation to plant liberal or participatory democracy on their soil as these are planned for the Americans and 
Britons in their different situations. North African nations have been under monarchical regimes and the concept 
of democracy, its principles and implementation should be inculcated before it can work. Governments in North 
Africa must therefore take education seriously. They must provide enabling environment for the intellectual 
training of her citizens so as to achieve self-realization as authentic human beings. 

One of the ways which philosophers can be of help in the current revolutions in North Africa according to 
Wiredu (1972: 4) is through “comparative analysis” which involves three levels of analyses:  

First, a critical analysis of traditional African culture with a view to identifying and separating the undesir-
able elements of culture from those that are desirable and worth keeping. Second, a critical assessment of 
Western culture and techniques, which is done with a view to identifying the aspects that are desirable and 
those that are suitable for social development in contemporary African society… The third level of analysis 
consists in the comparism of the Western traditional culture and the African traditional culture. This would 
reveal the features that are genuinely Western and those that are particularly African. 

But it must be admitted that the philosopher or the philosophizing we are talking about here is the one that has 
the capacity to change theory into practice, a philosophy which can both comprehend and transform the world in 
contradistinction to the often quoted Marxian dictum that philosophers have only interpreted the world in many 
ways but without changing it. Okafor (2004: 61) therefore insist that apart from analyses “the contemplators of 
the African world and its condition must be the reformers as well”. Philosophies and indeed philosophers con-
cerned with the North African revolutions should probe deeper into the causes and nature of these conflicts and 
prepare some action programmed to confront them. There must be a multi-disciplinary study of the North Afri-
can revolutions which must culminate in setting strategies for curbing any crisis which has its genesis in the 
clash of ideologies and civilizations in North Africa and Africa as a whole. This is what it means by action- 
oriented study or philosophy of praxis which transcends theoretical denouncements of the situation and possible 
through action, constructive action, in the realm of practical affairs.  

This period of human history could be designated as the “Dunciad”, the age of the Dunces―the era of the 
reign of ignorance and stupidity that only philosophy and its wisdom can eventually end. Until then, the reign of 
terror continues with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and the United Nations as constituted only an irre-
formably, undemocratic representation of unequal sovereignties or more precisely, since might is the main right, 
unequal proxies of unequal armies, all thinking and talking in terms of great powers and superpowers with their 
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Veto powers, ganging up in shifty alliances in the United Nations often paid for in cash or exhorted by blackmail 
and, outside the United Nations constituting last nuclear armed alliances against only God knows who, in a fu-
ture Armageddon that their very threat to the world makes rather probable than impossible. 

6. Conclusion 
No African regime, whether conservative or revolutionary, dictatorial or democratic, is now safe from popular 
awakening as is now being witnessed in North Africa. What is revealed in all these uprisings is that the people 
once awakened must of necessity win whether or not the ruling monarchs with their supportive Western allies 
internal or external act otherwise. And as we said earlier, the solution lies in dialogue or soft power and not by 
the barrel of the gun. Violence is not the best option for effecting a change in a society and it is obvious that 
most at times revolution goes with violence. In the annals of history, many people, nations etc. effected a change 
through non-violent means, For instance, Mahatma Ghandi and the co-Indians got their independence through 
nonviolent revolution, and the same can be said of Martin Luther King (Jnr.) and his fellow blacks (Negroes) in 
the New-world. They fought for the discrimination of the Negroes by the whites through non-violent means. 

The nations of North Africa have rejected the Monarchical system of government and want to embrace de-
mocracy in which the masses are free to exercise their political freedom but the method of achieving this aim 
which is revolution with violence is not the right way or the best method for achieving the desired change. As 
men endowed with reason and the necessary faculties that accompany reason, the North African countries 
should have effected this change by gathering around the table of dialogue and applying the dialogic method.  

The concept of power is a delicate and tragic phenomenon if and when subjected to an abusive end. It is like 
an elastic thread which can be stretched to any limit, but which definitely will have a breaking point and the men 
doing the stretching collapses. Hence, power can be used, over-stretched or overused to the point where the 
power holder collapses and breaks into pieces. This could result to a state of affairs which led former Tunisian 
leader Ben Ali to take to his heels and other monarchs of various North African Countries to meet their dead 
end. 
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Abstract 
I reclaim the patristic Christological use of perichoresis by showing how in bringing together dif-
ferent entities, such as God and Nature in unity as the one person of Christ, we can acknowledge 
the perichoresis between divine human and nature. Christological perichoresis supports the idea 
that the whole creation is included in God’s recreated cosmos, in response to the redeeming power 
of Christ who entered the web of life as a creature. Trinitarian relationships bear a Christological 
message for intentional openness towards the “other”. Thus ecofeminism can be considered from 
a Christian view, realizing Christ’s “cosmic” role in the salvation of the entire cosmos. 
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1. Introduction 
One of my motivations for focusing on perichoretic relations as the co-inherence in Christ of the human and di-
vine natures is that it illustrates the relationship between God the Creator and the creation. My goal is for a 
healed relationship among humans and between humans, the earth and its beings, which will ultimately lead to a 
holistic perichoretic consciousness and a culture opposing domination-systems as well as the exploitation of na-
ture. The eco-theological problem is one of humanity being in non-perichoretic relationship within itself, God, 
and the rest of creation. To heal this rift is a process of cultivating perichoretic relations between them, in Christ. 
In this article I trace the development of the concept of “perichoresis” as a preliminary to studying its promise, 
potential, and implications for ecotheology.  

2. Brief History of Trinitarian Perichoresis 
2.1. The Definition of Perichoresis 
The Eastern Church Fathers borrowed both the verb and the noun from Anaxagoras where it means revolution, 
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rotation as cosmic differentiation, ordering, continuation, and extension. The noun περιχώρησις names the proc-
ess of making room for another around oneself, or to extend one’s self round about. August Deneffe linked 
perichoresis to the stoic concept of mixture, which means a mutual interpenetration of two substances that pre-
serves the identity and property of each intact (Harrison, 1991: p. 54). 

From Anaxagoras to John of Damascus its meaning took a new content, in a Christological context. The fa-
thers contextualized “περιχώρησις’ from Anaxagoras” cosmological, mechanistic context to use it in a Chris-
tological and Trinitarian one. 

2.2. Eastern Church Fathers 
2.2.1. The Cappadocian Fathers 
They insisted on “three persons but one essence” (Elwell, 2001: pp. 205-206). Gregory of Nazianzus preached 
of one God, three in unity and equal; each distinct in the person’s own property and each one God because of 
consubstantiality. There is in the Godhead an identity of hypostatic substance, which is distinct as each differs in 
relation to origin (Davis, 1983: pp. 116-117). If there are no hypostases in God of one essence, the indwelling of 
the Godhead is questioned. Gregory of Nyssa wrote the treatise, To Ablabius to prove that “there are not three 
gods”. He explains that trying to know the divine nature we do not express what the essence of the nature is 
(Νύσσης, PG, τ. 45, 121). The one divine nature rejects diversity in essence. Creation and redemption are trini-
tarian acts; (Ἀνδρούτσου, 1956: σελ. 92), in God’s manifestation to the cosmos, it is three divine persons in 
περιχώρησις. The Son fills and contains all things, contained in the Father who fills and contains all things, 
while contained in the Son (Νείλος, PG τ. 79, 213). 

2.2.2. Pseudo-Cyril 
He applied “περιχώρησις” in a trinitarian sense to the idea of coinherence (Κύριλλος, PGτ. 77, 1144B). He sees 
two causes of divine unity: the identity of essence and the mutual perichoresis presupposing their threeness 
(Harrison, 1991: p. 60). Both ousia and hypostases had been explained; the doctrine needed to be defined from 
the aspect of either term. Perichoresis needed to shape a definition starting from the term hypostasis that would 
express the truth of one God. Without it, tritheism could appear. It is not now perichoresis “to” but “in” one an-
other. Perichoresis “to” one another speaks of equivalent or alternative persons; “in” one another that they are 
co-extensive, forming the reverse of ousia’s identity (Prestige, 1964: p. 297).  

2.2.3. John of Damascus 
He is the last of the early church fathers to discuss “perichoresis”. Things created cannot describe the uncreated 
divine essence. Each trinitarian person is related to the others as to itself, having their being in one another 
without coalescence or commingling. (Δαμασκηνού, 1989: σελ.58, 64, 66). Christological perichoresis pro- 
claims: one person in Christ (New Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 11, 1967: pp. 128-129). The eastern fathers 
knew God as one being in three presentations.  

3. The Use of Perichoresis by Modern Theologians 
The defence of a social conception of the trinity started with Moltmann (Kilby, 2000: 432-445), who retrieves 
John Damascene’s doctrine of trinitarian περιχώρησις (Moltmann, 1993: p. 174). For him, through the idea of 
perichoresis, the social doctrine of the trinity expresses the eternal indwelling and community of the divine per-
sons as basis for differentiation and unity of God (John 14:11, 10:30). Trinitarian perichoresis can be the starting 
point for the account of all analogously dualistic relations reflecting the mutual indwelling and interpenetration 
of trinitarian perichoresis for him: God in the world, the world in God; heaven, earth in God’s kingdom; soul, 
body as a whole in the life giving Spirit; woman-man as whole human beings. Life as perichoresis designates an 
ecological doctrine of creation for Moltmann (Moltmann, 1997: pp. 15-17). Some of Moltmann’s ideas served 
as reference points for feminist and ecofeminist theologians, struggling against dualisms in patriarchal structures. 
For Moltmann, female metaphors of God are symbols of metanoia. Masculinity, femininity and all dualistic re-
lations are sinful, requiring holistic healing processes and redemption. According to him, the ecumenical and 
ecological resonance in God’s incarnated Wisdom and the indwelling Spirit as trinitarian perichoresis embody 
justice for women and the entire creation (Keller, 1996: pp. 142-53).  

According to Boff, ecological discourse is about the web of relationship that constitutes and sustains the cos-



I. Sahinidou    
   

 
554 

mos and makes it possible to speak of God as a trinity of persons. This is a dynamic metaphysics not a static, 
ontological one. Christians know God as communion, not as the result of persons who upon being in and for 
them thereupon began to relate. If there were “one” divine figure, solitude would prevail. Were there “two”, it 
would be the dual narcissism of a couple. A “third” figure forces the others to turn their gaze from each other to 
other directions, dialectic of three interrelated, distinct persons (Boff, 1997: pp. 155-156). Trinitarian pericho- 
resis emerges as a modern concept in tune with our cosmology, encountering all closed systems (Boff, 1997: pp. 
24-26, 154-156). 

Johnson envisions a triple helix. The double helix carries the genetic code of human life. The strands of the 
helix do not arise from each other but are together. The relations may be modelled on human analogies for the 
interaction of male-female, parent-child; friend-friend. If God’s image is the reference point for the commu- 
nity’s values, the triune symbol critiques patriarchal domination in church and society (Johnson, 1999: pp. 
222-223). 

According to LaCugna, when the doctrine of the Father’s monarchy weakened because of the Cappadocian 
doctrine of intra-divine relations, the idea of perichoresis replaced it. A divine person is by nature in relation to 
the other persons (Κύριλλος, PG 73, 81). Perichoresis avoids locating the divine unity either in the divine es-
sence or in the person of the Father; it locates unity in a communion of persons (LaCugna, 1993: pp. 270-271). 
For LaCugna the claim of feminist theology that a human community of equals is an icon of God’s relational life 
is made by turning to the economy of salvation and of human community that Jesus proclaimed, revealing the 
reign of God. The starting point in the economy of redemption locates perichoresis not in God’s inner life, but in 
the mystery of the communion of both divine and human persons. One perichoresis includes God and humanity 
(LaCugna, 1993: pp. 270-274). LaCugna develops a relational ontology of persons, both human and divine in 
communion (LaCugna, 1993: p. 275). For her, Wilson’s Christology shows that though equality and mutuality 
among persons are basic to trinitarian theology, theological anthropology and soteriology, a sphere of in-
tra-divine relations is a fragile basis. She critiques perichoresis in Boff, who equates the divine essence with 
perichoresis. The divine relations and the idea that divine life consists of a mutual revelation of the persons is 
scholastic theology far from the biblical witness to the role of each person, it is a reified account of divine es-
sence1. 

4. Οn the Use of Perichoresis by Modern Theologians 
4.1. Challenging the Social Doctrine of the Trinity 
The use of social analogies to the trinity is problematic (Kilby, 2000: pp. 432-445). For modern theology, person 
is a technical term in the trinitarian formula; for social theorists, our society’s meaning of person should return 
to the trinitarian idea for today personhood leads to individualism. 

According to Moltmann to avoid absolutism, we can adopt a social doctrine of the trinity for a ruler’s monar-
chy does not accord to the trinity. If one probes further into Kasner’s feminist tribute of the social trinity, a sus-
picion of projection arises. For her, the trinity is a mutuality of persons who choose to go out and enter in rela-
tionships. According to Moltmann, the trinitarian persons do not exist and then enter into relationship, but are 
comprised in their relationships. According to Kilby, the divine perichoresis is beyond our experience; projec-
tion is doubtful; what is projected onto God is reflected back onto the world. The doctrine is not a descriptive of 
God, but a Christian structuring principle. Theologians must not use it claiming an insight into God’s life to 
promote social, political or ecclesiastical regimes (Kilby, 2000: 432-445). Coakley argues that Gregory’s of 
Nyssa trinitarian theology is about the unity of divine will and action; not probing into the details of Godhead’s 
nature. Gregory not starting from the three is not a “social” Trinitarian. The tack is of “communion” between the 
persons not “community”. Gregory’s analogies for the trinity stress the indivisibility of the persons and the flu-
idity in their bounds. An apophatic sensibility attends any talk of God’s essence (Coakley, 2002: pp. 112-120). 

4.2. Perichoresis: Analogia Relation Is Devoid of Analogia Entis? 
In his social doctrine of the trinity, Moltmann stresses the “perichoretically consummated life processes” of the 
persons who “must not be reduced to three modes of being of one divine subject”, and whose unity “cannot be 

 

 

1Graham Buxton, “On the Trinitarian doctrine of perichoresis.”  
http://www.taboradelaide.com/downloads/downloads_about/staff_articles/On_the_Trinitarian_doctrine_of_perichoresis.doc 
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seen in a general concept of divine substance”. The unity of the persons is neither substantial nor numerical, but 
a unity of communal love. Perichoresis is used without the mutual interpenetration in the one divine nature of 
the persons (Otto, 2001: p. 373), yet it needs an ontological basis for relations if it is not just a conceptual rela-
tionship. Even quantum theory shows how energy is exchanged on the subatomic level between the smallest 
particles that for their wave-like behaviour assume something substantially existing in dynamic relation that 
elicits energy when colliding (Otto, 2001: pp. 366-384). The fact that God is the Father adds to the mode of be-
ing, a person. There are no persons without relation, neither relation without persons. If “person” is known in 
trinitarian terms of relation and context the persons do not only subsist in the common divine substance; they 
also exist in their mutual relation, an idea expressed in the early church’s doctrine of trinitarianism. Persons re-
alize themselves in one another by virtue of love. 

4.3. What Kind of Language Is Trinitarian Language?  
Εcofeminists challenge all language as translation of experiences. According to Coakley, we know “Father”- 
trinitarian language as metaphorical since Gregory of Nyssa discerns human from divine fatherhood. If Gregory 
makes a parallel move, human “father” language can be analogical derivative from the divine, instead of divine 
“Father” language that is either metaphorical or analogical based on human prototypes. For Gregory the names 
father and mother bear the same meaning for there is “neither male nor female” in God (Χρήστου, 1989: σελ. 
234-237).  

Gender stereotypes must be “reversed, undermined and transcended”. A plethora of biblical allegorical refer-
ences draws us beyond complacence. Gregory’s “analogies” show an apophatic sensibility for the divine essence, 
to be known as “metaphors” in modern terms. Each one bears a sense of the ineffable divine nature, exposing 
the limits of what we say about God (Coakley, 2002: pp. 128-129, 124-127). 

4.4. Does “Communion” Belong to the Level of “Substance”? 
A work related to John Zizioulas substantiates the “social trinity of the east”, where “personhood” is prior to 
“substance”, according to Coakley (Coakley, 2002: p. 434). For her, Gregory of Nyssa does not prioritize “per-
son” over “substance”, a polemical in Zizioulas’s (Coakley, 2002: p. 123) thought, who discusses the terms in 
the patristic era of both Athanasius and the Cappadocians. Zizioulas prioritizes neither “person” over “sub-
stance” nor “substance” over “person”. For him, in Athanasius’ ontology, the Son’s being belongs to God’s sub-
stance, an idea Athanasius used to argue against the Arians. By connecting the Son’s being with God’s sub-
stance, he transformed the idea of substance. “Father” is a relational term (Zizioulas, 2005: pp. 84-85, 60 foot-
note). “Has God ever existed without God’s own Son”? (Athanasius, PG 26, 2, ΛόγοςΠρώτος 33). Given the 
character of God’s being, substance is known only as communion. A relational term, “hypostasis” entered into 
ontology; an ontological category “hypostasis” entered the relational categories of being. To identify God’s be-
ing with a person rather than with ousia makes possible a biblical doctrine of God the Father while solving the 
problem of homoousion, as for the relation of the Son to the Father. In making the Father the ground of God’s 
being, theology founded the Son’s otherness on one ousia. Athanasius’ relational idea of substance becomes in 
the work of the Cappadocians the ontology of personhood (Zizioulas, 2005: pp. 83-89, 67, footnote). According 
to Zizioulas, the ontological position of the eastern fathers might be that no substance-nature exists without per-
son-hypostasis. The ontological cause of being is not substance or nature but person or hypostasis. Being is 
traced back not to ousia but to the person of the Father. Coakley’s Latin exegesis gives priority to divine ousia 
(Coakley, 2002: p. 123, 52 footnote). To admit that there was a time when only ousia existed, implies that the 
prosopa were not eternal. Perichoresis safeguarded the ομοούσιον of the trinitarian persons and replaced the pa-
tristic doctrine that God’s unity belonged to the Father. The model of perichoresis does not locate the divine 
unity either in the divine essence or in the person of the Father; it locates unity in a communion of persons (La-
Cugna, 1993: pp. 270-271). God’s life is shown by the perichoretic relations of the divine persons. Creation and 
redemption are trinitarian acts; (Ἀνδρούτσου, 1956: σελ. 92) in God’s manifestation to the cosmos, it is three 
divine persons in περιχώρησις. 

5. Christological Perichoresis 
Gregory of Nazianzus (Nazianzus, NIDCC, p. 435) applied the verb perichoreo first to Christology: Christ made 
all things; the names of the natures are mingled as the natures mutually perichorize. In Epistle 101 we read of 
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how divine and human natures unite in Christ. The renewal of creation has been the work of the incarnated 
Creator Λόγος who made it. The natures and the titles mutually reciprocate (Γρηγορίου Θεολόγου, PGτ. 37, 
182). According to Harrison the interchange of names is grounded ontologically in the mutual interpenetration 
of natures, which Gregory identifies by the terms admixture and mixture. Here perichoresis indicates the ex-
change of titles, activities and attributes, termed as ἀντίδοσις τῶν ἰδιωμάτων in Maximus’ wording that is an 
exchange of properties. The Alexandrians could find Cyril’s basic insight that the person of the incarnate is 
identical with that of the divine Word (Davis, 1983: p. 176). Maximus alludes to this text. In his wording peri-
choresis is ascribed to both of Christ’s natures and to their energies that for him are consistent with their natures. 
Maximus was the first church father to develop a theological definition of perichoresis related to the hypostatic 
union of Christ after studying the texts of Gregory of Nazianzus whom he follows in the Christological use of 
the term. In Maximus’ texts, first the verb περιχωρέω appears and then the noun. In his scholia on Dionysius 
(Nazianzus, epistle 4.8), he quotes περιχωρέω of the two natures of Christ from Gregory of Nazianzus 
(Γρηγορίου Θεολόγου, PGτ. 37, 182), the seventh century opponent of the monothelitism heresy2. The human 
nature hypostatically and unconfusedly is united with the divine. Maximus uses the verb περικεχώρηκε (ambig. 
112b D) meaning “reciprocal” (Prestige, 1964: p. 292). According to John of Damascus, the Word appropriates 
to Himself the attributes of humanity and imparts to the flesh His own attributes by way of communication in 
virtue of the perichoresis of the parts, one with the other, and the oneness according to subsistence. The natures 
of Christ interpenetrate one another but each keeps its own individuality unchanged. The flesh of the Lord was 
not defied and made equal to God by change, alteration, transformation, or confusion of nature (Δαμασκηνού, 
1989: Γ΄ 3, σελ. 220, 222, Γ΄ 4, σελ. 224, Γ΄ 5, σ. 226, 228, Γ΄ 7, 238, Γ΄ 8, 240, Γ΄ 15, σ. 226, Γ΄ 19, 304). In 
Christology, perichoresis shows how the Saviour’s two natures are united while distinct, making his human suf-
ferings salvific. The Fourth Ecumenical Council ruled that Jesus Christ is “in two natures”, in opposition to the 
doctrine of monophysitism. The unity of person is “by reason of this unity of person to be known in both natures, 
the Son of Man is said to have come down from heaven when the Son of God took flesh from the virgin from 
whom he was born” (Davis, 1983: p. 176). The Council of Chalcedon distinguished between person and nature; 
the person of Christ being one, his natures two. Since the incarnation, the divine and human natures remain for-
ever mutually present. Even after his death, Christ comes both in humanity and in divinity. The Christ confessed 
by Christians exists eternally, one and the same both before and after the salvation economy, yet divinity is not 
subject to death.  

When Maximus applies perichoresis to Christology, it means reciprocity of action. He offers as illustration the 
reciprocal actions of cutting and burning, shown by a red-hot knife (Μάξιμος, PGτ. 90, 340). Maximus tried to 
explain the singleness of action and effect proceeding from the two natures in Christ’s person. He calls the 
process perichoresis of the two natures “to” one another, not “in” or “through” one another. This may suggest 
that the penetration of the created into the uncreated cannot be an exhaustive one. According to Pseudo-Cyril, in 
Christ divinity was the anointing element, as the perichoresis of the entire chrism into the entire anointed hu-
manity, yet the permeative unction is one of grace. The two natures do not change into a compound nature; 
united hypostatically, they receive an unconfused perichoresis from one another. Divine nature, having pene-
trated flesh, offers to flesh a perichoresis with itself flowing from the divinity, a one-sided process. It was not 
enough to say that Christ has two natures united into one hypostasis. More is needed to express the relationship 
of union between the two natures. Pseudo-Cyril tries to avoid Monophysitism; it is not easy to avoid a confusing 
meaning in the terms “interpenetration” or “coinherence”. He did not safeguard himself by realizing interpen-
etration and αντίδοσις just as terms; without a real basis, the term would not be intelligible (Stead, 1953: pp. 
12-20). The Chalcedonian Creed (451) expresses the union of Christ’s natures negatively, united “inconfusedly, 
unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably” (Davis, 1983: p. 186), yet not explaining how this can be. Christianity is 
a communion with the living God in Christ, beyond explanation, affirmation or negation. The apophatic dimen-
sion of the unity of Christ’s natures remains. The patristic doctrine of Perichoresis remains as a monument of 
inspired Christian rationalism. Damascene popularised it. The term perichoresis was used by the church fathers 
to defend the one God in three hypostases and the one Christ in two natures against heresies. Gregory the Theo-
logian explicitly relates both creation and incarnation. Λόγος is both creator and re-creator of the world. Thus 
we can face both incarnation and creation of the world as Christological perichoresis towards the world to create 

 

 

2The council of Constantinople, III (680) the 6th Ecumenical Council of the Church, ruled out Monothelitism and settled for Dyothelitism. 
Both natures, human and divine are perfect consubstantial with God and man, preexistent and born from the virgin, Davis, The First seven 
ecumenical Councils (325-787) their History and Theology, pp. 282-283. 
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and recreate the cosmos. Maximus applying perichoresis to Christology speaks of the interchange in the moment 
of uttering the spoken word and in the idea it expresses, both named λόγος in Greek, (Prestige, 1964: pp. 
292-293), concepts that lead to creation when latent words are spoken. This approach opens up the cosmic di-
mensions of the continuous work of the trinity within creation through Christ.  

6. Cosmic Christological Perichoresis 
According to Maximus who uses “perichoresis” in a soteriological context, the salvation of souls is the fulfil-
ment of faith. This in turn is the true revelation of the object of faith as the inexpressible perichoresis of what 
has been believed and the “completion of the cycle” (περιχώρησις). For each person’s faith, what has been be-
lieved that relates to an end, concurring with a beginning, means the recurrence of the believers at the end to 
their own beginning. This idea relating the recurrence to an end that coincides with a beginning is decisive for 
the term “perichoresis” (Prestige, 1964: pp. 99, 293). Such repose is eternal enjoyment entailing participation in 
divine realities, meaning that the participant becomes like that in which she/he participates.  

The deification that God fulfils transcends both time and eon surpassing all thought (2 Corinthians 5:18-20, 
Romans 5:10). The conception of participation in the divine shows that perichoresis means interpenetration here. 
Created beings penetrate into the divine, though this is brought about through God’s activity (Prestige, 1964: p. 
293). According to Harrison, the Christological perichoresis involves here more than that of the saints, a point to 
remember in considering discussions on the one-sidedness of perichoresis in Christ. In my own view, Maximus 
stresses here both the anthropological and cosmic implications of the incarnation (Μάξιμος, PGτ. 90, 609). 

Neither Trinitarian nor Christological perichoresis describe God. Ιt is not an insight into Christ’s divine nature. 
Any biblical or patristic reference to the unity of the divine and human natures of Christ shows a deep apophatic 
sensibility about the unity, exposing the limits of what we say about God and the cosmos in Christ (Coakley, 
2002: pp. 124-129). Christological perichoresis is a Christian structuring principle, not a description of “how” 
divinity and humanity are united in Christ. An encounter with Jesus involves a radical shift in ourselves as if we 
are reborn (John 3:5) (Μ. Αθανασίου, 1973: σελ. 260-261). What brings us nearer to Christ’s truth does not 
come into our awareness through scientific reflection on cosmic structures, but through an encounter with the 
ultimate reality allowing us to sense a further dimension of pain as separation from creator Λόγος, the reality of 
our lives. The entire creation is waiting for the unity to be achieved (Clarke, 2002: pp. 225, 9, 31).  

Maximus refers to the time when “all will be in all”, as the culmination of human ascent (Louth, 1996: p. 162). 
The idea also means co-inherence and all the notions we associate with perichoresis. God is everything beyond 
everything (Σωτηρόπουλος, 1993: σελ. 150). Maximus preserves a cosmic dimension in his theology. According 
to Apostle Paul, “creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the glorious liberty of 
the children of God” (Romans 8:19, 21-2), a theme central in Colossians and Ephesians revealing God the Fa-
ther’s mystery of will according to God’s purpose, set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite 
all things in heaven and on earth, in him’ (Ephesians 1: 9-10) (Louth, 1996: p. 63).  

In my own view, it is not Trinitarian, as Moltmann claims (Moltmann, 1997: pp. 15-17) but Christological 
perichoresis that can be known as a starting point for an ecological doctrine of creation. I reclaim the patristic 
Christological use of perichoresis, by showing how in bringing together different entities, such as God and Na-
ture, and looking at them in unity as the one person of Christ, we can acknowledge the perichoresis between the 
divine, humanity and nature. Christological perichoresis supports the idea that the whole creation is included in 
God’s recreated cosmos, in response to the redeeming power of Christ who entered the web of life as a creature. 
Christological perichoresis goes further than the ecofeminist model of scientific interrelatedness among the be-
ings of the cosmos, as it speaks of the Creator who sustains and recreates creation. The effects of the hypostatic 
union in Christ between Creator and creation extend throughout the cosmos. The self-emptying of God in Christ 
questions all constructions about the Trinity as time/space bound. Christological perichoresis is seen as trinitar-
ian manifestation extending to include all created beings in a coinherence with God and each other. Preserving 
distinctiveness, it enables interchange of life between various levels of reality in space/time as a Christian on-
tology of love (Harrison, 1991: pp. 63-65). An ecological, perichoretic view of creation brings hope for humans 
as co-members of the cosmos. 
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Abstract 
I address the problem of the intentionality of “feeling”, considering the study-case of “background 
feelings” (malaise, tension, etc.) in Damasio (2003, 2010). Background feelings, in fact, are “border 
case” feelings: These feelings seem lacking intentionality, at least by the meaning that their inten-
tional content is not any object in the world they refer to. Differently from other feelings con-
nected to intentional states (such as emotions, for ex., feelings are mainly considered arising from), 
background feelings reveal a bodily nature of feeling at its core, while intentionality of feelings, 
when any, rather depends on the intentionality of the states feelings concern. Background feelings 
reveal an intimate, immediate relation to our own body we can’t catch considering feelings always 
and only connected to emotions. The intimate relation to the body, coming in “foreground” in these 
feelings only, should shed more light on another key feature of feelings, namely their phenome-
nality, more than their “supposed” intentionality. 

 
Keywords 
Feelings, Emotion, Intentionality, Bodily Self, Damasio, Phenomenal Consciousness 

 
 

1. Introduction 
To this day we do not have a shared taxonomy nor a definition of feeling, agreed upon neither among nor within 
the various disciplines contributing to the so-called “affective science”. Each approach even employs the same 
term “feeling” in order to refer to very different phenomena. It may not be expected that the various disciplines 
contributing to an affective “science” (by the meaning of “rigorous analysis”) such as psychology, neuroscience, 
philosophy, comparative literature, cultural anthropology, sociology, and history agree on jointly accepted defi-
nitions. Worse, however, is that even within neuroscience, within psychology, and within philosophy, etc. there 
is no general agreement on how to classify and define feelings, emotions or other related affective phenomena. 
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We encounter as many classifications and definitions of “feeling” or of “emotion” as theoretical perspectives. In 
order to bypass this difficulty, claiming explicitly what is understood as “feeling” or “emotion” time by time is 
necessarily required, but even this move should be not enough. 

In literature, the label “feeling” is mostly connected to emotions. It may be useful, rather, acknowledging that 
“feeling” has a wider extent: We can feel a broader collection of states such as pains, itches, needs, desires and 
motivations. Moreover, in the philosophical texts—especially in the English language—the words “emotion” 
and “feeling” are even usually used as synonyms, which is misleading, because not every felt state arises from 
an emotion. De Sousa, for ex., recognizes not only similarities between emotions and feelings, but also impor-
tant differences. In particular, he considers the case of the so-called “epistemic feelings”—feelings involved in 
inquiry, knowledge and metacognition: These feelings can be attributed also to sub-personal levels (while emo-
tions occur at a personal level) and they usually are less complex than “full-fledged” emotions (De Sousa, 2009: 
140). The term “feeling” thus includes a broader array of possible felt states: Emotion is only one of them, nei-
ther the more interesting one, I guess. Even if in a common-sensical and somehow metaphorical way, in every-
day language too “feeling” is in fact used in a broader extent: Above all in the English language, people fre-
quently say “I feel good” with reference to health, or they can say “I feel that” when someone touches them, or 
when they have a pain. Sometimes people also say “my feeling is that p” to mean “my opinion is that p”. Even 
by a superficial, previous linguistic analysis, then, we should understand something remarkable about feeling. 
We might ask, for instance, why we usually report of “feeling” only of certain kinds of states, but not of others. 
In a pregnant analysis of the case of needs as “felt” states, Castelfranchi has rightly pointed out that we usually 
say, for ex.: “I feel the need for…”, “I feel the desire of…” or “I feel the motivation to…”, but we don’t say “I 
feel the intention of…” or “I feel the belief of…” (Castelfranchi, 1998: 56-57). What do states we report feeling 
really have in common? According to him, we do not report feeling (and probably we can’t feel at all) those 
states exhibiting a stronger cognitive structure—such as intentions or beliefs: They all show no manifest per-
ceptual, sensori-motoric components. “Feeling”, whereas, seems subsuming only kinds of states connected to 
the body in a more intimate and direct way. 

Really, feeling is a misty, or, at least a polysemic word: That’s why I suggest using here the word feeling in 
order to refer to the entire array of possible felt states, including emotions, of course, but also to many other 
phenomena, e.g. pains, itches, needs, motivations, desires. My general questions, thus, are: What does it mean, 
in general, feeling anything? What is required that certain state or processes can be “felt” and others cannot? 

In order to answer these questions, we will take into account mostly Damasio’s approach because he offers a 
neuroscientifical description of both emotions and feelings, providing interesting remarks on the fundamental 
role of the body. He particularly stresses the role of the so-called “background feelings”—kinds of feelings 
clearly revealing an immediate, intimate connection to the body. We usually are not able to recognize such an 
evident relation to our own body in feelings of intentional states like emotions, for ex.: These feelings always 
refer to some object or event—specific or a-specific—in the world they are mostly focused on. In feeling arising 
from emotions, in fact, the body remains “unattended”, both psychologically and, so to say, theoretically. Whe-
reas, background feelings—such us “tension” or “malaise”, for ex.—or other a-specific processes such as 
“moods” (background feelings differ from, even if they are connected to in a very intimate way) reveal an im-
mediate, unique relation to our own body. We usually can’t qualify this immediate access to the body than me-
taphorically or in negative terms (as “non-linguistic”, “non-propositional”) or using “proto” adjectives, such as 
“pre-reflective”, “pre-conscious” and so on. The general aim of this paper is contributing to pave the way to-
wards a possible definition also in positive terms about the relation to our own body that feelings—above all 
background feelings—reveal: The strategy adopted here is considering questionable the main view on feeling, 
that is generally oriented in recognizing its intentional feature. My intuition is that if we consider feeling always 
and only as connected to emotions and also as being an intentional state itself (as emotions are mainly supposed 
to be), we will hardly be able to understand what is this kind of “immediate” access to our own body, feel-
ings—especially background feelings—nevertheless reveal. 

2. Mirroring Background Emotions 
Damasio introduces the concept of “background feeling” in Descartes’ Error. By this notion, he wants to stress 
the intrinsic bodily nature of this specific kind of feeling: “I am postulating another variety of feeling which I 
suspect preceded the others in evolution. I call it background feeling because it originates in ‘background’ body 
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states rather than in emotional states” (Damasio, 1994: 150). Background feelings do not develop from proper1 
emotions but from basic body states, from those collections of bodily changes Damasio christens “background 
emotions”. In this respect, it might be helpful to see background emotions and feelings in a mirror relationship 
to each other. The neurobiologist even uses more or less the same vocabulary in order to define both emotions 
and feelings at the background level: 

When we sense that a person is “tense” or “edgy”, “discouraged” or “enthusiastic”, “down” or “cheerful”, 
without a single word having been spoken to translate any of those possible states, we are detecting background 
emotions (Damasio, 1999: 52; my emphasis). 

Prominent background feelings include: Fatigue; energy; excitement; wellness; sickness; tension; relaxation; 
surging; dragging; stability; balance; imbalance; harmony; discord. The relation between background feelings 
and moods is intimate: Drives express themselves directly in background emotions and we eventually become 
aware of their existence by means of background feelings (Damasio, 1999: 286; my emphasis). 

Background feelings/emotions are not ordinary notions we share in our conceptual armoire: On account of 
background feelings arise from the awareness of the correspondent “background emotions”, a preliminary clari-
fication of these concepts and of the related taxonomy is here required, without aiming to provide an exhaustive 
view on the endless emotion-debate still going on nowadays2. The classification of emotions proposed by Da-
masio, in fact, is only one among several others: Each taxonomy implies a different interpretation of what we do 
mean by “emotion” or, rather, how we do understand each distinct emotion. Strictly speaking, in fact, we would 
have to deal with every single emotion in a different way because, also by a neurophysiological point of view, 
each emotion involves different neural patterns: Research on the so-called “basic” emotions (Ekman, 2003), for 
ex., shows that, at least fear and disgust are realized by different neural pathways (see Panksepp, 1998). Never-
theless, summarizing, we might say that neurobiological literature (e.g. LeDoux, 1996; Damasio, 1999, 2010) 
usually backdates the emergence and the existence of emotions to less evolved beings, while cognitive theories 
(e.g. Nussbaum, 2001; Ortony et al., 1988; Frijda, 1986) support a more anthropocentric view. The different ap-
proaches to emotion mainly debate among the particular relevance of both the bodily and the cognitive dimen-
sion, and their mutual relationship. 

Opposite to the dominant cognitive paradigm, Damasio regards emotions, especially at the most basic level, 
essentially as collections of bodily rather than cognitive states. In this respect, he follows the steps of the 
James-Lange theory of emotions (James, 1884; Lange, 1885). Damasio thus distinguishes three levels of emo-
tional processes, according to their degree of complexity and evolutionary heritage: The so-called “background 
emotions”—complex collections of bodily changes, basic homeostatic processes, pain and pleasure behaviours; 
“primary” or (supposed) universal “emotions”—joy, sorrow, fear, anger, disgust, surprise; and, eventually, 
“secondary” or social “emotions”: Compassion, shame, guilt, pride, jealousy, envy, gratitude, admiration, con-
tempt, etc. We can generally differentiate emotions by their increasing degree of complexity: The emotions of 
higher complexity (e.g. secondary emotions) are installed on the previous ones (e.g. primary emotions), thereby 
integrating and increasing lower level capacities, by using their neural pathways and anatomical components. 
Secondary emotions are shaped more by cognitive aspects: Their expression and communication depend more 
on social and cultural influences than those of primary emotions, which are shared by different cultures and 
even species (Darwin, 1872; Ekman, 2003). Additionally, the brain systems as well as the other bodily systems 
underpinning different kinds of emotions are incorporated, both ontogenetically and phylogenetically. 

Whereas many other approaches to affective phenomena might converge on the distinction between what 
Damasio calls “primary” and “secondary” emotions, “background” emotions are less recognized thus far. Back-
ground emotions subsume states such as enthusiasm, wellness, malaise, excitement, tension, edginess, relaxation, 
tranquility, etc. 

When I developed this notion3, I began seeing background emotions as the consequence of deploying certain 
combinations of the simpler regulatory reactions (e.g. basic homeostatic processes, pain and pleasure behaviors, 
and appetites), according to the nesting principle noted earlier. Background emotions are composite expres-
sions of those regulatory actions as they unfold and intersect moment by moment in our lives. […] These include 
metabolic adjustments associated with whatever internal need is arising or has just been satisfied; and with 

 

 

1What Damasio calls “primary” or “secondary” emotions. 
2I already proposed a more detailed reconstruction of this debate in 2010. About that, see also Deonna & Teroni, The Emotions: A philoso-
phical introduction, Routledge 2012. 
3Here Damasio refers to his Descartes’ Error (1994) [NoA.]. 
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whatever external situation is now being appraised and handled by other emotions, appetites, or intellectual 
calculation. The ever-changing result of this cauldron of interactions is our “state of being”, good, bad, or 
somewhere in-between. When asked “how we feel”, we consult this “state of being” and answer accordingly 
(Damasio, 2003: 44). 

Damasio regards all three kinds of emotions as indexes of regulatory mechanisms, but with different triggers 
and targets: Background emotions are more complex processes than drives, biological motivations and other bo-
dily changes, but less complex than proper emotions. He offers the following taxonomy of mechanisms involved 
in regulating life, ordered by their degree of complexity: 

-Secondary or social emotions; 
-primary emotions; 
-background emotions; 
-drives and biological motivations; 
-pain/pleasure behaviours (withdrawal/approach); 
-immune responses; 
-basic reflexes; 
-metabolic regulation (Damasio, 2003: 31-34). 
Therefore, background emotions are understood as combinations of simpler regulatory reactions (bodily 

changes) such as homeostatic processes, pain/pleasure behaviours, etc., with drives, motivations, pain and plea-
sure as their triggers or constituents—but they are more complex than these processes, which all contribute to 
regulating life. 

In order to understand the distinctive features of background emotions we might distinguish them from the 
other non emotional regulatory responses. If it suffices to define particularly background emotions as nothing 
but complex collections of bodily changes, we might ask in what sense they differ, for instance, from other me-
tabolic regulation processes or immune responses. Damasio invokes the background emotions’ higher degree of 
complexity, without providing any further detail. But this move is not very convincing because, by his own cri-
teria, also immune responses should be considered as kinds of proto-emotional states: Immune responses too, in 
fact, are “more complex” than, for ex., metabolic regulation processes. At first, background emotions might look 
the same as moods, rather, and their connection, indeed, is intimate: Background emotions contribute to build up 
the (neural and behavioural) configurations identified with “moods” at a reflective level. But moods and back-
ground emotions differ, for ex., in that background emotions reveal the temporary, “on-line” inner situation of 
the organism—while moods are long term processes—and in the sharper identification of the stimulus (Damasio, 
2010: 125). We can get up in the morning, for instance, feeling in “a very good mood”, going on the whole day, 
but this does not mean that we could not also have rather bad background emotions such as “tension” or “ma-
laise” for short periods of time during the same day. If we are not affected by mood disorders, we usually don’t 
change a “good mood” immediately due to minor disturbances such as a short tension or malaise, provided that 
the duration of these background emotions is short enough and they do not occur too often, of course. 

Furthermore, in qualifying this kind of “proto-emotions”4 as “background emotions”, Damasio stresses par-
ticular features: First of all, “background” means that the involved processes occur in our body, even when we 
are not aware of them and when they are not in the focus of our attention. Secondly, background emotions are 
distinguishable from “unconscious”—repressed—states (in a Freudian sense) since we can become aware of 
them whenever we direct our attention towards them. Thirdly, “background” means a-specific or objectless, a 
shared feature with states like moods, but a distinguishable feature from “proper” emotions, that usually concern 
specific objects or situations. When compared to proper emotions, further differences are that the “source” of 
background emotions is rather internal than external, and that they are less expressed by facial expressions and 
action tendencies than do “conventional” emotions (Damasio, 1999: 53; 342). By the way, as I already reported 
(Barile, 2010), this concept by Damasio is not completely original defined this way: In fact, “background emo-
tions”—above all at the corresponding reflective level of background feelings—are similar to “vitality affects”, 
already proposed by Stern (1985) and renamed as “forms of vitality” in Stern 2010. As Damasio himself recog-
nizes, background feelings were identified even before also by Langer (1942)5, a Whitehead’s disciple (Damasio, 
1999: 287). Additionally, something similar to the concept of “background emotion” in the stratification of af-
fective states was already attested in Scheler (1913, 1916), particularly at the level of Lebensgefuehlen6. 

 

 

4I would rather say “proto-emotions” since they might lack intentionality, as I will try to show later on in the paper. 
5Damasiodidn’t realize this fact in the first book (1994) where he introduced the concept of background emotion. 
6Thanks to De Monticelli and Caminada’s suggestions, I already underlined this parallel in lexicon and in concepts in Barile 2010. 
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Prima facie, the “extra” level of the so-called background emotions—we should distinguish both from emo-
tions proper and from non-emotional, mere regulatory processes—rather seems to overcomplicate a possible 
taxonomy of emotions than simplifying it. This taxonomy is already rich and problematic enough: Ockham’s 
razor might easily shave off this further level of “background” emotions. Nevertheless, the background dimen-
sion of these “emotions” is very useful in order to understand what background feelings are, rather. Background 
feelings are as unrecognized concepts as background emotions: These feelings do not arise from proper emo-
tions as all the other feelings do, but they follow directly those complex collections of bodily changes Damasio 
christens “background emotions”. Background feelings, in fact, are just felt—aware—background emotions (Da-
masio, 1999: 286). These “proto-emotions” cannot be considered emotions proper: Rather, “the background feel- 
ing is our image of the body landscape when it is not shaken by emotion” (Damasio, 1994: 150-151; my emphasis). 

3. “Background Feelings”: A Definition 
Damasio introduces the further level of “background” feelings so to stress the role of lower background bodily 
states (especially these feelings arise from). This view is completely different from the denotation of feelings as 
“high order” mental states7. Traditionally, in fact, we understand feelings as subjective, inner experiences (phe-
nomenal) and, more recently8, as intentional states too, above all those feelings following emotions. Opposite to 
this view, Damasio stresses the fundamental role of the bodily dimension that is evident especially in feelings 
not originating in proper emotion, such as background feelings. 

Background feelings indicate the temporary inner “temperature” of the organism. What we feel are not dis-
crete bodily changes as such, but more complex states, such as “wellness”, “relaxation” or “tension”: These are 
indexes of the condition of the body as a whole, perceptions, resulting at a reflective level from the awareness of 
the complex collection of bodily changes (the so-called “background emotions”).  

It is probably correct to say that background feelings are a faithful index of momentary parameters of inner 
organism state. The core ingredients of that index are: 1) The temporal and spatial shape of the operations of 
the smooth musculature in blood vessels and varied organs, and the striated muscle of heart and chest; 2) the 
chemical profile of the milieu close to all these muscles fibers; and 3) the presence or absence of a chemical 
profile signifying either a threat to the integrity of living tissues or conditions of optimal homeostasis9 (Damasio, 
1999: 286-287). 

The role of the body is hence fundamental: The representation of the body10 is always there, even if out of the 
attentional focus or unaware—which is, by the way, one of the meanings of “background”. This representation 
of the present, “on-line” state of the body, as it changes at any one time, originates in cortical sites (sen-
sory-motor cortical maps, topographically organized by signals coming from muscles) and on non-mapped 
sub-cortical sites, receiving signals from the viscera. The representation of the “potential” state of the body, 
whereas, results from proprioception and interoception (see Cameron et al., 2002). I intend here “proprioception” 
in the narrow sense, as the perception of muscles and skeletal structure, feeding back the sense of the position of 
the body in the environment, whereas interoception is the perception of the internal milieu and signals coming 
from viscera, concerning the sense of the homeostatic balance of the organism11. The result of all of these bodily 

 

 

7“Feeling” has been used in Western philosophy so to refer to mental states that, contrary to thoughts, have a rather vague content (see the 
entry “Gefühl” in the Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie). 
8I refer here to the contemporary debate on intentionality of bodily feelings I’m dealing with in the next paragraph. 
9Experimental evidences of the existence of this kind of feelings are shown in such cases as asomatognosia and phantom limbs: Sufferers, in 
fact, exhibit an inhability to reach those very background states via “on-line” informations about the present state of the body (see also 
Damasio, 2003: 192-193). 
10In Damasio the concept of “representation” is very equivocal: It is sometimes even used in a very commonsensical way, as I already 
pointed out in a previous paper in Barile 2009. In neuroscience, the expression “neural representation”, for ex., usually refers to a complex 
neural pattern with a specific content: But this expression is oxymoronic in that the concept of “representation”, at least in the standard 
meaning, historically has been introduced so to indicate a theoretical entity other or more than the underlying neural pattern. Differently 
from neural configurations, in fact, we can’t observe representations themselves, but we have to suppose their existence in order to explain 
(supposed irreducible) “mental” states, that cannot be simply described in terms of “neural patterns”: In standard cognitive approaches neur-
al patterns are simply considered “not enough” (see Anderson 1980 and RTM models). 
11In literature, interoception and proprioception are almost considered as the same phenomenon also because they can be separated just in a 
theoretical analysis, but they usually—that is, in non-psychotic cases-occur together: In particular, the role of interoception proper is mainly 
neglected. As many others (see, for ex., Tsakiris & Fotopoulou, 2008; Tsakiris, Schütz-Bosbach, & Gallagher, 2007), also Gallagher, in his 
seminal book How the Body Shapes the Mind (2005), considers proprioception mainly, while the role of interoception proper is underesti-
mated, at least. Although he discusses several meanings of “body perception” and even if he does not completely ignore other pre-noetic 
aspects, such as the role of the physiological dimension, nevertheless, most of his analysis in the book deals with proprioception and kines-
thesia (see Ch. 6, 149 ff.). 
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feedbacks is the sense of the body as a whole, which is always present, at least on the background, until we fo-
cus our attention on it. 

Years ago I called attention to one of these groups and gave it a name: background emotions. Examples in-
clude enthusiasm and discouragement, two [background] emotions that can be prompted by a variety of factual 
circumstances in one’s life but also brought on by internal states such as disease and fatigue. Even more than 
with other emotions, the emotionally competent stimulus of background emotions may operate covertly, trigger-
ing an emotion without one’s being aware of its presence. Reflection on a situation that has already happened, 
or consideration of a situation that is a mere possibility, can trigger such emotions. The resulting background 
feelings are just a small step up from primordial feelings12 (Damasio, 2010: 125). 

Feelings usually involve some feedbacks from the body: They are somehow connected to bodily changes such 
as homeostatic processes, simple reflexes, physiological reactions, autonomic responses, or hormonal changes. 
Even in case of feelings that seem quite far from a characterization in bodily terms, such as the so-called “epis-
temic feelings” analyzed by De Sousa (2009)—i.e. the “feeling of knowing”, the “feeling of rightness”, the 
“feeling of doubt”, etc.—an influence of bodily modifications is recognized at the neurotransmitters level. It is 
attested a role for acetylcholine and norepinephrine for “feeling of uncertainty” (Yu & Dayan, 2005), of oxyto-
cin for the “feeling of trust” (Kosfeld et al., 2005), of drug as Prozac (Kramer, 1993) in regulating the “feeling 
of certainty” in OCD (Obsessive Compulsive Disorders). These bodily changes all occur at the sub-personal, 
implicit level of feelings, enabling explicit inferences or beliefs at the full light of awareness. Even if De Sousa 
himself recognizes that we have not to exaggerate the causal role of neuromodulators (De Sousa, 2009: 148 ff.), 
nevertheless he maintains: “we seem to see into the very point where physiological process and subjective feel-
ings coincide” (De Sousa, 2009: 147). 

Another possible counter-example of the role of bodily features in feelings might come from accounts con-
cerning feelings of the so-called “secondary emotions”, such as the case of the “feeling of guilt” (see Gilbert, 
2002). In Gilbert’s approach, judgments, beliefs and commitments are constitutive features, while “pangs” or 
“twinges” associated to guilt feelings are concomitant states only: That pangs and twinges might be hold as ne-
cessary conditions of guilt feelings is, for Gilbert, arguably at least. Nevertheless, the argument at issue in his 
paper is demonstrating the existence of collective guilt feelings as distinguished by mere membership’s guilt 
feelings, interpreted in terms of the collection of their members’ individual feelings. According to him, a “col-
lective” is the plural subject of a joint committed action that is judged as “wrong”—in the case of the feeling of 
guilt—by the members of the group. His theoretical target, thus, is building up a notion of “collective” as dif-
ferent from the mere sum of the individuals: In true collectives, individuals are jointly committed, in the sense 
that this commitment can’t be split as unilaterally as a personal one. The commitment is foundational for the 
group itself and it gives the authorization for a collective action, even if each member of the group does not di-
rectly perform this action. Gilbert, in fact, does not deny that, at an individual level, there are pangs and twinges, 
responsible of the phenomenology of personal guilt feelings (Gilbert, 2002: 141-142). His argument is that col-
lective and personal guilt are indistinguishable just by means of concomitant pangs and twinges (Gilbert, 2002: 
135): The distinctive features are, thus, judgments and thoughts, rather. Nevertheless, in my view, the example 
of collective feeling arising from secondary emotions, such as the “feeling of guilt”, is not a counter-example for 
the constitutive role of the bodily dimension in individual feelings too. Gilbert’s emphasis about judgments and 
beliefs as constituents of feelings might be traced back to the same structure of the “secondary emotions” these 
feelings follow, that are more shaped by cognitive aspects: His view is based on the “plausibility” he concedes 
to cognitive approaches to emotions (Nussbaum13, 2001; Schaffer, 1983).  

In my view, feelings rather show an immediate and intimate connection to the body that is not so evident in 
other mental states that are strongly cognitively structured, such as intentions, judgments, beliefs, etc. This does 
not necessarily imply that there is no bodily component involved in the so-called “conceptual thought”, but just 
that this connection to the body is not so manifest: If so, in fact, there would be an inexplicable evolutionary gap 

 

 

12I amdealing with the further level of primordial feelings later on in this paragraph. 
13Nussabaum’s example reported in Gilbert’s paper considers also the case of a so-called “primary emotions” as anger, in the case of “as-
ymptomatic anger”: “my anger (…) is at times entirely asymptomatic (…) [it does not have] the phenomenology of ‘boiling’ so many people 
report” (Nussbaum, 2001: 61). According to Nussbaum’s and other cognitive approaches, emotions are forms of evaluative judgements 
(Nussbaum, 2001: 22). We might reply that she is dealing with emotion again here, not with “feelings”. Secondly, it is not that clear if “as-
ymptomatic anger” is, rather, just a recall of the anger occurred at that time, and what is the difference about “thinking” and “feeling” anger 
itself (I already provided a deeper analysis of the differences between cognitive and neuroscientifical approaches to emotions in Barile, 
2009). 
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that would need for more clarification and that, by the way, is not at issue in this paper14. We might say, meta-
phorically, that some feelings go over the “border”, “out” (in the world), and the body is in the background, 
while others are “inside”—that are bodily feelings. We might shift attention from the body to the world and vice 
versa, depending on which kind of feelings we are dealing with. By the way, it seems that there are no emotional 
feelings that are not bodily. Nevertheless, as also Goldie underlines, feelings are neither simply bodily changes, 
nor perceptions of bodily modifications “as such” (Goldie, 2002: 237, note 7): We neither perceive homeostatic 
processes themselves, nor hormonal changes, which are unaware, automatic responses. What we perceive, ra-
ther—what we are aware of—is that “something” is happening with us, i.e. in our body (be it considered as a 
whole or as some specific part of it). Nevertheless, bodily changes and bodily feelings are not always connected: 
Bodily changes occur unaware most of the time, but we can just sometimes become aware of the resulting state 
of the body by means of bodily feelings. Hence, whenever we feel something, it refers to something changing in 
the body—not necessarily something we are aware of, however. The passivity of feeling experience hints us: 
Feelings just “happen” to us. 

On this point, Gallagher would rather say that what we perceive (what we are aware of) may be the world 
(Gallagher, 2005), or a math problem, or another person, etc. Adopting a so-called “adverbial theory” of emo-
tions/feelings, he rather maintains that we sadly, joyfully, jealously, etc. perceive the world, problems, others, etc. 
We do not perceive the body and then, on that basis, decide how we feel. We may angrily perceive the world 
without even knowing that we are angry (someone else may point that out to us): By the way, this is what he 
understands as “pre-noetic”. In Gallagher’s view, bodily states or processes condition, or color, or shape the way 
we perceive things, but those states or processes are not themselves the objects of our perception. When we do 
become aware that “something is happening with us” it is usually after the fact, in reflective awareness. Never-
theless, as many other philosophical approaches, Gallagher too considers feeling as “attached” to the emotions: 
Furthermore, I will analyze the body/world relation here at issue in the next paragraph. 

Damasio’s background feelings, whereas—that do not arise from emotion proper—can also concern the sense 
of the body as a whole only, not of the world15: This is much clearer when we consider the more primitive level 
of the so-called “primordial feeling” he recently introduced (Damasio, 2010), background feelings are just a 
small “step up”. 

There is some deeper feeling to be guessed and then found in the depths of the conscious mind. It is the feeling 
that my own body exists, and it is present, independently of any object with which it interacts, as a rock-solid, 
wordless affirmation that I am alive. This fundamental feeling, which I had not deemed necessary to note in ear-
lier approaches to this problem, I now introduce as a critical element of the self process. I call it primordial 
feeling, and I note that it has a definite quality, a valence, somewhere along the pleasure-to-pain range. It is the 
primitive behind all feelings of emotion and therefore is the basis of all feelings caused by interactions between 
objects and organism (Damasio, 2010: 185; my emphases). 

Damasio recognizes that, in essence, his definition of “primordial feelings” can be traced back to Panksepp 
(1998), i.e. to the notion of “early feelings”, even with some differences16. “Primordial feelings” and “early 
feelings” share that primordial feelings precede any interactions with the world or any feeling arising from emo-
tions17. In his Self Comes to Mind (2010), Damasio also provides a deeper analyses of the relation between 
“primordial feelings” and “background feelings”. The “feeling of existence”, the feeling of being “alive”, pri-

 

 

14Stocker too calls against the so-called “ethical cognitivism” and considers, rather, that “judgements, questions (…) can be taken as essen-
tially involving feelings” (Stocker, 1983: 22), and not the reverse. He deals with specific kinds of feelings such as “care”, “interest” and 
“concern” that are irreducible “psychic” feelings, as opposed to the feelings of emotions. These “psychic” feelings constitute, rather, “modes” 
of action, desire, reason and so on. 
15See the study cases of “tension”/“relaxation” in the last paragraph. 
16“Panksepp’s views differ in the following ways. First, the simple feeling that he posits appears to be necessarily related to external events 
in the world. He describes it as ‘that ineffable feeling of experiencing oneself as an active agent in the perceived events of the world’. (…) In 
theory, primordial feelings occur regardless of whether the protoselfis engaged by objects and events external to the brain. They need to be 
related to the living body and nothing else. (…) Second, Panksepp relates this primary consciousness mainly to motor activities in structures 
of the brain stem (periaqueductal gray, cerebellum, superior colliculi), while I place the emphasis in sensory structures such as nucleus trac-
tussolitarius and parabrachial nucleus, albeit in close association with the periaqueductal gray and deep layers of superior colliculi” (Dama-
sio, 2010: ch. 1, note 17; my emphases). 
17Damasio provides quite incoherent versions for that: He maintains later on in the same book that “as stated in note 17 of Chapter 1, Pank-
sepp also gives emphasis to the notion of early feelings, without which the process of consciousness cannot proceed. The detailed mecha-
nism is not the same, but I believe the essence of the idea is. More often than not, treatments of feeling assume that they arise from interac-
tions with the world (as in James’s ‘feelings of knowing’ or my ‘feeling of what happens’) or as a result of emotions. But primordial feelings 
precede those situations, and presumably Panksepp’s early feelings do too” (Damasio: 2010, ch. 8, note 3). 
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mordial feelings feed back as the “sense of the body”, arises from several different bodily feedbacks—changing 
all over the time—and from interoceptive and proprioceptive more stable maps of the body as a whole. Back-
ground feelings occur at a reflective level, feeding back the “on-line” representation of the state of the body, up-
dated at any one time. Opposite to Gallagher’s view, when asked “how do you feel?” we consult our internal 
state of the body as a whole—that is continuously updated—and answer accordingly (Damasio: 1994: 150-152). 
We usually do not focus our attention on that (this is, incidentally, one of the main distinctive features of “back-
ground” phenomena) when involved in relations to the objects or other people in the world—as in emotions, for 
ex. The sense of the body is a continuum whose absence or fragmentation in the several dimensions constituting 
what is intended as “me”18—from the lowest possible biological meaning to the most cognitively elaborate narr-
ative reports—suddenly and dramatically comes in “foreground” when this sense is disrupted (see Tsakiris, 
Prabhu, & Haggard, 2006; Sacks, 1987). Both primordial and background feelings are bodily feelings that are 
not “attached” to emotions proper: Might we consider these feelings intentional too? In which sense, if so? 

4. Feelings and Intentionality 
I will take into account here Goldie’s and Ratcliffe’s approach to feeling: Both of them, in fact, share the theo-
retical effort of explaining how the bodily feature of feelings can be held together with the intentionality of the 
states feelings concern, such as emotions—that are mostly referred to something in the world. In the last section 
of the paper, whereas, I will take into account again Damasio’s approach. Differently from these and other 
theorists, in fact, he stresses the role of background feelings: These feelings are specific kinds of (bodily) feel-
ings arising not from emotions, but from bodily states or, better, from that cauldron of bodily changes he chris-
tens “background emotions”—that are not “emotions” proper. As I will try to show in the following, differently 
from emotional bodily feelings, we can consider background feelings—and, above all, the recently introduced 
primordial feelings they develop from—“border case” feelings, lacking intentionality, at least in the sense that 
they might also lack the intentional reference to anything in the world. If so, we might consider these feelings as 
counter-examples of the “supposed” intentionality of bodily feelings: Furthermore, this should also let us recon-
sider the “nature” of feeling itself. At least in Damasio’s view, in fact, we can regard background feelings not 
only as specific kinds of bodily feelings, but also as the evolutive forerunners of all kinds of feelings (Damasio, 
1994: 150). 

Before jumping to these conclusions I will try to reach in the next paragraphs, a previous discussion on inten-
tionality is here required: Most of the theoretical problems connected to this issue, in fact, depends on how we 
do understand intentionality at any one time. In the contemporary debate about the intentionality of “bodily” 
feelings in emotional experience (see Slaby & Stephan, 2008; Slaby, 2007; Ratcliffe, 2005; Ben-Ze’ev, 2004; 
Goldie, 2002), the intentional feature of feeling is understood, in fact, in very different ways. Intentionality is 
(standardly) conceived as a structural relationship between a mental state or process, on the one hand, and 
something this state or process is about or refers to, on the other (Brentano, 1874)19. What mental states or 
processes are about or refer to often are specific objects, properties or events. Nevertheless, as Slaby & Stephan 
(2008) outline, there are also mental states that are not about specific objects, but that we can still consider in-
tentional, though in a non-standard way. These kinds of states comprise, for instance, “moods”, objectless emo-
tions like “anxiety” and, in general, all background feelings. Among them we can recognize, in particular, the 
so-called existential feelings recently conceptualized by Ratcliffe as “background (…) relationship [s] to the 
world” (Ratcliffe, 2005: 45).  

Existential feelings have been neglected by research on emotions for a long time: More particularly, they are 
defined as “ways of finding oneself in a world” (Ratcliffe, 2005: 50). Examples of this kind of feelings are, e.g. 
feeling “complete”, “flawed and diminished”, “unworthy”, “humble”, “separate and in limitation”, “at home”, “a 

 

 

18“The me includes: (1) the perspective in which the objects are being mapped (the fact that my mind has a standpoint of viewing, touching, 
hearing, and so on, and that the standpoint is my body); (2) the feeling that the objects are being represented in a mind belonging to me and to 
no one else (ownership); (3) the feeling that I have agency relative to the objects and that the actions being carried out by my body are com-
manded by my mind; and (4) primordial feelings, which signify the existence of my living body independently of how objects engage it or 
not. The aggregate of elements (1) through (4) constitutes a self in its simple version” (Damasio, 2010: 185; my emphases). 
19Here I deal with the so-called “third thesis” by Brentano, considering intentionality as the “hallmark” of the mental, without necessarily 
being engaged also in the other two theses. Because Brentano’s view is very controversial, I consider here just this feature of his analysis that 
is more connected to the discussion proposed. 
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fraud” (Ratcliffe, 2005: 45). The most relevant common features of existential feelings—as a specific group of 
(also “bodily”20) feelings—are that they are not only a-specific, objectless, but also primarily background orien-
tations in shaping our experience of the world. According to us, then, following Ratcliffe’s own definition, being 
objectless does not mean by itself being non-intentional. Of course, states as moods, objectless emotions, exis-
tential feelings and, in general, all background feelings are not intentional by the standard meaning, understood 
as referring to specific objects. More precisely, Ratcliffe (2012) defines existential feelings (as kinds of back-
ground feelings) “pre-intentional” rather than intentional themselves, i.e. as conditions of possibility of other in-
tentional states. Nevertheless, in my view, we can still consider existential feelings intentional at least in the 
sense that they are always related to the world, that we experience as a whole. The “something” they relate to, in 
fact, is not a specific, well defined object, but the whole situation, environment, or life circumstances: When we 
are “not in the mood” it is the whole relation to the world—above all to the other people, for instance—that is 
compromised, and the same happens when we feel “unfamiliar” or “not at home”. Thus, the core feature of in-
tentionality by Ratcliffe seems to be not the specificity of particular objects or events, but the relationship to the 
world rather—even if it is the whole world, including myself in my relationships to the other persons or to the 
environment. The philosopher, in fact, never considers the body as a possible object of perception, but as just 
that through which we perceive objects. 

In a similar effort of explaining how we can still consider “intentional” bodily feelings involved in emo-
tions—which cannot be easily said to be about something—, Goldie (2002) understands bodily feelings as in-
tentional states too (as soon as we conceive intentionality in a “broader” sense, namely in the sense of “direc-
tedness”)—as being directed towards something: In this case, towards a given part of one’s own body. This 
broader sense exceeds the standard meaning of intentionality as “aboutness” (i.e. as being about something)21. 
Furthermore, in order to explain in which way we can consider “bodily” feelings too as intentional, Goldie in-
troduces a distinction between “bodily feelings” and “feelings towards”, though in emotional experience these 
two kinds of feeling are always connected. “Bodily feelings” are feelings of the condition of the body, of the 
bodily changes (triggered from “inside”), while “feelings towards” are feelings towards the object of the emo-
tion (triggered from “outside”). Following this distinction, we can consider both feelings as intentional, though 
in a different way. Feelings towards are intentional both in the sense of directedness (they are “directed” to-
wards an object outside the body, in the world) and in the sense of aboutness (they are also “about” this object). 
Bodily feelings, whereas, are intentional in the sense of being directed towards the body (inside), but not of ab-
outness—they are not themselves “about” anything in the world. The intentional content of bodily feelings is 
some part—localized—of the body, rather (by the way, I find this expression misleading: A bodily feeling is ra-
ther localized in some part of the body and not directed towards it)22. In Goldie’s example of the hairs going up 
on the back of one’s neck in the emotion of fear (Goldie, 2002: 235), he considers the feeling towards the object 
of fear properly intentional, because it is about the object of the emotion—“the lion”, in this case, or something 
else in the world. Whereas, the bodily feeling, that is the feeling of the localized part of the neck where the hairs 
is going up on account of fear, is intentional in the sense of “directedness” only: This feeling is directed to a 
precise part of the body, that is the neck, but it is not “itself” about anything in the world. Bodily feelings show, 
thus, a kind of “borrowed intentionality”23: Nevertheless, what they borrow is the directedness to, but not the 
aboutness towards the world (Goldie, 2002: 247). 

In contrast to Goldie, Ratcliffe claims that also bodily feelings are feelings towards the world considered as a 
whole, by means of the body (Ratcliffe, 2005: 47-48). In his phenomenological account, body and world are al-
ways intertwined, both inextricably and ontologically. They cannot exist separately: Bodily feelings, in fact, are 
in the body, while the body itself often remains unattended and unaware—in the background. At the same time, 
bodily feelings are, rather, “about” the world beyond the body—than about the body itself. Thus, the body is not 
the intentional content of bodily feelings, but it is that through which we keep the intrinsic relation to the world. 

 

 

20Ratcliffe (2012) clarifies that existential feelings might be considered bodily as far as they comprehend more than just “feelings of the 
body”; the term “bodily feeling” is insensitive to a distinction between two kinds of bodily experience: The feeling body needs to be distin-
guished from the felt body. He considers existential feelings neither noetic nor noematic feelings, but just way of shaping the relation to the 
world. 
21We might find the same distinction also in Searle, 1983. 
22Thanks to A. Stephan and the Osnabrueck IKW Ph.D. students group for having noticed this while discussing with me the paper in their 
journal club meetings. 
23Goldie further explained and developed this concept in Goldie, 2000. 
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According to Ratcliffe, this is clearly revealed by the “model case” of touch, in which the relation between bo-
dily feelings and the world is fully intertwined, because “to touch is to experience a relation between one’s body 
and an object it comes into contact with” (Ratcliffe, 2005: 48). In line with Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of touching 
experience (Merleau-Ponty, 1945), Ratcliffe proposes also a detailed description of the phenomenology of feel-
ing in touch. Additionally, he extends this explanation in terms of structural relatedness to the world to every 
kind of feeling experience. 

In connect feeling dimension to emotions, both Goldie and Ratcliffe have to face the problem of how we can 
held the bodily dimension of feelings involved in emotions together with the intentionality of the states feelings 
concern. I follow here a different strategy: Taking into account Damasio’s background feelings, that are specific 
kinds of feelings arising not from emotions (but from basic bodily states or, better, from that cauldron of bodily 
changes he christens “background emotions”—that are not emotions proper—), I wish to catch the core nature 
of feelings, independently (if so) from the intentionality of the states feelings are mostly related to. Background 
feelings (and certainly primordial feelings they develop from), in fact, seem lacking intentionality, at least in the 
sense that they might exist also without intentional reference to anything in the world. Background feelings are 
kinds of feeling in which the bodily dimension and the intentional one (in the sense of “reference to the world”) 
are not necessarily connected: In my view, this fact might let us consider questionable that intentionality is part 
of the core structure of this kind of (bodily) feeling, at least. Far from being a critical point in Damasio’s account, 
as many of his detractors have pointed out24 (that is a critical point for the case of emotions and other related in-
tentional states only), I rather think that the background dimension of feeling the neuroscientist outlines reveals 
something that is more fundamental for a better understanding of the core nature of feeling in general. As kinds 
of feelings that may also have no intentional reference to the world, background feelings only might clearly re-
veal, so to say, the “pure” bodily nature of feeling, as I will try to show in the last section of the paper. 

5. Are Background Feelings Intentional Too? 
In this last section, I want to suggest the hypothesis that we might consider background feelings, as defined by 
Damasio, as counter-examples of the more recently claimed intentionality of bodily feelings (Slaby & Stephan, 
2008): Background feelings, in fact, seem lacking intentionality. In the following, I’ll take into account again 
Goldie’s, Ratcliffe’s and others’ understanding of intentionality and discuss whether it might be applied to 
background feelings too—as kinds of bodily feelings—as conceptualized by Damasio, in order to exclude any 
meaning of intentionality (standard or broader) according to which background feelings might be considered in-
tentional states themselves. 

Let’s be clear, first, about background feelings as understood by Damasio and Ratcliffe, because they share 
this concept only apparently. According to Damasio, the most distinctive meaning of “background” is that feel-
ings of the background type allow us to experience our body in a very particular way, namely as a whole. Rat-
cliffe acknowledges background feelings as neurophysiological evidences for his own hypothesis of existential 
feelings (Ratcliffe, 2005: 52), he regards as kinds of background feelings. He also shares with Damasio the view 
that background feelings are a-specific and allow us experiencing things as “wholes”. A closer look, however, 
reveals significant differences between background and existential feelings. Existential feelings as understood 
by Ratcliffe concern a relation to the world considered as a whole, while Damasio’s background feelings might 
concern a relation to the body only as a whole, and not to the world25—even if the body is in the world anyway, 
and it does not exist isolated, of course. This is even more evident in the previous level of “primordial feelings” 
background feelings develop from. 

In order to understand better the difference between Damasio’s and Ratcliffe’s conception, let’s analyze the 
process by which (firstly unfelt) background states of “relaxation” or “tension”, for instance, might develop into 
background feelings of “relaxation” or “tension”, where we might distinguish the following features: 

-Our body can be in states of “tension” or “relaxation”—states of the body as a whole, not of particular parts of it26; 

 

 

24In his critique of Damasio’s theory of emotions, Lenzen (2004: 302-307), for ex., points out that the neuroscientist does not take into ac-
count the intentional content of emotions, which is always something in the world, outside the body. Nevertheless, in Damasio’s taxonomy 
of emotions and feelings at least background emotions/feelings really lack intentionality in this sense, because they can also be not referred 
to anything in the world. 
25They might also have no relation at all to any object in the world, as Damasio himself acknowledges in his last Self Comes to Mind about 
the previous level of the so called “primordial feelings” background feelings are just a small “step up” (Damasio, 2010: 185).  
26Consider that, even if you might localize this feeling in your shoulder, for ex., this does not mean that tension is arising from your shoulder 
or your foot or your hand only: The feeling of tension results from the condition of the body as a whole anyway. 
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-we can perceive (become aware of) these states when we focus our attention on them: We can feel tense but, 
before noticing it, we simply are tense, as a “pure” bodily state permeating our being, our whole organism. 
Even when we do not focus our attention on these states, “tension”, e.g., is already in the background. Damasio 
would call such a state a “background emotion”, not a background feeling yet; 

-when we become aware of these complex collections27 of bodily states, we can sometimes correctly relate 
them to events in the world (“this tension is due to those unresolved conflicts”), we sometimes relate them 
wrongly to events in the world (false rationalizations), but some other times we are simply not able to see any 
connection between these collections of bodily states and any object or event—specific or a-specific—in the 
world; 

-in the last case too we can still feel “relaxed” or “tense”, as a “pure” bodily perception arising from the or-
ganism as a whole, even if we have no belief at all, no knowledge—that is, no intentionally structured state— 
about possible connections between the corresponding bodily state and events in the world. 

Let’s be clearer on this point: Saying that “we are sometimes not able to see any connection between these 
kinds of states and the world” does not mean that background feelings are not caused by anything else, but that 
this “something” is not the intentional content of a representational activity connected to or constituting the 
feeling itself. In a more detailed analysis of the difference between “causes” and “reasons” presented in De 
Monticelli (2003: ch. 4, §3-4), she considers the case of “moods”—which, incidentally, background feelings are 
deeply related to, though background feelings refer to a different (on-line) temporal window and they have a 
sharper recognition of the stimulus. Moods usually are “groundless” states, in the sense that they have not a de-
finite intentional content we can recognize as part of the structure of the feeling or mood itself, as in the case of 
feeling arising from emotions (e.g. feeling the fear “of” the lion). By the way, this does not imply that moods— 
or background feelings28—are not connected to any “cause” they depend on. 

Assuming for a while that all bodily feelings—background included—do have an intentional structure, nev-
ertheless we would need for a clarification on what their content is. One answer might be that it is the body itself, 
rather than the world, in the cases described above: But Ratcliffe, for ex., considers this idea misleading. “Thus 
accounts of bodily feeling which assume that what is felt must be the body are mistaken. Existential feelings are 
bodily feelings that constitute the structure of one’s relationship with the world as a whole” (Ratcliffe, 2005: 59). 
In his hypothesis of existential feelings as background relationships to the world that are bodily at their core, 
Ratcliffe distinguishes between a location in the body and what the feeling is related to—the world (Ratcliffe, 
2005: 44). According to him, then, we cannot consider the body as the intentional content of the “bodily” feel-
ings involved in emotions: The intentional content is always the world beyond, other than the body. The core 
difference between existential feelings and background feelings (in Damasio’s sense), we guess, results from 
Ratcliffe’s combination of Damasio’s concept of background feeling with a phenomenological account, in 
which everything is completely intertwined in a structural (ontological) relationship to the world. 

Accepting Ratcliffe’s concept of existential feelings, Slaby & Stephan (2008) also provide a detailed taxono-
my of this kind of feelings, that is comprised of four levels: 

-“Pure” (bodily) existential feelings: Feeling “alive”, “fresh”, “tired”, feeling “having” or “being a body”, 
etc.; 

-“social” existential feelings: Feeling of “familiarity”/“unfamiliarity”, feeling of “security”, feeling “at home”, 
etc.; 

-more “specific” existential feelings, conceptually more sophisticated and culture-dependent: General “anxie-
ty”, feeling “invulnerable”, “vulnerable”, “lost”, “like a stranger”, “generally unwelcome”, etc.; 

-“emotional” feelings: Feeling “flawed” or “diminished”, etc. 
Following this more analytical taxonomy, Damasio’s background feelings would then belong to the first level. 

According to him, in fact, the sense of having or being a body arises at the level of the “primordial feelings” and 
of background feelings themselves, by providing the representation of the on-line state of the body. Ratcliffe 
recognizes that Damasio’s background feelings comprise “the feeling of life itself, the sense of being” (Ratcliffe, 
2005: 52); but the philosopher associates to Damasio’s idea of “the feeling of being” rather “the sense of be-

 

 

27The integration into a whole is not just a matter of awareness: Even at the previous level of “unfelt”, “unaware” background emotions we 
deal not with discrete bodily changes, such as hormonal level variations, for ex., but with the complex collection of bodily states, namely 
“wellness” or “enthusiasm”. 
28De Monticelli (2003: ch. 3, §4) provides the same distinction also for Scheler’s Lebensgefuehlen, background feelings might be assimilated 
to. 
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ing-in-a-world”. According to Ratcliffe, in fact, the “feeling of being” concerns a relation to the world con-
ceived as a whole. On the contrary, Damasio’s background feelings, and above all the even more primitive level 
of primordial feelings such as the “feeling of existence”, the feeling of being “alive” they develop from, concern 
the sense of the body as a whole only, not of the world (Damasio, 2010: 185). In Ratcliffe’s view, Damasio is 
successful in both identifying background feelings as ways of structuring our experience of the world and in 
providing a neurophysiological theory of how this is realized, but he is wrong in not taking into account the pos-
sibility of background feelings having the world as their content. If we adopt Ratcliffe’s account of intentionality, 
whose key feature is the structural relationship to the world, then, in my opinion, we cannot consider back-
ground feelings (in Damasio’s sense) intentional: If background feelings have an intentional content, then this 
has to be the body itself, rather than the world. 

Even adopting a broader account of intentionality for bodily feelings—as background feelings also are— 
namely that of “directedness” proposed by Goldie (2002), again Damasio’s background feelings turn out to be 
not intentional. According to Goldie, in fact, intentionality of bodily feelings involved in emotions can be un-
derstood both in the sense of aboutness and in the sense of directedness, but in a quite different way. If we con-
ceive intentionality of bodily feelings in the sense of their being “directed” to some parts in particular (localized) 
of the body, as Goldie claims, then background feelings—that are kinds of bodily feelings too—cannot be con-
sidered intentional in this sense. There is, in fact, no defined part, localized in the body, background feelings are 
directed to, but these feelings are bodily in the sense that they result from the sense of the body as a whole. Dif-
ferently from what happens in emotional experiences, involving other kinds of more localized bodily feelings 
(e.g. the feeling of the hairs going up “on the neck” for fear), background feelings concern the sense of the body 
as a whole rather than of a specific part of it. But also if we conceive intentionality along the more standard 
meaning of “aboutness”, then background feeling, with much more evidence, are not intentional either, because 
they can also be about anything—specific or a-specific—in the world (as I already showed in the 3rd case of 
“tension”/“relaxation” example). In Goldie’s words, differently from bodily feelings arising from emotions, 
background feelings might also not “borrow” intentionality, even by the broader meaning of directedness to the 
world. Furthermore, if we conceive intentionality by the narrower sense as “aboutness”, then we have to admit 
that background feelings are mainly “about” the body itself, rather, experienced as a whole. 

In both Ratcliffe’s and Goldie’s understanding of intentionality it turns out that background feelings cannot be 
considered intentional or, at least, that their intentional content can be also anything at all in the world: The in-
tentional content of background feelings, if any, turns out to be the body itself, perceived as a whole, rather29. As 
kinds of feelings that may also have no intentional reference to the world, background feelings clearly reveal 
their “pure”30 bodily core nature. Background feelings are kinds of feeling in which the bodily dimension and 
the intentional one (at least in the sense of reference to the world) are not necessarily connected. If we would 
like treating also background feelings as intentional states, then we would have to accept the body itself, consi-
dered as a whole, as their intentional content rather than the world. 

In my opinion, then, intentional stance in the sense of world-reference rather pertains to the intentional states 
feelings concern, such as emotions, but also needs, motivations, desires, etc. (as felt states), but not to feeling 
“itself”, which turns out to be completely bodily at its core. One might hypothesize, then, that feelings become 
intentional when dealing with intentional states, but feelings are not intentional by themselves. This common 

 

 

29In an email correspondence (dated on 28th April 2008) with the same Damasio about the intentionality of background feelings, so he an-
swered to my question: “In general I agree with your interpretation. My caution, however, is that in a very broad sense even those states are 
intentional (in biological and philosophical meanings) because they are ‘about’ the regulation of body states albeit in a messy, somewhat 
inchoate way. As you know, I believe that even in single cells, without any brain or mind, ‘mean’ serious business when they regulate life so 
as to permit survival”. By the way, this is not the meaning of intentionality we are discussing here. Between background feelings and the 
body there is an immediate, implicit, pre-noetic relation since when background feeling occur at the level of the unattended, unaware back-
ground-emotions level. 
30In an email correspondence (dated on June 2011) with Gallagher he rejects this conclusion, maintaining that all bodily processes are “im-
purely” conditioned by the environment, in a theoretical frame considering an integrated brain-body-environment system. I don’t believe in 
dis-embodied as in dis-embedded minds too, but this is not the point at issue here, I guess. What I want to underline is that, even in this 
structurally “intertwined” ontology, there is at least a boundary (that is the cutaneous surface-standardly considered the reference for the 
so-called “personal space” in the case of our own body, even if this is flexible and can be extended to a certain extent. About this, see Gal-
lese & Sinigaglia, 2011: 130-131) between body and environment, so that we can still distinguish our body from others’ or from environ-
ment in general-even if they do not exist isolated, of course. If not so, everything would be completely undistinguishable from another and 
we would live in a kind of “magmatic” reality with no differentiation between the others and us. This happens, in fact, just in the earliest 
phases of life of the infant, when he conceives no difference between himself and his mother (see Meltzoff & Moore, 1977), or in severe 
psychosomatic pathologies (see Ulnik, 2005). 
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feature of feelings might be revealed only by the “border case” of background feelings because, differently from 
other feelings, they neither arise from (proper) emotions nor from any other kind of intentional state (the 
so-called background “emotions” they follow, in fact, are not intentional either). In this kind of feelings the rela-
tion to the body, that is mostly on the “background” in bodily feelings connected to emotions, comes evidently 
in “foreground”, in a way we can’t realize in other feelings, always focused on an object or event (specific or 
a-specific) in the world.  

Nevertheless, I do not argue that all feelings are only bodily and that they are not intentional at all: I claim 
that feelings, as revealed by the “border case” of background feelings, are themselves bodily at their core, but 
they become intentional when concerning intentional states such as emotions, needs, motivations, etc. In Gol-
die’s words, but in a more radical sense, they “borrow” intentionality tout court (not only by the meaning of di-
rectedness to the world beyond the body) when concerning intentional states such as emotions. Among feelings, 
only background feelings reveal this immediate, intimate connection to the body, we cannot realize in bodily 
feelings of intentional states like emotions, always referred to something in the world, they are mainly focused 
on. If we consider feeling always and only connected to the emotion-debate and also as being an intentional state 
itself, we might hardly understand what this kind of “immediate” access is, what is this relation to “ourselves” 
feelings nevertheless reveal, that is, at the end, a relation to our own body. We are usually unable to qualify this 
relation than metaphorically or in negative forms, such as “non linguistic”, “non explicit” or as “pre reflective”, 
“pre noetic” (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2008) and so on, without any other further possible clarification. In this paper, 
I ought to contribute in paving the way towards a description of this relation to our body also in “positive” terms. 
In a nutshell, one might say, for ex., that this direct, unique relation to our own body as a whole, this kind of 
“immediate” access we all experience at different degrees of sensibility is realized by means of the complex col-
lections of unaware physiological modifications occurring in our whole body. At a reflective level, background 
feelings themselves (“on-line”, actualized aware perceptions of the state of the body, continuously updated) and 
more stable neural maps provided by proprioception and interocepion (maps of the “potential” state of the body) 
let the condition of the body as a whole—resulting from unaware, automatic bodily changes, occurring so to get 
homeostasis and staying “alive”—come to awareness31. My intuition is that this intimate relation to the body— 
background feelings reveal clearlier than other feelings—should shed more light on another key feature of feel-
ings, namely their phenomenality, more than their “supposed” intentionality. 

But that’s another story. 
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Abstract 
The concept of toleration is commonly argued in political discourses and debates, when people 
refer to diversity and pluralism, as a form of respect and understanding. However, this does not 
represent an improvement at the moment of dealing with issues where a variety of values, con-
ceptions and beliefs arises. In addition, even though when the idea of toleration was developed 
during Enlightenment, nowadays it seems to lead to a misconception of the term, following a con-
notation of a passive indifference about diversity. Due to this, the main objective of this text is to 
analyze the concept of toleration from an ethical perspective that allows thinking about it in terms 
of a political virtue needed to face the challenges of diversity inside society. In order to show this, 
the text presents an analysis of different conceptions of the term, in order to highlight the positive 
notion of toleration; after that, the text moves on, reviewing the idea of toleration from a herme-
neutical perspective, as a form to reinforce the positive characteristics of the term, and path to 
solve the query between tolerance and intolerance. Finally, as a conclusion, it underlines that un-
derstanding the concept of toleration from an ethical perspective implies a praxis develop in daily 
circumstances. 
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1. Introduction 
Toleration, as a concept has become a common place in the rhetoric of politicians as one virtue needed to im-
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prove democratic regimes, especially societies hit by any form of authoritarianism. The concept of toleration 
arose within political philosophy during the Enlightenment, as a response to the religious wars that took place at 
that time. Some authors, such as Locke and Voltaire, highlighted the importance of toleration as a virtue needed 
to underpin the structure of the Modern State as a political institution, which should be independent of any reli-
gious institution or pressure. Furthermore, Mill’s theory of liberty added an important element to meaning of to-
leration. His thought is based on the search for truth conducted through open and public discourse of the differ-
ent arguments circulating within society. These concepts: toleration, respect and liberty, were taken as the values 
to be defended in democratic liberal political regimes. However, in recent times, the concept of toleration has 
been the target of several criticisms which argue that toleration itself has become medium for imposing and 
strengthening certain political regimes which promote specific economic, social and political policies, instead of 
allowing for debate between different perspectives and points of view. This has led to a misconception about 
what toleration means and what it demands from us.  

This text explores the concept of toleration from an ethical perspective. The main question that will guide the 
whole reflection is if through an ethical perspective is possible to develop an understanding of the concept of to-
leration, which implies a difference from a notion of a passive indifference. Then, my aim is to provide an in-
sight of the term as a political virtue, which demands a full understanding of the concept as a constructive path 
to recognition and dialogue, and not only a path of respect. In order to accomplish this, I will analyze: 1) two 
different conceptions of toleration: positive toleration and negative toleration, as two different kinds of attitudes. 
In this part I will primarily analyze the argument of Carlos Thiebaut; 2) by using Hans-George Gadamer’s 
theory of hermeneutics as a complement to the concept of positive toleration, and thereby supporting recognition 
and dialogue with the other as a way to understand the other and ourselves; and 3) the complementary relation-
ship between tolerant and intolerant attitudes as a way to establish limits to toleration itself.  

The text concludes showing that, while toleration is already considered a political virtue, an ethical under-
standing of the term must be developed with the aim of fully understanding its implications within a contempo-
rary heterogenous society, as most of our societies are. This part, finally shows how we not only need to know 
the meaning of the term, but also to form in people a certain understanding of toleration which demands a great 
deal of responsibility so as to be considered as a virtue within our political life. 

2. The Origins of the Concept: Toleration as a Claim of Freedom and Respect 
It is said that, mostly, people start to think and promote tolerance as a worthy attitude (or even a political virtue) 
while they pass through a period of intolerance and violent acts. In order to understand criticisms and questions 
that are imposed to the concept of toleration, it is important to recognize the principal ideas that this concept 
tries to highlight since its origins. Even when we can trace some tolerant attitudes back to Rome and some pe-
riods of the Middle Ages, the concept of tolerance arose as part of a political and philosophical approach at the 
periods of Reformation and Counter-Reformation. At that time, Europe was facing one of the cruelest persecu-
tions of people due to the radical intolerance displayed towards those with different religions, and who did not 
conform to the dictates of the day. Thus, it is important to recognize that philosophers started to consider toler-
ance as a valuable attitude while Europe was embroiled in deeply intolerant religious disputes in various places. 

Certainly, this text is not focused in reviewing the concept of tolerance through an historical approach; how-
ever, I consider that it is important to understand the ideals that have surrounded the concept of toleration, as a 
form to advance some issues that are faced today. As Philippe Sassier states in his book, Porquoi la tolerance 
(Sassier, 2002), the attitude of being tolerant has being accompanied by different objectives along all its history. 
During the Middle Ages, some writers as Augustine of Hippo or Erasmus of Rotterdam defend a tolerant atti-
tude against those who practice different beliefs from the Catholic Church, as a command of piety and mercy 
from God. In a sense, people were asked to be tolerant as a way to obey God and secure his blessings and glory 
during this life and whatever comes after death (Sassier, 2002). This helped to ensure the political domain that 
the Catholic Church had at that time. 

Therefore, in a sense, the defense of Luther for a free interpretation of the Holy Texts was also perceived as a 
movement that leaded to establish the limits of the political power that every religious institution should have 
within a society. Some emblematic authors like Spinoza, Locke and Rousseau, following their particular pers-
pectives, addressed that religious beliefs were part of a private domain that should be only regulated by the same 
individuals; on the other hand, all public issues considered as political ones, were supposed to be independent on 
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any religious institution but on the State as a political entity (Camps, 1996). In this sense, the concept of tolera-
tion was conceived as a way to settle apart the distinction of what should be considered as private issues and 
what should be considered as public ones. These public concerns were, then, only proper of political institutions 
and States.  

Later on, John Stuart Mill with his defense of free speech pointed out the importance of the individual liberty. 
His reflection was primarily focused on the idea that there is not an absolute truth, and that, in any case, the truth 
should be conformed through debate and discussion of different ideas and opinions (Mill, 1999). This will lead 
us to establish a distinction of which is considered as a truth-claim or a validity-claim, a point that will be con-
sidered at the defining moment of toleration. In the meantime, following Mill’s arguments, he specially empha-
sized that every person should develop their own idea of truth. This can be conceived as an approach to respect 
other people in order to allow them to find their own explanation and concept of truth. Here, it is important to 
note then that the concept of tolerance appears at the same time as other characteristic ideas of the modern so-
ciety, such as freedom, respect, and autonomy.  

In accordance with this line of thought, respect and freedom are perceived as two concepts that have a close 
relation with the idea of tolerance. Especially in some discourses, tolerance is thought to imply only the idea of 
respect; nevertheless, both concepts arouse different approaches to the dilemma of diversity of thoughts and be-
liefs. As a way to clarify this distinction, firstly it is important to understand in a deep sense the meaning, the 
misty points and the limits of the concept of tolerance.  

3. Different Approaches to the Idea of Toleration: The Importance of Emphasizing  
Toleration as a Positive Practice 

One of the principal dilemmas with defining the concept of toleration is that it could lead to different meanings 
and distant approaches: on the one hand it is used to express a passive attitude of putting up with an idea, prac-
tice, or group while not really supporting it. This version of tolerance is usually adopted as a form of indiffe-
rence towards different ideas. On the other hand, toleration also implies an active attitude of respect and recog-
nition of other perspectives and arguments. This is the positive notion of toleration, one which can lead to more 
constructive discussions identified with the use of claims of validity, instead of claims of truth, associated with 
certain ideas, practices, and beliefs.  

The dilemma lies within the concept of tolerance itself; there is a certain ambiguity between the idea of bear-
ing something, and the act of trying to understand and even sympathize with it. In fact, it is my assertion that the 
negative connotations associated with the term “tolerance” derive from this ambiguity. Tolerance is derived 
from the Latin term tolerantia-ae, wherein the emphasis is placed on the idea of bearing, or putting up with 
something. But there is also a more positive understanding that completes the idea I am trying to defend in this 
paper. The positive dimension of tolerance which can be found in the original Latin usage includes patience, re-
spect and recognition of the other. This recognition of the other is what gives sense to tolerance as an ethical 
principle. As such, tolerance enables the possibility to establish a process of critical reflection and dialogue be-
tween distinct participants and ideas. For this reason, it becomes crucial to understand this distinction between a 
positive and a negative reading of the term, it is only through the use of the positive dimension that we are able 
to visualize the possibilities for a positive tolerance within a diverse environment.  

Attempts have been made to bring this version of tolerance to light and practice. According to Carlos Thie-
baut, positive tolerance can be understood as “the movement that promotes interest and understanding of differ-
ent forms of the human condition” (Thiebaut, 1999: p. 42). This reading of tolerance is based on acknowledging 
the other which “modifies the forms in which we understand the different one and, after all, the ways we under-
stand ourselves” (Thiebaut, 1999: p. 59). This idea where I not only attempt to understand the other, but I also 
learn something more about myself, or the human condition, is highly hermeneutic insofar as it requires of us an 
act of interpretation. The very attempt to interpret and understand leads to a dual level of understanding; of the 
other and of myself. In this sense tolerance becomes a principle for coexistence that originates in the relationship 
between two people/groups/cultures. Further, tolerance is not contained by personal individual behavior, rather 
it is enacted in relation to and with another person or group. The manner in which we respond to the interaction 
is what delimits the positive or negative form of our tolerance. Similarly, the kind of relationship that is possible 
between myself and the other is determined by the form of tolerance we exercise in a given moment of interpre-
tation and understanding. As Todorov explains in Frente al limite: “Talking with somebody and, in particular, 
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talking about him, implies that I recognize in myself some kind of kinship with that person even when my words 
are, in their true meaning, incompatible with his” (Todorov, 1993: p. 285). 

Another way to determine the differences between various forms of tolerance is to consider the idea in terms 
of degrees of tolerance by which relationships between individuals or social groups can be understood (Waldron, 
1993). The first degree of tolerance is similar to what we have termed negative tolerance. Here we find the ex-
pression of tolerance within a community or environment composed of various groups to be a matter of putting 
up with each other if, and only if, there is no concrete relationship between the various groups. That is, they ap-
parently ignore each other to the greatest extent possible, and when interaction is required, the relationship re-
mains one of mutual indifference. We find it in the constitution of ghettos or neighborhoods, wherein each group 
is aware of the other but they refrain from actually developing inter-groupal relationships. This distance is 
usually maintained by social norms and restrictions for those who do have contact with the other group. 

The second degree of tolerance, which tends to be a limited tolerance, is found in situations where various 
groups interact in a given space or community and there is tolerance but only to a certain point. In this case there 
is positive interaction and even the possibility of forming relationships, but certain topics are not open for dis-
cussion or connection between members of separate groups. Generally speaking, the untouchable topics are 
those related to the fundamental ideas or beliefs of each group, those which are regarded as absolute truths, or 
sacred truths which the other simply does not have the right to consider or judge. An example of this sort of to-
lerance may be evidenced by the situation of the Jewish community in Eastern Europe prior to the Second 
World War, where there is evidence that coexistence with the Jewish community was tolerated because of the 
economic benefit and stability attained due to the business activities of many members of that community. This 
tolerance functioned relatively well as long as religious beliefs and practices were not discussed or expressed in 
the presence of non-Jews. In other words, coexistence with the Jewish people was accepted as long as religion 
was not part of the relation. 

In the third and final degree of tolerance, that which compares with what we have termed positive tolerance, 
we can find not only coexistence but also openness to thoughtful questioning and critique between various 
groups in a given community. This degree of tolerance is the one that most closely approximates a vision of 
recognition and respect for the other. To speak of a third degree or level of tolerance where inter-groupal criti-
que and questioning of deeply held convictions is accepted requires a priori acceptance that there are and should 
be a variety of worldviews and belief systems none of which necessarily is in possession of the absolute truth.  

The first and second degrees of tolerance both include an implicitly passive vision of tolerance where one 
permits coexistence with the other as long as it does not require any real or deep interaction with that other about 
that which is really important. On the other hand, the third level is explicitly identified as an ethical principle 
insofar as it supports, or even requires, the open dialogue and reflection about ideas and commitments. This 
openness to examination and critique by outsiders is related to a constructive view of human beings that arises, 
as Mill argued, whenever discussion and argument occurs between distinct members of society. In this instance 
there is no imposition of ideas, nor is there any single correct, or valid worldview (Mill, 1999: pp. 56-74). The 
truth is not something that we have coming to the table. Rather, it is something we come to through the practice 
of open dialogue and the debate amongst equally potentially valid forms of understanding and being in the world. 
Therefore, it is important to understand the difference between truth-claims and validity-claims. A truth-claim 
refers to real subjectivity wherein every person judges the truth of a given claim in accordance with her know-
ledge, traditions, and background. In contrast, a validity-claim refers to what is achieved through intersubjective 
relations. That is, it does not take into account one person’s point of view, but rather requires a shared and ac-
cepted opinion reached through discussion of different ideas. In this sense, each person’s point of view about re-
ality is taken into account during the process of discussion and for this reason we refer to claims of reliability as 
based on intersubjective relations.  

This is not to say that positive tolerance requires the homologation of all different points of view into just one 
general point of view good for everyone. Rather, this understanding allows for a constructive process wherein 
each of the implicated parties or groups is invited to consider themselves and their values within the context of 
an encounter with the other. Tolerance exists when differences are considered as crucial and when the manner in 
which we react to those differences determines whether we are under conditions of positive or negative toler-
ance (Dees, 1997: p. 148). Thus, within positive tolerance the possibility for the existence and even desirability 
of dissent presents itself. This is a key element in improving dialogue by raising divergent opinions in a con-
structive, if critical, atmosphere. 
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Then, as can be seen, positive tolerance is a potential solution to the standard interpretation of tolerance in its 
strictly negative dimension. This is especially true when we consider that concerns for individual freedom and 
the necessity for coexistence within contemporary societies demand that we find a better option than merely 
putting up with that, which is not in conformity with our own beliefs and practices. Positive tolerance thus 
presents us with a way to understand and live within these spaces characterized by diversity in terms of 
worldviews and practices. With this tool the space where two persons or various groups find themselves together 
becomes a space where discourse, recognition and respect for the value of the other as a human person is made 
possible while at the same time the cultural dimensions which permeate the way that we see ourselves and oth-
ers can be accommodated within a framework of responsibility to take into account that human beings are irre-
mediably diverse and inevitably social. We must relate with one another. This step in favor of positive tolerance 
signifies a conscious decision to understand that the pretension for truth in which we live and understand our-
selves can be transformed into a search for claims of reliability.  

However, the change from a negative tolerance to a positive one cannot be achieved unless we accept the fact 
that different opinions may be valid even when they express something I oppose or find unfamiliar. This arises 
the question of how could we do that? How do we reinforce the attitude to respect and recognize the other? It 
seems that the difficult issue here is to commit ourselves to recognizing, respecting, listening and considering 
perspectives we find foreign as equally valid. I propose that this openness to the other could be reached through 
a hermeneutical approach in which the recognition of the other plays an important role. Thus, I suggest that in 
order to make the transition between a negative tolerance to a positive one, we should consider the hermeneutic 
dialogue proposed by Gadamer. This approach will be analyzed in the next part of the present text.  

4. Recognition and Dialogue as the Process Required to Pass from a Negative  
Tolerance to a Positive One: Gadamer’s Hermeneutics as an Ethical Approach  
to the Concept of Toleration  

It is clear that positive tolerance demands an active attitude of respecting, listening and recognizing others pers-
pectives and visions as worthy, in the sense that they might have something to tell us1. Following this assump-
tion, I introduce the philosophical hermeneutics proposed by Gadamer as an ethical approach to reconsider the 
concept of toleration in order to reinforce its positive notion. As we have seen, the concept of tolerance has been 
used as a way to establish political order in the sense of limiting the power between political and religious insti-
tutions. However, my attempt to analyze it through an ethical perspective is in order to reinforce the notion of 
tolerance as practical virtue, which means that there should be a commitment to act in a tolerant way in our daily 
lives. My attempt here is that once we have thought in tolerance as a virtue, we can think about its political im-
plications, but gaining the attitude of commitment to its practice while we recognize the other as a valuable in-
terlocutor. This commitment will also emphasize the difference between a negative practice of toleration, recog-
nized as indifference, and a positive one based on dialogue, respect and recognition. 

Without starting a dissertation on the meaning of ethics, I advance here that the importance of an ethical ap-
proach of tolerance refers to the sense that ethics gives to human understanding of his life as individual and as 
part of a community. Nevertheless, a constant dilemma in ethics is how to resolve the gap between the theoreti-
cal reflection of some values as justice and liberty, and how do these values are used regarding specific situa-
tions and circumstances. In this sense, I based my reflection on Gadamer’s theory of a philosophical hermeneu-
tics because it promotes an ethical perspective of dialogue which, I think, will serve to reinforce the commitment 
to dialogue proper of a positive tolerance. Gadamer’s reflection about ethics agrees with his notion of herme-
neutics, in the sense that for him ethics imply more than just a theoretical knowledge about values and virtues, 
but in fact how do we translate them to common situations that we face every day” (Gadamer, 2001: p. 117); in 
other words, that the moral knowledge about what is considered as a virtuous life and worthy to live, has an im-
plication in our daily behavior. At this point, Gadamer highlights the importance of ethical knowledge as a form 
of praxis, an assumption that could be related with his idea of experience and dialogue.  

Attempts have been made to clarify the concept of hermeneutics, however I am following Gadamer’s reflec-
tion because: firstly, he proposes dialogue and language to underpin the attitude of questioning, reflection and 

 

 

1Here, I want to take distance from the view that qualifies tolerance as the act of just respecting others. Respect could be seen as a bottom 
value needed to support an attitude of tolerance. In a sense, tolerance implies a minimum of respect so that it helps us to refrain for doing 
something. However, if tolerance is only understood as an action of respect, it could lead to a negative and passive attitude of tolerance, 
which implies the rejection of the possibility of dialogue and comprehension between different ideas/people/groups. 
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understanding of the world and the human being, but his idea of dialogue implies a reciprocal recognition be-
tween people who participate in that dialogue; secondly, Gadamer considers the historicity of everyone is part of 
a constant dialogue that reinforces the need to assure both: the importance of others, and the role of circums-
tances that shape how do we understand every specific moment; and finally, he proposes a practical approach to 
philosophy and hermeneutics, in the sense that philosophy has to refer to the practical life of the human being, 
while hermeneutics should be considered as the process through which this phronesis arises. In Gadamer’s her-
meneutics, the importance is not settled in the result of understanding what an object is, but mainly in the 
process of understanding; in other words in the experience of understanding (Grondin, 2003: p. 42). 

As we have seen, the idea of attempting to understand the other and myself through dialogue requires an ele-
ment of interpretation, in the sense not only to translate the meaning of words but to try to achieve understand-
ing about the circumstances that surround those words. In a sense, words are not separated from the context 
from which they arise. Hence, following Gadamer’s arguments, I suggest that a hermeneutical approach comes 
from the sense of awareness that there is not a unique notion of truth that could explain the world and the human 
being. 

According to Gadamer, the philosophical hermeneutics emphasizes a critical questioning of the world because 
it is conceived as a whole that is under interpretation. Then, language and dialogue become the tools to interpret 
the world, while this interpretation gives sense to our actions. For Gadamer, the importance of hermeneutics as a 
process is not only based on the analysis of objects or facts, but it is also found within the process of questioning 
and analyzing. Gadamer argues that I actually start to question myself by questioning and attempting to under-
stand something or someone else; therefore, the act of questioning demands from us a type of responsibility 
(Dutt, 1998: p. 32); this responsibility is understood as a demand to realize that we could comprehend ourselves 
by the fact of recognizing the other. The experience of understanding depends on our own predisposition to be 
questioned by other’s view and dialogue.  

In this sense Gadamer proposes the hermeneutic circle as a process for experiencing and understanding. The 
hermeneutic circle implies to be become aware that when we are part of a moment of dialogue that also involves 
dialoguing with other, we must recognize that we, both, are also part of the world of this person who is part of 
this moment of recognition (Gadamer, 2007: pp. 244-245). This process acknowledges that dialogue is required 
between me and the other because through this dialogue arises the recognition of the other; a recognition that 
takes into account the individual as a being but also with his historicity, that means with an historical context 
that he brings up at the moment of dialoguing and influences his perceptions of the world2. This dialogue also 
implies that we consider how shall we affect and influence each other by our interactions. Thus, to recognize the 
other implies to realize how I am also influenced by the way he perceives me, himself and the world; to com-
prehend him is also a way to comprehend myself.  

Besides, for Gadamer, the hermeneutic dialogue also means to realize that there is always something that es-
capes from our reasoning. As we found ourselves in front of another, we become aware of the limits of our own 
thought. This always happens in an authentic dialogue. According to Gadamer, through this authentic dialogue 
we get closer to the truth as we give up to inadequate ideas about the world and ourselves (Dutt, 1998: p. 44). 
Even when these ideas are inadequate or incomplete, they serve as a way to understand the world and the sense 
of our lives in that world. Then, the experience of dialogue and recognition gains importance as it helps us to 
become aware of our own prejudgments. Here, prejudgments are taken as incomplete ideas that would be com-
plemented and proved through the criticism and dialogue from perspectives and thoughts different than mine 
(Gadamer, 2007: p. 237).  

In addition, this process demands us to recognize that encountering the other could lead to a wider compre-
hension through the acceptance of other horizons that explain the world. For Gadamer, once we recognize the 
relevance of different horizons, we enhance our scope of understanding. In this moment, we will be part of a fu-
sion of shared horizons (Gadamer, 2007: p. 377). This fusion of horizons is a moment of continuous movement, 
in the sense that everything (even us) is subject of a constant interpretation. In order to accomplish this interpre-
tation, we need a positive tolerance as we part of a permanent exercise of facing something foreign for us, but 
something that we need to comprehend as part of our moral understanding of the world. 

At this point, experience plays an important role as a moment of dialogue and encounter. To dialogue with 
someone means also the experience of being with someone. An authentic dialogue means that you do not know 

 

 

2For Gadamer, human beings are also historical beings, in the sense that their historical backgrounds also define themselves and the way 
they perceive the world. 
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in advance the final conclusion; besides, it means that at the end of the encounter there is always something that 
is not totally understood. However, in a sense, this experience of dialogue and interpretation searches for a kind 
of agreement, even when there is the awareness of things that will rest unsolved. This search for agreement de-
notes a will of understanding, at least in a minimum set of topics3. This reinforces the demand of a critical ref-
lection about an incomplete truth. There is always something to be solved, understood or criticized, and this can 
only be accomplished through experiencing dialogue with the other (Dutt, 1998: pp. 61-62).  

The question, then, is how we improve this moment of authentic dialogue with someone that behaves in a 
different, even offensive, way from us. In this sense, we can recall Gadamer’s arguments about the importance 
of recognition as a way to understand the other and ourselves, taking into account the limitations that everybody 
has with their own prejudgments. Even when that does not imply a specific process, it reinforces the attitude of 
questioning what is being considered as a truth. The criticism here is that this could be confused as the idea of 
accepting everything or, in other words, tolerating everything. Nevertheless, Gadamer’s theory takes distance of 
this kind of relativism, in the sense that he proposes a philosophical approach that implies the dialogue with 
someone. If we take as valid any assumption, we are rejecting the moment of dialogue and interpretation; there-
fore, we are avoiding any hermeneutical encounter. In addition, Gadamer’s theory refers to a practical vision in 
the sense that understanding the other means experiencing the fact of living with the other. 

Here is where I see the connection between Gadamer’s hermeneutical approach and positive tolerance, in the 
sense that tolerance demands the recognition of different and divergent ideas as part of intersubjective relation-
ships. Positive toleration gives us the opportunity of raising diverse opinions in a critical atmosphere, where the 
goal is not the imposition of any thought but the understanding between each other, in a broad sense. If we pro-
pose tolerance as a political virtue it is because through dialogue we develop a sense of community in a moral 
perspective, as a form of living with others. Further, tolerance reinforces the sense of respect and recognition 
within plural societies, which find valuable different and diverse point of views. 

Nevertheless, if we are to consider tolerance as a political virtue, then it is important to analyze the way in 
which tolerance implies something different as the usual use of the term. Following Marcuse argument, com-
monly the term of tolerance is misused as a form to support authoritarian regimes instead of straightening the 
value of difference and recognition among diversity. These assumptions question the limits that toleration 
should have in order to avoid a misunderstanding and misuse of the term. Those perspectives cannot be ignored 
and, therefore, they will be analyzed as the next part of this text. 

5. Facing the Threshold: The Need of Tolerance and Intolerance 
Even when tolerance is considered as a virtue needed to develop and sustain a democratic society where there 
arises the debate between different opinions and ideas (Camps, 1996), this virtue could be corrupted. During 
1968, Herbert Marcuse pointed out that tolerance could be used, by a dominant group, as a form to sustain its 
point of view and its position of power (Marcusse, 1968). This could lead to supporting some abuses and viola-
tions against human dignity as part of reinforcing a higher ideal as seek for security4; thus, it would mean that 
the concept and the practice of tolerance could be corrupted, leading to a false notion of tolerance. This false to-
lerance strengthens the attitude of indifference and conformity unless the harm is done to me or my beloved 
ones. Besides, it implies an attitude of conformity which also depends of how safe we feel in our society or 
community. The risk is that in assuring a minimum condition of security, we can give up to refrain and stop 
some attitudes and behaviors that will be questioned in other circumstances. “[I]f we establish the right to live as 
our main and principal right there is the risk of, by the end of the day, considering it as the only one” (Arteta, 
2001: p. 1999). In this scenario, tolerance is not considered as a political virtue, but as an instrumental attitude 
that reinforces authoritarian practices. This should lead us to understand the limits settle to toleration, and then, 
to rethink whether the relation and limits between tolerance and intolerance are adequate.  

Commonly, the limits that are conceived to the fact of tolerating something are: firstly, the intolerance with 
the intolerant; and secondly, the intolerance to harm others, even if it implies a physical or a moral harming. 
Both limits are related to each other, in the sense that they refer to the social condition of tolerance. The fact of 
not tolerating an intolerant is because he is rejecting for others what he claims valid for him (Thiebaut, 1999: p. 

 

 

3Even though, it does not negates the possibility of dissent. 
4In recent times, Mexico has been facing a huge controversy between the military forces focused on the war against drug dealers and crimi-
nal organizations, and the accusations of citizens that were abused by soldiers of the Mexican army (Mosso, 2009). 
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182). He claims for tolerance from other people, as he behaves in an authoritarian way among them. This em-
phasis in the social role of tolerance leads to the second limit of tolerance that is avoiding harming others. An 
authoritarian behavior tends to surpass above someone’s freedom of conscience and expression (Thiebaut, 1999: 
p. 183). The refraining of tolerance due to avoiding harming others implies a social perspective because it de-
mands to have in mind the presence of others. Obviously, the degree of importance assigned to the presence of 
others depends on the types of tolerance that have described before. Furthermore, what links both limits of to-
lerance is the absence of respecting the other and recognizing him as an individual who is able to find his own 
form and sense to live or, in other words, his own ethos.  

Nevertheless, the criticisms arose to this conception of the limits of tolerance start when a political institution 
defines who is considered as an intolerant one (Arteta, 2001: p. 182), because through these acts, the govern-
ment in power could diminish the presence of divergent thoughts within the political debate. Precisely, this is the 
starting point to the criticism to tolerance brought by Slavoj Žižek. According to Žižek, nowadays the tolerance 
that prompts in liberal democracies actually enclosed a specific way of life in which tolerance is valued unless 
the difference within a society implies a risk to the model of democracy already established. Then the practice of 
this kind of tolerance could be identified as a repressive one if something menaces this specific arrangement 
(Žižek, 2007). To Žižek, the tolerance supported as part of a democratic regime tends to enhance and idea of 
homogenization behind values of consumption that will help to reproduce one model of thought: to only guar-
antee the satisfaction of my needs and the feeling of security. 

This attitude of conformity and consumption is the object of Žižek’s criticisms, because it defines political 
negotiations in economical terms, wiping out any difference that will put in risk the economical system that 
characterizes the global capitalism (Žižek, 2007: p. 59). Here, a false tolerance is presented as a negative one, in 
the sense that it permits the existence of difference while important issues about politics and economics are not 
questioned. The risk here is that this kind of tolerance could prompt violent behavior if the groups in the power 
feel any kind of menace; usually, if this happens, sovereign powers allow infringing the limits of what is tolera-
ble as a way to defend its own powerful position. Thus, this false tolerance is allowing the emergence of autho-
ritarian attitudes and totalitarian regimes. Then, security becomes the main column of sovereign power. This en-
circles the idea of tolerance to the right to live, with the implications that it could be seen as the only right that is 
worthy to defend. In this sense, tolerance is guaranteed just as a way of living but not in a social standard of re-
cognizing and valuing differences. The role of tolerance as a political virtue would be then questioned as wheth-
er it really functions as its meant to be, or if it just an alibi to guarantee an status quo. 

Žižek’s solution considers the defense of intolerance as a form to break up with the false tolerance and a way 
to bring up the ideals proper of a positive tolerance, in order to recover the ideals of recognition and community. 
In this sense, the conception of the limits of toleration starts to be depicted more as a threshold where tolerance 
and intolerance are together, as tolerance also needs the assistance of intolerant attitudes as a way to prevent its 
own corruption. Finally, if we consider tolerance as a political virtue, we must be aware that it does not 
represent the wiping out of intolerance; on the contrary, it implies that both attitudes represent both sides of the 
same coin, demanding from us to be more critical in the way both are used and presented in common life. 

6. Living in the Threshold  
As a conclusion, tolerance was conceived, since the beginning, as an ideal that reinforces social relations and the 
life in community. Besides, it also implies a life of practicing in the attitude of being tolerant with difference; 
accepting that differences are part of societies and differences are what make societies alive entities. Through 
this text I have consider different approaches to tolerance as a form to reinforce the conception of a positive un-
derstanding of the term. However, in order to reinforce its social dimension, I have exposed some of the main 
points of the philosophical model of hermeneutics proposed by Gadamer that I believe will serve to this purpose. 
Furthermore, to understand tolerance means to understand the limits of what is tolerable, which questions the 
usage of toleration nowadays. Even when toleration is a value and a political virtue promoted within democratic 
societies, sometimes it is misused as a mean of power, corrupting the ideals of liberty, respect and recognition 
that give it its sense.  

Tolerance is mainly a social virtue that implies the relation with others. To understand toleration as a virtue 
means to practice it in daily life. Toleration is meant to be a political virtue in heterogeneous societies; never-
theless, before becoming a political virtue it should be prompted as a moral one in the sense that it should be 
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practiced daily by the individuals that are part of a society. Then, in order to promote this practice, we need 
firstly to cultivate people in the attitude of being tolerant. This will required the acceptance of the validity of 
claims instead of taking them as absolute truths. It also demands the acknowledgement of tolerance as the expe-
rience of understanding the world and ourselves in a moment of dialogue among other people.  
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Abstract 
There are many theories about theory choice in philosophy of science, but no any indicator of 
scientific theory has been precisely defined, let alone a united index system. By the example of 
empirical identity, I shall show that a range of scientific indicators to decide theory choice can be 
precisely defined by some basic concepts. I think that these indicators can provide us a better de-
scription of the principles of philosophy of science. The certain pursuit of theories’ empirical iden-
tity and novelty leads the cumulative view of scientific progress; under non-cumulative circums-
tance, it is totally practicable to judge a theory’s empirical identity as well as empirical novelty; 
empirical identity underdetermines the acceptance of a particular theory. It is possible that all the 
principles of philosophy of science could be explained again through the system of index of theory 
choice, thus a more rigorous theory of philosophy of science could be established. 
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1. The Definition of Empirical Identity 
The aim of this paper is not to present a new tool for analyzing theory choice, but to do a better job motivating 
how to classify the past achievements and highlight the quantifiable features of scientific indicators. Scientific 
virtues or indicators have been discussed by many philosophers of science, but there are three problems which 
should be further discussed. The first problem is that if all scientific indicators could be defined by the same 
concepts. The second is that if scientific virtues could be measured, appropriated and quantified. The third is that 
if each of these indicators could describe part of the principles of philosophy of science. If these problems can 
be answered affirmatively, I believe that a united and statistically significant system of philosophy of science 
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can be constructed.  
I think that there are three sorts of scientific indexes to depict theory choice, that is, empirical indexes, con-

ceptual indexes and background indexes. These indexes show the theory’s problem-solving efficiency, which 
contains not only a theory’s problem-solving quantity and weight, but also “a theory’s problem-solving styles” 
(i.e., quantified indicators for accepting or pursing a theory). Each sort of indexes includes some single indica-
tors. For instance, empirical indexes include empirical identity, empirical simplicity, empirical unity, empirical 
novelty, empirical mightiness, and the like; conceptual indexes include conceptual identity, conceptual unity, 
conceptual novelty, conceptual mightiness, conceptual succinctness, and others; background indexes include 
background experiment, background technology, background thinking, background psychology, background ac-
tion, and so on. It is necessary and possible to definite each of these indicators, since a rigorous analytical me-
chanism is needed to describe theory choice, and a formalized theory of philosophy of science should be con-
structed.  

In this paper, I will give some examples, especially empirical identity, to show that all these indicators may be 
defined by same conceptions, and that each of these indicators could describe some of principles in philosophy 
of science. My definition method is to make an unsymmetrical comparison between two theories and to show 
their merits by basic conceptions “problemor” and “solutionor”. I shall not definite empirical identity of scien-
tific theories until “problemor” and “solutionor” and other relevant conceptions have been explained. All single 
indicators include two aspects of stronger and weaker. What is unsymmetrical comparison between two theories? 
If each single indicator is regarded as a balance, and if the two theories on both ends of the balance do not weigh 
the same, then the one theory shows its weaker problem-solving efficiency, and the other shows its stronger 
problem-solving efficiency. Any theory has two component parts, i.e., the part of problems or questions and the 
part of solutions to problems or questions. The first part consists of “problemor” which is anything that we feel 
curious, thirst for understanding and to that we put questions or problems, and the form of posing problems, 
such as “why”, “what”, “how” and all. The second part consists of “solutionor” or the join of “solutionors”. The 
conception “solutionor” is generally called all single internal tactics, which are internal reasons to judge the re-
lation between two theories and present static forms of ideology such as definition, hypothesis, law, principle, 
regulation, method, etc., and all single external tactics, which are external reasons to judge the relation between 
two theories and present dynamic forms of non-ideology such as the process of observation, experiment, func-
tion of technological object, confirmation from scientific communication, support in policy, and that. 

When we feel it necessary to raise, in certain form, a problem of an empirical fact or a test implication which 
could be called “empirical problemor”, an empirical problem is generated. A solution to an empirical problem 
constitutes “empirical solutionor” or the link of some “empirical solutionors”. There are two different kinds of 
“empirical problemors”. I shall call the first an observation-type empirical problemor which is an empirical fact 
coming from observation or experiment and may constitute an empirical sets by different forms of posing prob-
lem. For example, “Why and how an apple falls toward the earth?” Newton’s answer is: “There are mutual gra-
vitational force between the apple and the earth”. “An apple falls toward the earth” could be called an observa-
tion-type empirical problemor, and Newton’s answer constitutes an empirical solutionor. The second could be 
called a theory-type empirical problemor which is a theory’s test implication deduced from theories and, in prin-
ciple, could be tested by observation and experiment and could in itself bring about an empirical problem sets. 
Einstein’s theory of relativity, for instance, deduced a curved light which could be called a theory-type empirical 
solutionor. If we examine the matter from solving problems instead of posing problems, all theory-type empiri-
cal problemors could be regarded as the lowest level empirical solutionors, since it is the most simple and direct 
answer to an empirical fact. 

According to the above-mentioned definitions and the unsymmetrical relations of theory comparison, the de-
finition of empirical identity is as follows: 

By comparison between theory 1T  at time τ  and theory 2T  at time τ ′ , we say that 1T ’s empirical identity 
decreases (noted by 1ITτ ↓ ) and 2T ’s empirical identity increases (noted by 2IT τ ′ ↓ ), if and only if , at time 
τ , m  sorts of different theory-type empirical problemors, w , that tally with observation-type empirical prob-
lemors (noted by г ), can be deduced from 1T ’s empirical solutionors j  (noted by ( )( )1

mT j гwτ → ; at time 
τ ′ , n  sorts of different theory-type empirical problemors that tally with observation-type empirical problemors, 
can be deduced from 2T ’s empirical solutionors j  (noted by ( )( )2

nT j гwτ ′ → ; and 0n m> ≥ . Here, “tally 
with” means “with a tolerance of less than the fixed error”. Time τ  can be or can not be equal to time τ ′ . 

The definition may be stated in symbols as follows: 
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( )( ) ( )( ) ( )1 2 1 2 0m nIT IT T j гw T j гw n mτ τ τ τ′ ′↓ ∧ ↑←→ → ∧ → ∧ ≥>  

2. Cumulative and Non-Cumulative Empirical Progress 
The cumulative idea of scientific progress reflects, in empirical aspect, certain effort both to pursue a theory’s 
empirical identity and also to pursue a theory’s novelty1. Collingwood writes: “Progress in science would con-
sist in the supersession of one theory by another which served both to explain all that the first theory explained, 
and also to explain…‘phenomena’ which the first ought to have explained but could not…” (Collingwood, 1956: 
p. 332). Popper also points out: “A new theory, however revolutionary, must always be able to explain fully the 
success of its predecessor. In all those cases in which its predecessor was successful, it must yield results at least 
as good…” (Popper, 1975: p. 83). Lakatos’ narration is more well-organized, he demands that a series of theo-
ries, 1T , 2T , nT , must meet the following characteristics, and hence constitutes a consistently progressive 
theoretical problemshift: 

(A) nT  has excess empirical content over 1nT − : that is, it predicts novel facts, that is, facts improbable in the 
light of, or even forbidden, by 1nT − ; 

(B) nT  explains 1nT − , that is, all the unrefuted content of 1nT −  is included (within the limits of observa-
tional error) in the content of nT ; 

(C) Some of the excess content of nT  is corroborated (cf. Lakatos, 1970: p. 116). 
Above-mentioned three progressive characteristics can at least be changed into conditions as follows: 
(Aˊ) More novel theory-type empirical problemors can be deduced from nT  at τ ′  than from 1nT −  at τ ; 
(Bˊ) All theory-type empirical problemors tallying with observation-type empirical problemors , which can be 

deduced from 1nT −  at τ , can also be deduced from nT  at τ ′ ; 
(Cˊ) Some theory-type empirical problemors tallying with observation-type empirical problemors , which can 

be deduced from nT  at τ ′ , can not be deduced from 1nT −  at τ .  
Condition (Aˊ) directly expresses the pursuit of a theory’s conceptual novelty, and expresses the pursuit of a 

theory’s empirical novelty together with condition (Cˊ). From conditions (Bˊ) and (Cˊ), we can draw that more 
theory-type empirical problemors tallying with observation-type empirical problemors can be deduced from nT  
at τ ′  than from 1nT −  at τ . Consequently, conditions (Bˊ) and (Cˊ) co-expresses the pursuit of a theory’s em-
pirical identity. The three conditions which have accumulated characteristics represents, from concert force 
point of view, certain progress pattern in science, and represents, as for empirical identity, a sort of pattern to 

 

 

1I define empirical novelty as follows: By comparison between theory 1T  at time τ  and theory 2T  at time τ ′ , we say that 1T ’s empir-

ical novelty decreases (noted by 1ETτ ↓ ) and 2T ’s empirical novelty increases (noted by 2ET τ ′ ↑ ), if and only if, at τ , m  sorts of dif- 
ferent novel (noted by ©) theory-type empirical problemors, w , that tally with observation-type empirical problemors (noted by г w ), 

can be deduced from 1T ’s empirical solutionors j  (noted by ( )( )1

mT j г wτ →  ); and at τ ′ , n  sorts of different novel theory-type 

empirical problemors, w , that tally with observation-type empirical problemors can be deduced from 2T ’s empirical solutionors j  (noted 

by ( )( )2

n
T j г wτ ′ →  ); and 0n m> ≥ . Here, “tally with” means “with a tolerance of less than the fixed error”. Time τ  can be or can not 

be equal to time τ ′ . 
The definition may be stated in symbols as follows: 

( )( ) ( )( ) ( )1 2 1 2 0m nET ET T j г w T j г w n mτ τ τ τ′ ′↓ ∧ ↑←→ →  ∧ →  ∧ > ≥  

For an articulation of this indicator, see especially Ma Lei, 2006, pp. 103-110. 
The definition of conceptual novelty is as follows: 
By comparison between theory 1T  at time τ  and theory 2T  at tine τ ′ , we say that 1T ’s conceptual novelty decreases (noted by 

1 eTτ ↓ ) and 2T ’s conceptual novelty increases (noted by 2 eT τ ′ ↑ ), if and only if, at τ , m  sorts of different novel (noted by ©) solutio-

nors, j , can be deduced from 1T ’s solutionors j  (noted by ( )1
mT j jτ → ); and at τ ′ , n  sorts of different novel solutionors can be 

deduced from 2T ’s empirical solutionors (noted by ( )2
nT j jτ ′ → ; and 0n m> ≥ . Here, “tally with” means “with a tolerance of less than 

the fixed error”. Time τ  can be or can not be equal to time τ ′ . 
The definition may be symbolized as follows: 

( ) ( ) ( )1 2 1 2e e  0m nT T T j j T j j n mτ τ τ τ′ ′↓ ∧ ↑←→ → ∧ → ∧ > ≥  

For an articulation of this indicator, see especially Ma Lei (2006), pp. 103-110. 
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pursue empirical identity. Imaging that there is a magic box, B, which can not be opened, in which there are 
some balls different both in colour and in quantity, and as time goes on, the colour and the quantity may be 
changed. The conceptual novelty of 2T  at τ ′  is stronger than theory 1T  at τ , if, one black ball in B can be 
deduced from theory 1T  at τ , but both one black ball and one white ball in B can be deduced from 2T  at τ ′ . 
Assuming that, as a result of experimental test, the deductive results of both theory 1T  at τ  and theory 2T  at 
τ ′  (theory-type empirical problemors) tally with facts (observation-type empirical problemors), then theory 2T  
at τ ′  is stronger than theory 1T  at τ  not only in empirical novelty but also in empirical identity. Logical em-
piricists, however, make a mistake to regard the possible model of progress as an inevitable model of progress, 
which was criticized by some historians and philosophers of science. As Kuhn put it, there are usually problem 
losses as well as problem gains associated with the replacement of any older theory by a newer one, i.e., a new 
theory will lose partial explanatory power when it gains certain new explanatory power (Kuhn, 1962: p. 169). 
Feyerabend even complained that Lakatos’ “progressive problemshift” is a Utopia in science. When theory 1T  
is superseded by theory 2T , the common case is as follows:  

(A) Theory, 2T , explains theory 1T ’ partial but not all success. 
(B)Theory, 2T , explains additional predictions that 1T  can not explain. 
This “Kuhnian losses” phenomenon which discovered by Kuhn and Feyerabend is common in science, and 

becomes a powerful evidence to deny the accumulated view of progress. However, we should avoid thinking in 
terms of absolutes. It is wrong to repudiate totally accumulated characteristics which may be emerged at certain 
period of time. Feyerabend, however, has recognized that Lakatos’ critical standards have practical force only if 
they are combined with a time limit (what looks like a degenerating problem shift may be the beginning of a 
much longer period of advance) (Feyerabend, 1970: p. 215). 

Is a new theory with the emergence of “Kuhnian losses” progressive? L. Laudan once gave a vivid historical 
case, namely, the shift in geological problems early in the nineteenth century, to explain that the progress is 
possible even if “Kuhnian losses” emerges in a new theory. Prior to Hutton, Cuvier and Lyell, geologists had 
been interested in some empirical problems to which solutions had been offered, among them: how deposits get 
consolidated into rocks; how the earth slowly acquired its present form; when and where the various animals and 
plants originated; how the earth retains its heat; and so on. Yet after 1830, particularly with the emergence of 
stratigraphy, many of the problems mentioned above were no longer follower with interest by geology, and it 
does not mean that geology did not make any progress between 1830 and about 1900 for the fact that geological 
theories after Cuvier and Lyell successfully (addressed themselves to) a very different range of empirical prob-
lems, including those of bio-geography, stratigraphy, climate, erosion, and land-sea distribution. A further study 
would show that the precision and range of empirical problems that could be solved by mid-nineteenth century 
geology (as well as the acuteness of the conceptual and anomalous problems generated) compared favorably to 
the overall problem-solving success which late eighteenth-century geological theories could claim for them-
selves. Laudan writes: “Knowledge of the relative weight or the relative number of problems can allow us to 
specify those circumstances under which the growth of knowledge can be progressive even when we lose the 
capacity to solve certain problems” (Laudan, 1977: p. 150). Thus Laudan points out a non-logicism normative 
stand of the non-cumulative progress, that is, under the situation of overlap or separation of problem sets of any 
theory and its successor, whether a new theory is progressive or not can be analysed or judged by the relative 
weight or the relative number of problems. However, Laudan doesn’t pay more attention to appropriated and 
quantified aspects of theory comparison. “The relative weight or the relative number of problems” can not re-
flect the rich indicators of science, which can be defined by the solutionors and problemors. For example, em-
pirical simplicity is decided by the proportion of problemors to solutionors of a theory. If a theory’s most con-
clusions or solutionors that have been verified deduce from its least assumptions or problemors, we say the 
theory gain its maximum empirical simplicity. This kind of quantified characters of scientific theory can not be 
showed in Laudan’s theory.  

Under non-cumulative circumstances, it is totally practical both to specify a theory’s empirical identity and to 
specify a theory’s empirical novelty. From the progressive condition of empirical identity, the demand that more 
theory-type empirical problemors tallying with observation-type empirical problemors should be deduced from 

2T  at τ ′  than from 1T  at τ , does not mean that there must be inclusive relation between the theory-type em-
pirical problemors tallying with observation-type empirical problemors from 1T  at τ  and those from 2T  at 
τ ′ , i.e., between ( )1T гwτ  and ( )2T гwτ ′ . They may overlap and separate. Assuming that one black ball and 
one white ball in magic box, B, can only be deduced from theory 1T  at τ , and one black ball, one red ball, one 
blue ball in the same box can be deduced from theory 2T  at τ ′ , and all the results were tested and verified 
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through observation and experiment, then, there is a overlapping relation between the two theories’ theory-type 
empirical problemors that tally with observation-type ones. Assuming that only one black ball in magic box, B, 
can only be deduced from theory 1T  at τ , and one white ball, one red ball in the same box can only be de-
duced from theory 2T  at τ ′ , and all the results were tested and verified through observation and experiment, 
then, there is a separating relation between the two theories’ theory-type empirical problemors that tally with 
observation-type ones. Under the two kinds of conditions, the empirical identity of theory 2T  at τ ′  is in a rel-
ative increasing state of affairs. Empirical novelty has similar cases. It is important to note that, under circums-
tance of kuhnian losses, both a theory’s empirical identity and empirical novelty may be retrogressive (i.e., may 
be in a relative weaker state of affairs), and a theory’s comprehensive should also be analysed by specific cir-
cumstances. In addition, the theories used to compare could be either from the same domain or from different 
domains, and could be both synchronic and diachronic. 

3. The Underdetermination of Empirical Identity 
If theory 2T  explains more facts than 1T , namely, the quantity of sorts of theory-type empirical problemors 
tallying with observation-type ones deduced from 2T  exceed that of from 1T , then, under this circumstance, to 
abandon theory 1T  can not be abundantly decided, for lack of abundant reasons. 

Firstly, the starting point of a new theory is often confined to certain narrow domain, so the quantity of em-
pirical problems solved by the new theory may be smaller than an old theory. With further evolvement of the 
new theory, however, it is entirely possible that the developed new theory could solve more empirical problems 
than the old theory. At the outset, the theory of Copernicus can not explain more phenomena than the theory of 
Ptolomy. The opposition to Copernicus was from three famous arguments, namely, there is no stellar parallax; a 
body thrown upward falls vertically to earth; the objects on the ground is in a state of rest. They asked: As the 
Earth moves from one place to the opposite place in the same orbit, but why can not the parallax be watched? If 
the Earth revolves on its axis, a body thrown upward would fall to the west of its point of projection, but why 
does the body return to its original point? If the Earth spun, loose objects would fly away from the ground, and 
the Earth itself would fly to pieces, but why do not the phenomena emerge? The Corpernican system was ad-
vanced late by Galileo who refuted the three arguments. To counter the first argument, Galileo pointed out that 
the distance from the star to the Earth is at least ten thousands times as much than that from the Sun to the Earth, 
because the starts is too far from the Earth, the parallax can not be perceived. That doesn’t mean there is no pa-
radox. In the light of the second argument, Galileo refuted it by the law of inertia. Before Galileo, it was as-
sumed that every motion required a continual force to maintain it. But Galileo found that it is not motion, but the 
creation or destruction of motion, or a change in its direction, that requires external force. When matter is en-
dowed with inertia, a body thrown upward and the air share the rotation of the Earth, a falling body would return 
to its original place. In accordance with the third argument, Galileo said that the rotation of the Earth is slow, 
and centrifugal force is far smaller than gravitational force, so objects would be independent of the rotation of 
the Earth, and still stay where they are. Galileo not only refuted the opposition to Corpernicus, but also ex-
plained briefly, by the rotation of the Earth, the phenomena which the theory of Ptolomy can not explain, such 
as the halt and retrograde motion of the planets, tide and trade wind on the Earth, and so on. 

Secondly, if a theory’s empirical novelty is strong enough, there would have a vast space for the growth of the 
theory’s empirical identity, but the solution to the theory’s weaker empirical identity can not be worked out from 
it. Besides revising and perfecting a theory to dispel the weaker empirical identity, experiment designs and ex-
periment conditions are also very important, namely, the background experiment2 should be strengthen. Howev-

 

 

2Background experiment is one of background index of a theory. The definition of it is as follows: 
By comparison between theory 1T  at time τ  and theory 2T  at time τ ′ , we say that 1T ’s background experiment decreases (noted by 

1xTτ ↓ ) and 2T ’s background experiment increases (noted by 2xT τ ′ ↑ ), if and only if, the aggregative evaluation index number m  of 

1T ’s experimental solutionors j  at τ  (noted by ( )1m T xjτ ) is less than the aggregative evaluation index number n  of 2T ’s experi-

mental solutionor j  at τ ′  (noted by ( )2n T xjτ ′ ). Time τ  can be or can not be equal to time τ ′ . 
The definition may be symbolized as follows: 

( ) ( )1 2 1 2xT xT m T xj n T xjτ τ τ τ′ ′↓ ∧ ↑←→ <  

The aggregative evaluation index of experiment solutionors include experiment design, experiment operation, experiment apparatus, ex-
periment results, experiment analysis, and so on, which should be studied detail by detail. For an account of this indicator, see Ma Lei 
(2006), pp. 285-292. 
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er, a theory’s novel prediction may take long before being tested and verified by experiments. As a result of the 
essential invention of astronomical instrument and method, an observation of the parallax of a fixed star, which 
was predicted by Corpernicus early in the sixteenth century, was made by Henderson at the Cape of Good Hope 
in 1832, and accurate measurements by F. W. Bessel and by Struve followed in 1838. In the beginning of the 
twenty century, Einstein, by the general relativity, proposed a quadrupole formula of gravitational wave, by 
which the existence of gravitational wave is quantitatively predicted. Although gravitational wave has not been 
discovered, scientists have been trying every means to observe it. In order to survey gravitational wave, a sensi-
tive gravitational antenna needs designs to overcome strong background interference, acoustic sounder, weber 
bar (name after Joseph Weber, whose pioneering work in 1960s are still inspiring present scientists), monocrys-
tal, electromagnetic detector such as laser interferometer, etc., need to be designed to survey the frequency rage 
from 100 Hz to 10 kHz. To employ space probe to find gravitational wave (range from 10 - 2 to 10 - 4 Hz) by 
Doppler’s tracking method is take into consideration. At the present time, experts of experiment relativity hun-
ger for employing pulsar to observe directly gravitational wave. 

Thirdly, the decreasing trend of empirical mightiness3 and empirical distinctness4 is certain to weaken empir-
ical identity at one stage, but empirical mightiness and empirical distinctness may increase in another stage and 
enhance empirical identity. The inconsistency between a theory’s deductions and experimental data leads to the 
drop tread of empirical mightiness and empirical distinctness, and thus reduce empirical identity. Any experi-
ment, however, has a direct bearing on designed level, auxiliary theories, and explanation, therefore so-called 
“falsification” of an experiment at certain time may not only arouse many controversy within the period of time, 
but also be proved to be inadequate, even be placed by other “verified” experiments. In 1906, W. Kaufmann 
gave the relationship of velocity and mass by the experiment that the cathode rays could be deflected by an elec-
tric field as well as by a magnetic field, he claimed that the relationship is not in agreement with Einstein’s spe-
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cial relativity, and further claimed that the measured value does not agree with Lorentz-Einstein hypothesis, but 
agree with Abraham-Bucherer equation. Kaufmann’s experimental results is unfavorable to Lorentz-Einstein 
hypothesis, Lorentz was somewhat disappointed and wavered between two choices, while Einstein’s stand is 
firm and unshakable. Einstein’s confidence does not come from his doubt of Kaufmann’s experiment, he com-
mended that Kaufmann’s work to define the relation between electric and magnetic deflection of β  rays is 
careful and respectable. Although Einstein confirmed that the curve from Abraham-Bucherer’s theory tallies 
more with experimental results than with the curve from relativity, he believed that Abraham-Bucherer’s theory 
has little possibility of success, because their basic assumption about moving electron mass can not be proved by 
a theoretical system which contains more wide-ranging and complicated phenomena, that is, can not be proved 
by a theory that has stronger empirical identity and empirical unity5. Unlike Einstein, W. Wien doubts the relia-
bility of Kaufmann’s experiment, he, early in 1912, wrote a letter to Nobel committee in which he denied that 
the experiment of cathode rays and β  rays has decisive proving force, for the experiment is too delicate to 
guarantee cancelling all errors. The experiment to support relativism was finished in 1914-1916. 

Finally, in the indicator system, even if a theory’s single indicator is in the state of decrease, scientists should 
not lose their confidence in the theory, because the theory’s other indicators may have an outstanding advantage. 
Scientists have reasons to believe that as long as a theory’s single or partial indicators are stronger, they will, 
sooner or later, promote the development of other indicators, and thus the complex index will surpass its rivals. 
Judged by the history of science, Ptolemy’s geocentric theory, which has considerable practical value, had been 
dominating the Western astronomy for 1500 years. Some scientific historians and philosophers of science argue 
that almost no evidence show that Corpernican system is better than Ptolomaic system in empirical identity and 
empirical accurate, it may be empirical simplicity6 that appeals a lot of scientists. Someone even denies that the 
acceptance of Corpernican theory comes from its practical purposes, namely, the pursuit of the system comes 
from its explanation of phenomena, accurate prediction and simplicity. Kuhn points out that Corpernicus’s ar-
gument does not appeal to the judgment from utility, but only to their aesthetic judgment, i.e., to their perception 
of mathematical harmony (Kuhn, 1957: p. 81). James W. McAllister simply asserts that the acceptance of Cor-
pernican theory is not determined by empirical factors, but chiefly by esthetic factors. He argues that Corperni-
can mathematical theory of astronomy is more strictly accord with Aristotelian physicism than Ptolomaic theory 
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(McAllister, 1996: pp. 163-181). It is arbitrary that esthetic factors are confined within the limits of category as-
pects and considered without empirical and background factors. But their arguments show that the initial accep-
tance of Corpernican theory is deeply influenced by its stronger conceptual indexes. At the beginning of found-
ing relativity theory, the theory’s stronger succinctness and background thinking7 play an important role in 
compensating its unfavorable condition of its weaker empirical identity. While Kaufmann’s experiment is ad-
verse to relativity theory, M. Plank stood firmly by Einstein, he argued that Kaufmann’s method and measuring 
results can not make a decisive judgement, relativity theory draws the simplicity into the electrodynamics of 
moving bodies to emancipate the puzzling electrodynamics without special hypotheses and arbitrary images. 
The immediate reaction to the relativity in the field of physics is, to certain extent, attributed to Plank’s warm 
and firm support. 

Empirical identity conflict underdetermines the abandonment of a theory, in same way, the stronger empirical 
identity underdetermines the acceptance of a theory. The strong and the weak of a theory’s empirical identity are 
relative, that is, a theory, T , may show stronger empirical identity in comparison to 1T , but may show weaker 
empirical identity in comparison to another theory 2T ; what is more, the theories are advancing, the power con-
tract in empirical identity may change through time. The theory whose empirical identity increases rapidly in a 
short time is very promising and worth pursuing, but that underdetermines the acceptance of the said theory ei-
ther. Scientists, at certain time, should accept a theory which has the most strong complex index, but their atti-
tude to the theory may be changing, because, at another time (the interval of the time is generally long, because 
scientific research is a arduous process of expending time and energies), the condition of the theory’s complex 
index may have changed. Any single or partial indexes, at certain moment, are factually undetermined. 
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Abstract 
Facing in the prospect of geo-environmental activities like volcanic explosions, earthquakes, floods, 
landslides, subsidence issues, tsunamis, etc., we have to reconsider a sustainable harmony be-
tween human beings and nature. Approaching the reality of the changing patterns of the earth’s 
surface and geological processes geoaesthetically will be helpful in establishing a more desirable 
relationship between human beings and nature. In this paper the author attempts to consider the 
meaning of expressiveness in relation to geoaesthetics, and further the author intends to reveal 
expressiveness through various phenomena of the earth. Expressiveness can evoke emotion as 
one experiences the aesthetic object. Empathy plays a role in drawing expression from expres-
siveness. One can find geoaesthetic expression through looking deeply into the expressiveness the 
earth presents. Earth itself is inanimate, but owing to its plentiful expressiveness it can restore the 
organic, animate world. 

 
Keywords 
Geo-Environmental Problems, Expressiveness, Expression, Empathy, Geoaesthetics 

 
 

1. Introduction 
Presented with geo-environmental problems at a critical moment in our history—volcanic explosions, erosion, 
flooding, landslides or mudslides, tsunamis, etc.—we have to reconsider establishing a sustainable, harmonious 
relationship between human beings and nature. To escape such geo-environmental disasters we need to keep 
aesthetic, optimal distance and to contemplate present-day situations in safety. Approaching the changing nature 
of the earth’s surface and geological processes geoaesthetically will be helpful in set ting up a more desirable 
relationship between human beings and nature1. Understanding aesthetic expressiveness in nature is especially 
useful for considering and recognizing the harmonious coexistence between human beings and nature. Research 

 

 

1Earthsong (N.Y.: Phaidon 2008)—collaboration of photographer Bernhard Edmaier and geologist Angelika Jung-Hüttl provided me with 
informative insights. 
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in aesthetics often seeks to explain the expressive qualities of artifacts in terms of expressive activity among 
human beings, including natural beings. In this study the author will consider the meaning of expressiveness in 
relation to geoaesthetics, and further, reveal the expressiveness through various phenomena of the earth’s sur-
face. In the end the author hopes we can find the natural order, in a word, the natural equilibrium by looking 
deeply into the meaning of expressiveness. Through the transition from extrinsic phenomena to intrinsic signi-
ficance, the aesthetic character can be revealed through expressiveness.  

We can observe the expressive qualities of various arts. Expressiveness is contained in the aesthetic object it-
self. To find and draw out this expressiveness in objects is the task of artistic expression2. Perceptual psycholo-
gist R. Arnheim (1904-2007) considered expression in relation to sensory perception. Expression appears out-
wardly as a result and a primary content of perceptual experiences. Mentality functions in response to sense ob-
servation. Arnheim does not advocate self-expression, because the method of self-expression plays down the 
function of the theme to be represented. Expression is localized in the object of representation. Expression is a 
key to understanding the meaning of art. An artistic medium is used in justifying something expressed3. Ac-
cording to M. Rader and B. Jessup we can use the term “expressiveness” for the content that is expressed, and 
“expression” for the act of expressing. Expressiveness is found in natural phenomena. Nature and the environ-
ment are replete with expressive qualities (Rader/Jessup, 1976: p. 41). Natural phenomena like “a steep rock, a 
willow tree, the colors of a sunset, the cracks in a wall, a tumbling leaf, a flowing fountain...have as much ex-
pression as the human body” (Arnheim, 1969: p. 433). Expressiveness is an inherent characteristic of a percep-
tual pattern. Expressiveness is the invisible character and can appear through expression as a visible pattern. 

Generally speaking, empathy is an understanding of another person from inside by feeling together. Empathy 
plays a role in creating positive and active engagement in geoaesthetics. The expression of geological pheno-
mena in experiencing the waves and lines of a shoreline or coastline is similar to experiencing the rhythmical 
streams of song. The optimal attitude of art appreciation in the beholder and listener is in finding expressiveness 
deeply rooted in the object. Coexisting harmony between human beings and nature is revealed in emotional ex-
pressiveness through the arts. Expression conveys emotion between subject and object. Experiencing the emo-
tion brought by a perceptible object reveals its expressiveness. A work of art has an expressive dimension when 
it evokes an emotion. Now in turn the author will consider the meaning of expressiveness in relation to expres-
sion and empathy; expressiveness as a possibility of aesthetic expression in geoaesthetics; natural order, and 
equilibrium in geoaesthetical expressiveness; and the aesthetic expressiveness in geological phenomena. 

2. The Meaning of Expressiveness 
“Expressive” is related to expression and characterized by expression. Expressiveness has the quality of being 
expressive and it serves expression. Expressiveness contains everything which can be expressed. “Claims about 
expressiveness can also be claims about feelings evoked when people experience works of art or claims about 
the works of art” (Eaton, 1988: p. 31). Expressiveness can evoke emotion in experiencing the aesthetic object. 
To draw expression from expressiveness it is necessary to refer to the role of empathy. Empathy can evoke ani-
mate expression from inanimate expressiveness.  

2.1. The relation of Expressiveness to Expression 
The relation of expressiveness to expression is similar to the wholeness of an iceberg to the tip of an iceberg. 
The externally appearing expression and the internal hidden expressiveness seem to be metaphorically similar a 
glacial mass. Expression is oriented to the subject as an expresser; on the other hand expressiveness is oriented 
to the object as a thing to be expressed. Expression can be experienced as the result of expressiveness coming 
after the expressing activity. We can express our emotions by various means, like gestures, postures, facial fig-
ures, and other actions. These various means can be applied metaphorically and analogically to express geologi-
cal phenomena. Geological phenomena are the facial expressions of the earth. 

The relation between expression and what is expressed is not always as straightforward as the relationship 
between phenomenon and noumenon, like tears and grief, joy and smiles, etc. (Green, 2008: p. 104). Every work 

 

 

2As John Dilworth pointed out, there are some different ways of interpretation on the artistic expression like ontological, epistemic, real, free  
virtual, etc. John Dilworth, “Artistic Expression as Interpretation”, British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol.44, No.1, Jan. 2004, pp. 10-28.   
3Rudolf Arnheim, “The Priority of Expression,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol.8, No.2, Dec. 1949, pp. 106-109. Interes-
tingly, Arnheim’s doctoral dissertation (1928) was a study of expression in human face and handwriting. 
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of art may contain more or less the source of our emotions4. For this very reason through works of art we can 
develop deeper forms of emotional experience. These two factors of structure and emotional expression are cor-
related. “One theme binding together different forms of expression is the ability of the expressive behavior or 
artifact to enable in an appropriate observer knowledge of what it expresses. Expression makes something 
knowable to appropriate observers; making something knowable to appropriate observers, in turn, to show it; 
hence expression is a species of showing” (Green, 2008: p. 104). Expression as showing-how is related to 
showing-that as contents of expressiveness. Our dominant sense is vision, and it’s the relational activity of 
showing and the shown. 

Expressiveness can be objectively described through showing how. Peter Kivy’s “contour theory” holds that 
music’s “sonic ‘shape’ bears a structural analogy to the heard and seen manifestations of human emotional ex-
pression” (Kivy, 2002: p. 40; Green, 2008: p. 107). Generally we can refer to the shape or outline of an object as 
its contours. We can describe sonic shape, visual sensation, visual shape, etc. “A work’s expressiveness is due 
either to its showing how an emotion, mood, or experience appears, or to its showing how an emotion, mood, or 
experience feels” (Green, 2008: p. 112). We can say a work’s expressiveness is due to the appearance of emo-
tion, mood, and experience. The expressiveness of artwork is related to appearance and feeling. The degree of 
appearance and the intensity of feeling are contained in the expressiveness of an object. Objective appearance 
and subjective feeling are two sides of the same coin. 

An artwork that expresses an emotion in an expressive way is one that reveals something of what it is like to 
be in such an emotional state. Some people can agree that “art is possible and valuable because it involves hu-
man expressiveness” (Eaton, 1988: p. 23). Expression is “a relation between an artwork and an expresser, who is 
either the author or an imagined agent such as the implied author, a narrator or a character in the work” (Robin-
son, 2007: p. 36). According to Jenefer Robinson, “expressiveness as a relation between the expression and the 
audience to whom it communicates, depends on how effectively the artwork reveals to a suitable beholder what 
that emotion is like” (Robinson, 2007: p. 36). A thing is derived from thingness, and thingness gives essential 
character to a thing. Thingness is the ground for the thing. Similarly, expression is derived from expressiveness, 
and expressiveness gives quality to expression.  

In a work of art we find analogues of emotional expression. In life we can express emotions by means of ges-
tures, postures, facial expressions. Through interpretation of life we can look into the meaning of emotional ex-
pressions. Representational paintings and sculptures can usually express emotions by depicting people who are 
expressing their emotions in facial expressions, postures, gestures, and actions. We can express emotions by de-
scribing or representing a point of view (Robinson, 2007: pp. 21-22). Artists can express their emotions not only 
by the way they depict a scene but also by the way they manipulate their media. We interpret the depicted cha-
racters as expressing their emotions. The kernel of the idea of emotional expression in ordinary life persists in 
emotional expression in the arts. Expressions are means of communicating emotions to others. Expressiveness is 
a cognitive notion of knowing the inner world. Expressions reveal something about the nature of the emotion 
expressed. Emotional reactions to expressive emotional expressions do not always reflect the emotion expressed 
(Robinson, 2007: pp. 28-31). 

Expressive qualities can reveal what is expressed. If we think of expressiveness as a matter of how clearly the 
emotion expressed is revealed in the expression, then even inexpressive expressions are to some small degree 
expressive. Dynamic structures and configurations of human behavior are associated with the expression of 
emotion. How to experience the object is involved in the expression of emotion. Distancing attitudes of artistic 
appreciation as beholder is the representation of the object in art. It is necessary for empathic communication. 
Aesthetic appreciation can be modified by integrating our concern with geologic appearances. According to ex-
pression theory, emotion in artwork is, ideally, the same as the emotion of artist. Expressive qualities are com-
municative among others. The forms of human feeling like anger, calmness, sadness, etc. can be more congruent 
with forms of natural phenomena like seabed or rock formation. “The forms of human feeling are more congru-
ent with musical forms than with the forms of language, music can reveal the nature of feelings with a detail and 
truth language cannot approach” (Langer, 1942: p. 235). Whether expressive qualities can be fine-grained or 
coarse-grained, they can often be beyond conceptuality. In the event of pure instrumental music, expressive 
qualities can be found among qualified listeners with delicacy. “Pure instrumental music cannot represent the 
cognitive components of many emotions” (Spackman, 2012: p. 305). Cognitive components of emotions are 

 

 

4Although R. G. Collingwood said art is the expression of emotion, according to different positions like realists, formalists, conceptualists, 
and minimalists etc., this statement may be accepted differently. 
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congruent with knowing-function instead of showing-function. 
Structural similarities between emotion and its representation are not cognitive, however but analogous. “To 

experience an expressive quality involves exercising a certain imaginative capacity” (Spackman, 2012: p. 306). 
Earth like music can be expressive of fine-grained emotions. Experience of an expressive quality is involved in 
exercising a certain imaginative capacity. In other words, to experience an expressive quality is equal to expe-
riencing an imaginative mode of perceiving the object. The account of ascriptions of expressiveness has more 
specific potentiality than any description comprised of emotional terms. We cannot claim that “expressive quali-
ties are uniquely fine-grained and every artwork expresses a different emotion” (Spackman, 2012: p. 308). Ex-
pressive qualities can be beyond effability or in the limits of effability, but they can remain descriptively ineffa-
ble. Expressive qualities are not strictly ineffable since they can be grasped by demonstratives.  

Here we have to consider the peculiar function of emotion. In the perspective of “deeper than reason” (Ro-
binson, 2005). Jenefer Robinson argues the role of emotion in literature, music, and art. It means the existence of 
deeper parts of our minds or inner world which we cannot reach with the capacity of reason. So she calls it 
“deeper than reason”. It recalls to us the function of emotion as analogonrationis (the analogy of reason) in con-
text of A. G. Baumgarten (1714-1762). Every artistic object is filled with sources for the expressive qualities or 
expressiveness. Through interpretation we can approach the deeper part of our emotions and depth of emotional 
expression. Various changes of earth present emotional characteristics in appearance. It does not obviously ex-
plain those cases of apprehension of a more perceptual nature as when we hear or see emotion in the object. “To 
settle what expressiveness in an artwork is, we still need to go on to decide when a work expresses emotions we 
perceive or infer in them, i.e., when it is correct to attribute the state to the work” (Stecker, 2001: p. 89). 

Expressiveness is combined with the features in a work of art and linked ultimately to the states of feeling or 
emotion. The emotion of the subject depends on the expressiveness of the object. Problems of expressiveness 
have been most frequently debated in connection with music (Osborne, 1982: pp. 19-26). A good reason for this 
does not lie in expression, but in expressiveness. Symbolic and metaphoric meaning of expression is contained 
in expressiveness. Representational works of art portray emotional situations and their nonrepresentational fea-
tures contribute to the emotional impact. Expressiveness is more significantly discussed in nonrepresentational 
features in representational works of art. Non representational is related to a style of art in which natural objects 
are not represented realistically. 

“A piece of music is not sad because it can be used to evoke sadness, or noble because it can be used to create 
an atmosphere of authority” (Scruton, 1974: p. 28). The sounds of music are not sad, they just evoke or create 
some specific emotional feelings. Likewise, the features or figures of the earth’s surface are not emotional, they 
just evoke or create some specific emotional feelings. In the musical sounds, it is not a problem of intellectual 
apprehension and information, but a problem of emotional response and communication to share common sense 
that is important. “The function of music is not stimulation of feeling, but expressing of it; and furthermore not 
the symptomatic expression of feelings that beset the composer but a symbolic expression of the forms of sen-
tience as he understands them” (Langer, 1953; Osborne, 1982: p. 20). Feeling is in some way embodied in the 
work of art, and in the perception of the work we perceive the embodied feeling. There is an important pheno-
menological difference between the feeling tone incorporated in emotional response and the embodied feelings 
we perceive in works of art. The feelings we perceive in works of art are permeated phenomenologically into the 
works. Emotional expression is the revelation of the concealed or the hidden core. 

What expression can actually reflect is only the form and structure of feeling. Expression is the analogue of 
emotive life. “An emotion cannot be felt without being expressed” (Collingwood, 1958: p. 238). So we can feel 
an emotion through the expressive process. Expressiveness focuses on resemblances between appearance and 
the characteristic, gestural expression of feelings. Natural expressiveness of human behavior is similar to ex-
pressive qualities of movement. There are structural similarities between musical patterns and the patterns of 
spontaneous human gesture (Osborne, 1982: p. 23). There will be similarities between geological patterns and 
the patterns of human feeling. For example, a steep cliff and slopes are often represented as a symbol of despair, 
or in poetic expression we can feel deep solitude from a cliff.  

The artworld contains a great deal of self-expression, namely the artist’s own self-expression. Mitchell Green 
explains expressiveness as a matter of an object’s making available certain types of knowledge, most notably, 
qualitative knowledge concerning how an emotion or other experience feels. The expressiveness we see in 
things is a static state in the object, whereas, expression is the dynamic process of the expresser. Static expres-
siveness serves as a potential energy for dynamic expression. I think the source of expression is self-expression 
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because self-expression is related to introspection and self revelation. “In self-expression we show what’s within. 
In certain cases we show what’s within by showing that things are thus and so within us; in other cases we show 
what’s within by making some aspect of what’s within literally perceptible” (Green, 2007: pp. 171-172).  

Expression is a matter of showing what is within. And self-expression is showing how one feels. “Sensory 
experience typically gives us both knowledge-that and knowledge-how. Knowledge of how something looks, 
sounds, tastes, and so on, seems to equip us with a skill” (Green, 2007: p. 174). This skill is well applied to the 
training of empathic process. “Expressiveness may be found in objects that are not representational, as well as in 
objects whose representational character has nothing to do with their expressiveness” (Green, 2007: p. 193). The 
majority of theories of expressiveness in non-representational arts are primarily concerned with music. 
Non-representation in music is deeply seated in the inner part of representation. 

We cannot speak of expressiveness in a fictional sense. But a fictional character can feel by imaginatively 
projecting oneself into the character’s situation (Currie, 1998: p. 172). Some people can “identify expressiveness 
with the expression of a fictional persona. Classical expression theorists like Tolstoy and Collingwood would 
identify expressiveness with the expression of an artist.” Those who understand expressiveness in terms of the 
possession of “emotion characteristic in appearance” identify being expressive of sadness with being sad 
(Stecker, 2001: p. 94, footnote 1). Robert Stecker used “expressive” and “expression” without distinguishing 
between them. But, I think, in the perspective of the subject-object relationship it needs to be distinguished. As 
the author referred to previously, “expressive” qualities are contained in the object, and “expression” is the ac-
tivity of subject. “To say a work expresses an emotion can mean either that it is expressive of or that it is an ex-
pression of the emotion” (Stecker, 2001: p. 85). Expressiveness is concerned with the apprehension of an emo-
tional state. An emotional state in appearance can have static or dynamic qualities. But “emotion is not a thing or 
a disposition: it is a process or sequence of events” (Robinson, 2005: p. 59). 

2.2. The Role of Empathy in Expressiveness 
We can read expressive qualities directly through formal features of an artwork. We have to figure out some 
kind of role for the expresser at the same time. For this we need to consider empathy. Empathy literally means 
in-feeling or feeling-into. According to German philosopher and psychologist Robert Vischer (1847-1933), em-
pathy is to place human feelings into inanimate things, plants, animals, or other humans in a specific way. Em-
pathy fuses a human’s experience with an object’s experience such that it no longer feels like the human’s own 
experience but instead like that of the object. Theodore Lipps (1851-1914) promoted and elaborated the idea of 
empathy. In his aesthetic psychology, he used the notion of empathyto explain “not only how people experience 
inanimate objects, but also how they understand the mental states of other people” (Montag, 2008: p. 126). Ex-
perimental psychologist E. B. Tichener (1867-1927) defined empathyas “the process of humanizing objects, of 
feeling ourselves or reading ourselves into them” (Depew, 2005: p. 101). Empathy can be objectified into or 
projected onto every sort of object, whether it is inanimate or animate. For example, we can experience aesthet-
ically the joyous chirping of birds, the sadness of the sagging willow tree, the sublimity of the starry night (De-
pew, 2005: p. 102). Through empathy we bring our animate feelings into inanimate things. Our aesthetic expe-
riences place our feelings into things, as simulation theory claims, we do so by imaginatively putting ourselves 
in the other’s situation5. So, then, these things become similar to something of our interior emotional feelings. 

Empathy is a kind of imagining. The experience of an inanimate object arose from the empathy. In the pers-
pective of the relationship between the observer and the observed, empathy projects the feelings of the observer 
into the observed. To read the expressed emotion from the description of the formal quality of artwork makes it 
possible to relate the inner and outer parts of the work. Here empathy plays a role in connecting between the in-
ner and outer parts of the work. In many cases this connection seems to be communicative between the real and 
the unreal in the form of as-if6. The epistemic value of artworks lies in knowing the unknown world. Artistic 
expression and expressiveness make it possible to have aesthetic reconstruction of the world. Empathy plays a 

 

 

5Margrethe Bruun Vaage, 2009: p. 109, “The Role of Empathy in Gregory Currie’s Philosophy of Film”, British Journal of Aesthetics, 
Vol.49 N0 2, April. She defines simulation as imaginative engagement in another person’s experiential perspective. Empathy is to simulate 
the situation of the character, imagining being in his situation. 
6The philosophy of as-if is introduced by the German philosopher, Hans Vaihinger, through his book in the year of 1911. Based on I. Kant 
and F. Nietzsche, he holds the compatibility between the reality of sensations and the imaginative fiction of human knowledge to be justified 
pragmatically. 
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role in opening the unknown world. “Showing-how can provide qualitative knowledge for those with appropri-
ate sensory capacities. It can also enable empathy for those with the capacity for empathy” (Green, 2008: p. 97). 
Showing how and knowing how are related to each other. Qualitative knowledge can be obtained by appropriate 
sensory capacities. Know-how is often only possible with some practice, that is to say, perceptual experience 
(Green, 2008: pp. 98-99).   

Perceiving aspects and affects in a painting or drawing shows some aspect of what it represents. M. Green as-
serts that there will be a reliable causal connection between the thing represented and the pictorial representation 
itself (Green, 2008: p. 103). But, the author thinks, here, not the causal connection but the imaginative mode of 
perception plays a linking role between the thing represented and the pictorial representation itself. The thing 
expressed and the pictorial expression itself are related to each other in an imaginative mode of perception. One 
needs to be careful about T.S. Eliot’s notion of an “objective correlative” of emotion. “The only way of ex-
pressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an ‘objective correlative’; in other words, a set of objects, a sit-
uation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts, 
which must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately evoked... The artistic ‘inevi-
tability’ lies in this complete adequacy of the external to the emotion; and this is precisely what is deficient in 
Hamlet” (Eliot, 1921; Green, 2008: p. 110). Eliot takes the only way of expressing emotion in the form of an 
“objective correlative”. The author thinks this “objective correlative” is an interchangeable term with structural 
similarity. Anyway, because of this “objective correlative”, expressing emotion can have validity between sub-
ject and object. 

“One would expect that knowing how an emotion or experience feels enables me to ‘feel with’ someone who 
is actually in the grip of that emotion or experience. Artworks that are expressive by virtue of showing how an 
emotion or experience feels enables me to empathize with others” (Green, 2008: p. 110). There is a delicate dif-
ference between sympathy and empathy. Sympathy seems to involve taking a concern for the well being of 
another, and sharing a common sense or perceptual experience with each other. On the contrary, “empathy re-
quires one imaginatively to enter into a character’s mind and feel with him because of one’s imagining of his 
situation.”7 If we take a concern for something, then we can easily enter into something.  

Empathy is the ability to identify and understand another’s situation8. Is it possible to cultivate empathy? Ac-
cording to M. Green, empathy involves the exercise of a skill. “The artwork might show how that emotion feels 
by exploiting congruences between sensation and affect. Such an artwork can show how an emotion feels with-
out being representational. A non-representational painting might be congruent with central aspects of exuber-
ance” (Green, 2008: p. 115). For example, Mark Rothko’s color field paintings are commonly thought to be 
about the expression of emotion, and they are distinctly nonrepresentational. A work of art might also exploit the 
power of representation to show how an emotion feels. A work of art can show me how an emotion or mood 
feels. A work of art can reacquaint me with an emotion or mood by bringing it to aesthetic consciousness. Fur-
ther, a work of art can show me how an emotion or mood feels without causing me to feel that emotion (Green, 
2008: p. 116). What’s the role of consciousness in emotional feeling? According to M. Green, it might do that 
either by engaging the imagination, or by exploiting our sensitivity to congruence between experiences, on the 
one hand, and emotions and moods on the other. Expressiveness and empathy are, then, closely linked. Some-
thing that is expressive of an emotion, mood, or experience shows how that emotion, mood, or experience ap-
pears or feels (Green, 2008: p. 117). Through empathy we can know the expressiveness which is hidden deeply 
in the object, so we need empathic experience for that. It deepens the contents of experience in others. 

“While expressiveness in the service of empathy is not the exclusive domain of art, and while a great deal of 
art aims at nothing of the kind, it nevertheless appears that one central function of art forms as disparate as 
painting, music, literature, film, and photography is that they show how emotions and moods feel in such a way 
as to equip us to achieve a greater rapport with others… Art’s emotion is a reflective, thought-provoking explo-
ration of the significance that experiencing emotion through art has upon our lives” (Green, 2008: p. 118). Triad 
relations of expressiveness, empathy, and experience take place intensely in the emotional response to natural 
landscapes as well as in art’s emotional content which are based on our lives. 

Here we can raise the question of what the function or role of empathy in expressiveness and self-expression 
is. “Showing how an emotion, mood, or experience feels might enable you to empathize with me” (Green, 2007: 

 

 

7Berys Gaut, “Identification and Emotion in Narrative Film,” in Carl Plantinga and Greg M. Smith, eds., Passionate Views: Film, Cognitio-
nand Emotion, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1999: p. 206, and Mitchell Green, 2008: p. 113. 
8In management, empathy skill is known as a learning process how to better manage, motivate and transform the performance. 
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p. 189). The possibility of empathy depends on showing how to feel emotion, mood, or experience. Green ex-
plains this well in Rodchenko’s photograph, Pioneer Girl (Gelatin silver print, 49.637 cm, 1930, The Museum 
of Modern Art, NY). It gives us the feeling of admiration, “not because it bears a perceptual resemblance to lit-
eral expressions of admiration, but because it enables us to know how admiration feels” (Green, 2007: p. 199). 
Instead of perceptual resemblance empathy might be due to knowing how to feel. In Rodchenko’s Pioneer Girl 
we watch her defiant, unblinking, and proletarian eyes. We feel admiration not on behalf of perceptual resem-
blance, but on behalf of empathy. In other words, the background of admiration is empathy.  

3. Expressiveness as a Possibility of Aesthetic Expression in Geoaesthetics 
The expressiveness of the features of the earth is a means to explain how the earth possesses the features that 
give rise to the desirable relationship between the earth and humans. The earth has many qualities that can be 
appreciated aesthetically. The beauty of landscapes as natural beauty shows us one of its most common aesthetic 
expressions. This beauty of natural landscapes is related to the subtle changes in the earth’s surface. This surface 
is a result of geologic transformation. Geoaesthetics as an aesthetic inquiry into the beauty of geological pheno-
mena has the task to search for expressiveness and the intention of the aesthetic expression. The search for ex-
pressiveness can connect expression and expressed. The contents of geoaesthetics comprise the expressiveness 
of rocks, formations, minerals, natural monuments, outcropings, and structures, as well as typical geological 
phenomena. The expressiveness of rocks or metals used in decoration, architecture, and land art or earth art ac-
tivates the aesthetic imagination.  

Geological phenomena are full of sources of aesthetic expressiveness. Various features of geological struc-
tures can be found in earth surfaces in forms of earthsong, geologically dramatic phenomena, and earthworks 
however we may name them. The emotions we experience in geological phenomena are not the same as the 
emotions of everyday life, but basic dimensions of feeling made determinate and precise by the geological con-
tent. The expressive character of geological appearances emerges sometimes with figurative composition. In the 
progression of earthly changes, all moments of the changes are full of expressiveness. It is important for the 
aesthetician to find a specific expression from them. We can observe expressiveness in the earth’s faces which 
are characterized by geological changes.  

Viewed in terms of a subject-object relationship, expressiveness is oriented toward the side of the object. Life, 
the arts, and natural phenomena are connected and inter-dependent with each other. Emotions in life are ex-
pressed in the arts. Artistic expression seeks sources from the expressiveness of natural phenomena. Systems of 
natural circulation include tornadoes, other weather systems, and ocean currents. Discovery of expressiveness in 
nature, and geological phenomena will be made through changes from inside of the earth outwardly. Expres-
siveness in geological phenomena has the double aspects of rest amidst motion, and motion amidst rest. 

The elements of expression and expressiveness are extended from ordinary life in the arts, to geological phe-
nomena. My purpose here is to expose the expressiveness in natural, geological phenomena. “Artistic expression 
has the same basic structure and function as expression in ordinary life…and an expression of emotion in art is 
just like an expression of emotion in life” (Robinson, 2007: pp. 19-20). Geological phenomena as objects of ar-
tistic expression can be in many cases like the spontaneous overflow of powerful, vital feelings. How can feeling 
be embodied in earthworks? The art of altering the natural environment creates earthworks. Sculptural forms of 
earth, rocks or sometimes plants are good material for artistic expression. But there can be a difference between 
emotional response and perceived feeling. Through empathy this difference can be resolved. 

The feelings we can experience in geological phenomena and the feelings we experience in ourselves are ac-
cessible with directness and vividness. To this point we hear the expressiveness of music, “the natural patterns 
of expression are simply too vague to account for the vividness of the feelings we experience in music” (Os-
borne, 1982: p. 24). To experience this directness and vividness we need to empathize with others. As shown in 
Earthsong (N.Y.: Phaidon, 2008) by Bernhard Edmaier and Angelika Jung-Hüttl, music and geological pheno-
mena are quite similar in experiencing expressiveness. The natural patterns of expression are often too broad and 
vague to explain the direct vividness we experience in geological phenomena. Phenomenologically, our percep-
tion of feeling in music and the abstract arts is direct, more like our awareness of our own feelings than our in-
ferences about the feelings of other people from their bodily movements, which the movements of music are 
said to resemble. The emotional center of perception presents the natural world as being a certain way for the 
emotional response. 
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Nature draws lines and forms shapes by itself. Tidal currents flow in natural rhythm. Countless streams of 
melt water flow seaward from inland glaciers in the wider riverbed. Sandy beaches, seabeds, and rock forma-
tions are accentuated at the peak of change in the scenery of nature. “As sea water freezes, frazil ice forms, when 
the wind and the waves bring the surface into motion, this freshly frozen but elastic covering shatters into a mo-
saic or countless ice floes” (Edmaier & Angelika Jung-Hüttl, 2008: p. 76). The land around an Icelandic glacier 
shows how ice can deform, transform, and reform the ground and give us the figurative line and shape. “After a 
few initial spurts of ash, the lava began to flow quietly from a series of craters” (Edmaier & Angelika Jung-Hüttl, 
2008: p. 94). Lava as molten rock expelled by a volcano assumes the form of the various figures during an erup-
tion after solidification and cooling. “Waves washed it shore, where the wind blew it deep inland, shaping the 
sand hills” (Edmaier & Angelika Jung-Hüttl, 2008: p. 154). Waves play an important role in keeping the balance 
in natural circulation. Natural harmony and equilibrium are the beginnings of our existence. 

Even if we can use emotional expression in the combined terms of emotion and expression, expressive quali-
ties are distinguished from emotional qualities of artworks on the basis of their representational properties 
(Spackman, 2012: p. 303). In relation to the possibility of conceptualization we can consider expressiveness in 
the arts, as the expressiveness lying at the margin of conceptualization. The author thinks, one of the important 
tasks for the artist is to find and draw out expressiveness from the object with his capacity for emotional expres-
sion. Nature as a treasure of biodiversities has different expressiveness. Imagination transforms the inanimate 
object of nature into the animate object. Expressive qualities and imagination have common ground in natural 
figures. 

The rocks have weathered into various shapes. A weathered rock is capable of expressing emotions. It may be 
involved in various forms of aesthetic appreciation. Henry S. Moore (1898-1986), an English sculptor and artist, 
is best known for his semi-abstract monumental bronze sculptures. His forms in Double Oval (1966), Oval with 
Points (1968-1970) are pierced or contain hollow spaces. Many interpreters comparing figuratively, liken the 
undulating expressive form of his reclining figures to the landscape and hills of his birthplace. Holes in rock and 
arches shaped by weathering and erosion have an influence on the expression of Henry Moore’s sculpture. 
Through the empathic imagination of an artist, the geological phenomena of sand, soil, seawater etc., can be 
shaped into various figures which are full of expressiveness. 

If we consider the expressiveness of natural figures related to the origin of place names, we can realize the 
wonderful correspondences of figure and expression like the names of living organisms. As one of these exam-
ples, Eagle Rock is an area of L.A. and derives its name from a massive boulder, similar to the figure of an eagle 
in flight. It’s a good example of the expressive quality of a rock as an inanimate object, restored to an eagle as 
an animate object. Expressive qualities are descriptively effable. Emotional qualities might be attributed to 
works of art on the basis of their representational properties. Expressive qualities are emotive qualities that 
works possess in virtue of their possessing certain formal, non representational properties. 

According to M. Green, self-expression is a pervasive phenomenon of the everyday life of humans and other 
species. He explores the ways in which self-expression reveals our states of thought, feeling, and experience. 
Self-expression is a matter of showing a cognitive, affective, or qualitative state. Aesthetic appreciation can be 
modified by integrating our concern with the phenomena. Susan Langer talks about expressiveness. We can re-
veal expressiveness by using forms. Here, the term “form” can mean the color, shape, or lines of a work. These 
forms aren’t specific to visual art. Art expresses a feeling, and that feeling can be anything like touchness, emo-
tion, even a pattern of ideas. Langer only believes that art must express something. The idea of a dynamic form 
was interesting because of its specificity. Form, in this context especially, is a specialized idea. For example, 
tragic emotions are necessary in order to write a tragedy. But, if you aren’t feeling what you’re expressing, you 
aren’t expressing at all (Dayton (ed.), 2011: pp. 168-173). Sincere expression grows out of true feeling and emo-
tion. 

A sense of season or seasonal change of climate, because of extreme or violent climatic changes, has recently 
become closely related with geological turns. “The sense of melancholy or resignation becomes an object of 
aesthetic contemplation through the natural phenomena like snow, rain, wind, cloud, etc.” (Saito, 2005: p. 167). 
Perceptual representations of geological phenomena is to perceive the expressiveness of an object. One must 
perceive it as anything other than what it is. The aesthetic experience of natural objects and phenomena is found 
in the hidden expressiveness beneath them. Land art or earth art derives part of its aesthetic appeal from its tran-
sient nature (Saito, 2005: p. 171). Above all land art or earth art is characterized by nature itself.  

The forms and media of art can be different, but the expressiveness which is contained in objects can be the 
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same. In various genres of art like sculpture, drawing, relief, all-over painting, collage, terra cotta, installation, 
even petroglyph, their expressiveness is linked to the emotion of human beings. Various earth changes are ana-
logous to mental and physical changes. Expressiveness in art mirrors expressiveness in life (Robinson, 2007: p. 
32). It is applied to natural phenomena. “A windswept cliff might look melancholy, yet we are not about to 
attribute feelings to cliffs” (Green, 2007: p. 40). Perhaps all aesthetic expressiveness may ultimately be traced 
back to expression of artwork. 

4. Geoaesthetical Expressiveness in Geological Phenomena 
Natural order encompasses the natural relations of beings to one another. Especially in this time of global 
warming and climate change we are facing incessant geological changes like volcanoes, earthquakes, tsunamis 
besides human activities such as the burning of fossil fuels and deforestation. To consider the aesthetic expres-
siveness in geological phenomena one needs to link art and geology. In the relation of seeing art and nature we 
can confirm that color, line, pattern, and texture are the main expressive elements of geological surfaces like 
deserts, lava flows, canyons, etc. (Abbey &William Fiero, 1986). 

4.1. Natural Order and Equilibrium in Geoaesthetical Expressiveness  
There are infinite, conflicting forces in nature. All natural forces in natural eco-system are trying to keep in bal-
ance with each other. “The general equilibrium which reigns amongst disturbances and apparent turmoil, is the 
result of infinite number of mechanical forces and chemical attractions balancing each other out” (Jardine, Se-
cord, & Spary, 1996: p. 290). The physical universe is considered as an orderly system subject to natural laws. 
In a word, it intends cosmos in chaos. “As in all other phenomena of the physical universe, so in the distribution 
of organic beings: amidst the apparent disorder which seems to result from the influence of a multitude of local 
causes, the unchanging law of nature become evident as soon as one surveys an extensive territory, or uses a 
mass of facts in which the partial disturbances compensate one another” (Jardine, Secord, & Spary, 1996: p. 
298). 

We can raise the question of what the ultimate purpose of natural changes or geological transformations is. 
Geological phenomena will be brought into equilibrium after incessant changes and transformations. James 
Turrell (1943-), an American artist of light and space, has been sculpting a natural volcanic site, Roden Crater 
(1977, located outside Flagstaff, Arizona) into a place to space out. He regards the site of the earthwork very 
highly and uses light as creative media. Spatial installations in the sky, projects of land art, architectural lighting, 
etc., as site specific arts are possible only on behalf of physical, natural surroundings. It aims at contemplation 
and makes us think about our status in nature. 

Bernhard Edmaier and Angelika Jung-Hüttl show us in their book Earthsong, earth’s surface and natural 
landscape. Earthsong reveals areas almost all around the world. It shows us boundless beauty through patterns 
of the earth’s surface during geological processes. The constant alteration of frost and thaw are intended to reach 
equilibrium in the end. “The top layer constantly solidifies and liquefies keep the balance… The land around an 
Icelandic glacier shows how ice can deform the ground and give us the figurative line” (Edmaier & Angelika 
Jung-Hüttel, 2008: p. 80). Even deformation, transformation and alteration of forms or shapes are aimed at eco-
logical balance. Natural phenomena such as volcanoes, glaciers, coral reefs, canyons, sea beds, and rivers reveal 
the delicate and monumental natural patterns that are etched on the earth’s crust. 

Biodiversity harmonizes with the ecosystem in natural order. Natural phenomena dominate and define the 
landscape. Tidal currents and waves are flowing in rhythm with tidal power. Waves and winds shape beautifully 
and dynamically the margin between sea and earth. Many melt water streams flow and form beautiful watery 
landscapes. Geologic features and landscapes are represented throughout the spectacular examples of mountain 
peaks, coastal cliffs, headlands, beaches and sand dunes, desert surfaces and canyons, and unique physical envi-
ronments, such as caves, lava fields, and tufa structures. In addition to providing beautiful landscapes on macro 
as well as micro scales, it maintains order in disorder. 

For example, Lemnos is a volcanic island of Greece in the northern part of the Aegean Sea. It is composed of 
rare geological and rocky formations, but also of rich ecosystems. Spectacular formations of fine sand form a 
unique and fascinating landscape. An area of natural beauty is characterized by great volcanic formations, pic-
turesque coves and strange rock shapes. If we find some expressive qualities in geological phenomena and fig-
ures, then we realize these phenomena or figures are full of expressiveness. We find order in irregular and con-
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fused processes as a result of observing the inner part of the earth. The inner and outer cores of the earth are the 
origin of force which cause massive geological events such as crustal movements of earthquakes and volcanoes, 
etc.  

The geologic world contains a great deal of expressiveness which can have influence on our emotional feel-
ings. It can be characterized as earth song, and the face of earth, similar to music, and the human face. Like our 
facial expressions we can read a sad look in a sad face, an angry look in an angry face. There is no distance be-
tween feeling and revelation. An object’s expressiveness derives from the artist’s ability to show his own 
self-expression. Expressiveness can be linked to self-expression. As H. Osborne suggested, to understand the 
emotional feeling in music gives us the comparative point. “The natural response to feeling in music is a ‘mirror’ 
reaction. In this respect expressive musical sound differs fundamentally from the feelings we attribute to other 
people by inference from their behavior and is similar in its operation to the other fine arts, particularly dance. A 
theory which pivots on supposed resemblances between musical structures and characteristic patterns of feeling 
must obviously stand or fall by the corrections of the picture which it offers of these ‘natural’ expressive pat-
terns. The gestures, deportment, movement, and postures of the body are indeed, outside language, the ultimate 
source of all communication of feeling and emotion among me” (Osborne, 1982: p. 23). Aesthetic consciousness 
of the subject moves toward the object, here intentionality is the mind’s capacity to be aimed at something 
beyond itself. The feeling body is taking part in a world of directed activity. Feeling and mood are vague and 
formless states of being, lacking shape or structure, though while it lasts a mood colors one’s whole outlook on 
life. 

The feelings we perceive in art are similar to the emotions we experience in life. Non-representational art 
cannot express emotion but in expressing the affective constituent of emotion it sharpens it to a different kind of 
vehicle and content of feeling. The feelings in non-representational art are the same as the feelings in life, but 
they can be “objectless” feelings. The content of life’s emotions cannot be exactly expressed in nonrepresenta-
tional art. Instead, the feelings are expressed and given to a new content of life, which is the abstract structure 
that bears them (Osborne, 1982: p. 25). The feelings in geological phenomena are similar to the feelings in 
non-representational works of art, but they are “objectless” feelings. To draw analogies between the structures of 
object and the content of life-emotion is not easy. Further, to seek resemblances between geological patterns and 
emotional expressions in life is important. The problem is not drawing analogies, but making analogies between 
them. Expressiveness is a new and more specific content. There are some resemblances in “the emotive expres-
siveness of tonality. The way major chords, minor chords, and diminished chords are heard respectively as 
cheerful, melancholic, and anguished” (Green, 2007: p. 179). These metaphorical, emotional expressions can be 
contained in the geological face of the earth. It matters how to find out resemblances between them. 

Self-expression is related to self-revelation. In this climax of self-expression and self-revelation we can enjoy 
the sublime. According to Mitchell Green, “self-expression is bound up with communication” (Green, 2007: p. 
4). In ths case commiunication is a matter of successful signaling and sharing each other’s feeling, so to speak, 
mutual response. Sometimes we describe nature’s face as expressive. So that inanimate objects can be trans-
formed into animate living organisms, being expressive with feelings, moods, and thoughts. What is revealed in 
self-expression can be known by introspection. The epistemic value of art is deeper than reason and how to 
know, and at the same time, deeper than emotion and how to feel. In this context we can say that self-expression 
is concealed beneath the expressiveness. 

Expressive appearances are attributed to the properties of the things. The inner expressiveness of things re-
sembles the dynamic character between things and human movement. The degree of similarity between expres-
sive appearances and human appearances depends on aesthetic experience. How much similarity is required to 
make for expressiveness? To explain the degree of similarity we must go the way of Jerry Levinson’s persona 
theory. According to persona theory, if an object has affective quality, then imagination of an object contains 
affective quality of expression. Hearing expressiveness in music commits us to hearing it as, or to being dis-
posed to hear it as, an expression of emotion by what Levinson calls a “persona” (Green, 2007: pp. 202-203). 

We should not consider emotion in geological appearances, but a perceptual quality associated with emotion. 
A work of art can show the intensity and degree of a perceptual quality associated with emotional feeling. This 
emotional feeling can be either familiar or unfamiliar. Something that is expressive of an emotion or experience 
shows how that emotion or experience appears or feels (Green, 2007: p. 211). Through empathy we can find the 
aesthetic expressiveness which is deeply rooted in the object. Empathy plays a role in signaling and canalling 
expression to expressiveness. In the phenomenology of emotion this feeling is the foundation of aesthetic con-
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sciousness.  

4.2. Aesthetic Expressiveness in Geological Phenomena 
If we observe the earth from the environmental satellites in orbit around the planet, we can watch the beautiful 
images of patterns, shapes, colors, and textures of the land, oceans, glacier, and atmosphere (Friedl, Karen et al., 
2012). These show us impressive beautiful landscapes. These beautiful images are sometimes ineffable and 
nonconceptual. According to various expressions, we can experience that the beauty of earth ranges from the 
concrete to the abstract, and from the real to the surreal. In the end we can feel the sublime beauty of nature. 
Now we confirm and watch some leading features of these beautiful images.  

As far as expressiveness is concerned, music, especially pure instrumental music is very similar to geological 
phenomena. It is clear “music itself is inanimate and does not possess emotions” (Trivedi, 2001: p. 411). Geo-
logical phenomena, like music, are inanimate and do not possess emotions. Movement essential to certain emo-
tions like shaking or trembling in geological phenomena is intrinsic to acute agitation. The motive of inanimate 
objects is linked to animate objects. Geological phenomena are inanimate, but owing to expressiveness can be 
transformed into animate. Because of structural resemblances between expressing subject and expressed object 
we can feel something like animate in inanimate objects. We can say geological features are expressive, because 
these must be true to the various experiences of geoaesthetical expressiveness. “On behalf of lifelike, animate 
expressiveness thing can be alive and lie in psychological states” (Trivedi, 2001: p. 415). We make a thing itself 
believingly animate, even though we know the thing is inanimate. Earth itself is inanimate, but owing to its af-
fluent expressiveness it can be animate, namely a living organism. In the following I will consider expressive-
ness in four areas from a geoaesthetical point of view9. The choice of four areas are more or less random and ar-
bitrary, and also not so much natural as landsatellite images. Nevertheless, in terms of the aesthetic sense of the 
earth, in looking for expressiveness, their own unique and universal meanings can be found. 

The Sustina glacier surface in the Alaska range appears especially complex, with contrasting patterns near the 
center of the image (Friedl & Yuen et al., 2012: p. 124). Meltwater rushes, ice crawls, and glaciers flow down-
hill. Steep cliffs and slopes in the glacier surface or in tributary glaciers flow into the sea in a free and vivid 
formation. Glacial surges can occur when meltwater accumulates at the base of a tributary and lubricates the 
flow. The underlying bedrock can also contribute to glacier surges, with the movement of soft and easily de-
formed rock leading to more frequent surges. Because of infrared photography colors of images are not so clear, 
but like calligraphic work we can feel strong brush strokes full of vital life. This image is permeated with anima-
tion and vividness. Of course, the pattern of this image is full of flexible and dynamic expressiveness.  

In the satellite image of Erg Chech located in western Algeria, amber and caramel lattices are composed of 
large, linear sand dunes like geometrical, abstract compositions (Friedl & Yuen et al., 2012: p. 124). An Erg, 
meaning sand sea, sand sheet or dune field in Arabic, is a wide, flat area of desert covered with wind-blown sand 
and little vegetation cover. In this image of the Erg Chech, dune sea located in the Sahara region of western Al-
geria the dune fields are contrasted strikingly with each other. The dunes are formed when large amounts of 
transported sand are halted by topographic barriers. Strong winds in sandy regions of the Sahara sweep over the 
desert landscape and deform the total topographic patterns. As a result, in the dynamic composition we can see 
the solemnity of nature. It shows us the harmonious order and at the same time, the wonderful, marvelous beauty 
of the earth as if it were painted on the sand10. 

The Rub’ al Khali, located in the Arabian Peninsula, meaning empty quarter, is the largest sand desert in the 
world11. From the name of Rub’ al Khali we can feel strong contrast between emptiness and fullness. In recent 
trends of arts, fullness is intended to emptiness. There is archaeo-geological evidence of ancient lakes and wild-
life. Fossils of cattle and hippos are abundant, as are flint weapons and tools. Additionally, space-based mea-
surements uncovered evidence of ancient civilizations. Subsequent excavations uncovered a large, octagonal 
fortress and shards of ancient Greek, Roman, and Syrian pottery. Formative volume and molding shapes are ex-
cellent, and patterns are well composed. In the zoomed-in image dune field patterns and bedrock forms seem to 
be in dynamic movement toward a certain direction in an established harmony.  

 

 

9The sources of these satellite images in four areas are borrowed from Lawrence Friedl, Karen Yuen (et.al.), Earth as Art, NASA Earth 
Science, 2012, cf. http://www.nasa.gov/pdf/703154main_earth_art-ebook.pdf  
10Sand paintings have a long established cultural event prepared for ritual ceremony in the meaning of religion and cure. 
11Lawrence Friedl, Karen Yuen (et al.), 2012: p. 112. It covers 650,000 square kilometers and encompasses most of the southern third of the 
Arabian Peninsula. The desert includes most of Saudi Arabia and parts of Oman, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. 
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The Erongo massif is a prominent, sheer-walled semicircular mountain12. The mountain is covered with an 
eroded relic of a volcano that was active long ago but collapsed upon itself with the weight of the overlying 
magma. Eons of erosion by wind and wind-blown sand gradually exposed the long-dead volcano’s core of gra-
nite and basalt. Minerals have been collected in the Erongo region, including some of the finest aquamarine, 
schorl, tourmaline, quartz, muscovite, hyalite, and jeremejevite. The area has a confluence of ecosystems that 
are home to a vast array of plant, reptile, mammal, and bird species, some endemic to Namibia. From an eroded 
relic of a volcano we can imagine various empathic feelings. The expressiveness in geoaesthetic context makes 
us experience the complex states of feelings like passion, fury, anger, even gloominess, etc. This area takes on 
an orange color at sunrise. In this moment we can feel the primitive stillness and tranquility of nature. This im-
age is full of expressiveness. 

5. Conclusions  
The author has considered the meaning of expressiveness in connection to aesthetic expression and empathy. In 
geological phenomena the author finds natural order or equilibrium embedded in expressiveness. To find aes-
thetic expressiveness in nature it is useful to consider the harmonious coexistence between human beings and 
nature. The author made an attempt to get to the meaning of expressiveness in relation to geoaesthetics by re-
vealing the expressive qualities through resemblances between the earth’s surface and human emotional expres-
sions. The author’s interpretation can be called teleological in that it refers to equilibrium as the natural order 
through expressiveness. In addition, the expression of human emotions associated with artistic expressiveness 
and the expressiveness of natural phenomena seems to be anthropocentric interpretation.  

Expressiveness has the quality of being expressive and serves to create expression. Expressiveness contains 
everything which can be expressed. Expressiveness is to be explained in terms of human emotional expression. 
So expressiveness is hidden beneath expression. Expression is oriented to the subject as an expresser, and on the 
other hand expressiveness is oriented to the object as a thing to be expressed. Expression can appear as the ex-
ternalization of expressiveness after expressing activity. Expressiveness is grounded in a matter of either show-
ing an emotion, mood, or experience, or showing how an emotion, mood, or experience feels. 

The feelings we can experience in geological phenomena and the feelings we experience in ourselves are ac-
cessible with directness and vividness. This directness and vividness is only possible in living organisms. If we 
consider the expressiveness of natural figures related to the origin of place names, we can realize the wonderful 
correspondences of figure and expression similar to names of living organisms. The geologic world, as shown in 
the previous four areas, contains a great deal of expressiveness. It can be characterized as earth song, or earth 
face similar to sonic shapes, or human faces. Like our facial expressions we can read sad looks in a sad face, so-
litude in steep cliffs and slopes, or melancholy in willows, etc. There is no distance between feeling and revela-
tion. “All expressiveness may ultimately be traced back to expression” (Green, 2007: p. 41). An object’s expres-
siveness derives from the artist’s ability to exhibit his own self expression. Expressiveness can be linked to 
self-expression. 

Geological phenomena as the objects of expressiveness are inanimate, but owing to empathy these can be 
transformed into the animate expression. On the ground of structural resemblances between the expressing sub-
ject and expressed object we can bring validity or objective correlative. We can say geological features are ex-
pressive, and these must be true to the various experiences of geoaesthetical expressiveness. Earth itself is in-
animate, but owing to its plentiful expressiveness it can restore the organic, animate world to life. 
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Abstract 
This paper reviews some recent work in the relationship between caring behavior among humans, 
an evolutionary adaptation necessary for survival of the species, and our moral sense of right and 
wrong. The investigation presents some of our current understandings; the question is part of 
ongoing work in neuroscience and evolutionary biology. Does caring behavior necessarily imply a 
moral sensibility? 
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1. Introduction 
This paper reviews some recent work in the areas of moral intuition and caring behavior among humans. Recent 
neurophysiological research has identified areas of the brain involved in caring behavior. Evolutionary biology, 
in conjunction with neuroscience, seems to have an agreed-upon hypothesis on how to care; i.e., bonding beha-
vior evolved via natural selection. I look at some of the questions that caring behavior gives rise to. Where does 
it come from? What are the manifestations? How and when is it a force for good, or not? Does caring behavior 
necessarily imply a moral sensibility?   

Many of the understandings in the scientific community are preliminary and open to revision. So any hypo-
theses I propose are exploratory and tentative. They may provide suggestions for further studies to help figure 
out the salient characteristics that cause one to act on behalf of another, even at times with negative conse-
quences for oneself.  

2. Tentative Understandings 
Caring behaviors in the human species are built-in; they are part of our evolutionary heritage and are often un-
conscious. As described in the body of the paper, the automatic identification with others, what Pfaff calls “the 
blurring mechanism”, frequently results in moral behavior; e.g., a mother caring for her crying infant. But there 
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is a distinction between caring and moral behavior. The first is a given; the latter is not. For we are also capable 
of heinous behavior; just watch the news or read the newspaper. 

Moral behavior can result from both unconscious impulses and conscious decision making. It is easy to be 
moral when the impulse is not thwarted, or—better yet—reinforced; e.g., a mother cares for her new infant. It is 
not easy when social forces or personal need interfere; e.g., a teen-ager is part of a crowd whose approval he 
wants; and the crowd is bullying a kid on the playground. 

Increased conscious awareness allows for more choice in difficult moral situations. Both top-down and bot-
tom-up processing are involved. The lower level, which is automatically activated by perceptual input, the 
“blurring mechanism”, accounts for emotion sharing, the implicit recognition that others are like us. The 
top-down regulation, through the executive functions modulates low levels and adds flexibility, making the in-
dividual less dependent on the automatic external cues. The possibility for reappraisal of a situation and in-
creased exercise of control seems to be dependent on the development of the prefrontal cortex, sometimes called 
the “executive suite”, which continues to mature through adolescence (Decety & Lamm, 2006: 1148-1151). 

So the hopeful understanding is that we are created as human creatures to care about others. And we have the 
capability of using that caring for moral ends: “To do unto others as we would have them do unto us.” We also 
have the capability of emotional reconsideration, so that the initial impulse need not prevail. We can review, re-
think and then act. It seems that altruism is not just a self-serving way of expressing self-interest but may be a 
part of human nature.   

3. Evolutionary Perspective and Socialization 
Recent work in evolutionary biology indicates that both socialization and care for others are part of our evolu-
tionary heritage via natural selection. According to Flanagan, “we are born as proto-moral, social beings.” Pro-
to-moral in this context is the human capacity for morality as “a biological adaptation, having perhaps conferred 
a selective advantage on our hominin ancestors by enhancing social cohesion and cooperation” (FitzPatrick, 
2012). Each newborn only survives to adulthood if given adequate care; groups only survive through coopera-
tion. “Homo sapiens…as well as such closely related species, such as chimps and bonobos possess instincts and 
emotions that are proto-moral. We didn’t create the relevant instincts and emotions, natural selection did. A ge-
netic disposition toward fellow feeling for one’s kin is more conducive to survival and reproduction than a dis-
position toward complete selfishness. Individuals possessed of at least a modicum of fellow feeling will do bet-
ter at dating, mating and child rearing” (Flanagan, 2002: 296-297).    

4. Caring Behaviors  
In an attempt to understand what the various mechanisms are and how they work I will review the following 
behaviors: Emotional contagion, attachment, empathy, empathy altruism, altruism. In each case I will raise 
questions as to how the behaviors may or may not result in ethical behavior toward the other. I will start with al-
truism as that seems to underlie the other behaviors described. 

4.1. Altruism 
4.1.1. Characterization 
Donald W. Pfaff describes altruism as “The Golden Rule”, unselfish behavior; i.e., to do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you. He claims it to be both universal among humans and also manifest in other spe-
cies (Pfaff, 2007: 14). Others define altruism differently. For Verplaetse, for example, an act of altruism requires 
not only unselfish behavior, but behavior which “reduces the evolutionary fitness of the doer and increases the 
fitness of the receiver” (Verplaetse, 2009: 16).   

Pfaff sees altruism as a neurological adaptation of the mechanisms that support maternal-infant bonding that  
then are adapted for more general social relationships. His thesis is that many of the “brain mechanism which 
evolved to facilitate reproduction have subsequently become available to support a much wider variety of 
friendly, support behaviors that have nothing to do with sex or parenting… [They] are at the service of more 
complex social relationships…needed to maintain the Golden Rule” (Pfaff, 2007: 97-98). We follow the Golden 
Rule; i.e., behave in an ethical manner toward others as a transference of the evolutionary mother-child bonding 
behavior to more general and expansive uses.  
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The hormone oxytocin plays a critical role in the mother-child relationship; it increases bonding and trust and 
reduces fear; it “encourages the onset of maternal behavior”, stimulating contractions of the uterus and the ejec-
tion of milk from the mammary glands and may help “to decrease fear” and anxiety after pregnancy. Oxytocin is 
released from the hypothalamus and transmitted to the lower brain. An experiment at Rockefeller University 
blocked “the normal action of the hormone…[with the result that] it lowered the level of maternal behavior” 
(Pfaff, 2007: 101-102).   

But other hormones are also critical. For there is no single hormone and no single place in the brain devoted 
to moral understanding or behavior As indicated earlier, neural processing that developed initially for survival  
of the group is available now in humans for more complex processing. Neural pathways that already exist are 
multi-functional and new pathways and capabilities are added upon existing ones; so that, according to Pfaff, 
“The brain does not have a [single] signaling circuit dedicated to ethics…[rather it has] mechanisms to make use 
of circuits that are already there” (Pfaff, 2007: 4). And according to De Schrijver, the circuits that support moral 
intuition, like most of the structure and function of the human brain are innate, guided by subconscious modular 
processes that are the result of natural selection (De Schrijver in Verplaetse, 2009: 258-261).   

Pfaff hypothesizes that the mechanism at play in altruism is a blurring of identity between the self and the 
other, which takes place in the cerebral cortex. The loss of information, the blurring, causes the other’s identity 
[to become] less easy to discriminate…from oneself. The merging of the self with the other through, according 
to Pfaff, the blurring of the other’s face is critical in empathy, identification, altruism. “When we recognize 
another as…nonthreatening, then it is [via] decreased social recognition that…[someone is lead] to obey the 
Golden Rule. A person momentarily forgets the difference between himself and the other, and as a result he 
complies with a universal ethical principle” (Pfaff, 2009:119). 

4.1.2. Possible Consequences 
The positive effects of the exercise of The Golden Rule are obvious. But if, as Pfaff claims, altruism results from 
a blurring mechanism, a diminution of processing, a loss of recognition of the other as distinct from oneself, 
then the awareness of the other as a separate human being is diminished. The altruistic behavior may demon-
strate insufficient awareness of the other’s needs; i.e., the altruism may be effective action for the giver (if she 
were in need) but not for the receiver. 

Pfaff speculates on another possible negative consequence of the Golden Rule. In organized group violence, 
“the violence committed by an individual may actually reflect some kind of bonding with other members of the 
group,” Loyalty may come into play; the gang member may commit “a violent act because he does not want to 
let down his comrades” (Pfaff, 2007: 148).  

4.2. Emotional Contagion 
4.2.1. Characterization  
Emotional contagion, as defined by Decety and Lamm, is a form of somatic mimicry; i.e., “the tendency to au-
tomatically mimic and synchronize facial expressions, vocalizations, postures and movements with those of 
another person, and consequently to converge emotionally” (Decety & Lamm, 2006: 1149). The mimicry is typ-
ically not conscious. 

Emotional contagion may also exist in other species; and it is manifest in infants and children. Macaca mu-
latta monkeys observed a fellow monkey in pain from electric shock. They could turn off the shocks by pressing 
a series of levers. “Presumably, they read the pain in their fellow’s face, shared his distress and physiological 
arousal, and thus learned to act to reduce his suffering…[In other experiments] monkeys saved themselves and 
other monkeys from electric shock with equal alacrity” (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994: 81). The authors 
speculate that emotional contagion was the major factor. Infants, from a few months after birth through first year 
of life, react to pain of others as though to themselves. When they see another child cry, the subject child cries. 
From around fourteen months to two plus years, children feel their own fingers to see if they hurt when someone 
else hurts his fingers. By two and a half years toddlers realize someone else’s pain is not theirs. 

It is a puzzling incongruity that “people…are able to ‘feel themselves into’ others emotional lives to a sur-
prising extent” while being “oblivious to the importance of emotional contagion in social encounters, and una-
ware of how swiftly and completely they are able to track the expressions of others” (Hatfield et al., 1994: 
82-83).  
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In a recent study, forty-five judges viewed fifty one-minute clips of “a social interaction between debating 
partner. It was their job to decide how much the partners liked one another…The judges [when asked] thought 
that the most important factors in their decisions…[were] the targets proximity, frequency of smiling, and ex-
pressiveness.” The result showed that the cues “judges actually used, however…were greatly influenced by 
synchrony” i.e., mimicry/synchrony. The authors speculate that “because primitive emotional contagion occurs 
automatically,…[people are] unaware of the power and ubiquity of the phenomenon” (Hatfield et al., 1994: 
183-184). In conversation, “people tend automatically and continuously to mimic and synchronize their move-
ments with the facial expressions, voices, postures, movements, and instrumental behaviors of others.” (Hatfield 
et al., 1994: 10).   

4.2.2. Possible Consequences  
In emotional contagion the emotion of the other is catching, it is transferred and becomes the subject’s own. For 
example, “you can be infected by cheerfulness or hilarity, without knowing what it is about” (Decety & Lamm, 
2006: 1149). Decety and Lamm see primarily positive effects of emotional contagion. They point out that from 
an evolutionary perspective it “may have had survival value by helping humans to communicate…[that] It leads 
to more smooth interactions and increased liking.” And further that it “also seems to contribute to our ability to 
perceive and understand others’ pain.”  

Emotional contagion “allows one to feel oneself into the emotional life of the other”. But given that emotional 
contagion frequently occurs without self-awareness, does it typically lead to awareness and action on behalf of 
the other? And, if so, will the action taken be appropriate to the other’s needs since “you can be infected by 
the…mood of others without even being aware of them as distinct individuals?” (Zahavi & Overgaard, 2012: 
5-6). 

In some circumstances nonconscious awareness of another’s pain could cause an aversive reaction in the ob-
server that will result in retreat. In Freudian terms, can this experience evoke “defense mechanisms that allow 
[the conscious mind]…to shield itself from painful unconscious information?” (Hatfield et al., 1994: 82-83). 
There are those who may just want to flee. One “fMRI study showed that observing fearful body expressions not 
only produces increased activity in brain areas associated with emotional processes but also in areas linked with 
representation of action and movement. Thus, the mechanism of fear contagion automatically prepares the brain 
for action” (Decety & Lamm, 2006: 1149).  

Another possible negative impact of emotional contagion is that it may lead a person infected by others’ reac-
tions to more easily be caught up in a mob situation; e.g., bullying a kid on a school yard. It can cause the indi-
vidual to lose her identity and join the crowd. As Gustave Le Bon wrote (1896) in discussing crowd behavior, 
“feeling of membership within a crowd…contributed to an enlargement of the ego (a sense of power), a release 
of impulse, a sense of contagion, and heightened suggestibility…Individuals in the crowd mimic the actions of 
the leader, and this mimicry, once initiated, infects all in attendance” (Hatfield et al., 1994: 147).  

4.3. Attachment Theory 
4.3.1. Characterization 
Attachment theory as described by Moll and Souza is based on the initial caring by a parent for an infant and of 
filial and pair-bonding. The initial bonding expands to emotional investment in an abstract object, norm or idea; 
e.g., willingness to die for my country. This extended attachment from parent-child to abstraction has the fol-
lowing characteristics: Attachment connections:   
• Are relatively enduring;   
• Are based on parent-infant, filial and pair-bonding associations;   
• Evidence an emotional dependence on the object of attachment;   
• Are a manifestation of prosocial moral emotions (other-suffering and praising);  
• Support feelings of belongingness and shared social nature;   
• Result in a sense of bereavement when the attachment is lost, leading to emotions of shame or guilt; Neuro-

peptides and neuromediators are involved (vasopressin, oxytocin, dopamine and peptide Y). 

4.3.2. Possible Consequences 
Attachment theory as described by Moll and Oliveira-Souza is an expansion from the initial care bonding of 
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mother and child to a group or ideal. In itself, it lays the groundwork for reaction but does not effect it. In itself 
it is neither moral nor immoral. It depends on both the nature of the attachment; e.g., for gun control or identifi-
cation with the NRA and on what other aspects are evoked when confronted with danger: Aversive action, sup-
port for victims, support for crowds. It may work against individual responsibility since group identification is pa-
ramount. Even something as trivial as adoption of dress—e.g., ragged jeans to show irreverence and autono-
my—may “boost one’s acceptance within a social group…and therefore boost one’s social status. This would 
facilitate and stabilize indirect reciprocity” (Moll and Oliveira-Souza in Verplaetse, 2009: 80-81). 

4.4. Empathy 
4.4.1. Characterization  
Zahavi and Overgaard distinguish empathy from other forms of fellow-feeling and bonding. They claim that in 
true empathy “the experience…remains that of the other. The focus is on the other, and the distance between self 
and other is preserved and upheld” (Zahavi & Overgaard in Decety, 2012: 6).  

This level of bonding is “more sophisticated than the simple yoking of perception of the self and the other”. 
Decety and Lamm call this capability the capacity for role taking or perspective taking. Perspective taking de-
velops later than motor mimicry and emotional contagion…, possibly because it heavily draws on the matura-
tion of executive resources…of the prefrontal cortex which continues to mature from birth to adolescence.   

Both top-down and bottom-up processing are involved in the expression of empathy. The implication is that 
empathy by this understanding may involve more self-awareness than altruism (in Pfaff’s description), emotion-
al contagion, or attachment to a group or ideal. 

The lower level which is automatically activated by perceptual input accounts for emotion sharing, which 
leads to the implicit recognition that others are like us. Executive functions, implemented in the prefrontal cor-
tex, regulate both cognition and emotion, notably through selective attention and self-regulation. The meta-level 
is continuously updated by bottom-up information and, in return, controls the lower level by providing top- 
down input. Thus, top-down regulation, through executive functions, modulates low levels and adds flexibility, 
making the individual less dependent on external cues. The meta-cognitive feedback plays a crucial role in tak-
ing into account one’s own mental competence in order to react (or not) to the affective states of others (Decety 
& Lamm, 2006: 1148-1151).   

Zahavi and Overgaard give a phenomenological account of empathy; [It] “denotes a basic, sui generis, form 
of intentionality, directed at other experiencing subjects as such… To have empathy with another person is in 
short to experience the psychological life of that person… But…that does not entail that the other’s experience 
is literally transmitted to you. In basic empathy the focus is on the other, on his thoughts and feelings, and not on 
myself”. The emotion of the other differs from the way you would experience the emotion if it were our own. 
Empathy is and is not first-hand experience; it is both like and unlike perception. It is like perception in being 
direct, unmediated and noninferential… It is unlike perception is not being able to offer the fullest presence of 
the empathized experience—that presence is only available to the subject of the experience. Whereas emotional 
contagion is self-centered, empathy is essentially other-centered (Zahavi & Overgaard, 2012: 7-10).  

Empathy requires that “individuals must be able to disentangle their own feelings from the feelings… [of] 
others…to attribute mental states to the target. Self-awareness is a necessary condition for making inference 
about the mental states in others… In the case of empathy, affective sharing must be modulated and monitored 
by the sense of whose feelings belong to whom, and thus, agency is a crucial aspect that enables a selfless regard 
for the other rather than a selfish desire to escape aversive arousal” (Decety & Lamm, 2006: 1154). Individuals 
who can regulate their own emotions are more likely to experience empathy, and also to act in morally desirable 
ways with others. 

The “emotion regulation, under voluntary control (top-down processing) taps into executive function re-
sources and operates in conjunction with other neural mechanisms…[to regulate ] the selection of [the] appro-
priate response and the inhibition of other less appropriate responses in empathetic connections.” If emotion 
regulation does not maintain the separation necessary for effective evaluation and action, the cost might be too 
high and the identification with the other too painful. Then the empathetic observer might direct her attention 
elsewhere so as not to “pay attention to another’s emotional state”.    

A study cited by Decety and Lamm “investigated the distinction between empathic concern and personal dis-
tress using a set of ecological and extensively validated stimuli”. The participants watched a video of patients 
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undergoing painful medical treatment and told either to “put themselves explicitly in the shoes of the patients 
[‘imagine self’] or…to focus their attention on the feelings and reactions of the patients [‘image other’]”. The 
results “confirmed previous social psychology findings that projecting oneself into an aversive situation leads to 
higher personal distress and lower empathetic concern, while focusing on the emotional and behavioral reaction 
of another’s plight is accompanied by higher empathic concern and lower personal distress. Neuroimaging data 
are consistent with this finding” (Decety & Lamm, 2006: 1152-1159).  

4.4.2. Possible Consequences   
Enhanced awareness of the other can lead to helping behavior, to the need for distraction, or to abuse. Empathy 
need not be used for moral ends. It also can be used deliberately for malevolent purposes. Empathic awareness 
“about the emotional or cognitive state of a competitor…[can be used] to harm” her (Decety & Lamm, 2006: 
1159). 

But given that feelings of empathy involve executive functions of the prefrontal cortex and that empathy has a 
more conscious component than emotional contagion, there is a greater possibility that action motivated by em-
pathy, true empathy without excessive self-reference, will be more effective in addressing the other person’s 
needs than bonding actions previously described. 

4.5. Empathy Altruism 
4.5.1. Characterization 
Batson defines the empathy-altruism hypothesis as, “empathic concern-other oriented emotion elicited by and 
congruent with the perceived welfare of others in need—[that] produces altruistic motivation—motivation with 
the ultimate goal of increasing the other’s welfare by removing the need.” The definition assumes action on the 
part of the observer, which empathy by itself does not. 

Batson says that he came to the study of empathy in trying to answer the question, “Is helping ever…moti- 
vated by concern for the needy, or is our motivation always and exclusively self-interested?” And he came to 
agree with the answer put forth by Piliavan and Chang: 

“There appears to be a ‘paradigm shift’ away from the earlier position that behavior that appears to be al-
truistic, must, under closer scrutiny, be revealed as reflecting egoistic motives. Rather, theory and data now be-
ing advanced are more compatible with the view that true altruism—acting with the goal of benefiting anoth-
er—does exist and is a part of human nature” (Batson in Decety, 2012: 46).  

4.5.2. Possible Consequences 
Batson cites both good and bad potential impacts of empathy-induced altruism. The good potential conse-
quences are: 
• It can produce more sensitive care for those in need; 
• It can improve attitudes toward action on behalf of members of stigmatized group; 
• It can increase cooperation. 

But empathy-altruism can also be used with negative effects 
• People can be motivated to avoid experiencing empathic concern; it is too hard. Batson cites the extreme ef-

fort involved; e.g., pedestrians confronted by homeless people may want to avoid fellow feeling; 
• People can violate their own standards of fairness and justice by showing favor to those they feel empathetic 

toward against the common good; 
• It can lead to inappropriate responses. Batson particularly cites paternalistic response that does not empower 

the receiver but keeps her in an inappropriate dependent position. (Batson support the generally accepted 
thesis that “empathic concern evolved as part of the parental instinct among higher mammals” (Batson in 
Decety, 2012: 46-50).  

5. Fear  
5.1. Characterization 
Fear is an evolutionary adaptation in humans for self-preservation. Fear can change what a person sees or thinks 
he sees and it can act as an inhibiter of action. We may be afraid before we know it. Sensory stimuli reach our 
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sensory receptors value free; “we know we are afraid only when the fear-producing stimuli reach the…amy- 
gdale” (Pfaff, 2007: 23). Confirmation of the role of the amygdala in fear is cited by Pfaff in a study of monkeys. 
Rhesus monkeys are afraid of both snakes and human intruders. Scientists injected “a small dose of a toxic 
chemical into the portion of the monkeys’ amygdala called the central nucleus destroying this group of nerve 
cells”. After the injection, the monkeys were much less afraid under the same circumstances (Pfaff, 2007: 26).    

Pfaff cites a study of fear in two-year old children “When in distress, the children’s tendency to freeze in 
place in mid-task was tightly correlated with their bodily reactions such as speeded-up heartbeat and elevated 
levels of stress hormones” (Pfaff, 2007: 37). Pfaff suggests that the reaction of freezing in place in response to 
fear “stems from the innate fear response that in nature…saves their hide from time to time; a stiff immobility 
would, for example, make small animals harder to detect against a visual background” (Pfaff, 2007: 41). 
Fear-producing stimuli may act upon us without our knowledge and prevent either awareness of another’s need 
or effective action on her behalf.  

Berns cites an experiment in which fear changes “what a person sees (or thinks he sees)” (Berns, 2008: 83). A 
subject successively was given a series of cards, each with a single line on the left and three lines to the right. 
The subject was asked to identify which of the three lines on the right was the same length as the one on the left. 
When alone, 95% of the subjects performed without a single error. The experiment was repeated with a group of 
people in a room. Only one was the subject; the others were plants unbeknownst to the subject. Answers were 
given out loud and the plants answered incorrectly much of the time. In that situation only one-fourth of the 
subjects answered correctly 100% of the time. “Most subjects caved to group pressure about one-third of the 
time” (Berns, 2008: 91). Obviously the subjects were influenced by others’ judgment. Did the subjects perceive 
the lines differently or did they perceive them and then change their decision? As Berns asks, “Can other people 
change what you see?” (Berns, 2008: 93).    

Subjects were given a new task: To turn two 3 dimensional figures around to see if they were the same. Alone 
86% of the subjects did so correctly; in a group, with the others giving incorrect answers, 59% correctly identi-
fied the congruent figures. An fMRI study showed that the visual processing areas; i.e., in the visual, parietal 
and temporal regions were very active when the person looked at the screen. When the subject “capitulated to 
the group and the group was wrong…[there was] more activity in the parietal cortex, as if it were working hard-
er” and less activity in the frontal lobes. Berns’ hypothesis is that the subject worked harder to see differently 
and that “the group’s answers took some of the load off the decision-making process in the frontal lobe.” “In the 
case of conformity the virtual image beat out the image originating from the subject’s own eyes.” (Berns, 2008: 
96-97).  

When the subject gave the correct answer against the “unanimously wrong group” there was increased activi-
ty in the amygdala. Berns’ speculation is that “nonconformity underscored the unpleasant nature of standing 
alone—even though the individual had no recollection of it. In many people the brain would rather avoid acti-
vating the fear system and just change perception to conform with the social norm” (Berns, 2008: 95-97). 

When people reappraise emotional circumstances, “the prefrontal cortex…inhibits the amygdala… A recent 
fMRI study found that when people successfully reappraised emotional scenes, meaning they replaced a nega-
tive reaction with a positive one, activity in the left prefrontal cortex increased, in an amount that correlated with 
the decrease in the amygdala” (Berns, 2008: 79). The possibility for reappraisal of a situation and increased ex-
ercise of control seems to be dependent on the development of the prefrontal cortex which, as cited by Decety 
and Lamm, continues to mature to adolescence.    

5.2. Possible Consequences 
Fear can change what one sees; it can cause the person to freeze, a form of paralysis; it can cause an aversive 
reaction of disconnection and flight; it can impose conformity against judgment. 

We have seen in the discussion of empathy that initial empathic reaction can undergo emotional reappraisal. 
Voluntary control that taps into executive functions of the prefrontal cortex can provide the opportunity to ree-
valuate an emotional reaction. To do so requires a developed prefrontal cortex and hard work to respond appro-
priately. 

6. Tentative Understandings  
In the beginning of this paper I asked some questions about caring behavior among humans. Where does it come 
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from? What are the manifestations? How and when is it a force for good, or not? Does caring behavior necessar-
ily imply a moral sensibility?   

Continuing scientific investigations confirm the reality of the altruistic impulse. At this point there is substan-
tial agreement that the impulse derives from and is an expansion of the mother-child relationship necessary for 
survival. It is true that fear can prevent one from experiencing caring behavior; too strong identification can 
cause aversive reactions; obviously, self-interest can top caring. However, the hopeful conclusion is that we are 
created as human creatures to care about others. And we have the capability of using that caring for moral ends 
“To do unto others as we would have them do unto us”. We also have the capability of emotional reconsidera-
tion, so that empathy does not necessarily mean that the initial caring impulse prevails. We can review, rethink 
and then act. 

References 
Batson, D. C. (2012). The Empathy Altruism Hypothesis: Issues and Implications. In J. Decety (Ed.), Empathy from Bench 

to Bedside, Cambridge: MIT Press. 
Berns, G. (2008). A Neuroscientist Reveals How to Think Differently: Iconoclast. Cambridge: Harvard Business Press. 
De Schrijver, J. (2009). An Evolutionary and Cognitive Neuroscience Perspective on Moral Modularity. In J. Verplaetse et al. 

(eds.), The Moral Brain: Essays on the Evolutionary and Neuroscientific Aspects of Morality, New York: Springer 
Science + Business Media.   

Decety, J., & Lamm, C. (2006). Human Empathy through the Lens of Social Neuroscience. The Scientific World Journal, 
Ltd., 6, 1146-1163. www.thescientificworld.com. 

FitzPatrick, W. (2012). Morality and Evolutionary Biology. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(Summer 2012 Edition). http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2012/entries/morality-biology/  

Flanagan, O. (2002). The Problem of the Soul. New York: Basic Books.  
Hatfield, E., Cacioppo, J. T., & Rapson, R. L. (1994). Emotional Contagion. Cambridge [England]: Cambridge University 

Press. 
Moll, J., & de Oliveira-Souza, R. (2009). Extended Attachment and the Human Brain: Internalized Cultural Values and 

Evolutionary Implications. In J. Verplaetse et al. (Eds.), The Moral Brain: Essays on the Evolutionary and Neuroscientific 
Aspects of Morality, New York: Springer Science + Business Media.   

Pfaff, D. W. (2007). The Neuroscience of Fair Play Why We Usually Follow the Golden Rule. New York: Dana Press  
Verplaetse, J., Braeckman, J., & De Schrijver, J. (2009). Introduction. In J. Verplaetse et al. (Ed.), The Moral Brain: Essays 

on the Evolutionary and Neuroscientific Aspects of Morality, New York: Springer Science + Business Media.  
Zahavi, D., & Overgaard, S. (2012). Empathy without Isomorphism: A Phenomenological Account. In J. Decety (Ed.), Em-

pathy from Bench to Bedside, Cambridge: MIT Press. 

http://www.thescientificworld.com/
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2012/entries/morality-biology/


Open Journal of Philosophy, 2014, 4, 613-622 
Published Online November 2014 in SciRes. http://www.scirp.org/journal/ojpp 
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/ojpp.2014.44063   

How to cite this paper: Broda, M. (2014). “To Understand Russia”? Question about Russia as a Philosophical Problem. Open 
Journal of Philosophy, 4, 613-622. http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/ojpp.2014.44063 

 
 

“To Understand Russia”? Question about  
Russia as a Philosophical Problem 
Marian Broda 
Department of Central and Eastern Europe, University of Lodz, Lodz, Poland 
Email: brodamarian@uni.lodz.pl  
 
Received 23 August 2014; revised 20 September 2014; accepted 6 October 2014 
 
Copyright © 2014 by author and Scientific Research Publishing Inc. 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution International License (CC BY). 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

    
 

 
 

Abstract 
The aim of this article is to identify and explain the cognitive possibilities which—for the sake of 
analysis of the questions about Russia and the efforts to “understand Russia”, for centuries central 
to the Russian intellectual and cultural tradition—are offered by the post-Kantian philosophical 
perspective. The fundamental research method is the analysis of texts in which representative 
members of the Russian philosophical and broader intelectual-cultural tradition undertake self-
coqnitive attempts, asking questions about Russia. The analyses which I have undertaken, show 
that in the post-Kantian theoretical perspective it is possible to strive for recognition of the basic 
assumptions, structures, properties and conditions of the sense-making processes, which are in-
visible for such a subject, which is directly involved in a specific cognitive relation. It is then possi-
ble and required to determine which forms and structures can appear—and why—within those 
basic assumptions or conditions as important—from the perspective of subject, object or axiolo-
gy—the recognition of factors, conditions and limits of heterogenization of the basic structural and 
substantial solutions, the recurring relations of senses and the types of their specifications, and 
the scope and methods of permitted self-problematization. In conclusion, I wish to state that the 
questions about Russia are, therefore, truly questions of their authors about themselves and their 
way of understanding the world. 

 
Keywords 
Russia, Russian Soul, Question, Self-Knowledge, Philosophy, Tradition, Post-Kantian Perspective, 
Intention, Objectivity, Identity Non-Identity 

 
 

1. Introduction 
Dostoevsky’s motherland is a country where for centuries questions about Russia have been permanently refor-
mulated and new efforts aiming at a recognition and determination of its definite identity have been reiterated. 
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What is more, these are frequently considered as being the most fundamental matter, for―in the opinion of their 
multiple authors—the possibility to seek independent solutions for specific philosophical, cultural, social or po-
litical problems, ones which would be autonomous from this matter, is doubted. The primary motif of many sim-
ilar attempts is the finalistic perceived concept: “to understand Russia”. This notion is expressed directly or can 
be revealed both in the concepts of Russian philosophers, thinkers or writers, but as well in the common percep-
tive and conceptualist schemes of subsequent generations of Russians and in the type of discourse they perform 
(Broda, 2005: pp. 24-32).  

Certainly, Russian philosophy and thinking cannot be reduced only to questions about Russia―even if the at-
tempts to define their identity through the question “what is Russia?” take an especially significant place in their 
intellectual and cultural tradition. However, centrality of the concept of the nature of Russianness, and most of 
all—the real impact of the presumed answer to this question onto the more basic assumptions and conclusions of 
the given philosophical concept is usually much more significant than their apparent external structure would 
suggest. This is facilitated by the tendency, deeply rooted in Russian thought and culture, to recognize in Russia 
“the soul of the world”—a special “microcosm” or world model―and to recognize in Russian man―the model 
of mankind (Solov’ev V. M., 2001: p. 92). Watching from a similar perspective, particular questions about Rus-
sia, Russians and the “Russian soul” become universal, and de facto become the questions about the world and 
humanness as a whole. On the other hand, it can be expected that the level of centrality, vitality, character and 
shape of the questions about Russia, related cognitive efforts and the type and content of sought answers may― 
and should―be explained by the properties of the wider cultural, mental and spiritual context, in which they 
appear. Especially, it can be expected, what has been proven by my previous research, that the finalistically per-
ceived imperative “to understand Russia” is based on such genotypical properties of Russian culture and mental-
ity (Broda, 1998: pp. 44-54, 87-103; Broda, 2001: pp. 290-314). 

The aim of this article is to show and explain generally the cognitive possibilities, which―for the sake of 
analysis of, for centuries central to the intellectual-cultural tradition, questions about Russia, especially these set 
by finalistic idea to “understand Russia”―are offered by the post-Kantian philosophical perspective.  

The fundamental research method is the analysis of texts in which representative―the great, the influential 
and the typical―members of the Russian philosophical and broader intellectual-cultural tradition undertake self- 
cognitive attempts, asking questions about Russia, as well as an analysis of Russian utterances where similar ef-
forts constitute the subject of attention and reflection. Of a supplementing character are the analyses aiding in a 
fuller understanding of the connections of the analysed thought systems with their socio-cultural substratum, as 
equally the functions that they play in the consciousness and actions of individuals as well as in the sphere of 
collective, intellectual, social and political life.  

Fulfilling the research plan, in the subchapter The subject, the object, the cognitive relation-mystery I illustrate 
that, formulated for centuries, Russian questions about Russia are not de facto “external” to their subject, but 
they assume it already in their outline. In the subchapter Russia―the “soul of the World” I analyze―on the ex-
ample of chosen concretization of the examined ways of perception and understanding the world―the basic 
problems concerning the way Russia and Russianness are understood in terms of a “soul”. In the subchapter The 
Russian riddle/mistery I explain why answers formulated by Russians to the questions about Russia still oscil-
late―referring to each other―between understanding Russia in terms of a “riddle” and a “mystery.” In the sub-
chapter Self-reproduction paradoxes and mechanisms I show why the Russian attempts to understand Russia 
generate at the same time auto-negating mechanisms on the one hand and self-reproductive processes on the 
other. In the conclusions, I sum up to diagnose that posing questions about Russia the authors truly ask about 
themselves, especially about their way of comprehending, conceptualizing and problematizing reality. 

In philosophical terms, the theoretical and methodological fpoundation for the research I have conducted is, 
presented by the Polish philosopher Marek Siemek, the interpretation of Kantianism as a proposal of―juxta- 
posed with, typical for the pre-kantian philosophy, epistemic―epistemological viewpoint. The undertaken re-
search, whose basic assumptions, results and conclusions I present in this article, are my own proposal of the 
analysis of philosophy and Russian thought from a programmatically post-Kantian perspective i.e. precisely 
from the epistemological standpoint. The results of successive research are presented, in reference to the general 
features of philosophy and Russian thought, among others, in books Poniat’ Rossiju?, Russkije woprosy o Rossii, 
Historia i eschatologia. Studia nad myślą Leontjewa i “zagadką Rosji” i “Zrozumieć Rosję”? O rosyjskiej za-
gadce-tajemnicy), and in application to the analysis of particular world-view formations in books Narodnickie 
ambiwalencje. Między apoteozą ludu a terrorem oraz Mentalność, tradycja i bolszewicko-komunistyczne 
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doświadczenie Rosji. 

2. The Subject, the Object, the Cognitive Relation 
For many years, Russian self-cognitive efforts have been analyzed and explained in categories of philosophy, 
sociology, psychology, cultural studies, the political sciences, history, literature studies, etc. Russian questions 
about Russia can also be the subject of heuristically fertile philosophical analysis, especially when the conducted 
research utilizes the cognitive possibilities offered by the transition from a passive to active concept of cognition, 
as proposed by Kantian transcendentalism. Every cognitive attempt determined by, understood in a certain way, 
question about Russia, emerges then as a co-constituting the explored subjectivity subjective act: mental, philo-
sophical, ideological, world-view, etc.; often also―although not explicite―sacral or quasi-sacral. Found, as the 
result, “essence” and “subjectivity” of Russianness are not the “entity in itself,” something external to the acti-
vated sense-formation processes, but they constitute the correlate of particular subjective intention (Siemek, 
1982: pp. 17, 42-44). The question about Russia is not “external” to its subject, but it assumes it already in the 
fundamental framework. Realizing the above―requiring the assumption of epistemological viewpoint (and not, 
immersed in its directness in the “subjectivity”, epistemic), able to see the interdependence of both members of 
subject-object cognitive relation―creates a possibility to identify and problematize general frames which it a 
priori determines for the Russians’ sphere of self-cognitive efforts and subjective order which they recognize, 
assuming it beforehand as significant, true and real in the important general outline.  

The extent of centrality of questions about Russia―especially those determined by the finalistic imperative of 
its understanding―in the local intellectual tradition is defined by the extent to which the analysis can become, at 
the same time, the “critique of Russian reason” (in the Kantian notion of “critique”) in general, recognition of 
the assumed cultural a priori, and even the way and character of its possible problematization. Every culture has 
its own particular order and topography of sense, which―usually forgetting about the already made projec-
tion―it recognizes in the world as natural, true or real; unlike the others, perceived as foreign, arbitral, untrue, 
unreal etc. At the same time, it is then settled, what can appear, or not, as obvious and understandable, and what, 
and in what way, becomes a problem, is not perceived as a problem or consciously remains outside the sphere of 
undertaken problematization (Broda, 2001: pp. 225-227). As a result of the above, the analysis of the questions 
about Russia is not only the analysis of the Russian reflection over the cultural identity of Russianness, but al-
so―to the extent to which the later co-constitues itself through them and expresses itself―the analysis of the 
identity itself and the interdependence of them both. 

The analyses I have conducted so far, whose subject-matter I can only mention here, of Russian questions 
about Russia and the self-cognitive attempts connected with these, included the detailed aims connected with 
their research cover the identification and analysis of the general premises and conceptualised-axiological struc-
tures present―formulated explicite or assumed―in the said questions and attempts; the fundamental variants of 
Russian self-cognitive aspirations and dimensions, the causes and conditionings of differences and similarities 
between them; of the religious, cultural, social, mental historical context within which similar questions and at-
tempts have revealed themselves, while in particular of their involvements in the more universal experience of 
sacrum and the more general structures of myth, of the presence within them of archaic contents; of the influ-
ence of the Orthodox and post-Orthodox religious-cultural substratum on the shape and character of the attempts 
examined; of the presence and influence of the Western intellectual-cultural context on Russian self-identifica- 
tional efforts; of the premises and factors jointly deciding on the central place as well as the vitality and direc-
tions of the evolution of self-cognitive aspirations within philosophy, thought, tradition and Russian culture; of 
the world outlook, ideological and social functions and equally of the consequences of a similar way of thinking 
in Russia and the stances associated with it in the processes of transformation and in the character of the Russian 
collective; of the manifestations and means of sensing the presence or making themselves aware on the part of― 
forced “understandings of Russia”―the authors of the said questions to the manifold problems that are linked to 
them.  

The realisation of the above enumerated research aims is at the same time accompanied by the acceptance of 
two fundamental research assumptions. Within the thinking of the first, given that within Russia for centuries 
there have remained―treated as a fundamental question―self-cognitive attempts, then the concentration of re-
search attention on their analysis creates a heuristically fertile cognitive perspective, one vital for research into 
Russian thought and philosophical self-knowledge, as well as equally research into the wider intellectual-cul- 
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tural tradition, into social self-consciousness, identification processes etc. In accordance with the second in so 
far as the motif of many―placed within the centre of that very intellectual-cultural tradition―self-cognitive at-
tempts remains the finalistically comprehended intention “to understand Russia”, then the examination of the 
premises which consciously or unwittingly accompany it is important equally for a fuller interpretation of they 
themselves, as equally for a better understanding of a more general order or topography of meaning, specific― 
present within it or positioned by it―to the Russian self-awareness and culture (Broda, 2011: pp. 22-24).  

The research of Russian thought, tradition and self-conscience, and in particular the research of the self-cog- 
nitive pursuits they include―i.e. the attempts to recognize and define Russian own identity―evidently show 
that questions about Russia posed there are not neutral in relation to their object (in relation to what they perce-
ive and recognize as their object), and neither is the object neutral towards them. Each cognitive attempt estab-
lished by means of a question about Russia and the finalist attempt to understand it or prove its intellectual un- 
understandability irrevocably remains an act, which is subjective, philosophical―and often quasi-religious, or 
even mystical. The “nature” or in general the “objectivity” of Russianness discovered as a result of such act― 
are not something remaining outside of the launched sense-making process, but constitute a correlate of a spe-
cific culture-forming intent. 

To reveal this intent, to ask about its direction and sense is to perform a problematization of the established 
self-cognitive pursuits of Russians and of the objective order which those pursuits acknowledge―and which is 
assumed implicite in advance as a real and true order. The object and subject of the cognitive relation co-assume 
and co-constitute each other as results of specific sense-making processes directed―in the considered case―by 
the intent “to understand Russia” and simultaneously “to understand oneself” by the subject asking about Russia 
(and also about the world, history, truth, good, beauty, worldliness, eternity, etc.) in such a specific manner. For 
example: the foundation of distinctiveness, identity and community of Narodnism as a whole, and Narodnik 
viewpoint in particular, is determined by the intelligentsia’s intension (for this reason Narodnik) to achieve self- 
determination as an act fundamentally and necessarily mediated by their attitude to the Russian people. The 
contents of this intention assume a priori particular generally defined, common, and at the same time, specific 
order of sense, expressing Narodnik subject’s attitude to the world, its country and itself. As a consequence, it is 
forejudged how in Narodnik idea of the world not only the people, intelligentsia and their mutual relationship, 
but also the society, law and the mechanism of its development, the state, economy, culture, and so on, may ap-
pear. That is by subjective intention’s gaining its intellectual and axiological legitimization and the foundation of 
social reality (Broda, 2003: pp. 130-144).  

3. Russia―The “Soul of the World” 
A very common, practically central and especially cultivated in the communal tradition and social conscience of 
Russians is the notion of “soul”, applied to define and express the nature of Russianness and Russia itself. Rus-
sians on the whole emphasis the indeterminacy, the unfathomableness, the incomprehensibility, the mysterious-
ness or mystery of the “Russian soul”. Simply the very formulation of “the soul”―one so eagerly used for ages 
in reflections upon the subject of Russia―is saturated with a rich archetypal, though far from arbitrary, content. 
In differentiation from reason and spirit, the “female” soul is something more physical than they, that extends 
beyond rationality and spirituality, being more directly connected with materialness, with the heart, the emotion-
al sphere, morality etc.; it is located between―in the centre―the remaining dimensions of existence. And what 
is more, it is the basis of their potential unity, overcoming isolation, mutual alienation and conflict (Ryabov, 
1998: pp. 34-36). In constituting the soul of the micro- and macro-world, the source of its changes and transfor-
mation, it reveals, however, also certain self-destructive traits: tendencies to divisibility and multiplicity, inse-
parable from all materialization, creation and reproduction. The ‘soul’ does not simply represent life, but an ac-
tive element of power. The disclosure of the presence and power of sacrum is its manifestation. It gives unity to 
reality, it fulfils holiness in it (Circlot, 2000: p. 119). 

Penetration into the depths of the “Russian soul” and the “soul of Russia” is experienced as contact with holy 
reality, giving it―independent of attempts made at times at a secondary rationalization and philosophization―a 
mythical-religious meaning. On the other hand, which equally results from the same, explicated above, meaning 
of the concept of “soul”, the manifestation of “the essence of Russianness”, the Russian mission, the means for 
national existence consistent with it, the state of awaited fulfillment etc., cannot limit itself to a purely spiritual 
triumph, or the expanding of merely moral or intellectual arguments, but has to contain at the same time its ma-
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terial dimension: a comprehensive and total manifestation of power. Always, even during the Time of Troubles, 
the hope of a reactualization accompanied them―and immortalization―of the situation in which “God not only 
saved Russia from ruin, but constantly increased her strength and made out of her the most powerful and most 
famous of all the nations on Earth” (Serafim, 1992: p. 10). The micro (anthropological) and macrocosmic pole 
appear in their sphere as integrally coupled and isomorphic: “the Russian soul” in its anthropological dimension 
finds, because it founds it, its cosmic equivalent in the “soul of Russia”. Each of these―in its own scale―pos- 
sesses related possibilities. The role that the soul fulfills on the microcosmic level prevailing over other compo-
nents of the structure of human existence, enlivens, unites and transforms the anthropological whole, on the ma-
crocosmic level is ascribed to Russia―in as far as Russia, in realizing its potential, fulfills the role of “soul of 
the world”. The mediation between the various dimensions of existence: the overcoming of isolation and also 
the opposition of spirit and matter, values and interests, eschatology and temporality, the opening of a universal 
perspective enabling the overcoming of one-sidedness, reconciliation of contradictions, the achievement of unity 
and plenitude constitute the particular capacity and mission of both sides. 

As F. Dostoevsky believed that a Russian can instinctively make out “the universal trait even in the most 
glaring personalities of other nations, instantly will unite them, reconcile them in his own idea, find room for 
them in his thought system and often discover a point of contact and agreement in the ideas of two different na-
tions, ideas that are totally opposite and that are in rivalry with each other…” (Dostojewski, 1982: vol. 1, p. 61). 
Nobody else can replace him in this role because “only the Russian soul has received as a gift a universal nature, 
a mission for the future: to explore and unite the whole multiplicity of nations and to remove all the contradic-
tions between them,” (Dostojewski, 1982: vol 3, pp. 209-210) as a consequence of which “Russia’s mission is to 
proclaim the ideas of a universal union of the world and common human love” (Dostojewski, 1971: p. 356).  

From the viewpoint of the universal character of the “Russian soul”. reflection upon it, the experience of its 
“mysteries” or the working out of the riddle ascribed to it, these take on―which presents the subsequent aspect 
of the idea of “Russia―the soul of the world”―universal values: “Why have dozens and hundreds of the most 
intelligent people in Europe sought comfort, and have seen hope, in Russia? Why have they, even if enigmatic, 
sought the soul here? Is this not because, despite all of its shortages, a Russian will answer the main intention 
that relates to man in general?” (Solov’ev V. M., 2001: p. 91).  

Attempts by Russia to fulfill the role of “soul of the world’ bring however simultaneously into motion―con- 
cealed or perceived as initiatory challenges―processes and mechanisms of self-negation. This role brings with it 
both a sense of the greatness, exceptionalness, and universality of Russia as well as a sense of the dangers lurk-
ing in wait: “In the way that in the soul of the natural world and in the soul of a particular man the clear spiritual 
principle has in opposition to it a dark chaotic basis, which has not yet been overcome, still not subordinated to 
higher forces,―which still fights for superiority and is inclined towards death and destruction, so too, of course, 
is the case in the collective soul of humanity, i.e. in Russia” (Solov’ev V.S., 1994: p. 373). In the world of histo-
ry the more there is a strengthening to realize the universal, uniting or guiding mission of Russia the greater it 
follows to struggle with size, heterogeneity, resistance, devolutionary tendencies etc. The external irascibility 
and decomposition elements are then transferred to the inside, and actions designed to overcome them exhaust 
the strengths of the country.  

Understanding Russia in categories of the “soul of the world”―constituting a relic of an archaic means of 
experiencing one’s own community and territory as “the centre of the Earth”, holy reality, the area of contact 
between the terrestrial and the Transcendental―answers well the preserved intuitions of Russians on the subject 
of their country, its place and aim of existence in the world as well as, consequently, they themselves. Russian- 
Orthodox implementations of this experience are in particular the motive of Moscow the Third Rome and certain 
variants of the Russian idea (Broda, 2007: pp. 12-13, 18-19, 30-31).  

4. The Russian Riddle/Mystery 
It should be noted that the finalistic attempt “to understand Russia” is accompanied, often unconsciously, but 
also inevitably, by a respective projection of sense, which a priori assumes a determined order of reality. It hap-
pens both when this concept is referenced in the meaning of Sisyphus’ torment, and when it is declared―or at 
least it is believed―that the answer, the ultimate solution of the “Russian riddle”, explaining the depths of “the 
Russian soul” or the meaning of “the Russian idea” exists and can be found. In the first case, a special nature for 
Russia is assumed, which excludes the possibility of understanding or learning this nature: “all, that is historical, 
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the life-related and psychological matters are―as symptomatically points out the Russian philosopher Semyon 
Frank―only an external covering, temporary adopted bodies, a passing modality of her (i.e. of Mother Russia’s) 
hidden face, which is visible only for God” (Ryabov, 1998: p. 37). In the second case, while remaining at the be-
lief of the special nature of Russia, it is discussed as a phenomenon which―by the power of its inherent dynam-
ics―reveals its eschatological identity for the chosen ones―and therefore a feeling of national and supranation-
al mission may flow upon those chosen ones and Russia. This is the way of e.g. Vladimir Solov’ev, considered 
to be one of the greatest Russian philosophers, who explains: “The Russian idea, Russia’s historical obligation 
requires us to acknowledge our unbreakable liaison with the universal family of Christ and to turn all our na-
tional talents, all the powers of our empire toward the final realization of the social trinity, where each of the 
three main organic unities―the Church, the state and society―are unconditionally free and powerful, not in se-
paration from the two others, but through reinforcing the unconditional inner liaison between them. To reflect on 
earth this exact image of the Godly trinity―this is what the Russian idea is about” (Solov’ev V. S., 1991: p. 82). 

Both in the first and the second case, the intent to understand Russia is related and co-determined by the intent 
to understand oneself, and the statement of the unrecognizability of the “soul” or “nature” of Russia or, on the 
contrary, a presentation of the solution to the “Russian riddle” bring about, respectively, analogous responses to 
the questions as to the nature of the subject, about specificity and the ability to understand the “Russian soul”, to 
allow Russians to understand themselves. In both cases, the resulting descriptions de facto do not relate―as 
their authors would wish―to the presumed, seemingly absolute, cognitive subject neither to the being in itself, 
but to the subject and objectivity, constituting mutually linked and conditioned correlates of a specific cognitive 
relation. 

For the Russian conscience, poorly transformed by Kantism, the fact of a previous sense-making projection, 
co-constituting the researched “reality”, and also the act of the performed selection of objective and axiological 
sense, remain beyond the field of vision. The subjective―in the negative meaning of “subjectivity”―character 
is compared only to other, alternative self-cognitive attempts, which are denounced as “custom”, “superficial”, 
“untrue” or “missed”, and to the own attempt of the subject, in which―as it is believed―the very Russia is 
personified and expressed. The absence, weakness or transformations of Kantian ideas in Russia, resulting in a 
changing of its original sense, and also the failure to notice the subjective moment in the shape of recognized 
Russian objectivity in general are supported by numerous phenomena strongly present in Russian culture and 
thought: mystical realism, anti-phenomenalism, ontologism, cosmism, orientation to totality, community-orien- 
ted anti-individualism, maximalism, etc. (Broda, 2005: pp. 65-68, 83-84, 103-108). 

Acknowledging the subjective moment or even the character of own findings―coexisting with other, alterna-
tive, so in a sense equivalent findings on the nature of Russianness or reality in general is not facilitated by a 
characteristic strong Russian unwillingness to notice any distance between the recognizing subject and the ob-
ject of cognition, between thinking and the object of thinking. As shown by Italian scholar, Vittorio Strada, there 
is “a vicious circle” functioning inside “the Russian riddle”: questioning intellectuals try to understand Russia, 
define the nature of its past and future. On the other hand, Russia with its past and presence shall define the in-
tellectuals themselves, with all their attempts to define Russia and Russian “idea” or “fate”. If you stay within 
this vicious circle, one can endlessly walk the perimeter and intoxicate one’s mind with one’s and Russia’s “spe-
cificity”, “inconceivability” and “enigma”, thus only recreating the ever existing―because assumed―initial 
situation (Strada, 1996: pp. 23-24). To break this vicious circle of “the Russian riddle” is not an easy matter. This 
due to (what is characteristic for Russian thinking) unwillingness to accept any distance between the learner and 
the subject of cognition―between the thinker and its subject. Russian tradition tells you to “think the things 
thought”, “think the subject of the thoughts”, not to explain, but rather to personify (Faryno, 2001: p. 378). 

It is not incidental that sophic thinking becomes an ideal, and sophiology―a privileged system of knowledge: 
“Sophia” is immanent to all existence, and its reflexivity is manifested, as it is believed, in its ability―unique 
only to itself alone―“to think with its own self”. This particular cult of Sophia present in the Russian tradition is 
a proof of the sacral or quasi-sacral character of the sought knowledge and certain hopes it arises. If the know-
ledge is found, the hopes promise to overcome the isolation, national or universal regeneration, restoration of 
identity, final discovery of the self, etc. It is the need to contact the sacred reality, not bound by divisions and 
polarizations from the sphere of profanum, with experience, which cannot be described with concepts, with real-
ity accessible only through a certain emotional reaction arisen in the self, which experience it (Sarnowski, 1982: 
p. 85). Understanding of the words articulating the contents of updated experience of Russian sacrum converges 
with the feeling of participation in sacral or quasi-sacral reality and with moral obligation (Kołakowski, 1998: 
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pp. 190-192). A Human being, who underwent this experience feels at the same time: dependency on sacrum, 
alienation from everything, which is not concurrent with sacrum, unification within sacrum and, as a result, a 
certain salvation-liberation. It does not seem that this could be a permanent act for human being, who is after all 
involved also in the sphere of profanum―and perhaps it is merely an illusion or fantasy. 

The inevitable disappointment is even bigger, now the experience of depth of Russian “mystery” and drama 
of own helplessness towards it is available. This disappointment leads to next attempts to tackle the “Russian 
riddle”, etc. Those attempts are not only performed by Russian thinkers/mystics; they are also more or less con-
scious basis and framework for reflections of millions of Russians about their own identity and spiritual/social 
order offering a place for their country and themselves. The effort made by thinkers and Russian authorities to 
find a formula of new Russian concept―able to replace the existing chaos with higher order, the division with 
unity and the helplessness with might―go in a similar direction. The most sensitive of Russians show that such 
striving is not free of dramatic tension caused on one side by the will to find any moral/axiologic absolute and to 
possess the exclusive, all-assuming “higher” truth, and, on the other side, the fear of loss of self-containment and 
the deprivation of personal moral responsibility (Kelly, 1978: pp. XVI-XVII).  

As long as you stay within the closed circle of „the mystery/riddle”, there is no space for critical distance to-
wards own mental constructs, for self-awareness. There is no space for the ability to understand the fact of sub-
ject projection of meaning made earlier―thus also, the choice of meaning made earlier.  

However, this is not an incidental situation. Russian mentality, culture or reality on general―grown on the 
soil of Orthodox religion―shows much stronger eschatological intensity than in the West. It seeks fullness, total 
reintegration, which would be able to overcome the universal diversity seen as the result of the Fall, the chal-
lenge and the temporary condition: the diversity of multiple spheres of life, types of knowledge and orders of 
meaning. This mentality reinforces the need of urgent totalization of meaning and parallel tendencies to direct 
connection of social, political, economic, religious or historiosophic issues with philosophical questions. There 
is trend to blur the boundary between the sacrum and prophanum, religion and ideology, eschatology and poli-
tics, theory and practice, scientific analysis of social dynamics and historiosophy, etc. The term “truth” is conta-
minated with elements related to esoteriological, eschatological (or quasi-eschatological) ethics, aesthetics, his-
toriosophy, ideology, etc. (Sutton, 1988: pp. 7-8). To put things with a certain exaggeration: all elements per-
meate and overlap all others. The entire multiplicity of experienced reality is more directly related to the alleged 
“essence” or “center”, which determine―as it is believed―the special identity of Russia (and therefore on the 
special mission it bears, the fate of its past and future history, etc.). Reaching the essence or the bottom of Rus-
sianness is not only a cognitive or rational action. It includes some elements of sacral experience and the related 
desire of spiritual and material transformation. 

Russian conscience is only poorly aware of Kantian heritage. The fact of meaning-forming projection per-
formed earlier, which helps to constitute the researched “subjectivity”, and also the act of choice of meaning 
made by the individual (even unconsciously) are hardly ever in the field of vision. This absence, weakness or 
transformation―usually distorting the original sense―of Kantian ideas in Russia, and also the failure to present 
the subjective moment in the Russian cognitive objectivity in general are an effect of some elements strongly 
present in this culture and thinking. These are elements of mystical realism, antiphenomenalism, ontologism, 
cosmism, orientation for totality, community-based anti-individualism, maximalism, etc. These elements were 
grown on the basis of Eastern Christianity, and in the era after Peter the Great, they were in many cases streng-
thened by the conscious or instinctive turn towards ideas and values alternative to the Western ones (Andreev, 
1970). Subjective―in the negative meaning of “subjectivity”―character is assigned only to the other, alterna-
tive cognitive and Western attempts, described as “customary”, “superficial”, “external”, “untrue” or “missed”― 
and not with their own attempt, in which as it is believed, the Russia itself and its “soul”, “concept”, “mystery” 
or just solved “riddle” is present and expressed. 

5. Self-Reproduction Paradoxes and Mechanism 
The self-cognitive efforts of Russians combine in themselves as a rule the elements of sacral experience and 
profane experience, elements of holy knowledge and secular knowledge, which to a large degree decides about 
the character of the conceptions articulating them as well as the results―and also the illusions and mystifica-
tions connected with it―of attempts to bestow on them religious sanction or the substantiation of their exclusive 
authenticity within purely rational categories. Axiological-theoretical constructions typical for Russian questions 
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about Russia and the accompanying self-cognitive aspirations, the imperceptibility of the moment of the joint 
creation of “the essence” of Russianness through each applied cognitive instrument, the conceptualised schemes 
etc. as well as the conviction of their authors that they express Russianness as about―identified within its al-
leged profundity―being alone in itself, are some of the important sources of the mutual opposition of particular 
conceptions, aspiring to an exclusive “understanding of Russia”.  

There hides in many cases, however, behind the mutual opposition of particular explanations of the essence of 
Russianness, the determinants of its identity emphasised by their authors, their extremely fundamental similarity 
resulting from the fact that they are positioned within the frameworks of a mutually assumed generalised plane 
of meaning, the analysis of which aids in the explanation of not only the polarity of the said explanations but al-
so their dynamics and mutual interaction, the transfer of one set of oppositions into others, their attempts at “a 
higher synthesis” etc. The formulation of the essence of Russianness, strongly grounded and displayed amongst 
Russian self-cognitive attempts, within categories of “the soul” (as equally its varied equivalents and metamor-
phoses), similarly the oscillation of thinking about it in the framework of the dynamic opposition “riddle-mys- 
tery” are not accidental or arbitrary, having their bases within the whole set of traits jointly creating the reli-
gious-cultural and spiritual-mental “genotype” of Russia, which to a significant degree determines their charac-
ter and the borders of openness in the extra-intellectual historical context as well as the shape of gained and ac-
cepted answers to questions about Russia. Important reasons for the contemporary identity crisis for Russia and 
Russians―next to a series of other factors, political, civilizational etc.―are linked, among other things, with the 
limited adaptability of the created and still vital mental and cultural archetypes (Russia―“the soul of the world”, 
Moscow the third Rome etc.) to the contemporary consciousness, cultural, social, political etc. changes in the 
world. 

Analysis of Russian self-cognitive efforts and self-realization pursuits reveals a symptomatic paradox: those 
tendencies, even though established through a search for the final totality, unity and identity, de facto explain 
and petrify the experience of Russian reality in categories of “sleep”, “temporality”, “rift” and “lack of identity”. 
The presumed, in different manners, and strongly sought Russian “identity” (“idea”, “soul”, “riddle”, “mys-
tery”...) in fact remains―never permanently updated in reality―a mythical mental design. The historical soci-
ocultural or spiritual/intellectual reality of Russia can be effectively described and analyzed through the expe-
rience of breaking, lack of identity and the attempts to retrieve it. To use a lunar metaphor, not far from the Rus-
sian type of awareness: Russia is like the Moon―more than anything, it is a being, which is never identical with 
itself (Cirlot, 1971: p. 211). Therefore, we have to deal with “an identity of unidentity”―strongly rejected, but 
an even more intensely present characteristic which perhaps most accurately describes and explains the modern 
and contemporary mental and cultural face of Russia. It especially helps to describe and explain the type of self- 
conscience still frequently dominant in common thinking and discourse, and also in the Russian mental forma-
tions and philosophical concepts. 

It is no accident that Russians permanently undertake new attempts at self-cognition and self-realization: the 
planned turn to Reality, its hidden depth and inner nature―marginalizing the significance of empirical know-
ledge and factors, conditions or development mechanisms available at the empirical level―in the recurring 
practice of Russia’s historical experiences as an act of transgressing to the outside of reality. The underestimated 
sphere of phenomena (empirical, common, profane) each time takes revenge and runs the processes of the de-
structive verification of subsequent formulas of the realization of the Russian nature, soul, idea... (Broda, 2002: 
pp. 21-23, 26-29, 32-35). 

Mechanisms of reiterating the auto-destruction of a similar aspiration and pursuits are not limited only to the 
mental and cognitive sphere. First of all, due to the sacral or quasi-sacral character of the sought knowledge and 
the hopes related to the finding of this knowledge―colliding with the reality of the profane, historical world― 
the hopes to overcome alienation, to achieve community regeneration, a retrieval of identity, to finally become 
oneself and find oneself. Secondly, because the Russian conscience, perceiving Russia in categories of “soul” 
and especially “the soul of the world” in its visions of community-based self-fulfilment irrevocably combines― 
and as a result opens for historical and social verification―the spiritual and material dimension, ethical concepts 
with executive power, national elements with universal ones, and assumes the full and final “realization” of the 
related values and contents. 

Russian attempts to appear in the role of “the soul of the world”―in this or another understanding―(the be-
ginning of the Heavenly Kingdom on earth, the Third Rome, the centre of a panhuman communist society...)― 
which would lead other communities and join it into Russian self-fulfillment projects, exceeding the national 
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boundaries―are accompanied by self-negation processes, which sooner or later undermine too ambitious and 
universal visions of one’s own and the global future. The unavoidable negative result of attempts at an intention-
ally final self-fulfilment of Russia and Russians intensifies in turn the need to look for new formulas, which are 
however condemned to repeat the fate of the previous ones, etc… 

In the context of the above discussion, the rebirth, permanently observed in Russia, of the attempts to define 
its own identity, their recognizable, even automatic presence during consideration of the most concrete and spe-
cific matters, and also the amounts of intellectual, cultural and social energy consumed by those attempts be-
come understandable: “Presumably, none other nation of the world―declares, not without grounds, American 
scholar in Russia studies, James Billington―has used up so much intellectual energy to answer to this question 
(related to the question of definition of own national identity―M. B.), as nation of Russia” (Billington, 2005: p. 
26). The discomfort of many Russians towards themselves―related to questions of who they are, whom they 
should be, and what they bring to the world―often covered under the self-confident mask displayed to the out-
side world―also becomes more understandable. Multiple developing mechanisms and forms of “false con-
science”, which accompany the Russian self-defining efforts, also become clear. This conscience is described as 
“false”, because an unprejudiced analysis recognizes and as a consequence largely extends the sphere of the 
Russian commonwealth as a community searching for its own identity, a community of persistent attempts to 
find itself. It is not necessary to limit it (and therefore, de facto, restrain and divide) to the circle of persons or 
groups who declare the same exclusive, presumably full and integral, Truth (d’Encausse, 1988: p. 381)―and 
express the wish to embody it in social life from the position of its sole owner. 

The indicated redefinition of the method of perceiving one’s own identity, understanding one’s own national 
community and its sense of existence, Russia and the people themselves, would undoubtedly widen the space for 
an openness of the Russian outlook on the world, the area of possible co-searching and co-creation, compromise 
and dialogue, both within the scale of their own, national, cultural, social and political community, and outside 
of it, among the others in the world. 

6. Conclusions 
When Dostoevsky’s compatriots understand the subjective sense, character and results of similar attempts, and 
also the reasons and conditions for their vitality and significance in their national tradition, this would not have 
to lead to a separation from their roots. On the contrary, it would allow one to maintain a dialogue-based liaison 
with such a tradition, deepen their self-awareness, to create a “space” of distance and freedom, and to under-
stand that the answer sought by the Russians asking about Russia in fact each time pertains to themselves. Thus, 
it could help them to develop a transcendent, epistemological point of view (in place of the previous epistemic 
point of view, directly intertwined with its own, specific cognitive relation with the presumed being) and as an 
effect―to understand better―in individual/existential sense and in the socio-cultural sense―who the persons 
asking about Russia in an indicated manner are, why they do so, what they would like to achieve, why they 
cannot definitively reach their goal and why they never stop to reiterate the efforts: to ask about Russia, to ask 
about themselves... The self-discovery, perceived as absolute in the Russian intellectual and cultural tradition 
and viewed in an imperative manner, would turn into self-understanding, conscious of its historical, relative, 
processual, dialogue qualities, etc. 

In the final words I would like to notice that the formula “asking about Russia (and therefore, in the perspec-
tive proposed in the article, also about its manner of asking about Russia), asking about oneself” maintains its 
heuristic sense not only in relation to the thinkers or dwellers of Dostoevsky’s motherland, asking about their 
country and the presumed nature of Russianness. It can be also applied to foreign thinkers, scholars and observ-
ers, who try to reflect upon Russianness or self-cognitive attempts made in Russia. How they conduct their re-
search, what assumptions, model, theoretical schemes, methodological rules etc. they assume―those conditions 
define their status and scientific identity, although without the equally generalized, fundamental and existential 
sense, as in case of Russians themselves. Instead of: “tell me how you ask about Russia, and I will tell you who 
you are”, the question is only―and as much as―“tell me how you research Russia, and I will tell you what 
scholar you are, and what you really do”. 
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Abstract 
Patina is the word used for the green or brown film formed on the surface of old bronze, an excess 
of which can mask the true characteristics of the original masterpiece. Filippo Baldinucci used the 
word patina in a modern sense for first time in his book “Tuscan Vocabulary of the Art of Design”. 
Metaphors have been part of philosophical speech since the time of Plato. This figure of speech is 
used to attempt to provide a sensitive presence of an idea to improve understanding and to make 
a more vivid perception of that concept. On analysing the creative process of contemporary re-
search on health topics and its further dissemination, we defend the epistemological thesis that 
there is always some degree of patina on an original article and this may obscure the underlying 
scientific work. Conclusion: We consider that patina in scientific papers is very different from the 
concept of epidemiological bias. We think that any researcher who reads an original article acts as 
a restorer of knowledge. If a reader is aware of the existence of scientific patina, that reader will 
know how to look through it and see the masterpiece hidden underneath. 
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1. Introduction 
The Compact Oxford English Dictionary defines “patina” as “1) a green or brown film on the surface of old 
bronze; 2) a sheen on wooden furniture produced by age and polishing”. A very similar shade can be obtained 
by chemical methods. 

Patina is a word of Latin etymology the meaning of which is equivalent to “plate” or “pan”; a sort of greenish 
glaze lining these fixtures. Filippo Baldinucci (1624-1697) (Wikipedia, 2013) is considered one of the great bi-
ographers of Baroque Florentine art. He used the word patina in a modern sense for first time in his book “Tus-
can Vocabulary of the Art of Design” (1681). However, the term actually used by Baldinucci was “paten” rather 
than patina. Paten in Old Italian meant a kind of dark and bright varnish that was applied to shoes (Figure 1). 

Philological aspects of the word seem to reflect the historical situation of that time. Different colourful effects 
had been applied to bronze sculptures since early classical times, but it was not until the eighteenth century that 
green corrosion products began to be of value. According to the Oxford Dictionary of the English Language, the 
earliest reference to the use of green patina dates from 1797. 

2. Epistemology and Metaphors 
Metaphors have been part of philosophical speech since the time of Plato. This figure of speech is used to at-
tempt to provide a sensitive presence of an idea to improve understanding and to make a more vivid perception 
of that concept. Philosophical metaphors relate to the ability of language to express the world of arguments and 
discourse, i.e. to express the world of concepts. 

Some philosophers like Plato often used metaphors, tacitly admitting that metaphors were a suitable form for 
speech. Others, such as Aristotle, questioned whether there was a legitimate use for metaphors in philosophical 
language. In Western tradition the classification of philosophers who use metaphors as followers of Plato and 
those who do not as followers of Aristotle has become common. 

Pierre Fontanier (Fontanier, 1968) stated that “thought consists of ideas, and the expression of thought by 
speech consists of words”. The word “idea” (Greek “eido” = to see) means the “image” of objects seen by the 
spirit. The current philosophy of language has analysed the cognitive function of metaphor. 

Ivor Amstrong Richards (Richards, 1936) and Max Black (Black, 1962) defined the so-called “interactive ap-
proach” of metaphor approach in relation to the more traditional “surrogate” and “comparative” but more like 
literary metaphor. A fundamental aspect of interactive theory refers to a metaphor as a “knowledge process”. 
For Black (Black, 1962), metaphorical expression relies on a system of implications among semantic features of 
terms associated with metaphors. By including notes regarding the meaning of the two terms, metaphors not 
only discover similarities between the referents, but end by creating them and by opening the mind to new ways 
of looking at reality. A metaphor acts as a “model” for the environment. Indeed, visual metaphors of Maurits 
Cornelis Escher became very important in certain areas of mathematics (Shattschneider, 1994). 

 

 
Figure 1. F. Baldinucci and “Patena”.                                             
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3. The Fieldwork of Health Research and Scientific Publishing 
From the time a researcher germinates an interesting idea, a period of many years usually elapses until the idea 
is articulated into a suitable research question, the administrative and ethical aspects of the research plan are de-
veloped, the design and methods are organized, the data is collected, and finally, the results are written up for 
submitted to publication. This passage of time can erode the original idea or may even destroy it.    

If we add the scientific editing time, the peer review system, and the interests of the various publications to all 
this, a period of at least one year may have gone by; although there are notable exceptions and some manuscripts 
are accepted in record time by the journals (Guarner et al., 2013). 

4. From the First Idea to Publication 
Overall, the intellectual process of making an article can be divided into four stages. In the initial phase the re-
searcher tries to understand the rules of the publication game, and then decides whether to enter and play (Albert, 
2000). In the preliminary phase, the main idea and the message of the article are defined. The preparation phase 
defines authorship, outlines the decision as to the target journal to which to submit the manuscript and the nec-
essary materials for writing are developed. Finally, in the drafting phase the author writes the first rough copy of 
the manuscript that needs to be clear and understandable to be corrected in several phases. 

The main reason why a researcher decides to publish is the creation and dissemination of knowledge, al-
though there may be other reasons (teaching, curriculum vitae, feedback or pure intellectual delight). 

In our opinion, time in contemporary scientific publishing is quite slow. Once the final version of the manu-
script is ready, it must be checked as to whether it meets all the requirements to be submitted to a selected jour-
nal. These requirements include an appropriate title, a structured abstract, keywords matching the MeSH terms 
(Medical Subject Headings), the disclosure of potential conflicts of interest by the authors, the formatting of the 
text to include an introduction, a methodology, a results and a discussion section within the norms of the se-
lected journal. A pertinent, updated, and relevant bibliography is formally adequate for the journal. A good 
cover letter and the preparation of supplementary materials for editors and reviewers are important additional 
steps. 

The peer review process of the manuscripts is vital to ensure the quality of health sciences journals and it is an 
essential step in the dissemination of scientific work. This process allows the avoidance of publishing method-
ologically unsuitable articles (Ho et al., 2013). 

5. The Readability of a Scientific Paper 
The Robert Gunning fog index was created in 1952 (Wikipedia, 2014) and was based on two core aspects, sen-
tence length and word length. A scale of 16 corresponds to difficult to read texts and a scale of 11 corresponds 
to a text readable by any audience.  

Average readers automatically try to memorize a text whilst reading it in order to grasp its meaning. In arti-
cles reporting findings this action is even more intense. If an unknown word appears, this process requires more 
effort and imposes obstacles for concentration. It has been shown that memory tends to fail after the fifteenth 
word in a sentence is read and thus, this should be the maximum number of words in a given sentence since 
word number 15 marks the recall capacity possessed by the average reader. A web page is available for the cal-
culation of the fog index (http://gunning-fog-index.com/) The fog index of this section is 11.07. There are many 
other methods for measuring readability (Ramírez-Puerta et al., 2013). 

6. Patina in an Original Article 
In view of all these facts, we defend the epistemological thesis that when reading an original research article we 
are always looking at something “old”, a masterpiece, which can be hidden behind the text. Something such as a 
layer of patina may obscure the original work but may also give added value to the manuscript as in the world of 
antiques. Sir Karl Popper defended the idea that the scientific value of a theory was right when you could use 
falsifiability of the null hypothesis (Berghmans et al., 2011) The epistemological value of scientific work will 
always be readably transparent because there is always a greater or lesser degree of patina on the paper. 

As we all know, the philosophy of science is a second order criteriology (Losee, 1988). However, it can also 
be understood as the discipline that “embodies” researcher thought. George Steiner believes that William 
Shakespeare was great by his way of “bodying forth” with the characters of his works (Steiner, 2001). Some-

http://gunning-fog-index.com/
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thing similar happens between the philosophy of science and research. The first gives body to the second. This 
thesis is framed within a historicist conception of the philosophy of science within which we understand that this 
philosophy tends toward realism (Pawson et al., 2004).  

7. Differences between Epistemological Patina and Epidemiological Bias 
Our vision of patina in scientific articles is very different from the concept of epidemiological bias (Delgado- 
Rodríguez et al., 2004). The concept of bias is associated with a lack of internal validity or an incorrect appre-
ciation of the association between exposure and effect in the target population. External validity on the other 
hand involves the generalization of the results obtained in one population to another. There is no external valid-
ity without prior internal validity. The presence of external validity does not guarantee the existence of internal 
validity. Epidemiological bias is clearly distinguished from random error and a lack of accuracy. On other occa-
sions, the term bias refers to the mechanism that produces the lack of internal validity. 

The epistemological patina of an article is an earlier concept and can be differentiated from that of bias and 
publication bias in situ (Phillips, 2004). Patina is related to the time elapsed from the first idea that moved a re-
searcher to initiate an investigation related to a problem or a question to the eventual publication of the results of 
that investigation (Greenhalgh, 1997). It is a concept of philosophy of science and, thus, a second order criterion. 
Of course, the existence of any type of bias increases the amount of patina, but some degree of patina will al-
ways exist (Young et al., 2008).  

Secondary studies will have more patina than the primary studies under the assumption of a similar amount of 
bias. Articles using a qualitative methodological approach possess a different type of patina from those using 
quantitative methods. 

8. Conclusion 
If a reader is aware of the existence of scientific patina (Sutherland et al., 2013), that reader will know how to 
look through it and see the masterpiece hidden underneath. A policy of universal free diffusion would largely 
remove a fair amount of patina. In short, we think that any researcher who reads an original article acts as a “re-
storer of knowledge”; to prove this we employed a Platonic metaphor with an interactive approach. The exis-
tence of epistemological patina has become an epidemiological aphorism (González-García et al., 2012). 
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Abstract 
The aim of this chapter is to philosophically and critically examine and outline the bases of African 
freedom. The approach will adopt the following sub-headings: Introduction, Metaphysical Basis of 
African Freedom, Beyond “Black” and “White” to Pluralism, African Philosophy and the Paradox of 
African Freedom. The philosophical basis of African freedom consists essentially in the categorical 
assertion and defense of the freedom of man. The philosophical basis of African freedom is to seek 
the theoretical, metaphysical, ideological and scientific bases or justification for African freedom. 
Hence the intention is an attempt to establish the universality of mankind and ipso facto examine 
the propositions and ideologies that justified African freedom. We shall first of all take up the is-
sue that the African race is an inferior race and a different “species” of being from the white man 
and then assert the common ancestry of man or humanity of man. 
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Man, Existentialism, Racism, God, Consciousness, Africa, Freedom 

 
 

1. Introduction 
The dismembering of human race is not only historical (as Darwin would argue in his theory of evolution) but 
also is accentuated and propagated by racist philosophy. But it has been observed that racism is not only unna-
tural but also bogus in the sense that it was the invention of one race to assert its superiority over others. Racism, 
some argue, is a sociological term in the sense that it is predicated on colour, that is black and white and it has 
no genetic significance. However, it would be interesting to observe that racism could be traced to several earlier 
theories including Aristotle’s theory justifying slavery. In his book Politics Aristotle argues that slavery must be 
natural, because the relation of master and slave confirms to a broad pattern found universally in nature in the 
widest sense: better/worse, male/female, man/beast, mind/body, rational/irrational, rule/ruled… (Aristotle, 1962). 
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Aristotle ideologically justified this pattern of life by arguing that to be ruled is to the slave’s advantage, and is 
to that extent just. On the other hand what he calls legal slavery comes about not by nature but by human force, 
as when men perfectly fitted for mastership become slaves through capture in war. Aristotle’s concept of the 
natural slavery is an analogy drawn from the relation of body and soul in which the body of one man is related 
to the Soul of another and which, by implication, is legal and social legitimation of the lopsided human race. In-
terpretation of this absurd but awkward naturalism portrays the African, for instance, as a weak race, a toddler 
who must be governed and fathered by a superior race. As has been argued; if there is a man with a mentality 
like that of the child, who cannot perceive that it is sometimes good to take bitter medicine, then he must be 
ruled like a child, for his own good. But such a man cannot have a good of his own, as normal child can have. 
That is, the child must be ruled by his father in order that he may eventually become a good man, independent of 
his father’s commands. But the natural slave, being a grown man who must be ruled as a child, can never be a 
complete human being (Leo-Strauss & Joseph Cropsey, 1981). Following the positivist thoughts of Aristotle, 
subsequent Western racists like Charles Darwin, David Hume Immanuel Kant and so on have justified the sla-
very of the African. The African is among the category of natural slaves, the relation being a universal expe-
rience of mankind. The Africans, by this status, are called mental incompetents by Hume, Kant, Darwin, etc. 
Aristotle however laid the theoretical background of this conception of the African in his natural slavery which 
sees the slave, the African, as not being a grown man, although he may have the body of one. He is part of a 
whole only as he belongs to another, in the sense comparable to that in which any grown man’s body is part of 
him, namely, as an instrument of his intelligence (Leo-Strauss & Joseph Cropsey, 1981). This trend in thought 
action is nothing short of precursor to colonialism and imperialism. It is in this sense that a natural slave which 
the African is conceived to be, is a property, i.e. he is an instrument for action by a soul able to live a good life; 
the sense in which the instrumented reason of modernity after Aristotle becomes the only reason, the mono- 
logical and monotheistic reason of the Enlightenment Europe. For Aristotle and for the apostles of modernity the 
superiority of the West noble actions is not possible for the African who cannot do noble things for their own 
sake, and as a natural slave, the African is bereft of the higher functions of the soul.  

But the histories of mankind, and the crisis of modernity have not justified all these hallowed thoughts about 
the human race. Aristotle’s understanding of natural slavery, slavery by force and unjust law opens the possibil-
ity that the slavery of the African could have been by force and racist injustice. He started the perpetration of 
this injustice by his alleged looting of the intellectual archives of the African Egyptian antiquity to his glory and 
the triumph of Europe. Also the documents and history of Africans who manifested the powers of reason, intel-
lect and invention in the middle ages, the renaissance and modern period have negated the low opinions about 
the Africans. In whatever way one looks at both forms of slavery, none can be justified ontologically. At best 
Aristotle’s account of the inequality of man is social racism. Racism means (a) division of mankind possessing 
in characteristic proportions certain combinations of physical traits that can be inherited and that are sufficient to 
set the group apart as distinct human types (Watch Tower Bible, 1985). Racism, by this definition, presupposes 
human inequality and differences intellectually and genetically. On the other hand an anti-racist doctrine argues 
that the fact that the races are capable of intermarriage and reproduction shows that they are actually of one kind 
and of the same human family and that various races are merely facets of the total variation possible in human 
kind. Anti-racist arguments have elicited frequent references to the Bible which ironically was referred to by 
racists as justifying racism. In Genesis, we are told that In the day of God’s creating Adam, he made him in the 
likeness of God. Male and female he created them. After that he blessed them and called their name Adam in the 
day of their being created (King James Version, 2007). God blessed them and said to them “Be fruitful and be-
come many and fill the earth” (King James Version, 2007). In the Act of Apostles, we are told that “God made 
out of one man Adam, every nation of men, to dwell upon the entire surface of the earth” (King James Version, 
2007). This means that all men are descendants of the first human pair and that regardless of what races make up 
a nation, they all are the offspring of Adam. Racist ideology has often been said to be scientifically probable, but 
even modern scientists have not been able to find a scientific ground for Racism. It is argued that Biological 
differences among individuals within a race or within a populations are often greater than the average differenc-
es between races or population… (Watch Tower Bible, 1985). This means that differences among races are not 
enough to account for their biological differences.  

A race is simply one of the partially isolated gene pools into which the human species came to be divided 
during and following its early geographical spread. Roughly one race has developed on each of the five major 
continental areas of the earth. Man did indeed diverge genetically during this phase of history and we can meas-
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ure and study the results of this divergence in what remains today of the old geographical races. As we would 
expect, divergence appears to be correlated with the degree of isolation… The paradox which is before us is that 
each group of human appears to be externally different yet underneath these differences there is fundamental 
similarity (Watch Tower Bible, 1985). It is on this basis that UNESCO made the following declarations: 1) All 
men living today belong to same species and descent from the same stock. 2) The division of the human species 
into “race” is partly conventional and partly arbitrary and does not imply hierarchy whatever…3) Current bio-
logical knowledge does not permit us to impute cultural achievements to differences in genetic potentials. 
(Awake, 1990) Differences in the achievement of different peoples should be attributed solely to their cultural 
history. The peoples of the world today appear to possess equal biological potentialities for attaining any level of 
civilization. What I mean by the humanity of man is ontological equality. The fact that all men have common 
humanity, common ancestry and equal biological and genetic potentialities creates no doubt as to the humanity 
of man. “Humanity of man” means “the humanity of all races”. This ideologically stands against man’s inhu-
manity to man. The “humanity of man” is empirically and biologically and intuitively cognitive. It is a logical 
and necessary truth whose opposite is a contradiction. The humanity of races can be expressed logically to mean 
that every race x has a human origin H or alternatively put, every man is man. Expressed symbolically it means 
(x)( Rx Hx⊃ ), or (x)( Mx Mx⊃ ). On the other hand if we have to argue, as racist doctrine implies, that some 
races are more human than others or that some races are not human at all, then it means that there is a man, x 
who is not a man. Expressed symbolically it means (Эx)(Mx Mx⊃ ), which is not only a logical absurdity but 
also possesses an existential import which contradicts what it is saying. Therefore the categorical and universal 
proposition (x)( Rx Hx⊃ ) or (x)( Mx Mx⊃ ) stands the test of logical, empirical and scientific verifiability. 
Africa, therefore belongs to the family of humanity, and no particular race is outside humanity.  

2. Metaphysical Basis of African Freedom 
Metaphysical grounds for African freedom are the theoretical, transcendental and idealistic grounds for African 
freedom. The metaphysical nature of man presupposes an ontological equality and freedom of man and hence 
that of all races. This inference is based on the belief that race equality is essentially an ontological substance. It 
is only at secular and mundane existence that there exist all forms of inequalities and unfreedoms because of the 
struggle for the survival of the fittest, natural selection and endowment. This is the metaphysical basis upon 
which a prior understanding of African freedom is based. According to A. R. Lacey, Metaphysics is  

That which comes after physic’s, the latter being the study of nature in general. Thus the questions of meta-
physics arises out of, but go beyond, factual or scientific questions about the world… A central part of meta-
physics is ontology. This studies being, and in particular, nowadays, what there is e.g. material objects, minds, 
persons, universals, numbers, facts etc. (Lacey, 1976) 

Here metaphysics as a process of looking beyond empirical and scientific facts are going to be utilized to de-
fend African freedom. But it is curiously observed that ontology, though part of metaphysics, is according to 
Enrique Dussel, negative to the freedom of the periphery. In the treatment of metaphysics as ground of freedom 
we examine the concept of exteriority (as adumbrated by E. Dussel), God, consciousness and existentialism. 
“Exteriority” is the metaphysical category of Enrique Dussel. For Dussel, to understand the plight of the op-
pressed or Africa and or, to achieve the freedom of the oppressed or Africa, it must begin from the metaphysical 
exteriority and not from metaphysical interiority which he negatively calls ontology or interpreting the world in 
a solipsistic manner without being transcendental to it. According to Enrique Dussel, “Exteriority”  

Is to know how to think about not just the negativity of a being, which gives way to ontic novelty when it goes 
back to the origin of the world, the foundation, Being: it is to know how to think about Being from the exteriority 
that judges it-just as the periphery-centre that pursues the philosophy of domination be it ontological or func-
tional, structuralist, analytical, or semi-logical. (Dussel, 1985) 

For him, therefore, exteriority is to think about the system, the world from within ontological negativity. The 
metaphysical tension of a moment in the system thrown toward exteriority, toward the other as other, is what 
Enrique Dussel calls “a pulsion-desire of alterity” (Dussel, 1985). This pulsion, desire, and love for real justice 
is like a hurricane that destroys walls, makes a breach in the ontological horizon and turns itself inside out into 
exteriority. According to him, the category of exteriority is misunderstood when what is “beyond” the ontologi-
cal horizon of the system is thought of in an absolute total way without any participation in the interior of the 
system. Enrique Dussel advocates what I think should be “Immanence Transcendentallity”. For him, “exteriority” 
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must be understood a as transcendentality interior to totality. No person as such is absolutely and only part of a 
system. All including even those who are members of an oppressing class, have a transcendentality with respect 
to the system interior to it (Dussel, 1985). The oppressed, the poor, the other, or Africa is free as exteriority of 
totality. Freedom is the ability of the other to make choice in one world in which “Europe” or “I” is the center. 
Enrique Dussel says,  

The other is the exteriority of all totality because the other is free. Freedom here is the unconditioning of the 
other with respect to the world in which I am always the centre…All persons, in so far as they take part in a 
system are functional, professional, or members of a certain structure-but they are not other, others are other 
insofar as they are exteriority to the totality. Without exteriority there is neither freedom nor personhood. (Dus-
sel, 1985) 

Persons recognize and develop themselves as persons in “proximity” (using Dussel category) never in solip-
sistic condition. So the unfreedom of blacks in relation to the whites could also be the unfreedom of some whites 
in relation to other whites. 

Also God, the creator of all human race, could provide ground for human freedom through its manifestation 
“and nature”. In liberation theology, God answers the question concerning African freedom. “Theology” is con-
strued liberally as “logos” about “Theos” or thought and speech. Liberation theology in this context seeks to free 
the downtrodden, the African from the westernized and neo-colonized theology of the Right and the West. Li-
beration theology views man as a historical subject capable of making himself as well as his societies and cul-
tures. This makes man an active subject of historical change. It is, therefore, a reflection on the ethical, or exis-
tential aspect of all religions rather than of its narrow metaphysical dimension. Espousing liberation theology as 
the philosophy of freedom, S. M. Ogden argues that faith, perhaps, in the context of religion is the existence of 
freedom in freedom for freedom. Faith in God is existence in freedom in the negative sense of freedom from all 
things, ourselves and the world in a way that would determine the ultimate meaning of our lives. Faith is utter 
trust in the love of God as the primal source and final end of our own unique existence, as well as of everything 
else, to exist in faith is to be freed from any compulsion, to find the ultimate ground of one’s life in something 
else alongside God…Being bound utterly and completely freed from everything else (Ogden, 1979). Secondly, 
faith is existence in freedom in the positive sense of freedom for literally everything, ourselves and the world, 
are all worthy of our own love and devoted services since faith is trust in God’s love, for us. To exist in faith “is 
to be freed from ourselves and the world and, at one and the same time, also to be free for them” (Ogden, 1979). 
Also, faith in God should be the answer to the question of African freedom and authentic existence of freedom is 
faith in God. This assertion finds justification in process metaphysics which asserts that to be anything actual 
whether the least such thing that can be conceived, or that than which “none greater can be conceived” (Aselm st, 
1969) is to be an instant of process or creative synthesis, and, therefore, a free response to the free-decisions of 
others already made. Freedom here means self-creation and, therefore, determinations by self in contrast to de-
termination by others. This presupposes the free-will of being created by God, which further suggests that Afri-
can unfreedom could be altered by the collective will of all Africans. There is a concept which I construe as 
African Theistic panpsychism and from which I deduce African freedom. Theistic panpsychism shows that the 
Africans have a panpsychic and theistic view of the universe. This is shown by their understanding of the rela-
tionship between the supreme God and lesser gods or divinities, man and natural objects. African panpsychism 
is the belief that everything in the universe is spiritual and that spirits, divinities, man, plants, animals, physical 
objects, rivers and waters are creatures of God, the supreme being (Dukor, 1990). It means that the African has 
the freedom to determine herself in love of God. It also means that African freedom is God’s freedom in self 
creative process. In the philosophy of African freedom, therefore, Africa is identified as part of the whole un-
iverse, neither inferior nor superior to it. God is also viewed as a Redeemer and Emancipator, and because he is 
a redeemer and emancipator, Africans should naturally not be slaves to any people or nation. Faith as the exis-
tence of freedom is the effect of God’s grace because it is the action of God’s love that is the necessary condi-
tion of the possibility of faith. The proper name of God’s love, as ground of the possibility of faith is redemptive. 
The creative work of God’s love is also emancipative and this sets Africans free to create themselves and one 
another. Therefore the redemption and emancipation of Africa are parts of the creative process of God.  

Self-consciousness also provides ground for freedom. Self-consciousness simply means self-“awareness”; it is 
the awareness of one’s own mind and its acts and states. Self-consciousness as a form of freedom presupposes 
the colligatory concepts of freedom; self perfection, self-determination and self-realization. Freud would argue 
that sex urge is the strongest impulse in men. But really the most fundamental and strongest impulse in man is 
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the urge of instinct and urge of self for greater ideals. The urge of self for greater ideals is the progress of 
self-consciousness. In Hegel as in existentialism, we observe that the progress of self-consciousness is a move-
ment towards freedom. According to M. Rafi-ud-Din the universe is the creation of consciousness because its 
fundamental nature is a conscious process. He says that creation took the form of evolution because all creation 
whether human or divine, takes this form. The evolutionary process started with matter with no organic life and 
then into the stage when there was only consciousness. According to M. Rafi-ud-Din, Self-consciousness must 
grow or decline. It must progress or regress. No progress in self-consciousness is possible unless a man con-
forms strictly to the discipline imposed by the right ideal (Rafi-Ud-Din, 1946). If he yields to any resistance wil-
lingly, the progress of his self consciousness is dimmed. Perhaps, if Africa yielded to Europe’s resistance against 
her progress, then her freedom and consciousness got thwarted. Rafi-ud-Din would, therefore, advice that Africa 
should resist any European incursion and interference in African affairs. To attack resistance is to make progress. 
a self-conscious man feels impelled to break all resistance in his way and he must succeed in breaking it ulti-
mately because his efforts to break it are favourable to the aspirations of consciousness. But if Africa must be 
free, she must possess that ability for self-determination with which she will then define her ideas and then real-
ize her self. Naturally the urge of self or self-consciousness is for “goodness”, “beauty” and “perfection”. So 
African ideas must border on her concepts of “goodness” “beauty” and “perfection”. According to Rafi-ud-Din 
it is the ideal that calls for action because it impels the self to change the actual conditions in the world to suit 
itself and its ideal. He said that slavery is one of the greatest misfortunes that can befall an individual. It is an 
impediment in the way of his continued self-realization. The slave uses his own powers but realizes the ideals of 
others. The ideal compels and goads the self to strive for its achievement. 

According to Rafi-ud-Din, every ideal imposes its own rules and restrictions. Everybody has an ideal and, 
therefore, everybody is bound by the rules and restriction imposed by his ideal. Freedom never means the ab-
sence of restrictions. It means freedom to seek an ideal willingly accepting all the restrictions that are imposed 
by the ideal. According to him, when we use the word “freedom” we need to qualify it by specifying the purpose 
or the ideal for which it is to be used. The self is really free only when it is seeking the Right ideal, otherwise it 
is a slave to desire and laws which are not its own. The African and all the downtrodden must seek the right 
ideal in order for them to be free. Whether a man is a subject, or a ruler, he is a slave, if he has a wrong ideal. If 
he is a ruler, his freedom is apparent and slavery real, although it is of his own choice.  

Existentialism is one of the foremost Philosophical Schools that stand for the freedom of man. The major 
concern of this school of thought is the nature of the freedom of man. According to the existentialists, “men are 
conscious of the contrast between themselves and things, of their relations with other men and of their power to 
chose and become what they are not” (Lacey, 1976). The danger in existentialism is that it may imply the phi-
losophy of the survival of the fittest or that of might is right. It may also mean an untamed freedom. Therefore, 
Africa’s unfreedom, from existentialist point of view, must not be said to be determined by a conscious or divine 
will, or by some gonads or genetic pools. She must assert herself in a competitive world. Freedom, according to 
existentialism, is the means of freeing man from the bondage of despair, nausea, ambiguity, dread, self-decep- 
tion and so on. What Sartre saw as a sign of the unfreedom of man is what he described as “nausea” which is the 
anxious experience of the incoherence or reality. He described as “Bad-faith” self-deception or excuse in every 
moment of moral choice or decision. He does not believe in any general valid principle or universal law of man-
kind. Africans are said to be in “Bad-faith” if they cannot interpret their lives existentially free of any moral 
maxim or principle. Sartre says that it is man that determines the values by which he lives, that is, he is not en-
dowed with a ready-made self or nature but rather must be constantly making himself. He is nothing, he is al-
ways about to be whatever he chooses (Barnes, 1958). This means that Africa should be a historical subject in 
the process of self-creation. According to Sartre,  

Man’s existence is a prospective existence rather than the classical static concept of existence which is inert 
and determined… Because of it’s prospective nature, there is a fundamental instability in the contingency of the 
individual which leads to a continual instability of his existence. No positive gain is achieved; it is a constantly 
repetitive process. The individual must continually reassume his existence, being anew for ever. (sunil, 1990) 

For most existentialists, existence precedes essence in terms of freedom in ethics, learning, power and wealth. 
They argue that “men make their essences as they go along and do not live out a pre-determined essence or 
blue-print” (Lacey, 1976). It means that African political, economic and social unfreedom is her own making 
since she should have had the ability to determine her essences. According to Sartre, man makes himself a lack 
of being; that is, he recognizes that he, as a consciousness is not Being, hence can, so to speak, let Being stand 
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before him in for judgment (Barnes, 1958). Existentialism, espouses self-creative process as much as liberation 
theology and African theistic pansychism. So African freedom must mean her ability to emancipate herself from 
western domination politically, philosophically, economically and technologically through self-creative process. 
It means African capacity for self-determination and self-realization.  

Materialism is also another metaphysical basis of the freedom of man. But for many it has been turned into 
the basis for unfreedom in the capitalist society. One can safely argue that it is an objective naturalistic meta-
physics while exteriority (Dussel’s category), God, self-consciousness and existentialism are transcendental me-
taphysics. Materialism as a partisan doctrine stands against idealism. It seeks to establish the equality of man as 
well as the evils of colonialism, imperialism and domination. Materialism is so part and parcel of Marxism that 
it is often viewed as synonymous with Marxism. In the era of decolonization of Africa and the third world in 
general, Marxist materialism was the popular ideology Materialism postulates that matter is not only the funda-
mental stuff of the universe but also explains human relations, while idealism explains social phenomena by ref-
erence to spirit or divine mind and favours a social structure of horizontal sort with one class dominating the 
other. Materialism is humanist and egalitarian. A materialist doctrine argues that “the unity and fundamental 
identity of nature suggest the unity and fundamental identity of man in society” (Nkuruma, 1964). While an 
idealist would argue that apartheid in South Africa is due to “ill-will” or “evil intentions” of white people, a ma-
terialist would argue that apartheid is to be found not in the peoples head but in their pockets, in that material 
system of capitalist exploitation which makes apartheid highly profitable for financial investors, factory, and 
grant farms. Though materialism argues that man was not created by God, but evolved by a process of evolution, 
and idealism argues to the contrary, there is still a rapprochement of both these in terms of human freedom. Ma-
terialism espouses human freedom in the unity and identity of all races and the idealistic doctrine of God estab-
lishes the freedom of man But more directly committed and relevant to the African plight and humanity of man 
is Marxism, a nineteenth century philosophy encapsulated in historical and dialectical materialism. Marx in his 
materialistic conception of history draws attention to the equality of man and the material basis of his con-
sciousness. According to him, since materialism in general explains consciousness as the outcome of being, and 
not conversely, then materialism as applied to the social consciousness is the outcome of social being…In the 
social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are indispensable and independent of their 
will, relations of production, which correspond to a definite stage of development of their material productive 
forces (Marx, 1973). Thereupon, Marxism not only revealed the reasons for colonialism, imperialism, lopsided-
ness in the world economic order and disparity in income among individuals, societies and nations, it also pro-
vided the colonized third world countries and the less privileged (or the proletariat) in all societies with the 
theory and consciousness for revolution and social action… It is not by accident that all nationalist leaders in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America came to be Marxists; … (Dukor, 1990). So in Marxism, the credible and dialec-
tical evolution of materialism from pre-Socratic philosophers, through German philosophy of Feuerbach get 
metamorphosed into the geopolitical and easthetical historical materialism of Karl Marx. Historical and dialec-
tical materialism thereby becomes an internationalized philosophy of freedom for humanity and Africa.  

An analysis of the points of convergence and departures of the whole metaphysical bases of the freedom of 
man makes a reconciliation of purely idealistic and materialist doctrines of freedoms like that of God and 
Self-consciousness and existentialism and materialism, imperative. While the analysis of each of the doctrines 
shows that they all stand for the freedom of man, each of them accuses the other of standing against the freedom 
of man. In other words each disagrees with every other doctrine on the freedom of man. For instance, a God- 
intoxicated-tradition believes that only God and God only provides human freedom and describes self-con- 
sciousness, existentialism and materialism as atheistic. And the doctrine of self-consciousness would argue that 
man gets free as he evolves self-consciously. While existentialism would argue that man should be governed by 
his own principle and not the society’s norms in other to be free, materialism, in its classical Marxist tradition 
would argue that Man’s freedom is defined by his place in the relations of production or the material and eco-
nomic bases of the society. It is a common logic that if all the doctrines on freedom outlined above disagree with 
one another, all of them could not be true at the same time. But for the benefit of man and Africa (which is the 
subject of this discourse) any or all of them could be used in defense of freedom.  

Incidentally, African culture and her conception of freedom stand to accommodate the spiritualist (or idealis-
tic) and the materialistic conceptions of freedom. The pragmatism and spiritualism of African traditional thought 
attest to this very fact. The pragmatism and spiritualism is encapsulated in what I call “African polymonothe-
ism”. In my article, African Polymonotheism: An Existentialist Humanistic Culture I argued that,  
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With the emergence of white man’s imperialism in Africa, the existential Humanistic culture of the Black con-
tinent was misconceived and misinterpreted. But it is the African Polymonotheism which I shall refer here as 
the existential pragmatism of African civilization… Then the existential pragmatic culture of the Africans lies 
in their closeness to nature and living by the dictate of natural laws and gods (Dukor, 1989). 
But Among the traditional Africans, their spiritualist and idealistic belief in God and gods or ancestors is li-

mited by their pragmatic and materialistic orientation in life. While the gods, spirits and ancestors are asked to 
come to eat and drink, and to continue to protect them against diseases and misfortunes, often these gods and 
ancestors are admonished when they fail to live up to people’s expectations. Among the people of Ga of South-
ern Ghana, during the agricultural new-year, the people offer new corn to the ancestors and gods in their shrines 
and they also sing and rejoice saying  

Take life, take life May the year’s end meet us, May we live to be old May no black cat cross between us AT 
the end of this year may we sit again. (Parrinder, 1962) 

These utterances show a pragmatic and humanistic approach to African life. Conversely, when the kings or 
chiefs (the spiritual heads) or the gods fail to satisfy their life pragmatically, they would not hesitate to say 
things like  

O king, you are fool We are taking the victory out of your hand O king, you are impotent We are taking the 
victory out of your hands (Parrinder, 1962). 

The traditional African was always trying to reconcile his religious and pragmatic world-views. By so doing, 
he indulged in what the anthropologists call secondary-elaboration by using a lot of excuses to explain the fail-
ures of one spiritual means to cure his sickness or solve his problem. Robin Horton lucidly illustrates this atti-
tude of the African in the following words.  

A sick man goes to a diviner, and is told that a certain spiritual agency is “worrying him”. The diviner points 
to certain of his past actions as having excited the spirits anger and indicates certain remedial actions which 
will appease this anger and restore health. Should the client take the recommended remedial action and yet see 
no improvement, he will be likely to conclude that the diviner was either fraudulent or just incompetent, and to 
seek out another expert. The new diviner will generally point to another spiritual agency and another set of 
arousing circumstances as responsible for the man’s condition and will recommend fresh remedial action. 
(Horton. 1977) 

These attitudinal approach to illness, problems and the role of spiritual leaders, ancestors and gods attest to 
the African appreciation of spiritual and material freedom. So for the Africans, God, self-consciousness, existen-
tialism and materialism could collectively and individually be the bases of African freedom.  

3. Beyond “Black and White” to Pluralism 
To go beyond black-and-white doctrine to another realm of idea known as pluralism is expected of humanity, 
and is one of the philosophical bases of the freedom of any people. Earlier, we argued that Manichaeism or the 
doctrine of opposites, black and white, good and bad could be the basis of European discrimination against, and 
domination over, Africa. To go beyond, and against the doctrine could not have come at a better time than in this 
contemporary time of the white domination over black man. Pluralism as a philosophical concept and doctrine is 
rooted in the realm of ideas whose elaboration has been found to be of practical importance to humanity. In 
practice and theory, it tends to reconcile the divergent and conflicting views and values of life. Pluralism, ana-
lytically and philosophically, makes nonsense the distinction among cultures, religions, races and colours. Ac-
cording to Thomas F. Mason,  

We may describe pluralism in a negative way, as the quality of society within which people of different reli-
gions, cultural and linguistic traditions are treated equally as citizens and that they suffer no form of discrimi-
nation because of these differences. We may give pluralism a richer content by describing it as the harmonious 
and enriching co-existence within one  political community of people of divergent, at time, incompatible views 
and their cooperation in establishing and promoting the common good (Mason, 1985). 

Pluralism therefore seems capable of establishing unity in diversity and consequently banishes polarities 
among individuals and their ideas. It could be promoted in a positive way to achieve unity among diverse people. 
Dualism, the philosophy of domination has never had a monopoly of dominating human mind in history; it flo-
wered paripasu with the contrary and equal doctrine of pluralism. We can only appreciate the growth of dualism 
and pluralism better through historical perspective. Greece the birth place of the classical Greek philosophy was 
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a philosophical landscape of pluralism. In spite of her numerous gods, none was regarded as higher than others. 
Egalitarianism is applied not only to human beings but also to the gods. Ancient Indians and Africans were also 
pluralists and egalitarians. The Greeks and Indians were pluralists…Not blessed with any major prophets, their 
religions picked up gods and goddess from neighboring tribes and created many sun gods and with a jumble of 
divine genealogies. They did not or draw clear lines between the gods and men but were content in practicing 
that which was sufficient to pay hood to relatively few. The greatest powers in the world were frequently in con-
flict with each other, but none was always right or always wrong. To the Greeks, the chaotic nature of the world 
and existence was merely apparent than real. So the dualism between white and black was seen to be only ap-
parent. The Greek power to organize chaos has rarely been equaled. Nietzsche tried to understand the Greeks in 
terms of Apollonian and the Dionysian, but because of some proceeding intellectual currents, he did not paint 
his two principles black and white. Though, it would be hazardous to offer sweeping generalizations about an-
cient Greece, we do know that poems of Iliad as well as fourteen of Aeschylus and Sophocles’ tragedies are out-
standing in the craftsmanship of their design. From Homer to Aeschylus and Sophocles, conflicts are prominent 
but never are adversaries colored in Black and White. Homer built the Iliad around contests, stressing the hu-
manity of both sides. The gods participate in the contests, but some on this side and some on that, and like he-
roes they are neither wholly good nor altogether evil. The poet does not moralize but his insistence on the hu-
manity of Hector no less than Patroclus, and of the Trojans no less than Acheons is anything but pre-moral or 
amoral (Kaufman, 1966). In the Greek tragedy, in Aeschylus libation Bearers, Orostos says that right clashes 
with right. In Greek tragic poetry, from Iliad to the Sacchae, it was recognized that nobility and oven divinity 
did not imply that all right was on one side and all wrong on the side of those who opposed Apollo, Dionysius or 
even Zeus. The ethos communicated by most of the dialogues of Plato is that of a common quest for knowledge 
in which even the most intelligent men make mistake. Socrates like Sophocles, insisted that he did not know the 
answers to the most important questions and that if he was wiser than other men it was solely because they 
thought they knew what they did not know.  

Metaphysically speaking, it has been argued that the term “black” was not invented by the whites to make the 
black African or negroes feel inferior,. Nevertheless, the value judgments embedded in the language did under-
mine the self-esteem of the black Africans. Walter Kaufmann argues that taken out of its historical content, 
“black is beautiful’ is as silly as the insistence that ‘white is beautiful’. In its content it was a long overdue cry of 
humanity” (Kaufman, 1966). To regain the self-esteem of blacks, it would not be enough to adopt a pluralistic 
perspective on all things, but beyond that we must insist that black is beautiful and cultivate the habit of toler-
ance. Tolerance, both political and emotional is needed to promote the philosophy of humanism in all its ramifi-
cations to break down the wall of mutually exclusive opposites. Political tolerance is exhibited by one who de-
fends the right of others to express and publish views that he detests, usually with the Proviso that he and others 
have to be allowed to criticize those views in public because the clarification and discovery of truths as well as 
political freedom depend on the free interplay of ideas. On the other hand, emotional tolerance or what is usually 
called lack of prejudice consist in not detesting any human beings simply because they belong to a certain group. 
Whoever sees the Negroes, Whites, Catholics, or Jews as sons of the devil or children of darkness or as pigs dis-
plays emotional intolerance or prejudice. 39 Most fundamentally, Western domination of African has been pre-
dicated on western prejudice and emotional intolerance of the Blackman. The case for political intolerance de-
pends on pluralism.  

If all truths were on one side and nothing but error on the other; if there were good criteria for telling which 
was which but most of mankind were unable to tell truth from error, the case for tolerance would be weak in-
deed. If error is linked with wickedness and eternal ferment, while truth is linked with goodness or endless bliss, 
the case for intolerance would be won (Kaufman, 1966). 

Marcus’s basic error is assumption that all right is on the left; all wrong on the Right. The basic error of the 
white’s cosmology is the assumption that everything white is good and the black is evil.  

The moment we cease to see the world in black and white, the instant we see it in colour in its inexhaustible 
variety, we find a multitude of groups and some hate, some aggression, some stupidity, some lack of information, 
and some errors wherever there are sizable groups of human beings-but fused in ever different proportions with 
love and humanity, intelligence and information and even some truth (Kaufman, 1966). 

It is because men think in terms of good and bad that they construe such pairs as love and hate, truth and error. 
Hate and love may not be opposites, that is, metaphysically speaking. They are not even mutually exclusive 
concepts. They often co-exist and interpenetrate each other. There are no opposites in nature. Only human 
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thoughts and ontologies introduce opposites. To understand complex and chaotic situations like black and white, 
first and third worlds, colonizers and the colonized, we need concepts and abstractions. We need to idealize on 
contingent factors and ignore the imperfections of their existence. Kaufman says, The analytically minded tend 
to leave the realms of faith and morals if not politics, to feeling and intuition, while the prophets of direct expe-
rience indulge in a bare minimum analysis and have fondness for politics (Kaufman, 1966). Analysis and direct 
experience lead to pluralism, and so does any thinking that subjects even faith and morals to analysis. Questions 
like: Are truth and error opposites? or is falsehood the opposite of truth? are questions concerning words or pos-
sibly concepts of understanding. The concepts we use to understand our experiences are functions of our lan-
guage and also of our historical situation and science and philosophy of our time. To illustrate that truth and 
falsehood are not logically opposites, here is an intelligent question: “Abraham Lincoln was born on February 
11, 1809; True or false?” (Kaufman, 1966). The answer is false, but which is hardly the opposite of the truth 
which is that he was born on February 12, 1801.  

True and false dichotomy is hardly applicable on issues that involve philosophy, ideology, or evaluations. 
When we are considering an essay, a book, or a position, it stands to reason that some of the propositions in it 
are true and others false, and that neither epithet should be applied to the whole. As such single propositions like 
“Causality is a concept” or “X caused African unfeedom” or “black is evil” may require analysis before we can 
say that on one interpretation of it is false and on another, perhaps true. When “true and false” are proclaimed to 
be “equivalent” of “progressive and regressive”, it is clear that we are no longer concerned with the correctness 
or incorrectness of propositions and this goes back to Hegel's dictum, in the preface to the phenomenology: “The 
true is the whole” (Kaufman, 1966). This is a pluralism but not for indiscriminate relativism. In Robert Paul 
Wolff’s contribution to A Critique of Pure Tolerance concludes: “Pluralism assumed a genuine social need dur-
ing a significant period of history” (Kaufman, 1966) but now we need to go “beyond pluralism and beyond To-
lerance” (Kaufman, 1966). Pluralism, according to him, is indeed a philosophy of equality and justice but whose 
concrete application supports inequality by ignoring the existence of certain legitimate social groups. But Kauf-
man says that we cannot go beyond pluralism because we have not yet attained pluralism. Our fellow citizens 
are still Manichaeans under skin. They think in terms of “us” and “them”. For a pluralist “we” is a contextual 
term that refers now to one grouping, now to another. A pluralist can say “we” dozens of time without referring 
twice to the same group. That is perhaps why the philosophical basis of African freedom needs, among other 
things, to go beyond black and white polarity to pluralism and equality.  

4. African Philosophy and the Paradox of African Freedom 
Philosophy, no doubt, criticizes the mode and the terrain of thought of a people. Therefore in a localized and na-
tionalistic sense, it portrays the identity of a people. Philosophy could be the cultural basis of a people’s freedom. 
One could contend without fear of contradiction that the assertion of African Philosophy is the assertion of 
African freedom. This assertion has some weakness in the face of issues that have been thrown-up in the debate 
about the status of African Philosophy. Yet the assertion of African Philosophy as the philosophical basis of 
African freedom is plausible in the historical context of African colonization. Besides, the mere assertion of 
African philosophy as the basis of African freedom will remain arguable as far as the understanding of Philoso-
phy is vigorously pursued. It is in this context that we identify a paradox involved in the concepts of African 
freedom. The paradox of African freedom as embedded in the debate about the status of African Philosophy is 
obvious. The writings and the quest for a distinctive African Philosophy are in a way a move for African free-
dom, to liberate Africa from the pervasive europeanization. While a monist conception of philosophy holds that 
African participation in the common world heritage of philosophizing is seen as constituting an African freedom, 
conversely put, African philosophical freedom must of necessity be ideological. While the former school of 
thought holds that African philosophy must be withdrawn from the ideological myth of ethnophilosophy and 
focus on the universal conception of philosophy, the latter argues to the contrary. The monists like Paulin Hou-
tondji, Kwasi Wiredu and Peter Bodunrin stand for a h historical, progressive attitude embodied in the term 
“Philosophy” against the dogmatic (systematic) and conservative attitude of ethnographers, anthropologists and 
mythologists. They advocate for a march by all races into humanity or neck to neck relay of all nations to hu-
manity. They construe African freedom in her joining other races in the noble task of philosophizing as a com-
mon heritage rather than indulge in a paradoxical ideological and narcissistic defence of African culture. On the 
other hand, the ideologists or liberalists’ (like Profs Kwame Gyekye, C. B. Okolo etc.) arguments presuppose 
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that African freedom is entailed in the ideological and nationalistic defense of African ancient thoughts against 
the eurocentricism of modern philosophy. They believe that African identity lies in her philosophy from which 
her freedom can be established. They hold that the ancient African religious world views constitute a philosophy 
in their right and must be treated and regarded as such to uphold African freedom. 

Paulin Houtondji and other monists want African philosophy to be viewed from universalist perspective ra-
ther than from the ideological and (anthropological) perspective. Paulin Houtondji argued that the interlocutors 
of African philosophy exalt their own cultural particularities, a situation which arises when one faces people 
from other countries and is forced to assert one’s uniqueness by conforming to the current stereotypes of one’s 
own society and civilization. He advocates for a universality where one is set-free from the need to assert one-
self in the face of others in internal discussion and exchange of ideas among philosophers and scientists in the 
scientific tradition. He says that philosophers should not be content to repeat hallowed themes, justify them, and 
give them a new and sounder foundation. He described ethnophilosophy as an implicit, unexpressed world-view, 
which never existed anywhere but in the anthropologist’s imagination. Ethnophilosophy is a pre-philosophy 
mistaken itself for a metaphilosophy, a philosophy which instead of presenting its own rational justification, 
shelter lazily behind the authority of a tradition and projects its own thesis and beliefs on to that tradition (Hou-
tondji, 1983). Houtondji criticizes Tempels, Kagame and Awolalu for conceiving philosophy on the model of 
religion, as a permanent stable system of beliefs, unaffected by evolution, impervious to time and history ever 
identical to itself. According to him, African philosophers should promote and sustain constant free discussion 
about all the problems concerning their discipline instead of being satisfied with a private and somewhat abstract 
dialogue which encourage “folklorism”, cultural exhibitionism and particularism. 

Much as one can agree with Houtondji on the nature of African Philosophy, there are, however, grounds, 
mostly ideological, for which one must discountenance his claims. According to Abiola Irele the intellectual 
presupposition of colonialism represented a formulation in negative terms of African identity; its racism was a 
large statement about the nature of the African which called for a refutation (Houtondji, 1983). The European 
mind, especially in the Enlightenment period attempted to understand itself through the mirror of other races and 
cultures which afforded a justification for their domination over Africa. Take for instance, in Hegel’s philosophy, 
Africa is excluded totally from the historical process, through which, according to him, the human spirit fulfills 
itself. Hegel places Africa at the opposite pole to Europe, as its ideal and spiritual antithesis (Houtondji, 1983). 
Lucian Levy-Bruhl, in a similar tone, argues that there is a disparity between the nature and quality of the Euro-
pean mind, and, what he called “primitive mentality” of non-western people and cultures (Houtondji, 1983). 
According to him, rationality is the prerogative and defining quality of white man it is this ideological and eth-
nophilosophical undertones of these white authors, among others, that justified the equally ethnophilosophical 
and ideological definition of African philosophy. Hence the so called African Ethnophilosophers were in a di-
lemma to rescue Africa from European ideological and philosophical domination. The encounter between Africa 
and Europe has brought about a conflict of cultures, a situation that, in the specific context of colonization, has 
produced extension of the heart of the African system of values (Houtondji, 1983). The dilemma of an African 
philosopher involves a consideration of the relationship between the modes of thought which inform the tradi-
tional values and cultural expression of African life on the one hand and, on the other, those enshrined in west-
ern philosophy, which historically have shaped the course of Western civilization and the enslavement of Africa. 
Seen from the point of view of their global import the circumstances in which philosophical reflection is pro-
ceeding in Africa today present some important parallel to those that presided over the early phase of the elabo-
ration of western philosophy itself (Houtondji, 1983). African intelligentsia therefore were compelled to reflect 
upon African historical being in the intellectual response of Africans to the challenge of western civilization.  

The ideological and narcissistic monologue of Western culture naturally engenders the ideological response of 
African intellectuals in terms of narcissistic monologue of African culture. Therefore, it becomes a legitimate 
means of establishing the philosophical basis of African freedom. It is out of the zeal to pursue this goal that 
Leopold Sedar Senghor wrote Negritude as the racial and cultural consciousness of the African. But unfortu-
nately, Senghor in trying to define and assert African authenticity, plays into the Whiteman’s hand and creates a 
dichotomy between the European mind and African mind by saying that emotion is characteristic of the African 
while reason is characteristic of Hellenism (Houtondji, 1983). However “Negritude” inspired a movement am- 
ong French speaking scholars towards the investigation of traditional thought system. Tempels and Kagame stu-
dies on Bantu and Rwanda philosophies respectively were also good attempts at showing that Africans had 
thought-system and that they were not all that slavish to Western-oriented philosophy (Houtondji, 1983). Simi-
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larly, Cheik Anta Diop attempts to define African identity in sociological and materialistic terms and to demon-
strate the Negro origin of ancient Egyptian civilization and refute the argument that black race had produced no 
great civilization. He traces the continuity of ancient Egyptian civilization in the traditional cultures of contem-
porary Africa (Houtondji, 1983). Yet the historical approach to African identity and personality is to counter the 
evolutionary view of classical anthropology which contrives to place the White race and Western civilization at 
the apex of human development. Instead of the unilateral and ethnocentric conception of history of Hegel, Diop 
proposes a universal history in which Africa is involved. This view of Diop incidentally is an approach to Afri-
can freedom, which anticipated the views of Paulin Houtondji and Peter Bodunrin as well as enhancing the pa-
radox involved in African freedom. But in an ideological overtone, Diop views history as a primordial and de-
termining factor of African’s cultural unity and the effect of this is the differentiation of the African in terms of 
his cultural expression and attitude to the world. This is what Senghor conceptualized as a structure and mode of 
being. 

Frantz Fanon’s contribution to African freedom is in some sense ideological and in other sense universalist. 
He infuses a radical spirit in the process. For him the struggle against colonization is a process through which 
colonization is a process through which colonized man would remake his humanity, diminished and distorted by 
the experience of domination. He criticized Senghor’s negritude as a theory of collective personality of the race 
objectified in the forms of articulation of the traditional culture. According to him, African culture will take 
concrete shape around the struggle of the people not around songs, poems and folklore (Houtondji, 1983). For 
Fanon, cultural expression refers not to a predetermined model offered by the past but to a reality that lies in the 
future as a perpetual creation. Culture, for him, is not a state but a becoming. In this sense of African freedom, 
Fanon, Marcie Towa and Houtondji seem to be in agreement against Senghorian negritude and “ethnophiloso-
phy” which seeks to perpetuate and foster the Illusion that African can offer to Europe, a heightening of its soul 
before the complete liquidation of European imperialism in Africa. In reality, no cultural development of an 
importance will be possible in Africa until she has built up a material strength capable of guaranteeing her sove-
reignty and her power of decision not only in the political and economic field but also in the cultural. Our infe-
riority in material terms places our culture at the very mercy of the great powers in our time (Houtondji, 1983). 
C. B. Okolo’s view on African philosophy and freedom looks like a combination of the ideological and monist 
approach. But if one must locate him in either of these schools, he seems to fit the model of Seghorian negritude, 
which is ideological, as articulated in his article Negritude, a philosophy of Social Action. Nkrumah Kwame and 
Walter Rodney in their books Consciecism and How Europe underdeveloped Africa respectively are plainly and 
uncompromising ideological. 

5. Conclusion 
It is within the foray of the ideological and monist approaches to African freedom that a reconciliation must be 
sought. While the monist approach to human freedom, including that of the Africans, is necessarily true, the 
monists must at the same time appreciate the predicament of the Africans and the ideological assault on them by 
their overlords, the whites. The debate on African philosophy and freedom must therefore necessarily begin with 
an ideological defense of African personality which has hitherto been humiliated by the ideological universali-
zation of European culture. One may therefore, suggest that the quest for African freedom should begin with a 
narcissistic monologue and defense of African culture and then a twist into a monist approach, after the ideolog-
ical and narcissistic monologue of European culture must have been eliminated and countered. It is at the equal 
standing on pthe ideological struggles of Europe and Africa that a fresh start can be made in the search for the 
freedom of humanity. One thing obvious in the two approaches is that each of them connotes both African free-
dom and unfreedom. Since that is the case, African freedom would mean the pursuit of the two approaches si-
multaneously. While the monist approach is utopian from the point of view of the conservative Africans, the 
ideological (or liberal) approach is at best racist from both some African and European point of views. 
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