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introduction
i s s u e  1 ,  f a l l  2 0 1 1

It is my pleasure to introduce the first issue of Noumena, 
the undergraduate philosophy journal at the University 
of Toronto Scarborough, produced in conjunction with 
the fourth annual undergraduate philosophy conference 
at UTSC. The journal is ambitiously broad in its scope, 
with paper in the history of philosophy (Plato, Descartes, 
Heidegger), contemporary metaphysics, and contemporary 
ethics. The papers themselves were written by undergraduates 
from a number of institutions: the University of Toronto, 
from both the Scarborough and St. George campuses; York 
University; the University of Michigan; Carleton University; 
and Stanford University. Thus, the journal showcases the 
talents of local UTSC undergraduate students, the talents 
of undergraduate students  at other institutions, and the 
connections that the contributors and editors have forged 
among these institutions.

The first issue of this journal comes at an opportune time. 
Philosophy has been taught at UTSC for many years, but 
until the current academic year, it has been taught under 
the aegis of the Department of Humanities. The launch of 
Noumena is a wonderful way to celebrate the inauguration 
of the new Department of Philosophy at UTSC. 

In my time so far as the department’s first chair, I have 
had many opportunities to interact with the leadership of 
the undergraduate philosophical community at UTSC. 
They have worked very hard not only to produce this 
journal, but also to organize the conference, taking care of 
everything from the mundane task of arranging caterers to 
the difficult task of vetting papers both for the conference 
and the journal. They have done a wonderful job. I would 



i n t r o d u c t i o n

like especially to note the contribution of, in alphabetical 
order, Heather Hutchinson, Ryan Khan, Danielle Lediard, 
Samuel On, Kevin Wang, and Rixin Wang.

March 16, 2011

Philip Kremer
Chair, Department of Philosophy
University of Toronto Scarborough
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iI Introduction
Gary Young’s article, “Socrates and Obedience,” has 

been seminal in the literature on Plato’s Crito.1 In his paper, 
Young reconciles two contradictory propositions found in 
two separate dialogues: the first is found in the Apology 
and the second is found in the Crito. The propositions, as 
presented by Young, are:

(I) I shall not give up philosophy, even if the city 
commands me to do so.2

(II) Every citizen (including myself ) should obey 
every command of the city.3

To deal with this contradiction, Young examines four 
arguments found in the Crito; however, he identifies a 
second contradiction between two of these four arguments. 
In this paper, I will examine these four arguments in order 
to show that they are simply a way of unpacking that 
which Crito, Socrates’ interlocutor, does not understand. 
In conclusion, I will reconcile the contradiction Young 
identifies by providing evidence for the qualification 
underlying one of the arguments.

There are two possible ways to respond to the first 
contradiction that Young addresses. The first is to reconcile 
the two by means of a hidden parameter or qualification, 
and the second is to accept the contradiction. It cannot be 

1 See, e.g., Barker (1977); Bostock (1990); Brickhouse (2006); Euben 
(1978); Johnson (1990); McLaughlin (1976); Ophuijsen (1999); 
Pharrell (1978); Quandt (1982); Rosano (2000); Steadman (2006); 
Stephens (1985); Weiss (1998); West, and West (1982); and Woozley 
(1979).
2 Apology, I., 29d.
3 Crito, 60a–53a.
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the case that Socrates holds contradictory beliefs, therefore, 
Young states that the contradiction between propositions 
(I) and (II) is merely verbal. To say that this contradiction 
is “merely verbal” is to say that the contradiction appears 
due to the words that Socrates uses, and not necessarily 
the ideas that Socrates holds. This makes the contradiction 
superficial—given a thorough examination of the 
propositions one will see that it is not the case that the 
propositions contradict each other. Socrates is not really 
contradicting himself in asserting propositions (I) and (II), 
because, he has in mind a qualification of either (I) and (II) 
[usually (II) is picked for this role] which has the effect of 
limiting the applicability of (I) to one set of cases, and the 
applicability of (II) to a wholly different set of cases. Thus, 
(I) and (II) could never both apply to the same situation.4 

Young rejects the possibility that Socrates holds 
contradictory views, and claims that the reconciliation of the 
two propositions can be done by means of considering the 
dramatic structure as well as the argumentative structure. In 
other words, he considers not only Socrates’ words, but also 
the dramatic setting of the dialogues because this structure 
plays an important role in the dialogue. In order to reconcile 
propositions I and II, Young looks at the dramatic structure 
of the Crito, as opposed to looking at the dramatic structure 
of both the Crito and the Apology, or solely of the Apology. 
Using his reading of the Crito, Young focuses on four 
arguments in order to explain how Socrates can claim that 
every citizen ought to obey every command of the city and 
yet also claim that he will never abandon philosophy, despite 
what the city commands. These arguments are:

4 Gary Young, “Socrates and Obedience,” Phronesis, Vol. 19, No. 1 
(1974), 2.
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(A) By running away Socrates intends to destroy 
the polis 5 and its nomoi.6, 7

(B) Socrates stands to the polis and nomoi as slave 
to master and child to parents, and therefore he must 
submit to them.8

(C) Socrates has made an agreement with the nomoi, 
an agreement whose terms require that Socrates stay 
to meet his death.9

(D) Socrates’ flight will have bad affects upon his 
friends, himself and his children.10

Given this set of arguments, it is the case that there is a 
contradiction between arguments (B) and (C). Young points 
out this discrepancy and states: 

Arguments (B) and (C) are alike in that the laws claim 
in both that Socrates is their slave (although in (C) 
they do not use the word slave). The difference is that 
in (B) Socrates is born the city’s slave, while in (C) he 
agrees to become its slave. But how can a born slave 
agree to become a slave? Such an “agreement” could 
only be a joke.11

Young is correct to say that Socrates cannot give both 
arguments (B) and (C). The contradiction between being 

5 For a more accurate understanding of the dialogue, I will use the 
Greek word for city-state “polis” untranslated. 
6 I will use the Greek word for laws and conventions “nomoi” 
untranslated.
7 Crito, 50a–c. The singular form for a law or a convention is “nomos.”
8 Crito, 50c–52c.
9 Crito, 51c–53a.
10 Crito, 53a–54b.
11   Young, “Socrates and Obedience,” 21.
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a slave in (B) and being free in (C) is just as glaring as 
that between propositions (I) and (II).12 Therefore, the 
seriousness of this contradiction is just as significant as the 
contradiction between the dialogues.

Either arguments (B) and (C) are reconcilable or they are 
not. Either the contradiction can be reconciled by means of 
a hidden parameter or qualification, or the contradiction 
must be accepted as such. Just as Young states in regards 
to propositions (I) and (II), it cannot be the case that 
Socrates holds contradictory beliefs within the Crito as 
well. Therefore, we must reconcile the two by means of a 
qualification between arguments (B) and (C). In response 
to this contradiction, Young states, “Should we not consider 
this to be further evidence that the arguments of the laws 
are not meant to express Plato’s or Socrates’ beliefs?”13 In 
effect, Young is saying that (B) and (C) can be reconciled 
the same way that he reconciled propositions (I) and (II), 
that is, by considering the dramatic structure.

To this end, Young explains what it is about Socrates’ 
audiences and purposes in the two dialogues that might 
reasonably lead him to misrepresent his beliefs in one 
dialogue or the other.14 Similarly, I will attempt to analyze 
the dramatic and argumentative structure of the Crito 
using Young’s reading of the dialogue to reconcile the 
contradiction that he identifies between arguments (B) and 
(C). In other words, I assume the task of carrying out what 
Young has only suggested is possible. In order to do this, 
we must first consider the context in which the arguments 
(A), (B), (C) and (D) appear. Given this, we will see that 

12 Ibid., 22.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid., 4.
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arguments (A) through (D) are a way of unpacking notions 
which Crito, Socrates’ interlocutor, does not understand.

iII The Context
At the beginning of the dialogue, we find Crito watch-
ing Socrates as he sleeps in his prison cell. Socrates has 
been sentenced to death by drinking hemlock because he 
was found guilty of corrupting the young of Athens and 
not believing in the gods of Athens. As soon as Socrates 
awakens, Crito proceeds to try to convince Socrates to 
escape. Crito’s main argument is that he is afraid of what 
others, whom do not know them well, will think if he 
does not help Socrates to escape.15 
In response to Crito’s pleas, Socrates insists on examin-
ing the question whether or not he ought to escape.16 
Socrates’ refutation17 can be summarized as follows:

(1) We ought not to esteem all the opinions of men, 
but some and not others, and not those of all men, 
but only of some.

(2) From 1: We ought to esteem the good ones and 
not the bad ones.

(3) From 2: The good ones are those of the wise 
and the bad ones are those of the foolish.

(4) If a man is an athlete and makes that his 
business, he does not pay attention to every man’s 
praise and blame and opinion; he heeds only the 

15 Crito, 44a–46a.
16 Crito, 46b.
17 Crito, 47a–48a.
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praise, blame and opinion of one man—his physician 
or trainer. 

(5) From 4: Then he ought to fear the blame and 
welcome the praise of that one man and not of the 
multitude.

(6) From 5: He must act and exercise and eat and 
drink as advised by the one man who is his director 
and who knows the business best, and disregard what 
all others advise. 

(7) From 6: If he disobeys the one man and 
disregards his opinion and praise, but regards the 
words of the many who have no special knowledge, 
he will come to harm.

(8) From 7: This harm will come upon his body; 
for that is what it ruins.

(9) So: if we do not follow the one man, we 
shall injure and cripple that which we used to say 
is benefited by the dikaion18 and is ruined by the 
adikia.19

(10) If through yielding to the opinion of the 
ignorant we ruin that which is benefited by health 
and injured by disease, life is no longer worth living.

18 Young does not explain this term or the reason that he adopted 
this term from the Greek text. Instead of using the English word “right” 
as some philosophers and translators do, it is accurate to say “just” and 
even more accurate to use “dikaion.” Throughout this paper, I intend 
to preserve and use the word dikaion just as Young has, as it accurately 
denotes what Socrates means to say.
19 Given that I have been using the Greek word dikaion untranslated, 
it would only seem appropriate to also use the word adikia untranslated, 
which means “injustice”.
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(11) Likewise, if we ruin that which is injured by 
the adikia and improved by the dikaion, life is not 
worth living. It is not living, but living well, which 
we ought to consider most important, for living well 
and living dikaion are the same thing.

Socrates concludes that one must not consider at all what 
the many will say of us, because their opinions may harm 
us, but rather, one ought to listen to the wise because what 
the wise say will benefit us. Living without living well is to 
live a life that is undirected—it is what results from blindly 
obeying any opinion that we may come across. In order to 
live dikaion and to live a life worth living, we must discern 
the ignorant opinions from the wise ones and follow them. 
And, so, Socrates establishes that Crito was wrong when he 
began by saying that he ought to consider the opinions of 
the many.

iIII The Critical Point
Subsequently, Socrates examines a different question—

the question whether or not it is dikaion to escape without 
the permission of the Athenians.20 He begins with the 
proposition that one ought never to requite adikia with 
adikia, or evil with evil.21 Crito agrees to this. The next 
proposition is that a man ought to do what he has agreed 
to do, provided it is dikaion.22 Crito agrees with this as well.

Young also points out these propositions. He paraphrases 
them as follows:

(a) One must not do adikia even when wronged.

20 Crito, 48b.
21 Crito, 49a–49e.
22 Crito, 49e.
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Since Socrates states that there is no difference between 
doing adikia and doing harm, Young reformulates 
proposition (a) as: 

(a’) One must not do harm, even when harmed 
oneself.

The second proposition is:

(b) A person ought to do what he/she has agreed 
to do, if what he/she has agreed to do is dikaion.23

Subsequently in the dialogue, Socrates asks:

Then consider whether, if we go away from here 
without the consent of the polis, we are doing harm 
to the very ones to whom we least ought to do harm, 
or not, and whether we are abiding by what we agreed 
was dikaion, or not? 24

This proposition cannot be established because Crito does 
not understand the question that Socrates poses. Here, there 
are actually two questions that Socrates is posing to Crito:

(1) If we go away from here without the consent of 
the polis, are we or are we not, doing harm to the very 
ones to whom we least ought to do harm?

(2) If we go away from here without the consent 
of the polis, are we or are we not abiding by what we 
agreed was dikaion?

Young does not point out this detail, and as a result, takes 
this set as a single question—as a whole.

At this point in the conversation, Crito states that 

23 Young, “Socrates and Obedience,” 10.
24 Crito, 49e.
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he cannot answer because he does not understand, and 
Socrates asks Crito to consider the question a different way. 
Crito’s lack of understanding marks a critical transition in 
the dialogue. It is unknown why or what Crito does not 
understand; we can only speculate. However, his lack of 
comprehension allows Socrates to reformulate the question 
and present the inquiry anew: he anthropomorphizes the 
nomoi, and dictates a conversation between the nomoi 
and himself. The following section which concludes the 
dialogue, commonly known as the “The Laws,” or “Nomoi,” 
presents the four arguments which Young uses to reconcile 
propositions (I) and (II). Young claims that the nomoi are 
ideally suited to explain this to Crito, for it is the nomoi 
which, Socrates seems to think, will be harmed by his flight, 
and it is the nomoi with whom he seems to think he made an 
agreement which he will break if he flees.25 I disagree with 
Young on this point. I have reason to believe that Socrates 
will be harming someone else, and it is someone else with 
whom he has entered into an agreement. We will see that 
the evidence indicates that it is Socrates himself with which 
this agreement was made, but there is more that we need 
to consider.

As a response to the questions that precede the Nomoi, 
it makes sense that the presentation of arguments (A) 
through (D) are a way of explaining, answering or simply 
unpacking what Socrates means to say by the questions. 
We must remember that Crito has already agreed to (a), 
(a’) and (b). The first, (a) states that one must not do adikia 
even when wronged. The second, (a’) states that one must 
not do harm, even when harmed oneself. And the third, (b) 
states that a person ought to do what he/she has agreed to 

25 Young, “Socrates and Obedience,” 11.
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do, if what he/she has agreed to do is dikaion. As Crito has 
agreed to these, we may assume that he understands these 
propositions. Furthermore, Young claims that:

We might expect that these arguments [the four we 
are presently examining] will all turn upon (a), (a’) 
and (b). Argument (D) is wholly dependent on (a), 
(a’) and (b). Argument (A) relies upon (a’), (B) upon 
(a), and (C) upon (b). But in none of these arguments 
are (a), (a’) or (b) stated explicitly.26

I agree that the arguments “turn upon” the propositions 
(a), (a’) and (b), however, they turn upon the propositions 
insofar as they unpack the questions that Socrates has 
asked Crito. The arguments break down the main ideas 
that Socrates’ questions embody, and, thus I argue that each 
argument unpacks one of the two questions that I have 
indicated and partitioned. 

iIV Question (1)
The first question in the set is: If we go away from here 

without the consent of the polis, are we or are we not, doing 
harm to the very ones to whom we least ought to do harm? 
This question consists of two elements: harm/injury, and 
relationships. 

Firstly, it is unjust to do harm to anyone even if harmed. 
Socrates clearly states this point at 49d (our propositions (a) 
and (a’))—it is not the case that it is dikaion to do adikia 
or to requite adikia with adikia, or when we suffer evil to 
defend ourselves by doing evil in return. Here, Socrates is 
applying the proposition to his current situation, and asks 
whether escaping would adhere to the proposition that was 

26 Ibid., 14.
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ascertained just moments prior.
Secondly, this question implies that escaping would 

harm someone or some people, but what is more—we 
ought to harm this person or people the least. So, there 
is a particular significance regarding this individual or 
individuals insofar as we maintain a meaningful relationship 
to them. Furthermore, this meaningful relationship is unlike 
the relationship we hold with strangers or acquaintances, 
even though it is equally unjust to harm them or retaliate 
against their harm or to commit adikia against them.

V   Question (2)
The second question asks: If we go away from here 

without the consent of the polis, are we or are we not abiding 
by what we agreed was dikaion? This question embodies 
the notion of an agreement. It incorporates proposition 
(b) that a person ought to do what he/she has agreed to 
do, if what he/she has agreed to do is dikaion. Socrates 
applies this proposition to his current situation, and asks 
whether escaping would adhere to the proposition that was 
ascertained. Furthermore, since an agreement necessitates 
at the least two parties, one of the two parties is assumed to 
be Socrates. However, it is unclear who the corresponding 
party would be. We know only that Socrates has entered 
into an agreement and this agreement was dikaion.

VI Argument (A)
The argument that by running away Socrates intends to 

destroy the polis and its nomoi unpacks the proposition (a’) 
that one must not do harm, even when harmed oneself. 
Moreover, it unpacks part of question (1): “if we go away 
from here without the consent of the polis, are we or are we 
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not, doing harm to the very ones to whom we least ought 
to do harm?”

According to Young, argument (A) proceeds as follows: 

(1) If the decisions made by the courts of a polis 
are disobeyed, then the polis and its nomoi will be 
destroyed. 

(2) If Socrates runs away, he will disobey the 
decision made by the courts of Athens that he should 
die. 

(3) From 1 and 2: If Socrates runs away, he will be 
destroying Athens and its nomoi, so far as he is able. 

(a’) One must not do harm, even when harmed 
oneself.

(4) To destroy something is to harm it.

(5) From 3, (a’) and 4: Socrates must not run away.

All the premises of this argument do not appear explicitly; 
in reading the Crito, we must assume these steps. Once we 
do, we see that argument (A) applies proposition (a’) to the 
question of whether or not it is dikaion to escape. Socrates 
establishes that it would be adikia to escape because it is 
not dikaion to requite harm with harm and evil with evil.

VII Argument (B)
Argument B claims that Socrates stands to the polis 

and the nomoi as slave to master and child to parent, and 
therefore must submit to both polis and nomoi. It employs 
an analogy that compares the relationship Socrates has with 
the polis and nomoi with the relationship that exists between 
1) a slave and her master and 2) a child and her parent.  
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Socrates is analogous to a slave and a child, while the polis 
and nomoi are analogous to the master and parent. Looking 
to this comparison, we may infer a few things. On the one 
hand, Socrates stands in submissive relation to the polis 
just as the slave must submit to her master or as the child 
must submit to her parent. On the other hand, the polis and 
nomoi dominate over Socrates just as a master and parent 
dominates over her slave or child. Given this asymmetrical 
relationship, Socrates depends on the polis and nomoi, that 
is, Socrates is a dependent agent. 

In his account of this asymmetrical relationship between 
Socrates, and the polis and the nomoi, Young claims that 
what is dikaion for the parent or master is not the same as 
what is dikaion for a child or slave.27 And given that Socrates’ 
relation to the polis or the nomoi is similar to that of a slave’s 
position to her master, what is dikaion for the polis or the 
nomoi, is not the same as what is dikaion for Socrates. Thus 
it seems that the notion of dikaion for Socrates is different 
than the notion of dikaion for the polis or the nomoi. 

But what does Young mean by dikaion? Young asks 
the following question: does dikaion mean that the slave-
child (-citizen) has no rights, or does it mean only that we 
cannot infer from the fact that the master-parent (-city) 
has a certain right, that the slave-child (-citizen) also has 
it?28 Young uses the first interpretation, and claims that the 
analogy tells us that the slave-child (-citizen) has no rights. 

I think that Young misinterprets the asymmetry. Socrates 
neither mentions nor alludes to the idea of “rights.” He does 
not say anything about the status of the slave-child (-citizen) 
that justifies Young’s interpretation. Socrates may speak of 

27 Ibid., 17.
28 Ibid., 17.
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isotes (equality) but I argue that he does not intend this to 
refer to an equality of something, such as rights. Consider 
the following Greek excerpt from the Crito from which this 
mistake may have occurred:

ἣ πρὸς μέν ἄρα σοι τὸν πατέρα οὐκ ἐξ ἴσου ἧν τὸ 
δίκαιον καὶ πρὸς τὸν δεσπότην…

English translations interpret the passage as the following:

There was no such equality of right between you and 
your father or your master…29 

Socrates’ use of isou means, “equal terms” and describes 
the relationship of dikaiosune—that is, of justice—between 
Socrates, and the polis or the nomoi. There is no direct 
reference to or word equivalent to “right” in the Greek text. 
It may be more accurate to interpret this portion of the 
text as follows: “There was no such equal terms of justice 
between you and your father or your master…” Young is 
incorrect to attribute rights to the nomoi and the absence or 
lack of rights to the slave-child (-citizen) in order to illustrate 
the inequality and asymmetry between the two. Nothing 
in the dialogue justifies Young’s attribution of rights to the 
polis. We ought to understand “equality of justice” instead 
of “equality of rights.” The reason for the inequality and 
asymmetry does not revolve around the concept of “rights,” 
but it does revolve around the concept of dikaiosune. 

Here, we see the second element of question (1) being 
unraveled—the element of relationships. The asymmetrical 
relationship between a slave and master, or child and parent 
is just that sort of meaningful relationship that fits the bill. 
Therefore, although it is adikia to requite harm with harm 

29 My italics.
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and evil with evil, Socrates means to say that we ought to 
harm the least those whom are superior to us.

VIII Argument (C)
At the root of this argument, we have the concept of 

an agreement. An agreement is an expression of assent by 
two or more parties to the same object. It is a contract 
wherein all parties and/or independent agents give their 
explicit or implicit consent to act according to the terms 
of the agreement. The object of an “agreement” ranges in 
meaning from mutual understanding to binding obligation. 

This argument follows logically from and reinforces 
proposition (b) that a person ought to do what he/she has 
agreed to do, if what he/she has agreed to do is dikaion. In 
the case of argument (C), Socrates implicitly consents30 to 
abide by the laws of Athens, and by extension, he consents 
to obey the command to stay in Athens and to drink the 
hemlock. According to the terms of the agreement to which 
he implicitly consents, he must obey every command of the 
nomoi provided that it is dikaion and if he thinks that the 
command is not dikaion, then he must attempt to persuade 
the nomoi to command something that is. Therefore, we 
can see that argument (C) incorporates proposition (b), 
and answers Socrates’ question (2). Since Crito ascertained 
that one must abide by what she has agreed, Socrates asks 

30 There are five reasons, in the Crito, that provide evidence for 
Socrates’ implicit consent to obey the polis. First, he has made his 
satisfaction and pact quite clear because he had never left the polis 
for any other reason but for military service (52b6). Second, he begat 
children and tended to his family in the polis (52c3). Third, he said 
that he preferred death to exile at his trial (52c8). So, even at his trial, 
Socrates did not want to leave Athens. Fourth, Socrates was neither 
compelled to stay nor was he deceived to stay (52e3). Fifth, he had 
his entire life to leave but during the span of seventy years he seldom 
left (52e5).



r e c o n c i l i n g t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n i n p l ato’s  c r i to24

whether or not he will be abiding if he escapes. Argument 
(C) illustrates that he will be breaking an agreement, so his 
escape would not be dikaion.
In discussing argument (C), Young introduces the idea 
of persuasion and prioritizes it. The notion of persuasion 
within the context of an “agreement,” is the opportunity 
that allows the slave-child (-citizen) to change the com-
mand of the nomoi, if she thinks that it is not dikaion. 
But, noticing the role of persuasion within the context of 
the agreement is not as important as noticing Socrates’ 
emphasis on the fact that the nomoi speak the truth. 
Socrates states:

Or is your wisdom such that you do not see that your 
country is more precious and more to be revered and 
is holier and in higher esteem among the gods and 
among men of understanding than your mother and 
your father and all your ancestors, (…) you must do 
whatever the polis, your country, commands, or must 
show her by persuasion what is really dikaion, but 
that it is impious to use violence against either your 
father or your mother, and much more impious to 
use it against your country? What shall we reply to 
this, Crito, that the laws speak the truth, or not?31

The nomoi and the polis speak the truth because there are 
ways in which they are not analogous to a parent or a master. 
These analogies, if we assume them to be exhaustive allude 
to lateral relationships, when Socrates tells us that there is a 
hierarchy. It is adikia to harm one’s father or mother, but it 
is even worse to harm one’s polis. Thus, the relation that one 
has to one’s polis is to be respected above all others. The polis 

31 Crito, 51a–c.
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and the nomoi rank higher, and they do this because they 
have the ability to speak the truth. Given that the nomoi 
speak the truth32, persuasion would be the appropriate 
method of changing its commands. The truth is based 
on sound arguments, and the commands logically follow 
from these arguments, therefore, one must change the laws’ 
arguments in order to change its commands. 

iX Argument (D)
In this argument, the Nomoi claim that Socrates’ flight 

will have negative effects upon his friends, himself and 
his children. Young says that this argument turns upon 
proposition (a), (a’) and (b), but I think that argument (D) 
is different from the others given that it actually takes into 
account the repercussions of Socrates’ flight out of Athens. 
Nonetheless, for the purpose of my argument, argument 
(D) unpacks question (1). 

In this argument, Socrates considers his friends, himself, 
and his children—and each time, these considerations 
refer back to some argument earlier advanced by Crito.33 
The most important consideration is that which concerns 
himself. Crito reminds Socrates that should he escape 
and not know what to do with himself, Crito’s friends in 
Thessaly would welcome and protect Socrates.34 However, 
in the section of the Nomoi, the nomoi argue that if Socrates 
goes to well-governed cities like Thebes or Megara, he will 
go as an enemy, while if he goes to Thessaly or some other 
disorderly city, he will have to live as an inferior and a slave.35 

32 Crito, 51c.
33 Young, “Socrates and Obedience,” 22.
34 Crito, 45b–c.
35 Crito, 53b–e.
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Here the Nomoi indicate that it is not living, but living well, 
which we ought to consider most important. Recall that 
we find this conclusion at the end of Socrates’ refutation 
of Crito, which I outlined in section II. The Nomoi state:

Will you then avoid the well-governed cities and 
the most civilized men? And if you do this will your 
life be worth living? … What will become of your 
conversations about dikaiosune and virtue?36

Wherever he goes, Socrates will be unable to converse with 
others about dikaosune and virtue, and these conversations 
seem to uniquely benefit Socrates. The Nomoi clearly imply 
that if he cannot converse elsewhere—cannot engage in 
philosophy elsewhere—he has no reason to flee Athens, even 
to avoid his death.37 Socrates will be harming his friends 
and children if he escapes, but most importantly, he will 
be harming himself by denying himself the opportunity to 
philosophize elsewhere. Thus we clearly see that Socrates 
consults (a) and (a’) in formulating his response to question 
(1). The answer to question (1) is that if Socrates does 
go away from the polis without the permission of the 
Athenians, then according to (a) and (a’), he will be harming 
his friends, himself and his children. It will not be dikaion, if 
Socrates escapes because he will be harming himself insofar 
as he will not be living dikaion—he will just be living. 

36 Crito, 53c–54a.
37 Young, “Socrates and Obedience,” 24.
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X Analogy of the Athlete
Thus far, I have established that arguments (A) through 

(D) are ways of answering and unpacking what Socrates 
means by questions (1) and (2) and propositions (a), (a’) 
and (b). Again, we can safely assume that since Crito 
understands the propositions, the arguments turn upon 
the propositions: (A) unpacks (1) with the help of (a’), (B) 
unpacks (1) with the help of (a), (C) unpacks (2) with 
the help (b), and (D) applies all of propositions (a), (a’) 
and (b). Therefore, we see that arguments (A) through (D) 
are not necessarily expressions of what Socrates actually 
means; instead, the arguments are a means of helping Crito 
understand what propositions (a) and (a’) entail, as well as 
what questions (1) and (2) actually demand us to consider. 
Next I will back track to the beginning of the dialogue, 
when Socrates refutes Crito’s arguments for escaping. 
This argument I had set out in section II. Let us return to 
the analogy of the athlete at 47b, which is introduced at 
step 4 of the refutation. 

(1) If a man is an athlete and makes that his 
business, he does not pay attention to every man’s 
praise and blame and opinion, but only to the 
praise, blame and opinions offered by a man who is 
a physician or a trainer.

(2) Then he ought to fear the blame and welcome 
the praise of that one man and not of the multitude.

(3) He must act and exercise and eat and drink as 
advised by the one man who is his director and who 
knows his business best, and he must disregard what 
all others advise.
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(4) If he disobeys the one man and disregards his 
opinion and praise, but regards the words of the 
many who have no special knowledge, he will come 
to harm.

(5) This harm will come upon his body; for that 
is what it ruins.

(6) So: if we do not follow the one man, we shall 
injure and cripple that which we used to say is 
benefited by the dikaion and is ruined by the adikia.

The athlete and the trainer is an analogy Socrates employs to 
explain to Crito that we must not consider what the many 
will say of us, but what he who knows about dikaion and 
adikia, the one man, and truth herself will say.38 In other 
words, one ought to esteem the opinion of the wise and 
not of the foolish because listening to the many may cause 
us harm. The trainer understands the business and has the 
knowledge to direct the athlete in such a way as to improve 
his skills and improve his performances. If the athlete listens 
to the advise of spectators and the like, then the athlete risks 
following advice which may actually injure him and hinder 
his performance. The harm hypothetically done to the polis 
in argument (A) is actually done to the athlete himself. So, 
the knowledge and wisdom of the trainer is fundamental 
to the success and well being of the athlete.

In this comparison, Socrates and Crito are analogous 
to the athlete, but it is unclear who the trainer would be. I 
speculate that the trainer could simply be “the wise.” Again, 
there is an asymmetrical relationship between the athlete 
and the trainer. On the one hand, Socrates and the athlete 

38 Crito, 48a.
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must listen to the opinions of the trainer because she is 
wise. On the other hand, the trainer would not listen to 
the athlete because the athlete lacks knowledge the trainer 
has. The inequality between the two parties is similar to that 
of the slave-master and child-parent. Given the inequality 
and the status of the athlete insofar as he must listen to the 
trainer, the athlete, as well as Socrates, is analogous to the 
slave and child. Consequently, the trainer is analogous to 
the master and parent.  

Given that this analogy is presented earlier on in the 
dialogue, we have reason to believe that this argument 
is truer in form to Socrates’ beliefs than arguments (A), 
(B), (C) and (D). It is truer or closer in form because it 
is not constructed for the purpose of facilitating Crito’s 
understanding; rather it is produced to clearly examine 
whether or not it would be dikaion to escape from prison 
without the permission of the Athenians. In other words, it 
is formed before Socrates turns to consider and respond to 
the ignorance of Crito. Having said this, this analogy is still 
an analogy and is only a correspondence or partial similarity 
to what Socrates actually believes, but we do find Socrates’ 
true beliefs in this refutation of Crito’s claims.

XI Socrates’ Logoi
It cannot be the case that Socrates believes (B) and (C), 

that he is both a dependent and an independent agent. 
Therefore, the contradiction between argument (B) and 
(C) is merely verbal and superficial. And so, Socrates is not 
really contradicting himself in asserting argument (B) and 
(C) because, as we have seen, Socrates has already offered 
something that serves as a qualification, for argument (B). 
This is the relationship between the athlete and the trainer. 
But there is still another subtle asymmetrical relationship 
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in the Crito—between Socrates, himself and his logoi.39. 
After Socrates has refuted Socrates, he begins to examine 

whether or not he ought to escape his impending execution. 
Socrates states:

So we must examine the question whether we ought 
to do this or not; for I am not only now but always 
a man who follows nothing but the reasoning which 
on consideration seems to me best. And I cannot, 
now that this has happened to us, discard the logoi 
I used to advance, but they seem to me much the  
same as ever, and I revere and honour the same ones 
as before.40

Interestingly, Socrates must submit to his logoi just 
as he must submit to the nomoi, or as a slave submits to 
her master, a child to her parent, or athlete to her trainer. 
Socrates depends on his methods and logoi to guide his 
actions just as an athlete depends on her trainer to guide 
her training. This dominant entity to which Socrates must 
submit is not external to him, as in the analogies we have 
previously considered involving the polis, nomoi, a parent, a 
master or trainer—the dominant force is logoi. Socrates has 
internalized these senses of agency—he externalizes them 
in argument (B) solely for pedagogical purposes, as we have 
already established.

Furthermore, argument (C) stands as it appears. One 
may enter an agreement implicitly or explicitly, and the 
agreement necessitates that each party act according to 
the agreement. Here, Socrates has implicitly agreed and 

39 “Logoi” is the plural of “logos” which is the Greek word for 
argument, study, word, and reasoning.
40 Crito, 46b.
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committed himself to advancing logoi. Further evidence of 
this can be found in the similar respects between advancing 
logoi and abiding by what one agreed was dikaion, that is, 
the idea that we agree upon what is just. As we have seen 
in argument (C), the nomoi speak the truth, and here, the 
logoi speak the truth. Given that they speak the truth, we 
may not disregard what they command, but if we object 
to what they command, persuasion through argument is 
the only appropriate method of adjusting these commands.  
Socrates has no reason to abandon or disobey his logoi. He 
claims that unless Crito can supply sufficient argumentation 
to convince him that his logoi commands him erroneously, 
he will not give way to Crito’s pleas, not even if the power 
of the multitude frightens him, or if the foolish and unwise 
logoi frighten him. A better argument would give him a 
reason to believe another action is dikaion—it would be 
akin to changing a command via persuasion, given that 
persuasion is the modification of a command by changing 
the arguments justifying the commands. If Socrates’ 
arguments are analogous to a master, parent, the polis, or 
the nomoi, then it would be dikaion to abide by his logoi, 
and thus it would be adikia to disobey them.

XII Conclusion
In conclusion, we can see that arguments (A), (B), (C), 

and (D) are a means of unpacking propositions (a), (a’) and 
(b) which are applied to Socrates’ examination of whether 
or not it would be dikaion to escape without the permission 
of the Athenians. Since the arguments are not necessarily 
expressions of what Socrates believes, it must be the case 
that the discrepancy between (B) and (C) is merely verbal. 
What Socrates means to say is that he must continue to live 
dikaion just as he always has. In conclusion, this notion of 
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logoi as a dominant force in Socrates’ life is grounded in 
Socrates’ theory that it is not living, but living well which 
we ought to consider most important.41 Socrates continues 
to say that living well and living dikaion are the same thing. 

So, using Young’s and my own understanding of the 
dialogue, we have seen what it is about Socrates’ audience 
and purpose in the Crito that might reasonably lead him to 
misrepresent his beliefs within the dialogue. Young claimed 
that propositions found in the Apology and the Crito can 
be reconciled by considering the dramatic structure. He 
also pointed out that contradiction between arguments 
(B)—which asserts Socrates is a dependent agent who must 
submit to his superior—and (C)—which asserts Socrates 
is an independent agent who must abide by what he has 
agreed is dikaion—was further evidence that the dramatic 
structure is key to understanding the Crito. A reader of the 
dialogue cannot read the dialogue as a simply a text, and 
take the words literally. The Crito is a dialogue—a discussion 
or conversation between two or more parties wherein ideas 
are exchanges. Thus, it is important to note who is speaking, 
why someone is speaking, when he is speaking and, finally 
what he is saying. 

41 Crito, 48b.
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Abstract
It is common sense that some actions are morally 

right and laudable, while others are morally wrong and 
condemnable. Philosophers, however, seek to answer more 
general questions: what do all morally right actions have 
in common and how do we come to know all of this? 
According to Stich 19931, the traditional philosophical 
approach to addressing these questions involves two 
projects: 1) Plato’s Quest (PQ) and 2) Moral Boundary 
(MB).2 Stich then claims that in both cases, for the projects 
to have any validity at all, we must make the assumption that 
we have a particular sort of mental representation of moral 
values. Stich then provides evidence taken from  cognitive 
science literature that suggests that the assumptions made 
by traditional philosophers are unfounded. It follows that 
these projects are on shaky ground and may need to be 
abandoned. 

In this paper I’d like to do five things: 1) briefly 
summarize the assumptions made by those who investigate 
PQ and MB; 2) make explicit Stich’s own assumptions in 
his discussion and why they are misleading; 3) explain why 
Stich thinks the assumptions of PQ and MB are wrong; 4) 
sketch out a bundle-of-features approach to analyzing moral 
concepts; and 5) explain why this approach is compatible 
with the assumptions of PQ and MB. If I am successful 
in doing these things, then we have reasons to think that 
moral concepts and the mental structures underlying these 
concepts specify individually necessary and jointly sufficient 

1 Stich, Stephen, “Moral Philosophy and Mental Representation,” in 
The Origin of Values, eds. M. Hechter, L. Nadel, and R. Michod (New 
York: Aldine de Gruyer, 1993), 215-228.
2 PQ and MB are terms coined by Stich.
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conditions for the application of morality. In other words, 
PQ and MB are on firmer ground than Stich argues.

iI Pq
Assumption 1

Plato is interested in defining moral concepts such 
as justice and equality, and he assumes that an accurate 
definition of such concepts should be a set of individually 
necessary and jointly sufficient conditions.3 All actions that 
are deemed to satisfy a moral value must meet all of the 
conditions specified, and only these actions may meet the 
said conditions. So a paradigm definition of the moral 
concept x (e.g. fair, good, equal) would look something 
like the following:

(1) All and only those actions that are morally x 
must meet conditions [α], [β], [γ]… 

If action-1 is morally x, then action-1 must meet criteria 
[α], [β], and [γ]. And if conditions [α], [β], and [γ] apply 
to action-1’, then action-1’ must be morally x. 

It is important to note here that this kind of definition 
is strong and rigid and does not allow degrees of moral 
values, nor does it allow moral ambiguities. In other words, 
for any given action, it is either morally x, if it meets all 
of the necessary and sufficient conditions of x, or morally 
not x, if it does not meet all of the necessary and sufficient 
conditions of x. 

Assumption 2

3 PQ is not specified to only include Plato. Stich means to say that 
Plato initiated a traditional inquiry and that this assumption is an 
integral part of this project. Thus, any philosopher partaking in such a 
project must make this assumption as well.
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Notice that if the first assumption is correct, it has 
very attractive theoretical and pragmatic consequences. 
Theoretically, if the necessary and sufficient conditions 
in question are easily accessible to us, then we can just as 
easily determine which actions are morally x. This delivers 
a perfect, elegant moral rubric to put in play—it effectively 
grants us the capability to navigate the world around us and 
accurately judge moral content. This in turn allows us to 
act morally and to comprehend when others are not acting 
morally.  So the immediate question that faces us is: are the 
necessary and sufficient conditions needed for identifying 
moral concepts easily accessible to us? Under PQ’s second 
assumption, the answer to this question is unequivocally yes. 
When Cephalus offers condition-α4 (see Plato 1892) as one 
of the necessary (but not yet sufficient) conditions for the 
moral concept of justice, Plato tests the proposed condition 
by asking if there are cases that do not meet condition-α, but 
are still considered a just action. If such cases exist (as there 
are)5, then condition-α must not be one of the necessary 
and sufficient conditions. This testing process (let’s call it 
Intuition Philosophy, or I-φ) very strongly suggests that we 
have knowledge of which necessary and sufficient conditions 
are applicable and relevant for any given moral concept. 

iII Mb
It seems here, the tacit assumption made by those 

philosophers who seek to find MB is not so dissimilar 
from the first assumption of PQ. In both projects, the aim 

4 All and only actions that are morally justified must meet condition 
[α]; [α]: paying your debt.
5 Cases where the person to whom one returns his debt (a gun) is 
not in a sound state of mind.
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is to ultimately compile a set of necessary and sufficient 
conditions/features that would allow us to (1) identify the 
extension of all acts that are morally x, and (2) to draw 
moral distinctions between any two acts.

In clarifying the concept of MB, Stich provides an 
example of two acts (eating people vs. eating pigs) which 
seem to be morally opposite from each other for most 
reasonable people. And through the process of I-φ, he tries 
to bring to the surface the descriptive and morally relevant 
feature that’s responsible for the moral difference of these 
two actions. The tested features include [intelligence], 
[potential], and [humanness]. One by one, Stich rules out 
these features as being the morally relevant ones. He does 
this by imagining cases where the value of a given non-moral 
feature [α] is set equal for two cases (e.g. [-human]), yet the 
moral distinctions for the acts themselves persist (see Section 
3 for detailed discussion). 

The point here is that in the search for MB, philosophers 
must also make the same second assumption as those in 
search of PQ. That is, we already have the right sort of 
knowledge to conduct I-φ, and all we need to do is make 
explicit the implicit mental representations of necessary 
and sufficient conditions that identify and define moral 
concepts. 

iIII Stich’s Single-Feature Assumption
Here, we must take seriously the notion of moral 

supervenience, that is, if two actions differ in moral value, 
this moral difference must be accompanied by at least 
one non-moral feature. In other words, there is no moral 
difference without a non-moral difference. Furthermore, if 
two actions, x and y, are morally distinct from each other, 
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and action-x contains the non-moral features [+α], [+β], and 
[+γ], and action-y contains the non-moral features [+α], 
[+β], and [-γ], then we should say that [γ] is a morally 
relevant feature. Let’s call this idea the single-relevant feature 
model. Moreover, feature [γ] should be considered a morally 
relevant type, that is, it should distinguish any two actions 
that differ in feature [γ] in an identical fashion. 

It should be quite clear that this notion of moral 
supervenience does not imply that acts that are alike in 
moral value must have identical non-moral features. More 
importantly, it also does not mean that acts with different 
non-moral features must be different in moral value. Moral 
supervenience only specifies that to draw a moral distinction 
between two acts, there must be at least one non-moral 
feature in which they differ. So it is entirely possible that 
a single difference in non-moral feature is not enough to 
make a difference in moral value. It may very well be the 
case that it takes several (a bundle) of non-moral features 
to alter the moral barometer of any given action. 

In Stich’s discussion of MB, he poses the following 
question:

(2) What is the morally relevant difference between 
farming children and farming animals? Why do you 
draw a moral distinction between babies and pigs?

As we had previously mentioned, the way Stich and his 
students attempt to answer (2) is through a process of I-φ. 
It usually begins with a student’s suggestion of a non-moral 
feature, like [potential]6. Then, Stich tests whether or not 
the proposed feature can adequately account for a moral 

6 [potential] is taken to be the ability to become significantly 
intelligent, rational, self-aware, etc.
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distinction between two cases by asking the student to 
participate in a thought experiment. In the experiment, 
both pigs and human have [-potential]7, the question is, 
does the moral distinction remain? The answer is an obvious 
“yes,” because no sane person would think it is morally 
acceptable to eat retarded children or the elderly. Stich 
repeats this process until all of the proposed features are 
tested. The results are all the same: controlling the proposed 
single-relevant feature does not alter or even diminish the 
moral chasm between consuming humans and consuming 
pigs. So, at the end of his investigation, Stich is forced 
to conclude that either (1) there is no moral distinction 
between the acts in question; killing and eating pigs is just 
as wrong as killing and eating humans; or, (2) there is some 
moral distinction between the acts in question, but the 
morally relevant feature is inaccessible to us, and the whole 
enterprise of I-φ is misguided; or, (3) both (1) and (2) are 
true.

Leaving aside conclusion (1), I want to now make explicit 
an assumption made by Stich in his discussion of I-φ. In 
conducting the sort of I-φ thought experiment outlined 
above, Stich is assuming that a single non-moral feature is 
sufficient in distinguishing the moral boundary between two 
actions. But as we had seen in the opening of this section, 
this assumption is not necessarily implied by the notion of 
moral supervenience. It is true that if we are to draw a moral 
distinction between two acts, there must be at least one non-
moral feature in which they differ, but it is very possible 

7 [-potential] in human is achieved by some small genetic mutation, 
whereby after the mutation, the children in question are severely 
retarded, so they lack the potential to become significantly intelligent, 
rational, self-aware, etc. Extremely sick, old and senile patients without 
close relatives or friends, also have this feature. 
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that one is not adequate, so we may require a bundle of 
features to draw a clear moral boundary. In his I-φ thought 
experiments, Stich only looks to and seeks to control one 
feature at a time. So, in testing to see if feature [potential] 
is a morally relevant one, [human] is not considered—both 
retarded children and the elderly have the feature [+human], 
pigs have [-human]; in testing feature [human], [potential] 
is not controlled for—the Icelanders8 in his experiment have 
the feature [+potential], pigs [-potential]. 

Stich’s way of conducting I-φ only shows that neither 
[potential] nor [human] alone is sufficient to identify what’s 
morally fine to eat. It does not prove, one way or the other, 
whether objects consisting of [+potential], [+intelligence], 
and [+human] jointly are sufficient to be considered 
morally wrong things to eat, or [-potential], [-intelligence], 
[-human] are jointly sufficient to be considered morally 
acceptable things to eat. What is clear from this discussion 
is that Stich’s assumption—when conducting I-φ, a single 
non-moral feature is sufficient in distinguishing the moral 
boundary between two actions—is incorrect. If we are to 
make I-φ a legitimate enterprise, we must ensure that the 
variable we test is individually necessary but we also need to 
consider whether or not it is jointly sufficient. This means 
that the variable tested could be a single feature or a bundle 
of features. If Stich wants to successfully argue that when 
exploring moral concepts, I-φ should be abandoned, he 
must do so by showing the illegitimacy of the bundle-of-
features approach to I-φ. As it stands, Stich merely shows 
the inadequacy of the single-feature approach, and he 

8 The Icelandic thought experiment involves the supposition that 
Icelanders are members of a different species. They are incapable of 
interbreeding with human because they are genetically different from 
us. In short they have the feature [-human] (see Section 5).
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assumes this to be the only way that one may conduct I-φ. 

iIV Stich’s Argument
Recall that one of the consequences of taking seriously 

the notion that moral concepts are defined by necessary and 
sufficient conditions is that this kind of stipulation does not 
allow degrees of moral valuation, nor does it allow moral 
ambiguities (Section1). For any given action, it is either 
morally x, or morally not x. One action cannot be more 
morally x than another. And if our mental representation 
of moral concepts is also characterized in a similar necessary 
and sufficient fashion, then actions may not be judged or 
rated to have different degrees of moral values.

Stich summarizes that in experiments conducted by 
Rosch 1978, it has been shown that people can rank 
instances of a particular concept in order of their typicalness. 
Also, when asked to name instances of a particular concept 
(e.g. fruit, bird), subjects will generate typical ones before 
atypical ones. These results have been suggested to be at 
odds with the necessary and sufficient conditions view of 
concepts. Stich’s argument is roughly:

(P1) If moral concept x specifies necessary and 
sufficient conditions, then all actions must be either 
morally x, or morally not x.

(P2) If all actions are either morally x or morally 
not x, then no action is morally more x than another.

(P3) Experiments show that instances of some 
concepts may vary in typicalness, i.e., some instances 
of a concept x are typologically more x than another, 
e.g. an apple is rated as a more typical fruit than a 
lemon, thus easier to categorize and easier to recall. 
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But in both cases, they are still members of the 
category fruit.

(P4) Moral concepts are like the experimental 
concepts.

(C)  Moral concepts do not specify necessary and 
sufficient conditions.

V    Bundle-of-features Model
For now let’s leave aside the issue of whether or not the 

results of studies by Rosch and others do in fact suggest that 
categorization of instances of a concept occurs independently 
of any tacitly known necessary and sufficient condition. But 
we should note that premise 4 is an assumption made by 
Stich. It is unclear if conceptual representation of morality 
is identical or indeed similar in relevant ways to object 
concepts such as fruit and bird. Stich does not provide 
any evidence that we have reasons to believe that mental 
representations of concepts are uniform across different 
domains. In fact, Stich claims that he doesn’t know of any 
empirical studies that explore the mental representation 
of moral concepts. So we have no way of knowing, at the 
present moment, the validity of premise 4—that moral 
concepts are represented in a similar way as the mental 
representations of other concepts that have been studied.

But, assuming that premise 4 is valid, we should proceed 
to examine Stich’s argument, and see if we can reject the 
conclusion despite a lack of empirical evidence suggesting 
mental representations of moral concepts are similar to non-
moral mental representations. Let’s now look at the first two 
premises, which we had already discussed (in Section1). The 
question we have to ask ourselves is: 
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(3) Does the classic (necessary and sufficient) view 
of both moral concepts and moral representations 
imply that actions falling under a moral concept (like 
justice) may not vary from each other in their degree 
of moral value?   

If we were to adopt Stich’s single-feature assumption, then 
the answer to this question is quite clearly yes. So, if feature 
[γ] is taken to be the single-relevant feature that distinguishes 
acts that are morally x from acts that are morally not x, then 
all acts may be divided into a binary system, depending 
on the presence or absence of feature [γ]. And more 
importantly, there is no further stipulation on whether acts 
within a group should differ with respect to their degree of 
moral value. But as we had already shown (in Section 3), if 
I-φ should be considered a legitimate enterprise, it must be 
presumed that what distinguishes between two acts that are 
morally different can be a bundle of individually necessary 
and jointly sufficient features, instead of a single-relevant 
feature. In other words, we must reject Stich’s assumption, 
and answer question (3) via an alternative approach.

It should be obvious from our discussion in Section 3 
that if Stich wants to reject the entire classic view of moral 
concepts and the assumption that I-φ is a fruitful enterprise, 
he must do so by somehow rejecting the bundle-of-feature 
approach to characterizing the conditions in question. To 
do so, he must show that premises 1 and 2 remain valid 
given a bundle-of-features approach—that is, the necessary 
and sufficient conditions specified in terms of a bundle of 
features do not and cannot distinguish degrees of moral 
value within a single moral concept any more effectively 
than a single-feature approach can. If he can show that, 
even assuming a bundle-of-features approach, we still have 
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to answer “yes” to question (3), then Stich will have argued 
successfully: the classical necessary and sufficient conditions 
indeed look hopeless, and we ought to abandon projects PQ 
and MB. 9 On the other hand, if one can establish, under 
a bundle-of-features approach of necessary and sufficient 
conditions, that the answer to (3) is no, then we have 
reasons to believe that PQ and MB are not on such shaky 
ground as Stich claims.

Let’s return to question (2), posed in Section 3. As we had 
shown via Stich’s thought experiments, any single non-moral 
feature like [human] by itself is insufficient to separate things 
it is morally acceptable to kill for food from things it is morally 
unacceptable to kill for food. But it is not unreasonable to 
believe that all else (other features) being equal, things that 
are [+human] should seem to be more morally unacceptable 
to kill for food than things that are [-human]. So let’s take 
the case of Icelanders from Stich’s though experiment. It 
is stipulated that Icelanders are genetically different from 
us; they have a different number of chromosomes, and are 
members of a different species. In short, they are [-human], 
while non-Icelanders are [+human]. Although it still seems 
morally disgusting to eat Icelanders who are generally 
exemplary citizens, friends of non-Icelanders and so on, 
most people would probably agree, that if one were forced 
to choose between two people who are identical in every 
aspect (e.g. age, intelligence) to kill for food, it is better to 
choose the Icelander, who has the feature value [-human].10 

9 Again, I say this provisionally granting premise (4).  I must grant 
Stich this assumption if I am to take his argument anywhere. 
10 It is very plausible to challenge the assumption made here, and 
claim that whether or not Icelanders have the feature [+human] is 
irrelevant. And it is morally wrong to kill and eat anything that appears 
(to us) to be human (e.g. Icelanders). In this case, the relevant feature 
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Assuming this is true, it follows that for those actions that 
are morally x, if the relevant bundle of features that draws 
the moral boundary is [α], [β], [γ], then action-1, which 
has features [+α], [+β], [+γ] is more morally x than action-2, 
which has features [+α], [+β], [-γ]. 

Under the bundle-of-features approach it is very possible 
to distinguish degrees of moral value within a single moral 
concept. I suspect this analysis will accurately predict 
people’s judgment of moral concept variations or typicalness 
under empirical investigation. To give a concrete example, it 
should seem plausible that in determining which things it is 
morally acceptable to kill for food, people are very likely to 
generate the following ranking order (from least acceptable 
to most acceptable to kill for food):

(i)  [+intelligence], [+human], [+potential]

(ii) [+intelligence], [+human], [-potential]

(iii) [+intelligence], [-human], [-potential]

(iv) [-intelligence], [-human], [-potential]

Presumably actions can reach a threshold of change (e.g. 
from morally acceptable to morally unacceptable) when 
there are an adequate number of features in the relevant 
bundle of features that contain a negative value. But there is 
no reason to think that our mental representation specifies a 
clear and precise point of threshold. And it is precisely this 
lack of an exact threshold that allows this bundle-of-features 
model to capture both moral ambiguities and degrees of 
moral value within a moral concept.

To recount, since we have shown that a bundle-of-
features analysis of necessary and sufficient conditions can 

for consideration is not [human], but [human-like].
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account for variation of degrees of moral value, it seems we 
must reject Stich’s premises 1 and 2. As a consequence we 
cannot conclude that moral concepts lack necessary and 
sufficient conditions.

VI Stich’s Counter-Argument
It is very possible that Stich would want to reject the 

bundle-of-features analysis as a correct characterization 
of necessary and sufficient conditions. He may do so by 
pointing out that although a bundle of features such as 
[intelligence], [human], and[potential], may be considered 
jointly sufficient conditions to specify a moral concept, they 
are not individually necessary. Take the bundle of features of 
(ii), for example: the presence of features [intelligence] and 
[human] seem to be sufficient in establishing the thing in 
question is morally unacceptable to kill for food, [potential] 
is unnecessary. 

Stich may even go on to argue that the bundle-of-
features analysis is very similar to the line of research that 
suggests typicality effects in concepts should be explained 
by appealing to properties that are common in members 
of the category. And most importantly, these properties are 
not necessary conditions for membership in the category. 
Under this model, each conceptually relevant property is 
given a number proportional to the number of instances 
this property is expressed in the category. For example, the 
property of [having feathers] has a higher number than 
the property of [sings] for the category of birds. The most 
typical bird is one that has the highest property score. And 
like the bundle-of-features system, the absence of a given 
feature does imply a denial from membership. Stich would 
want to argue that this system, like ours, is jointly sufficient, 
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but not individually necessary.

VII Reply 
What the bundle-of-features analysis requires is not the 

presence of any particular feature, but the feature values (e.g. 
[+] or [-]) of the entire bundle. Recall that in our discussion 
of a single-relevant feature in Section 2, it was stipulated 
that no single feature is enough to draw a moral boundary. 
Similarly, the analysis here does not claim that any particular 
feature must be necessarily represented mentally, or is 
necessary to establish any concept, moral or otherwise. The 
claim here is that when we identify an action as morally x 
or morally not x, there are multiple-relevant features that 
are represented mentally, and these features form a bundle 
that is necessary for the valuation of the action. And the 
feature values, either [+] or [-], determine 1) whether the 
act is sufficient to pass the moral threshold, i.e. morally x or 
morally not x; and 2) the degree of its moral value. 

Before I provide a discussion of why the bundle-of-
features analysis is different than the scoring analysis 
mentioned earlier and the prototype and exemplar 
approaches mentioned in Stich 1993, I should comment 
on a few observations of how people categorize objects and 
make moral judgments. It is very clear that we are capable of 
categorizing objects we’ve never seen, and we can pass moral 
judgments on acts we’ve never experienced or witnessed. So 
it should be obvious that instances of a category or concept 
are not directly stored in our mind. The sort of mental 
representation that allows us to compute the moral value 
of any given action must be of a higher level of abstraction 
from instances of the concept or category. 

The bundle-of-features approach allows us to achieve 
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this level of abstraction by only stipulating that for every 
moral concept there is necessarily a corresponding bundle 
of relevant features that is mentally represented.  It does 
not stipulate which features are most commonly found for 
a given concept, nor does it stipulate the features of the 
prototypical/exemplar members of the category. 

And based on the particular observable instantiation 
of the action in question, these represented bundles of 
features are valued accordingly. So let’s return to Stich’s 
counter-argument, Section 6, that the feature [potential] 
is unnecessary to establish the extension of morally (un)
acceptable things to kill for food. The bundle-of-features 
approach would claim that the feature [potential] must be 
necessarily present within the set of features that are relevant 
to the moral concept because only when its presence is 
represented mentally, can it be subsequently valued. What 
Stich meant in his counter-argument is the feature value 
[+potential] is an individually unnecessary condition. This 
is quite different from the claim that the feature [potential] 
itself is individually unnecessary.

VIII Conclusion
In this paper I summarized the assumptions made 

by philosophers who investigate two projects in moral 
philosophy: PQ and MB. I then presented Stich’s argument 
against these assumptions. In doing so, I made explicit one of 
Stich’s own assumptions in his argument and explained why 
this assumption is flawed. Lastly I sketched out a bundle-
of-features approach of investigating moral concepts that 
may restore the legitimacy of the original assumption of PQ 
and MB—that moral concepts and the mental structures 
underlying these concepts specify individually necessary and 
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jointly sufficient conditions for the application of morality. I 
have no doubt further empirical evidence will shed light on 
the issue of mental representation of moral concepts. Also, 
I believe with great certainty that with greater insight into 
our cognitive structure, the proposal I made in this paper 
will need to be reshaped substantially. Until that time has 
come, I applaud Stich’s effort in initiating the endeavor to 
question the assumptions of long established philosophical 
traditions.  
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Abstract
Throughout Being and Time Martin Heidegger presents 

a compelling view on the nature of Being. The fundamental 
question, what it means to exist, focuses almost exclusively 
on the kind of Being in ‘Dasein’; broadly speaking, this is 
the type of Being that belongs to human beings.  Heidegger 
differentiates between Dasein and other entities within the 
world: inanimate entities and entities that are of use to 
human beings; his examination of what it means ‘to Be’, 
however, seems to disregard the Being of animals.  While 
on the surface it may seem as though animals are simply 
ontical entities within the world, that is, entities that can 
be categorized based on the facts about them, a deeper 
discussion reveals that they engage with the world in a way 
that inanimate entities cannot.  In this paper I will discuss 
Heidegger’s conception of Dasein and of other entities 
within the world, demonstrate that animals seem to have 
a unique kind of Being that differs from the non-Dasein 
entities that are presented in Being and Time, and consider 
the possibility that the label of ‘Dasein’ could potentially 
be applied to those animals that exhibit similar relevant 
behavioural attributes as Dasein.

i  The Nature of Dasein
The fundamental concept of the Being of Dasein is 

of primacy in any discussion of the Being of animals. 
Throughout much of Being and Time Heidegger’s task is to 
outline what is meant by ‘Being’ and what it means to exist; 
in order to give a full account of Being, Dasein is chosen to 
be the subject of the inquiry.  While not explicitly stated 
as such, Dasein can be broadly defined as ‘human being.’ 
Heidegger argues that the capacity to investigate Being is 
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enabled by the transparency of an entity to itself—if an 
entity seeks to comprehend it’s Being it must have genuine 
access to what it is like to be that entity. Human beings seem 
to uniquely possess this capacity—we are aware of ourselves 
and of our experiences as human beings. Dasein’s Being is 
an issue for it; the ability to reflect upon its own existential 
situation means that Dasein is constantly concerned with 
the way that it exists within the world.  Simply by being in 
the world, human beings have a distinct set of possibilities 
which create the entirety of their existence.  In the sense 
that Dasein is concerned with Being and must choose to 
actualize the possibilities that it is presented, “Dasein is its 
possibility.”1 

Another important issue in the characterization of Dasein 
is that its primary way of engaging with the world is care.  
Care includes the concepts of concern towards equipment 
and solicitude towards other Dasein, which will both be 
discussed further in the next section.

iI Other Essential and Relevant Concepts
In understanding Heidegger’s view on entities within the 

world and how animals could factor into his account, it is 
important to first labour through the relevant terminology 
and concepts he presents.

Dasein is always a being within the world; in order 
for Dasein to exist, it must do so in terms of the world. 
An initial reaction towards this statement could be to 
interpret Dasein’s “Being-in-the-world” as spatially being 
in something, like water is in a cup. This, however, is 
a categorical understanding, and those categorical 

1 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, 7th ed. (New York: Harper 
Perennial Modern Classics, 2008), 68.
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characteristics are not relevant to Dasein. “The Being of 
Dasein…has Being-in-the-world as its essential state”: it is 
what Heidegger calls an ‘existentiale’, a basic structure of 
Dasein’s experience and afundamental way in which Dasein 
exists.2 It is necessary that Dasein’s understanding of Being 
include an understanding of the world which it inhabits 
and of the Being of those other entities which also reside 
within the world.  

In Being-in-the-world, Dasein is closest to what surrounds 
it: “that world of everyday Dasein which is closest to it, is the 
environment”; its environment is what Dasein experiences 
most often in ordinary life.3  Any given environment is 
what gives entities their context.  Heidegger, for example, 
demonstrates the importance of environment through the 
description of a carpenter’s workshop. ‘Environment’ is in 
part the physical space, however it also includes those other 
things that are implicit in the conception of the workshop: 
the carpenter, the hammer, the saw, and the lumber.  The 
carpenter can approach the space and see it as the work he 
can do, the tools he uses, the things he can produce, and the 
people he will produce them for.  He sees this environment 
as a totality of involvements, all of the entities that are 
implicit in any one environment.

Equipment can be found within the environment as 
entities that are available for Dasein’s use; they are entities 
that exist “in order to” do something else.  For example, 
a hammer exists in order to hammer in nails, or a book 
exists in order to be read. These are entities “which show 
themselves in our concern with the environment”.4 When 

2 Heidegger, 80.
3 Ibid., 94.
4 Ibid., 95.
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in the environment of a classroom, students are concerned 
with their desks, books, and the chalkboard, all of which are 
equipment. “The kind of Being which equipment possess…
we call ‘readiness-to-hand”;5 readiness-to-hand is the way 
in which entities fundamentally are. Readiness-to-hand 
presents itself through the use of objects within the world.

There is a second kind of Being which, like readiness-to-
hand, belongs to entities that are within the world: presence-
at-hand.  Things that are present-at-hand are ontical entities 
whose characteristics can be arranged into categories, unlike, 
claims Heidegger, the Being of Dasein. We experience 
entities that are present-at-hand as collections of physical 
attributes. Instead of seeing a cup as an object that is used 
in order to drink (ready-to-hand), we see the cup as being 
purple, having a specific size and shape, and weighing a 
certain amount (present-at-hand). Presence-at-hand stems 
from readiness-to-hand; entities within the world first 
appear to Dasein through their use. There is no analysis of 
the world that is more basic than human experience, leaving 
categorical descriptions of entities secondary to their use.

Concern, as mentioned in the section above, is part of 
the concept of care, and is central to the Being of Dasein. 
Concern is the way in which Dasein is oriented towards 
equipment and how entities become accessible to Dasein. 
Equipment becomes accessible when it is put into a position 
where Dasein must become concerned with it, whether 
that be through its use, over the course of its production, 
or the realization that the equipment is necessary in order 
to complete a given task.

The totality of involvements implicit in an environment 
includes other Dasein who share that environment. For 

5 Ibid., 98.
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example, buying a book in a used bookshop implies that 
there is an owner of that store, a person who sold their 
book to that owner, the author, the person who produced 
the book, the lumberjack who cut down the trees to make 
the paper the book was printed on, and countless other 
people involved in the production and creation of that 
book and store.  “The world of Dasein is a with-world”,6 
implying that Being-with-Others is a necessary part of 
Being-in-the-world.  The ‘Others’ Heidegger speaks of are 
not “everyone else but me” but “those from whom, for the 
most part, one does not distinguish oneself—those among 
whom one is too”;7 to another Dasein, I myself am also an 
Other.  Being-in-the-world is Being-with-Others, which 
means Being-with other Dasein.

There is constant care to the ways in which one differs 
from the Others, whether it be the case that one’s own 
Dasein is lagging behind, wants to be in a relationship with 
another, or wants to keep Others suppressed; Dasein always 
seems to stand in relation and subjection to Others.  In 
the world of Being-with-Others, individual action, belief, 
and personality is often prescribed by the social norms and 
dominant social attitude—even refusing social norms in an 
attempt to escape what Heidegger calls the ‘they-self ’ is still 
an action relative to social confines.

Solicitude, like concern, is central to the concept of care; 
it is the way in which Dasein is oriented towards other 
Dasein.  There are two positive examples of solicitude: 
leaping in for him, which is doing something for another 
Dasein as a parent would do for a child, and leaping ahead 
of him, which is aiding other Dasein in seeing the totality 

6 Ibid., 155.
7 Ibid., 154.
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of their possibilities.  There are, however, many other ways 
in which solicitude can present itself, such as indifference, 
contempt, or admiration.  In solicitude, the Other is 
revealed to Dasein.  The understanding of the Being of 
Dasein implies the understanding of Others as Dasein’s 
Being is Being-with.

iII The Kind of Being that Animals Would 
Possess

While Heidegger does not discuss the Being of animals 
within Being and Time, it intuitively seems as though there 
should be a difference between Dasein and other animals.  
Given the qualities Dasein must possess, it seems unlikely 
that an animal would have the cognitive ability required 
to be Dasein.  A human being is not simply an animal 
rationale, a rational animal, but a being that concerns itself 
with its existential possibilities; given what is known about 
animals, it does not seem as though they are the types of 
beings that are concerned with their possibilities in the way 
that is required for Dasein.

With the concepts outlined above, it seems as though 
some animals are entities that we would consider to be 
ready-to-hand: a dog is a pet in order to keep its owner 
company, or a farmer owns a horse in order to plow the field.  
Within the environment of a given Dasein it is possible to 
see the totality of involvements that surround the dog or 
the horse, as it is with any ready-to-hand or present-at-hand 
entity.

While Dasein may perceive animals to be entities that are 
simply ready-to-hand or present-at-hand, there seems to be 
something more to animals than other objects.  While what 
is typically considered to be equipment—wallets, books, 
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cups, hats, et cetera—cannot experience the world in any 
way, animals do, in fact, engage with the world at least in a 
functional manner based on instinct.  It is possible for my 
cat, Sovie, to experience the world in a way my pen cannot; 
Sovie is able to use a ribbon in order to gain enjoyment 
while the pen cannot use other entities.  It can only be used.

It appears, then, that different animals can have different 
levels of engagement with the world.  Sovie seems to have 
a certain level of concern for her environment.  While it is 
difficult to say whether she sees a totality of involvements 
when in that environment, there seems to be, based on 
her behaviour, at least a rudimentary understanding of 
equipment within the world.  A snail on the other hand 
seems to have a more limited engagement with the world: 
its environment is smaller, and it does not appear to have 
basic involvements—beyond eating—with the objects that 
surround it.

There are indications that certain species of animals may 
also have a sort of solicitude for others, which can be seen 
by examining the grieving process.  In Dasein, the process 
of grieving the loss of another Dasein is an indication 
that Dasein’s Being is Being-with; it demonstrates that 
there is solicitude for Others.  Similarly, there are animals 
that go through a grieving process when others of their 
kind have died.  Elephants grieve for their dead in a way 
that seems rather human: they show compassion for the 
sick and dying, and they “mourn over the death of the 
loosest acquaintance.” 8  While humans seem to grieve 
primarily for those close to them, in the study of the death 

8 Fiona Macrae, “Elephants Grieve for Lost Relatives,” Daily Mail, 
August 8, 2006, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-399615/
Elephants-grieve-lost-relatives.html (accessed April 6, 2010).
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of a female elephant it was seen that “members of four 
otherfamilies, including elephants who barely knew her, 
made the pilgrimage” to visit her gravesite and that they 
“touched her with their trunks—a ‘kiss’ more usually given 
to their friends and relatives”.9  This study demonstrates that 
in some cases animals do seem to have a level of solicitude 
for others, even those not closely related.

By eliciting concern for their environments and having 
solicitude for others, it appears that animals are not simply 
present-at-hand entities; they do in fact engage with the 
world in a rich manner that cannot be exemplified by the 
inanimate objects typically considered to be equipment.  
While many, or even all, animals may not be Dasein, it 
seems as though it is necessary for there to be a type of Being 
that belongs solely to them.

iIV The Possibility of Dasein in Animals
Based on a cognitive evaluation, it is possible that certain 

animals could be considered Dasein.  It is important 
to note that Heidegger would reject the importance of 
cognitive evaluation, as “ontological inquiry is indeed more 
primordial, as over against the ontical inquiry of the positive 
sciences”;10 he argues that in order to have an adequate 
foundation for the sciences, it is first necessary to clarify 
the meaning of Being.  

Gordon G. Globus, in “Heidegger and Cognitive 
Science”, has a compelling argument against Heidegger’s 
resistance to the science: “there is one unique fact that is 
forgotten within Heidegger’s purview, the fact, crudely put, 

9 Ibid.
10  Heidegger, Being and Time, 31.
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that no brain, no Dasein”.11  Cognitive science and Dasein 
are closely linked; it is impossible for Dasein to exist without 
the brain, and likewise it is impossible for the brain to exist 
without Dasein.  When examining Dasein, it is important 
to take into account the brain’s cognitive functions; in this 
sense, Dasein is no more primordial than the brain.

When evaluating cognitive function, it has been 
demonstrated that great apes have the cognitive abilities of 
a two year old human child.  These abilities lie in “passing 
hidden displacement tasks, engaging in pretense and means-
ends reasoning, interpreting external representations, 
displaying mirror self-recognition and empathic behavior, 
and showing an early understanding of ‘mind’ and 
imitation”.12 It would seem unintuitive to call a two year 
old human being not-Dasein.  While this child may not 
have the cognitive abilities of a fully grown adult, other 
Dasein still regard it with solicitude as opposed to the 
concern given to equipment.  If a young child were to be 
regarded as not-Dasein, then Dasein must be an acquired 
status, gained at some point through cognitive development 
and awareness of the world. Andrea Kenkmann argues that 
“we do not approach a living being with a definition or a 
checklist of what a human being is and then decide whether 
he or she qualifies. In our being-with we are thrown into 
solicitude relations”.13  If we automatically, without thought 

11   Gordon G. Globus, “Heidegger and Cognitive Science,” Philosophy 
Today, 34.1, (1990): 20.
12 Thomas Suddendorf and Andrew Whiten, “Mental Evolution and 
Development: Evidence for Secondary Representation in Children, 
Great Apes, and Other Animals,” Psychological Bulletin 127.5 (2001): 
629.
13 Andrea Kenkmann, “Circles of Solicitude and Concern,” 
International Journal of Philosophical Studies 13.4 (2005): 483.
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or consideration, regard a two year old child with solicitude, 
then it seems as though they are Dasein. 

It is not necessary for animals to have the complexity 
of human beings in order to be considered Dasein, it is 
simply necessary for them to meet the conditions expressed 
by Heidegger: they must, in some way, be aware of their 
existential possibilities and demonstrate care.  Even the 
most primitive human beings, Heidegger believes, are 
Dasein: ‘primitive phenomena’ are often less concealed and 
less complicated by extensive self-interpretation, making 
primitive Dasein even more existentially accessible than 
modern day Dasein.14  By accepting primitive Dasein as 
Dasein, there is an implication that Dasein is not a status 
reserved exclusively for extremely complex beings.  If it is 
assumed that a two year old child is Dasein based on the 
solicitude of Others then it seems as though an animal 
with similar brain function and abilities could similarly be 
considered Dasein.

The actions of many animals are based on instinct, but 
in the case of the great apes, there seems to be a higher level 
of cognitive function.  Kenkmann discusses how animals 
interact with the world: “we could say that animals only 
relate to their environment as ready-to-hand, yet they can 
never move from ready-to-hand to perceiving things as 
present-at-hand. They are unable to cut the relatedness 
between them and the environment and perceive entities 
in isolation”.15  While this may be the case for many 
animals, great apes seem to have moved beyond this level of 
cognitive function, based on their capability for secondary 
representation.  Secondary representation is defined as 

14 Heidegger, Being and Time, 76.
15 Kenkmann, “Circles of Solicitude and Concern,” 486.
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“the ability to consider a mental model of a situation not 
currently perceived (be it past, future, or hypothetical)”,16 
meaning that it is possible for great apes to consider their 
environment and act, in a very rudimentary manner, in 
response to the situation presented to them; unlike instinct, 
which is genetically based, secondary representation requires 
conscious thought and judgment.  It is possible, then, that 
great apes could perceive their environment as ready-to-
hand, not simply present-at-hand.

V    Ethical Considerations
While great apes are not considered to be Dasein, and, 

in actuality, may not be Dasein, it is important to examine 
the implications of the use of the term.  ‘Dasein’ is a term 
that is neither commonly used nor well-known in English 
outside of philosophical circles; the characteristics of Dasein, 
however, are characteristics frequently attributed to most, 
if not all, human beings. Looking at Dasein in this way 
could contribute to a colloquial understanding of ‘Dasein’ 
as ‘human being’. While the term may not be used, what 
‘Dasein’ represents is a picture of the Being that human 
beings possess. In this sense, it is important to examine how 
the term could be used in common speech.

 If apes grew and unequivocally obtained the status of 
Dasein, is it possible that human beings, who are slaves 
to the they-self, would ignore this progression in favour 
of tradition.  When slavery was common practice in the 
United States, slaves were treated as though they were 
simply equipment—as ready-to-hand or present-at-hand 

16 Suddendorf and Whiten, “Mental Evolution and Development: 
Evidence for Secondary Representation in Children, Great Apes, and 
Other Animals,” 630.
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entities; while Heidegger would argue that they were still 
Dasein, slaves were still treated as though they were not.  
This has strong ethical implications, as the ‘they’ excused 
their actions by labeling slaves as only “three fifths of all 
other Persons”;17 they were not only treated as not-Dasein, 
they were considered to be less Dasein—less human—than 
other people.

Very generally, the ‘they’ has now progressed to a point 
where all human beings are considered to be Dasein, and it 
is important to maintain the fluidity of the term in order to 
accept any other hspecies that exhibits the characteristics of 
Dasein.  Slavery was justified by the belief that slaves were 
not wholly human; an exclusive definition of ‘human being’, 
of Dasein, justified the ill treatment, abuse, and ownership 
of slaves.  Maintaining a narrow semantic use of “Dasein” 
leaves open the possibility of persecution of animals or 
another unknown creature exhibiting the characteristics 
of Dasein.

VI Closing Remarks
While Martin Heidegger presents a compelling view on 

the nature of Being-within-the-world as Dasein, he does not 
depict the nature of Being for animals.  It seems as though 
the Being of animals differs from that of a ready-to-hand 
object, as animals can engage with the world in ways that 
inanimate objects cannot.  Certain animals do exhibit traits 
necessary for Dasein including concern, solicitude, and 
secondary representation a necessary cognitive component 

17 Doug Linder, “The Thirteenth Amendment: The Abolition of 
Slavery,” Exploring Constitutional Conflicts, University of Missouri 
Kansas City School of Law (2010), http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/
projects/ftrials/conlaw/thirteenthamendment.html (accessed April 6, 
2010).
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for decision-making.  While great apes may not yet have 
achieved the status of Dasein, it is important to consider the 
attitudes of the they-self towards creatures identified as not-
Dasein in order to demonstrate the unpleasant consequences 
of labeling certain groups—slaves for example—not-Dasein 
when they were in fact as much Dasein as Others.
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Abstract
Henry Shue claims, in Basic Rights: Subsistence, Affluence 

and U.S. Foreign Policy, that there are two types of rights: 
Moral rights—the rational basis for justified demands that 
the substance of those rights be protected against standard 
threats—and basic rights—the rights without which no 
moral rights can be enjoyed. The compelling claim Shue 
makes is that basic rights are a necessary precondition for 
the satisfaction of moral rights. I am, however, left with two 
questions: first, what is the content of basic rights? And, 
second, why are basic rights so important? That they are 
necessary for the enjoyment of any moral right goes part of 
the way toward answering these questions, but it does not 
explain the independent importance of basic rights. Without 
an account of this independent importance—something 
Shue does not provide—basic rights have only instrumental 
value. There is also a further problem, illustrated in Thomas 
Pogge’s chapter “Shue on Basic Rights and Duties” from 
Global Basic Rights that Shue’s view is too strong; that there 
is no right that can be considered basic given Shue’s strict 
requirement.

Given that Shue’s view is intuitively compelling, I try 
to rescue the view of basic rights through a modification 
of David Braybrooke’s theory of course-of-life needs. 
Braybrooke asserts that course-of-life needs have three 
characteristics: 1) they are persistent, 2) they are necessary 
to the normal functioning of the species, and 3) they 
require protection. I use this characterization to develop 
a category of needs— basic needs—to which basic rights 
are to correspond. The category of basic needs is narrower 
than the category of course-of-life needs. They are those 
course-of-life needs that significantly improve the chances 
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of other needs being met. Pairing it with this view of basic 
needs, I contend, saves the idea of basic rights. A basic right 
is not one that must be satisfied before the satisfaction of 
any moral right; it is rather a right that protects a basic need.

The solution I present is able both to answer the two 
questions left unanswered by Shue—what is the content of 
basic rights (what are subsistence and security rights meant 
to protect)? And, why are basic rights so important?—and 
respond to Pogge’s challenge. Basic rights protect basic 
needs; they are also non-instrumentally important as 
correlates of those needs, which must be satisfied for our 
normal functioning as members of a natural species. Lastly, 
I address two objections to my view. The first asks, why 
speak of needs? The second asks, if we speak of needs, then 
why should we continue to speak of rights? I respond to the 
former by pointing out that an account of basic needs that 
does not include an account of rights is unable to explain 
the non-instrumental importance of basic rights. I respond 
to the latter by distinguishing more fully the difference 
between rights and needs. As the two are not equivalent, it 
does not make sense to only speak of needs.

Introduction
In his book Basic Rights: Subsistence, Affluence, and U.S. 

Foreign Policy, Henry Shue distinguishes between what he 
calls moral and basic rights.1 A moral right, Shue claims, is 
the rational basis for a justified demand that the substance  

1 I am very grateful to Vida Panitch and Doug Mackay for their 
comments on earlier drafts of this paper.
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of the right be socially guaranteed against standard threats.2,3 
Shue further claims that the actual enjoyment of basic 
rights—of which he feels there are only two; the right to 
security and the right to subsistence—is necessary for the 
actual enjoyment of any moral right. Thus, basic rights must 
be satisfied before the possibility of satisfaction of any moral 
right. While intuitively compelling, Shue’s claim leaves this 
reader with two questions: first, what is the content of basic 
rights (what are subsistence and security rights meant to 
protect)? And, second, why are basic rights so important? 
That they are necessary for the enjoyment of any moral right 
goes part of the way toward answering these questions, but it 
does not explain the independent importance of basic rights. 
Without an account of this independent importance—
something Shue does not provide—basic rights have only 
instrumental value. This characterization however, seems 
to conflict with their intuitive appeal. If basic rights were 
only valuable instrumentally, then no discussion of them 
would be necessary in a society in which they were always 
met. However, this is improbable. The importance of basic 
rights is greater than their mere instrumental value. They 
require attention even when their requirements are being 
met—as demonstrated by the vast literature on basic rights 
currently being published in countries where those rights 
are, for the most part, satisfied.

In this paper, I demonstrate that a corresponding account 
of basic needs can significantly strengthen Shue’s account of 
basic rights. More specifically, I venture to establish that a 
basic right must have not only a correlative duty, but also a 

2 Henry Shue, Basic Rights: Subsistence, Affluence, and U.S. Foreign 
Policy second edition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 13.
3 This definition will be explained at length below.
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basic need that the right is meant to protect. I do this by first 
outlining Shue’s concepts of moral and basic rights. Then, 
by appeal to Thomas Pogge’s argument, that no rights can be 
considered basic on Shue’s strict account, I will demonstrate 
that the definition of basic rights presented is too strong. 
Following this, by introducing and appropriately adjusting 
David Braybrooke’s theory of course-of-life needs, I propose 
an account of basic needs that modifies Shue’s concept—
while retaining its intuitive force, and making it more 
plausible. Finally, I recommend what I consider to be the 
required changes to Shue’s view and address two potential 
objections. My goal is to both explain the independent 
importance of basic rights—by demonstrating that they 
are more than just instrumentally valuable—and further 
discern the content of those rights.

I should make three qualifications before I begin. First, 
I do not attempt to provide a list of basic needs—though 
I claim that the criteria for basic needs make them prima 
facie easier to discern than basic rights. Second, I do not 
address objections to the framework Shue provides; I only 
seek to address potential objections to my account of basic 
needs, modified from Braybrooke’s course-of-life needs. 
Third, and finally, I do not believe that requiring a basic 
need to correspond to every basic right is the only way 
of strengthening Shue’s view. That is, this is not the only 
approach that we can take if we want to strengthen the 
concept of basic rights. However, this is the only approach 
that I feel is consistent with both the intuitive force of Shue’s 
concept, and the intrinsic value of basic rights.
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iI Shue: Basic Rights
According to Shue, to understand basic rights, we must 

first understand the concept of a moral right. He says: “A 
moral right provides (1) the rational basis for a justified 
demand (2) that the actual enjoyment of a substance be 
(3) socially guaranteed against standard threats.”4 As this 
definition is not simple, I will briefly comment on each of 
the three constituents of a moral right so defined.

First, that the moral right is a rational basis for a justified 
demand means that people have grounds and ought to insist 
that their rights be upheld. This is the case as “to be in 
such a position is, among other things, for one’s situation 
to fall under general principles that are good reasons why 
one’s demands ought to be granted.”5 Thus, a moral right 
provides both a claim that a person has against his or herself, 
to demand that his or her rights be upheld, and the grounds 
for that demand.

Second, an important element of Shue’s concept is that 
the actual substance of the right must be enjoyed. This 
entails that “having the right,” in a legal sense for example, is 
not enough. What moral rights require is that the substance 
of the right actually be enjoyed; where “the substance of the 
right is whatever the right is a right to. [That is,] a right is 
not a right to enjoy a right—it is a right to enjoy something 
else, like food or liberty.”6

Third, and finally, that the right be socially guaranteed 
against standard threats requires that “the relevant other 
people have a duty to create, if they do not exist, or, if they 
do, to preserve effective institutions for the enjoyment of 

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid., 15.
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what people have rights to enjoy.”7 These institutions do 
not have to protect against any possible infringement of a 
person’s moral rights, though they must provide a reasonable 
guarantee that moral rights are upheld. Standard threats, 
here, are meant to be those threats which can reasonably be 
dealt with by the social institutions designed to guarantee 
the enjoyment of the substance of the rights in question. 
This notion is important to the concept of basic needs 
developed in the next section.

“Rights are basic,” says Shue, “in the sense used here only 
if the enjoyment of them is essential to the enjoyment of 
all other rights.”8 So, a right can only be basic if, should 
that right not be enjoyed, no other right could possibly 
be enjoyed. As mentioned above, Shue feels that only two 
rights are consistent with this definition: the right to security 
and the right to subsistence. The argument that Shue gives 
in defence of these basic rights can be formalized as follows:

(1) Everyone is entitled to enjoy something as a 
right. 

(2) Everyone is entitled to the removal of the most 
serious and general conditions that would prevent or 
severely interfere with the exercise of whatever rights 
the person has. 

(3) No one can fully, if at all, enjoy any right that 
is supposedly protected by society if he or she lacks 
the essentials for a reasonably healthy and active life. 

(4) Unpolluted air, unpolluted water, adequate 
food, adequate clothing, adequate shelter and minimal 

7 Ibid., 17. 
8 Ibid., 19.



l u k e dav i e s 77

preventative public health care (subsistence needs), 
and assurance against being subjected to murder, 
torture, mayhem, rape, or assault(security needs)9 
are jointly necessary for a healthy and active life.

(5) Basic rights are those rights whose enjoyment is 
essential to the enjoyment of all other rights.

(6) Therefore, everyone is entitled to the basic rights 
of security and subsistence.10

The intuitive force of this view is obvious. We tend to 
think, in Western philosophical discourse, that no one 
should be left to suffer in abject distress if it is preventable; 
that people have some claim to at least minimal prosperity. 
Shue’s view takes this as fundamental, and posits basic rights 
as requirements for us to be able to enjoy any other rights. 
Satisfaction of basic rights then, is a necessary precondition 
for the (reasonable) assurance that our moral rights can be 
enjoyed.

However, Thomas Pogge, in his chapter “Shue on Basic 
Rights and Duties” from Global Basic Health develops a 
simple yet compelling argument which states that Shue’s 
concept of basic rights is, in fact, too strong. Before 
understanding this argument, however, we must first 
understand how Pogge formalizes Shue’s three necessary 
and jointly sufficient conditions for the satisfaction of a 

9 I say security and subsistence “needs” here not to prejudice my 
point but to account for the fact that the brief lists given above are not 
meant to be an exhaustive or correct account of what is required for 
a basic right. While it is Shue that provides these lists, he makes clear 
the fact that he is not endorsing a finalized account of the substance of 
basic rights. That being said, “needs” here should not yet be taken as a 
technical term; though I will seek to defend it as one in the following 
section.
10 Ibid., 20–25.
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moral right to substance Y for some person P. They are:

(A) P actually enjoys Y—formally: A(PY); 

(B) P’s enjoyment of Y is socially guaranteed against 
standard threats—formally: B(PY); 

(C) P enjoys Y as a right—formally: C(PY)11

Accordingly, Pogge says, “a moral right to [Y, for Shue,] 
is fulfilled for P at time t if and only if all three conditions 
are met at t—formally: [ABC(PY)t].”12 Given Shue’s 
concept of a moral right, Pogge says there are three possible 
interpretations of what is required for a basic right ‘X’ to be 
considered basic. That is, a right is basic for Shue, only if:

(1) For any P, t, and (moral right) Y, A(PY)t only 
if A(PX)t; or, 

(2) For any P, t, and (moral right) Y, AC(PY)t only 
if A(PX)t; or,

(3) For any P, t, and (moral right) Y, ABC(PY)t 
only if A(PX)t.13

These three interpretations of basic rights vary only in 
how strong the claim to the enjoyment of the moral right 
must be. In the first interpretation, basic rights must be 
enjoyed for the minimal enjoyment of any moral right. 
In the second interpretation, basic rights must be enjoyed 
for the minimal enjoyment of any moral right as a right. 
Finally, in the third interpretation, basic rights must be 

11 Thomas Pogge, “Shue on Basic Rights and Duties,” in Global Basic 
Rights, eds. Charles Beitz and Robert E. Goodin, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009) 117–121. 
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid. 
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enjoyed for the minimal enjoyment of any moral right, 
which is socially guaranteed against standards threats, as a 
right. For any definition, it will suffice to find one moral 
right that satisfies the conditions on the left side of the 
“only if ” without requiring the basic right of security or 
subsistence for the interpretation of basic rights to be false.

So, while there is room for interpretation of what is 
required for a right to be considered basic, I will only 
consider Pogge’s interpretation of Shue that states only 
the substance of the right must be enjoyed— i.e., the first 
interpretation. I have done this because, if the weakest claim 
cannot generate a single basic right, then we can assume that 
the stronger claims (which would correspond to “AB(PX)t” 
and “ABC(PX)t” after the ‘only if ’) would also not generate 
a single basic right. According to the first interpretation, it 
would seem as though the moral right to not be arbitrarily 
deprived of one’s citizenship does not require the enjoyment 
of security or subsistence rights.14, 15 Thus, Pogge’s argument 
can be formalized as follows:

(1) For the rights to security and subsistence to be 
considered basic on Shue’s account, their enjoyment  

14 Pogge, in a similar example, considers whether or not a chain-
smoker who dies of (preventable) lung cancer before an election has not 
had his moral right to democratic participation fulfilled. The question 
considers what rights are required for the fulfilment of other rights. In 
this case, Pogge states, the smoker clearly has not been deprived of their 
right to vote by not receiving treatment. (Ibid., 115) This implicitly 
makes a statement about the “transitivity of rights” that Shue endorses. 
Pogge seems to set an intuitive limit to the types of things we can claim 
a right to for the purpose of fulfilling another right. This is important 
to the objections that he raises, and I present here.
15 Ibid., 119.
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must be a necessary condition for the enjoyment of 
any moral right.

(2) If there is one moral right the enjoyment of 
which does not rely on the enjoyment of the rights to 
security and subsistence, then security and subsistence 
cannot be basic rights.

(3) The moral right to not be arbitrarily deprived 
of one’s citizenship can be enjoyed without the 
enjoyment of security or subsistence rights.

(4) Therefore, security and subsistence rights 
cannot be basic.16 

Thus, the moral right not to be arbitrarily deprived of 
one’s citizenship seems to challenge the claim that security 
and subsistence rights are basic.17 This is because, simply, 
without the enjoyment of the basic rights to security and 
subsistence, the moral right to not be arbitrarily deprived 
of one’s citizenship can still be enjoyed. That is, even if 
the conditions required for the satisfaction of the basic 
rights mentioned above (unpolluted air, unpolluted water, 
assurance against physical threats, etc.) are not met it is still 
possible to enjoy the right not to be arbitrarily deprived of 
one’s citizenship. Recall that the satisfaction of the moral 
right only requires the enjoyment of the substance of that 
right by person P at time t. The basic rights to security and 

16 Ibid., 115.
17 It may not seem that the right to not be arbitrarily deprived of 
one’s citizenship is not a particularly prominent moral right. However, I 
believe its enshrinement in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(Article 15. (2)) goes a considerable way towards demonstrating its 
importance.
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subsistence going unfulfilled do not necessarily prevent this 
type of enjoyment of all other rights.

Pogge’s argument, then, challenges Shue’s strong 
requirement on basic rights (1). If any right is to be 
considered basic, its enjoyment must be a necessary 
condition for the enjoyment of any moral right; meaning 
that if there is one moral right that can be enjoyed without 
the enjoyment of a (potential) basic right, then that 
(potential) basic right cannot be basic. I should note that 
Pogge’s interpretation of Shue charitably states that the basic 
rights are necessary to the enjoyment of any moral right, 
rather than any other right. Perhaps this is to avoid the 
problem of priority between the two basic rights. Put simply, 
this raises the question of whether the enjoyment of one 
basic right is necessary for the enjoyment of the other; or, 
if one can be enjoyed without the enjoyment of the other. 
If the latter were true, then neither can count as truly basic 
on Shue’s account; if the former were true, then only one 
of the two rights could be considered basic.

Therefore, the rights to security and subsistence cannot be 
considered basic given (1). Pogge further claims that given 
this requirement, we will not be able to find any right that 
will be considered basic. 

iII Braybrooke: Course-of-Life Needs, Basic 
Needs

Pogge shows that the concept of basic rights advocated 
by Shue is too strong. That the enjoyment of a basic right 
be necessary for the enjoyment of any moral right does not 
allow any right to qualify as basic. However, given that we 
want to retain the intuitive force of Shue’s concept, I will 
now modify David Braybrooke’s view of needs so that it 
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can properly be incorporated into Shue’s framework. This 
is because, as we will see, an incorporation of basic needs 
into Shue’s account of basic rights will allow us to answer 
the two questions with which we began. Namely, what is 
the content of the basic rights (what are subsistence and 
security rights meant to protect)? And, why are basic rights 
so important?

I should note, before embarking on this next discussion, 
that there is a problem when discussing needs; namely, 
that there are too many categories of needs for a general 
discussion to be fruitful. So, I will focus on a narrow 
category of needs that Braybrooke calls “course-of-life 
needs;” “which people have through all their lives or at 
certain stages of life through which all must pass.”18 This 
category of needs has three important characteristics.

First, course-of-life needs are persistent. That is, “though 
they are connected with possible deficiencies, [they] are not 
themselves deficiencies; they persist when the deficiencies 
connected with them are removed; indeed they exist even 
if those deficiencies never occur.”19In this way, course-of-
life needs require constant attention even if they are always 
being satisfied. This first characteristic is better understood 
in light of the brief list of possible course-of-life needs 
Braybrooke provides; namely, needs for “food, for shelter, 
for clothing, for exercise, for rest, for companionship.”20 
The persistent nature of course-of-life needs, then, also 
distinguishes them as being particularly pressing.

18 David Braybrooke, “Let Needs Diminish that Preferences May 
Prosper” in Studies in Moral Philosophy ed. Nicholas Rescher, (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1986): 90. 
19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
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Second, “course-of-life needs are such that deficiency 
in respect to them endangers the normal functioning of 
the subject of need, considered as a member of a natural 
species.”21 That is, the satisfaction of course-of-life needs 
is a necessary condition for the normal functioning of the 
subject of need. The notion of “normal functioning of a 
natural species” is difficult to interpret. It would appear that, 
in employing this language, Braybrooke appeals to a strictly 
biological basis for course-of-life needs; however, I think the 
category is both broader and narrower than that for two 
reasons.22 First, Braybrooke distinguishes between health 
(and sanity) and deficiency in normal species functioning, 
saying: “such deficiencies might also be said to endanger 
health and sanity.”23 This means that deficiency in normal 
species functioning is not necessarily a deficiency in health 
or sanity, the two are not equivalent. Second, Braybrooke 
refers to accidents and injuries in society and in nature.24 
This distinction is best understood as including certain 
social needs in the category of course-of-life needs. So, 
course-of-life needs are broader than a strictly biological 
category because they also include social needs. They are 
narrower because they will not include all deviations from 
strictly biological accounts of functioning. Normal species 

21 Ibid.
22 In his books Just Health, and Just Health Care Norman Daniels 
can be seen as employing Braybrooke to support (what he feels is) a 
purely biomedical model of ill health. “Health,” says Daniels, “is the 
absence of pathology...[And,] we may understand “pathology” to refer 
to any deviation from the natural functional organization of a typical 
member of the species.” (Norman Daniels, Just Health: Meeting Health 
Needs Fairly, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 37).
23 Braybrooke, “Let Needs Diminish that Preferences May Prosper,” 
90–91. My emphasis.
24 Ibid., 91.
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functioning, then, should be taken as having both biological 
and social elements.25

Third, and finally, course-of-life needs require protection. 
Braybrooke says: “[People] need to be protected against 
such things [—that is, deficiencies in course-of-life needs]; 
they need at least reasonable precautions against the things 
that they have reason to fear.”26 This characteristic will be of 
considerable importance to our incorporation of basic needs 
into Shue’s framework.

Thus, course-of-life needs are persistent needs that 
threaten our ability to function as a natural member of 
a species, and can be reasonably protected. While it may 
seem plausible that these needs can function as the correlate 
of Shue’s basic rights, they are still too broad. Recall that 
Shue advocates a concept of basic rights that are meant to 
act as necessary preconditions for moral rights. However, 
satisfaction of Braybrooke’s course-of-life needs would 
protect much more than the minimal entitlement for 
which Shue argues. There are certain course-of-life needs 
that could not be suitably protected or regulated by social 
institutions (such as, companionship, or exercise); indeed, 
many of us would feel that social institutions would be 
overreaching if they attempted to regulate such things.27 
Given that we have seen that Shue’s requirement on basic 

25 I will not consider the objections to use of the term “normal 
species functioning.” While problematic, the inclusion of social elements 
into the definition allows for a broader understanding that avoids the 
problems of a strictly biological approach.
26 Ibid.
27 We might think that educational institutions have a certain 
obligation to regulate both exercise and (platonic) forms of 
companionship. However, as they are concerned only with children, 
whose lives are highly regulated in a number of ways in which adult 
lives are not, I don’t think this is a problem.
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rights is already too strong, a category of need that requires 
more than its corresponding right would not be useful. Due 
to this, an independent category of basic needs is required. 
This category, while similar to Braybrooke’s course-of-life 
needs, must be significantly narrower.

I contend that basic needs are those course-of-life needs 
that must be satisfied in order for any other need (course-
of-life or otherwise) to be sufficiently satisfied or enjoyed. 
This statement requires explanation. Basic needs are not 
necessary, in the same strong sense as Shue’ basic rights, to 
the satisfaction of other needs. However, failing to satisfy 
a basic need would render the enjoyment of other needs 
considerably more difficult, or impossible (in cases where 
the basic need is necessary for the satisfaction of the other 
need.) For example, while we may be able to enjoy the 
need for companionship—and even have a large number 
of friends, a partner, etc.—our ability to sufficiently enjoy 
the satisfaction of that need is made considerably more 
difficult if we are suffering from a painful disease.28 Basic 
needs preserve the three characteristics of course-of-life 
needs—they are persistent and pressing, necessary (but 
not sufficient) for normal species functioning, and require 
protection—but are also required for the enjoyment of other 
needs. 

28 I leave whether the need allows for satisfaction or enjoyment of 
the substance of the need ambiguous. This is because I want to allow 
for cases in which the conditions are formally met for the satisfaction of 
a need, but the need is not being enjoyed (for whatever reason.) While 
this may seem to inappropriately weaken the concept of basic needs, the 
qualification will be of considerable importance in the following section.
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iIII Basic Needs as a Correlate to Shue’s 
Basic Rights; Objections, Replies

We are now in a position to modify Shue’s view so 
that it can incorporate the concept of basic needs. This 
modification is quite simple. For a right to be considered 
basic it should correlate to a basic need; rather than require 
that the enjoyment of a basic right be necessary for the 
enjoyment of any other right. Given that a basic need is a 
(weakly) necessary condition for the enjoyment of other 
needs, this modification captures the intuitive force of 
Shue’s view. Furthermore, the criteria for a need to count 
as basic restrict the number of possible basic rights. While 
my modification will generate more than two basic rights, 
the combined content of those rights will not exceed the 
content of the larger rights to security and subsistence 
advocated by Shue.

It is notable that this modification requires that every right 
protect a need, but I do not think that this is problematic—
especially if we do not specify the category of needs to which 
different rights correspond. As long as only basic rights 
correspond to basic needs, then basic rights will still serve 
as the strong precondition developed by Shue. Further, as 
the third characteristic of Braybrooke’s course-of-life needs 
(that they need protection) has a reasonableness condition, 
basic needs do not require protection from non-standard 
threats. Again, this assures that the basic needs protected 
by basic rights are not too strong.

With this modification, we can answer the questions 
with which we began—namely, what are subsistence and 
security rights meant to protect (what is the substance of 
the basic rights)? And, why are basic rights so important? 
The substance of the basic rights is the basic needs to which 
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they correspond. The independent importance of basic 
rights comes from the fact that they are meant to protect 
our basic needs; the satisfaction of which is a necessary 
condition for us to function normally.29 That is, basic rights 
are important not just instrumentally—as a necessary 
condition for the satisfaction of moral rights—they are also 
intrinsically valuable as correlates of the basic needs we have 
as functioning members of a species. It is important for 
us to understand these basic needs not only because their 
satisfaction is necessary to our well-being, but also because 
they tell us something about ourselves. That is, they merit 
discussion even when they are completely satisfied.

Therefore, a right should be taken as basic only if it 
corresponds to a basic need; where a basic need is defined 
as a course-of-life need that must be satisfied for any other 
needs to be satisfied or enjoyed. By removing the strong 
necessity condition from the concept of basic rights, and 
displacing it as a weak condition corresponding to basic 
needs, Pogge’s challenge no longer applies. Thus, Shue’s view 
is strengthened by the addition of basic needs for at least two 
reasons. First, the argument that the required conditions for 
a right to be basic are too strong is no longer valid. It is not 
the case that the satisfaction of basic needs is necessary to 
the satisfaction of other needs. Second, having basic rights 
correspond to basic needs allows for an understanding of 
the independent importance of basic rights. Rather than 

29 I take for granted, here, that normal functioning is intuitively 
important. While there are serious problems that occur when we 
attempt to define what is entailed by this concept, I hold that, at least 
minimal, protection against the most grievous social and biological 
harms (however we choose to define them) is important. I do not seek 
to defend my view against people who disagree with this elementary 
moral intuition.
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only being important as a precondition for the enjoyment 
of moral rights, basic rights and their corresponding basic 
needs protect the normal functioning of the right-bearer. 
I will now address two objections to this modification of 
Shue’s view.

First, it is possible to object to the very use of a concept 
of basic needs as a means of modifying Shue’s view. That 
is, if the problem is that Shue’s requirement of basic rights 
(that their enjoyment be necessary for the enjoyment of all 
other rights) is too strong, can we not just weaken it? Or, put 
another way, why speak of needs at all? The addition of basic 
needs can be seen as complicating the view unnecessarily. 
While compelling, this objection fails for one important 
reason. Namely, a weakening of Shue’s requirement on basic 
rights would not explain the independent importance of 
basic rights; they would be important only as necessary 
preconditions of moral rights. Also, employing a concept of 
basic needs strengthens the concept of a basic right, because 
appealing to a need makes clear the required reasons for the 
satisfaction of the right. Recall that a right (moral or basic) 
provides the rational basis for a justified demand; a need 
provides a firm basis for that demand. Also, important to 
the intuitive force of appealing to basic rights is that they 
have more than just instrumental value.

Second, and similarly, we can ask: if we are going to 
appeal to basic needs as a way of grounding basic rights, 
then why continue to speak of rights? If it is the satisfaction 
of basic needs that provides the, albeit weak, necessary 
precondition for the enjoyment of other needs, then what 
role do rights play? Again, while appealing, this objection 
fails to account for the fact that rights and needs are 
different. While it is the satisfaction of needs that is (weakly) 
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necessary for the satisfaction of other needs, we require 
rights to protect those needs. Given that we are concerned 
with Shue’s framework, rights become the political tool 
with which needs are protected. This, however, does not 
make them purely instrumental. While basic rights and their 
corresponding needs can be distinguished analytically, one 
cannot be satisfied without the other also being satisfied. 
So, the satisfaction of basic rights is non-instrumentally 
important, as it will promote normal species functioning. 
Therefore we require operative concepts of both basic needs 
and basic rights.

iIV Conclusion
I have now demonstrated that Henry Shue’s concept of 

basic rights can be significantly strengthened if we employ 
a correlative concept of basic needs, developed by appeal to 
David Braybrooke’s theory of course-of-life needs. While 
more rights will be considered basic on this account, the 
requirement of those rights will not exceed the requirement 
of Shue’s rights to security and subsistence. Further, I 
have demonstrated that Thomas Pogge’s claim that the 
requirements on basic rights are too strong does not apply 
to this modification of Shue’s view. Finally, by addressing 
objections, we have seen that the modifications above still 
require talk of both basic rights and basic needs. It is my 
hope that this account of basic needs has retained what I 
believe to be the strong intuitive force of Shue’s concept of 
basic rights, by demonstrating that they are intrinsically, 
not merely instrumentally, valuable.
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Abstract
In cases concerning philosophical projects that seek 

to establish first principles, a plausible intuition that is 
shared by many philosophers considers that any attempt 
at building a fundamental theory would do best to begin 
from as close to a pre-theoretical ground as can be possibly 
attained. It is from within this context that the method that 
begins by conducting skeptical analysis upon any and all 
doubtful propositions is regarded as perhaps the optimal 
starting place upon which one may then proceed to develop 
one’s positive philosophy. Certainly, it seems that the above 
reasoning is nothing other than what motivates Descartes 
in writing his Meditations. Indeed, it is still the case that in 
many philosophical circles the phrase ‘hyperbolic doubt’ is 
reserved for reference to Descartes’ project.

In this paper, I argue that Descartes does not succeed in 
carrying out a radical skeptical analysis of his antecedent 
beliefs. I argue that he does not call into question the 
fundamental metaphysical premise that there is a world of 
appearances separate from, and pertaining to, a world of 
things as they are in themselves. I call this view “metaphysical 
realism,” and I raise two possible objections to the success 
of Descartes achievement of hyperbolic doubt (what I will 
sometimes call, ‘Descartes project’). 

Part one of the paper critiques the content of Descartes 
skeptical analysis, arguing that he only attempts to call one 
worldview into question before proceeding with the work of 
establishing his positive philosophical system. I then concede 
that perhaps this argument does not threaten the possibility 
for the success of Descartes project. Meanwhile, in part two 
I raise a contention about the form of Descartes skepticism. 
Namely, I argue that the very arguments Descartes appeals 
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to in his First Meditation themselves not only fail to 
question the metaphysical realist assumption, but that they 
in fact rely upon it in order to be waged at all. In this sense, 
Descartes skepticism may be recognized as only calling into 
doubt the accuracy by which our sense-perceptions inform 
us about objective states of affairs; they do not provide us 
with means through which the metaphysical—subjective-
sense-perception vs. objective-states-of-affairs—dichotomy 
itself can be doubted. 

In so far as this is the case, I conclude that we should, if 
anything, be inspired by Descartes’ noble motivations for 
beginning a first philosophy from ‘the ground up’, but that 
we must be cautious in looking to his writing as an exemplar 
of hyperbolic doubt.

Introduction
In the beginning of Descartes’ Meditations, Descartes 

presents the reader with the notion that there may exist a 
less prejudiced and less presumptuous radical ground upon 
which philosophy and science could be based. Descartes 
reasons that if such an unbiased, almost a-theoretical 
place could be found, then it would provide any future 
positive principles that proceeded from it with greater (if 
indeed perhaps absolute) apodictic certainty. It is clear 
that for Descartes, his goal is precisely to try and provide 
such a strong epistemological basis for any future positive 
theoretical project. Of course, as it is only responsible to 
assume of himself that he has not yet attained such ground, 
Descartes decides to begin his First Meditation by subjecting 
all of his beliefs to skeptical analysis. It is in this light that 
Descartes’ First Meditation is concerned with his calling all 
of his beliefs into doubt. 



p h i l i p  ba l l i e t 95

In this paper I will argue that Descartes does not carry 
his skepticism far enough. He does not succeed in calling 
all of his presuppositions into doubt because he conducts 
his very skeptical analysis from a place that is always already 
within a framework of metaphysical realism. By saying 
Descartes never doubts metaphysical realism, I mean that 
throughout his Meditations, Descartes’ writing is embedded 
within an unwavering acceptance of the belief that there is a 
distinction between matters of fact that are of states of affairs 
as mere appearances, from ‘matters of fact’ that pertain to 
states of affairs as they exist in an independent, objective, or 
‘actual’ world. Keeping this appearance-reality distinction 
in mind, this paper will proceed in two parts: the first will 
provide a critique of the content of Descartes skepticism, 
the second a critique of the form of his skepticism.

More specifically, part one will briefly present the 
argument that Descartes’ skepticism may be incomplete 
in providing radical doubt in so far as it concerns itself 
with providing doubt for only this one (realist) theoretical 
worldview. Meanwhile, the second part will contend that 
Descartes skepticism does not succeed because of the very 
method by which the skepticism is conducted. Namely, 
Descartes appeals to three arguments that are intended 
to provide reasons for establishing doubt in his beliefs. 
Yet, all three of the arguments themselves depend upon 
the appearance-reality distinction, and so they cannot be 
seen as providing reasons for doubting the metaphysical 
commitment underlying the distinction itself. It is precisely 
in so far as the appearance-reality distinction is itself a belief, 
and in so far as it goes unquestioned by Descartes, that his 
project to attain a ground of radical skepticism fails.
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iI The Single-Minded Content of Concern 
for Descartes’ Skepticism 

It can be argued that Descartes does not succeed in 
reaching presupposition-less ground because he only 
concerns his skepticism with examining one theoretical 
worldview among many. This is to say, Descartes conducts 
his skepticism upon what he takes to be all of the major 
foundational beliefs that he holds. Understandably enough, 
given that Descartes is taking as the object of his skeptical 
inquiry all of the beliefs belonging to one particular man 
(himself ), he is also taking beliefs that all subscribe to one 
particular worldview.  The contention that can be raised 
here is that this is an insufficient basis for conducting 
skepticism if one desires of their skepticism that it reach 
radical presupposition-less ground. 

For one thing, there may be other beliefs that belong to 
other paradigmatic worldviews whose certainty we would 
have no reason to yet doubt by Descartes’ arguments. 
By subjecting only one species of theory to questioning, 
it seems to be a presumption itself (and one that is in 
need of justification) to believe that doing so will lead to 
a philosophically fundamental epistemological basis (to 
something that could ground the ‘objective’ sciences1). By 
analogy, what if a Catholic theologian said he wanted to 
build a theology from the most intellectually honest and 
rigorous ground up, and so, to first find this ground of 
apodictic certainty, he proceeded to provide arguments 

1  Indeed, the very skeptical analysis Descartes conducts on his 
own beliefs he explicitly admits is motivated from a desire to establish 
an epistemic basis for the ‘objectivity’ of the objective sciences; and 
this motivation, which assumes a theoretically laden understanding 
of ‘objectivity’, could be said to itself never be genuinely subjected to 
skeptical analysis in the Meditations.
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for doubting all of his religious beliefs? Would it not be 
reasonable for other people to raise doubts about this 
project itself, in so far as it seems highly presumptuous to 
assume that deconstructing Catholicism alone would be 
sufficient for bringing anyone to some kind of universal 
pre-theological ground? Surely, it seems plausible that the 
ground this Catholic would reach from such self-reflexive 
skepticism would be quite different from that reached by a 
Sufi, or a Taoist, were he to attempt the same project. 

In other words, when Descartes doubts the truth of only 
his beliefs, he is assuming that his beliefs include all of the 
necessary and sufficient beliefs that need to be questioned 
in order to reach epistemic bedrock. To make the hidden 
premise explicitly clear, I submit below a more formal 
reconstruction of the philosophical project underlying 
Descartes’ Meditations, beginning with the two premises 
below:

(1) There is an epistemological ground that is less 
biased, and possesses greater apodictic certainty 
(from which more honest, justified, and respectable 
positive theories may be constructed).

(2) The way to get to this pre-theoretical 
firmament is through deconstructing all of, and any, 
beliefs that can be in the slightest degree doubted.

To draw the conclusion,
(C) I will rigorously examine all of my beliefs and 
subject them to skeptical analysis. 

But, this conclusion operates from an implicit third 
premise, which can be stated:
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(3) By taking solely my own beliefs as objects of 
doubt, any beliefs that antecedently do not belong 
to me and so consequently do not fall under my 
skeptical analysis are not necessary for achieving 
(1), as they are not relevant with respect to the class 
of beliefs mentioned in (2). 

The point here is that a more rigorous skeptical project 
would doubt premise (3) and would therefore approach 
(2) as including a larger class of beliefs than simply those 
beliefs that happen to belong to the skeptic him or herself. 
Consequently, the conclusion that would be reached would 
be to conduct a more rigorous and inclusive skepticism than 
that which Descartes reaches in (C).

What must be understood is that when Descartes declares 
himself to be sincerely devoted to the task of  “demolish[ing] 
everything completely” through his skeptical critique, 
he is rather like a man on the top floor of a skyscraper, 
who, in believing himself to be bringing everything to its 
foundations, is instead rather only deconstructing the single 
building he is in. Descartes antecedently holds realist beliefs, 
and so his skeptical project desires to reach a presupposition-
less ground by concerning itself solely with attempting to 
provide reasons for doubting the foundations of realist 
beliefs. For example, it is clear that for Descartes a judgment 
about the existence of a body is true if it is about the actual 
states of affairs as they are—to use the philosophically 
loaded phrase—in themselves. In other words, the truth or 
falsity of any belief hinges upon the accuracy with which 
our sensed experiences allow us to infer what is actually the 
case. This is why, for Descartes, if I am having the experience 
of a table and I say, “That table is there!” the truth of my 
belief changes according to whether or not I am dreaming. 



p h i l i p  ba l l i e t 99

When I am dreaming, presumably, the judgment is false 
because there is no table really there, but rather I am just 
having a dream in which there is the dream-experience-of-
a-table. Meanwhile, when I am awake, the belief of the table 
is true because it is assumed that the experience of the table 
is following from my senses that perceive an actual object 
(the table) that exists over there independently of me. 

It is because Descartes operates under this worldview that 
he raises the dream argument, the evil deceiver argument, 
and even the sense deception argument in the first place. 
In all three arguments, Descartes believes he is providing 
reasons for establishing the possibility that there is room 
for doubt in all his beliefs. But they only, at best, provide 
doubt for all realist beliefs.2 So, because Descartes presumes 
what it means to have a true belief in the first place, his 
skepticism over-focuses on providing reasons for doubting 
solely realist beliefs at the expense of remaining silent with 
regards to whether or not there are reasons to doubt other 
kinds of beliefs. Even if our perceptions are misinformed, 
or may be deceived, about what the actual world is—as 
the deception or dream/deceiver arguments propose—this 
would only provide reasons for doubting beliefs that are of a 
realist variety, it would only cast into doubt those judgments 
that already believed themselves to be about an objective 
world.3

2 Indeed, even this is going to turn out not to be the case, as will 
be explained in section Two.

3 Couched in terms of theories of truth, Descartes is essentially 
committed to a variety of the correspondence-theory of truth, which 
he then tries to cast doubt upon by throwing one or more obstacles 
between the subjective experience and its correspondence to an objective 
world. The point is that he never, strictly speaking, doubts that there is 
such a relation (again, this shall be covered in greater detail in section II).

 Of course, my writing here should not be construed by the 
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Now, one might be tempted to argue that even though 
Descartes’ skepticism examines only understandings of 
existence and truth that belong to one paradigm among 
many, he may nonetheless be successful in reaching the 
radical presupposition-less metaphysical ground he purports 
himself to be seeking, in so far as every metaphysical theory 
may be said to be built from one common pre-theoretical 
ground. By this reasoning, it is permissible that Descartes 
is concerned with demolishing only one building, because 
if his skepticism is thoroughly rigorous then he will reach 
the same common ground upon which all of the buildings 
are built. According to these lights, the success of achieving 
the goal of apodictic certainty does not require of Descartes 
that he provide reasons for doubt with respect to every 
possible interpretation of existence and truth that can be 
found in different metaphysical worldviews, rather, he only 
needs to get to the root of one theoretical genus (or even 
species) of beliefs. 

Let us assume that this argument is sound. In this case, 
even granted that Descartes’ beliefs are themselves of only 
the metaphysically realist variety, the radical skepticism 

reader such as to suppose that I am conducting a personal critique of 
the philosopher himself, for it would be anachronistic to argue that 
Descartes is at fault for not doubting theories of truth that did not 
formally exist at the time he was writing. Nonetheless, the critique is 
waged to encourage present day philosophers that we should not look 
to Descartes as the exemplar skeptical philosopher in the modern era 
of Western Philosophy; even if we continue to consider his life and 
works to mark the theoretical beginning of the trajectory that we like 
to call “Modern Western Philosophy” in introductory PHIL courses. 

 
 Furthermore, it is a call to any who may be tempted by the goal of 
skepticism that says, if there is any such endeavor or state of radical 
doubt at all, it is not to be found through studying Descartes, but by 
taking a more rigorous application of his process into our modern 
pluralistic and perspectival age.
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offered in the First Meditation is successful as it provides 
doubt of realism itself: bringing us to the ground from 
which realism, or any other metaphysical view, would be 
built.

What this paper will now show in the next section is that, 
even if this contention to the first section holds, Descartes 
skepticism is still not successful.

iII Doubting the Arguments Used to 
Establish Doubt

Granting that the counter-argument raised at the end of 
section I is plausible, this section will proceed to contend 
that Descartes’ skeptical project nonetheless does not 
succeed because of the very method by which the skeptical 
analysis is conducted. I contend that his skepticism does not 
succeed precisely because his arguments to establish reasons 
for doubting his realist beliefs are themselves arguments that 
depend on realist beliefs. 

To make the issue explicitly clear, the success of the 
skepticism that Descartes offers in his First Meditation rests 
on the success of the three arguments that he provides: 
in their ability to establish doubts with respect to the 
foundations of all of Descartes’ beliefs. As was hopefully 
made obvious by now, many of Descartes’ antecedent 
beliefs (the ones that he is taking as objects of skeptical 
inquiry) may be said to be of the ‘realist’ variety.4 So, at 

4 That I am not simply assuming here that Descartes’ antecedent 
beliefs may appropriately be categorized as metaphysically realist, I cite 
the following passage in which he explicitly states how he considered 
objects before beginning the meditation: “If I had tried to describe the 
mental conception I had of it, I would have expressed it as follows: by 
a body I understand whatever has a determinable shape and a definable 
location… it can be perceived by touch, sight, hearing, taste…” (p. 17, 
sect 26) Furthermore, references to “perception” as some mediating 
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the very least, one of the fundamental, or basic beliefs 
that Descartes should question and find a reason to doubt 
in, is metaphysical realism itself. This is to say, Descartes’ 
skepticism must at the very least call into question the belief 
in the existence of a world of representations that is separate 
from that of a world of things as they are in themselves, if 
we are to countenance his achievement of radical doubt to 
be successfully rigorous. However, none of the skeptical 
arguments take as their object of doubt the metaphysical 
worldview, and in fact—as will be shown—the coherence 
and effectiveness of all three of the arguments depends upon 
their taking the belief in the appearance-reality distinction 
for granted.

As we all know, the three arguments in the First 
Meditation that are offered are: the sense deception 
argument, the dream argument, and the evil deceiver 
argument. I shall first briefly introduce a reconstruction 
of each of the arguments, and then I will argue how each 
one relies—as an argument for establishing doubt—upon 
accepting the realist notion of a difference between a world 
of objects as they appear to us, and a world of objects as 
they are in themselves.

The first argument for skepticism that is raised by 
Descartes is the sense deception argument, which appeals 
to the fact that periodically our senses are sometimes 
‘deceived’, and that it is prudent to not trust anything that 
has ever deceived you even once. Meanwhile, the dream 
argument follows a line of reasoning that contends we have 

process between bodies and our sense-experiences of bodies, is repeatedly 
made by Descartes. This is a common, albeit very metaphysically 
committed, realist notion: which has sense-experiences composed of 
representations or appearances, which correspond to objects that are 
in themselves spatial yet outside of experience.
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no method by which we could be absolutely certain that 
we are in fact awake, and so we have no means by which 
to exclude all conceivable doubt with regards to our beliefs 
that pertain to the ‘truth’, or the ‘reality’ of our experiences. 
Lastly, the evil deceiver argument plays off the notion that 
we cannot rule out with absolute certainty the possibility 
that there is an evil deceiver (which may be conceived of 
as a demon or a mad scientist) who intentionally causes us 
to have the experiences we do in order to mislead us away 
from understanding the truth of what is actually going on, 
or what actually exists.

The degree to which all three of these arguments succeed 
in providing reasons for doubting his beliefs hinge not 
upon whether one agrees in the possibility of there actually 
being extremely deceptive sense faculties, or in the actual 
possibility that we are asleep right now, or in the probability 
of the existence of an evil deceiver. The point is simply that 
we have no means in principle by which we could rule any 
of these situations out, and so, if reason is to be charitable, 
we must admit that there is room for doubting the beliefs 
that we are forming about what exists in the world based 
on our experiences.

However, in all three cases the paradigm that there are 
appearances of a reality, and that there is a reality of matters 
of fact as they are in themselves, is taken for granted. All 
three notions presume that in order for a belief to be true, 
given that all of our beliefs are formed from the stream 
of perceptions that we experience5, the sensed world must 
correspond accurately to the states of affairs that actually 
exist. Thus, all three of the arguments are concerned with 

5 “Whatever I have up till now accepted as most true I have 
acquired either from the senses or through the senses.” (Pg.2, sect 18)
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playing upon this dichotomy by raising hypothetical 
situations in which the accuracy of the correspondence between 
our perceived world and the actual world is jeopardized.

The embedded inclusion of the realist distinction is most 
obvious in the dream and evil-deceiver arguments. The 
dream argument relies on establishing a distinction between 
states of affairs that are taken to exist while dreaming, with 
states of affairs that are taken to exist while awake. When we 
are dreaming, Descartes argues, we often take certain things 
to be the case and to be true when in fact what is “actually 
the case” is that we are lying down asleep in bed (13 sect 
19). According to the dream argument, right now we believe 
ourselves to be awake and so we believe there to be many 
states of affairs—like, for example, that we are reading an 
essay on Descartes—and so we take these beliefs to be true, 
but they may very well be false, for we cannot rule out the 
possibility that even now we are dreaming. Given that we 
cannot rule out the possibility that “these particulars—that 
my eyes are open, that I am moving my head and stretching 
out my hands- are not true”, the dream argument is seen by 
Descartes as providing reason for establishing the possibility 
that there are no ‘bodies’ at all (p.13 sect20). In this case, 
the fact that we are doubting our experiences, and thus the 
bodies we believe ourselves to be experiencing, is because 
there very well could be an entirely different state of affairs 
happening right now: namely, one in which all of us are 
lying in bed. It is with respect to the possibility that there 
is this ‘objective’ state of affairs, of our sleeping, that we are 
supposed to conclude that we have reason to be skeptical 
of our present judgments. 

Similarly, just as the dream argument was concerned 
with demonstrating that we may not be justified in our 
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beliefs about objects because we may perhaps be in some 
altered dream-like state in which the appearances we are 
experiencing do not correspond to objective states of affairs 
in the meaningful way that our beliefs require of them, the 
evil-deceiver argument makes room for doubt in a belief 
that a given object exists because there could be a deceiver 
who is intentionally giving us an experience of an object 
that is not actually there.

What neither of the above examples demonstrate is that 
the realist type of belief—the type of belief that believes 
itself to be using subjective experience to infer propositions 
about objective states of affairs—is doubtful in itself. In 
other words, the skeptical arguments that Descartes offers 
in his First Meditation all take the realist appearance-reality 
distinction for granted, only to raise doubts about the degree 
of certainty we may have with respect to how accurate our 
judgments are—where judgments are always taken for 
granted to be those propositions that pertain to what really 
exists in and of itself.

Yet, even the sense-deception argument commits this 
same slight of hand. The basic structure of the sense-
deception argument appeals to the common intuition 
that we sometimes mistake the identity of an object when 
we are looking at it from far away, or in cases when the 
object is very small. This argument provides a reason for the 
meditator to become open to the possibility that the beliefs 
he forms from his sense experiences may not be indubitable 
because it is prudent to not trust in something completely 
that has ever deceived you even once. 

But, it must be asked, what kind of deception is this 
really? Say, for instance, I see something on the wall from 
far away, and say I believe it is a fly sitting on the wall. Then, 
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as I approach the wall, I have a sense experience that it is a 
black mark left on the wall by a pen. How was I deceived 
by my senses? Is it the sense perception that contributed to 
my initial apprehension of there being a fly that deceived 
me, as there was always only a stain of ink? Or is it my 
sense perception of the ink stain that is now deceiving me, 
because clearly it was, and is, a fly? As we commonly favor 
the conclusions we draw from visual sense perceptions 
when we believe ourselves to be closer to the object under 
observation6, we take the former position. 

The point here however, is that it would be erroneous 
and misguided to think that, from this sense-deception 
argument, one could have reason to call all of his or her 
senses into doubt. The sense-deception argument cannot be 
used to raise doubts about sense perception per se, because 
no instances of sense-deception can be expanded to argue, 
or to provide reasons for arguing, that all sense perception 
could be deceptive. 

Specifically, the relevant instances of sense-deception 
are only possible by having, generally speaking, two sense 

6 (This fact, that we tend to place greater trust and validity in 
the judgments that we draw from visual sense-perceptions when we 
believe ourselves to be “closer” to the object under consideration, is 
itself a very paradoxical kind of prejudice—when considered from the 
skeptical point of view. For, strictly speaking, the fact that we believe 
ourselves to be closer to the object—(and so for example, to favor our 
judgment of the object that it is a spot of ink on the wall, vs. a fly)—is 
itself a fact that we infer from our sense-perceptions changing. We “see” 
ourselves getting “closer” to what we are “seeing”. Thus, it is curious 
indeed to appeal to such beliefs of proximity—as they too are gathered 
from sense-perceptions and visual data—to compare the judgments we 
make of a visual object as seen from far away, with those judgments we 
make of the object as seen from close up. If sight itself is what we are 
skeptical about, then we have no reason to favor visions we have from 
one distance as from another, as the distance between the seer and the 
object seen is itself a distance that is cognized primarily visually.)
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perceptions ‘x’ and ‘y’, and comparing the one to the other 
in so far as both are regarded to be about the same subject-
matter. And, in favoring one sense perception (say, ‘y’) over 
the other—believing it to be more salient and trustworthy 
(say, because we are closer to the object being perceived)—
we then conclude that our senses deceived us in the case of 
‘x’. The key issue is that the only way Descartes, or anyone, 
could find that their senses deceive them in such instances, 
is because they believe their senses to not be deceiving them 
in at least one of their perceptions. 

But, if we take this argument and expand it out to call 
all sense perceptions into doubt, then the coherence of the 
argument itself becomes undermined. Put simply, if you 
were to doubt each and every instance of sense perception—
like ‘x’ and ‘y’ etc.—then you would have no reason for 
favoring one perception over another, and would therefore 
never be able to compare any of them such as to conclude 
you were being deceived in the first place. The fact is, it is 
only because we are committed to our senses not deceiving 
us sometimes, that we are able to even make the claim that 
sometimes our senses deceive us. 

Though perhaps, one might wish to neutralize the threat 
that the sense-deception argument is self-undermining by 
putting forward an interpretation that takes Descartes to 
be leaning less on the fact that our senses can be found to 
sometimes deceive us, to place more emphasis on the fact 
that the argument is simply about raising the possibility 
that our senses could always be deceiving us. The only way 
this argument could avoid being self-undermining is if 
you believe there is indeed a further ‘fact of the matter’ 
about which all instances of sense-perception pertain, and 
therefore with respect to which all sense perceptions could 
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be deceiving us.  And, of course, to suppose this is nothing 
other than to maintain the metaphysical realist distinction 
between a world of appearances, and a world of objective 
states of affairs above and beyond every sense experience. 

So, on either interpretation, the sense-deception 
argument fails to provide us with a case for radical doubt of 
metaphysical realism; either it fails in so far as the argument 
itself cannot run coherently, or in so far as it relies on the 
very fundamental realist distinction it should be calling 
into question.

From all of the above arguments, it is has hopefully been 
clearly demonstrated that the problem for Descartes is that 
if you call the metaphysical view itself into question, then 
the underlying premises of all three of his arguments for 
doubt must themselves be doubted. Therefore, as there 
is conceivable doubt regarding the entire belief structure 
that there are appearances of a reality, and a reality that is 
in itself, Descartes skepticism fails to reach the hyperbolic 
doubt that it purports to successfully achieve. 

iIII Concluding Remarks
Both of the contentions I have raised in this paper have 

been focused on critiquing the way Descartes conducts 
his skeptical project in the First Meditation. Part one was 
concerned primarily with raising issue with regards to the 
limited scope of the objects of inquiry that Descartes takes 
as his starting point upon which to conduct his skeptical 
analysis. Meanwhile, the second part was concerned with 
highlighting that the very arguments by which Descartes 
calls his beliefs into question presuppose beliefs that 
Descartes skepticism leaves unexamined. I have not raised 
issue here with the notion that skepticism can, and should, 
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be pursued in order for one to reach a less biased theoretical 
ground. Indeed, my intuition (however wrong it may be) 
finds this notion very appealing, What I am proposing is 
that there are other beliefs that Descartes ‘should’ have 
considered when calling beliefs into doubt, including at the 
very least, the belief that all of the beliefs that he explicitly 
holds are sufficient for successfully achieving hyperbolic 
doubt. Furthermore, not only should Descartes have 
included more beliefs under the gaze of his skeptical eye, but 
he should also have called the very lens of the eye through 
which he was looking into question itself. Admittedly, the 
context of Descartes’ time must be taken into consideration 
when one raises questions about why these contentions can 
be raised against his writing (assuming the reader agrees by 
now that they can be). Other metaphysical worldviews, 
like those outlined by Kant, Schopenhauer, or Husserl, 
were not accessible to Descartes because they had not yet 
been written; indeed, they probably would never have been 
written had it not been for Descartes Meditations.
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Abstract
On Lewis’s account of counterfactual reasoning, a 

counterfactual is true if in the most similar possible 
worlds, where the antecedent is true, the consequent is 
true. In Lewis’s earlier work, he uses a primitive relation of 
comparative overall similarity to compare the similarities 
between possible worlds. Kit Fine (1975) suggests, however, 
that comparative overall similarity is inadequate when 
assessing the truth value of a counterfactual.1 To avoid the 
issues highlighted by Fine, Lewis (1979) endorses four 
principles, which are sometimes called the ‘Four Fold 
Way’, to clarify which aspects of similarity are relevant to 
counterfactual reasoning.2 In this essay I outline in more 
detail how the counterexample raised by Fine pushes Lewis 
to endorse the Four Fold Way, and how the Four Fold Way is 
supposed to help Lewis avoid these concerns. I then raise my 
own concern: there could be a world where the antecedent 
is true—there could be a world that is the most similar to 
the actual world in the relevant sense, but does not seem to 
be the world that intuitively should make a counterfactual 
true. Finally, I suggest that Lewis could avoid my concern 
by invoking another principle regarding similarity.

iI Lewis’s Initial Account of 
Counterfactual Reasoning

A counterfactual is a claim that takes the form “if A 
were true, then C would be true”. A specific example is, 
“if I were to drop my pen, then the pen would fall to the 
ground.” According to Lewis, counterfactuals are true if in 

1 Fine, Kit, “Review of Lewis,” Mind 84 (1975): 451–458.
2 Lewis, David, “Counterfactual Dependence and Time’s Arrow,” 
Noûs 13 (1979): 455–476.



a f i f t h p r i n c i p l e  f o r l e w i s ’ s  f o u r f o l d way114

the most similar possible world where A is true, C is also 
true. Using the pen example from above, that claim is true 
if in the most similar possible world where I dropped the 
pen, it fell to the ground.

In Lewis’s initial account of counterfactuals, similarity 
is construed as ‘comparative overall similarity.’ He 
intentionally leaves his description of similarity vague. 
Lewis argues that people commonly assess similarities and 
differences between two entities in a way that is relevant to 
the concerns at hand, and comparing worlds is no different. 
He also claims that any two worlds are comparable.

iII Fine’s Nixon Counterexample
Fine suggests that this conception of similarity is 

problematic using the Nixon counterexample. The 
counterfactual claim “if Nixon had pressed the button 
to launch the missiles, there would have been a nuclear 
holocaust” seems true. According to Fine, however, a 
world where the button is pressed but the missiles are not 
launched is overall more similar than a world where the 
button is pressed, and it leads to a nuclear holocaust. It 
seems that many of the events that would take place after the 
button is pressed in the world without a nuclear holocaust 
would be much more similar to events that take place in 
the actual world, as there was no nuclear holocaust. As 
a result, the aforementioned counterfactual would turn 
out to be false. This is to suggest that comparative overall 
similarity is insufficient for getting the truth conditions for 
counterfactuals correct.
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iIII The Four Fold Way
Lewis accepts the problems highlighted in the Nixon 

counterexample. In response, he invokes the following four 
principles—The Four Fold Way—to give a more detailed 
account of similarity.

(1) It is of the first importance to avoid big, widespread, 
diverse violations of law.

(2) It is of the second importance to maximize spatial/
temporal region of perfect match of particular fact.

(3) It is of the third importance to avoid even small, 
localized, simple violations of law.

(4) It is of little or no importance to secure approximate 
similarity of particular fact.3

There could be a world with dramatically different laws of 
nature, and is a world where the antecedent and consequent 
being considered are true. It seems, however, that what 
would make the antecedent and consequent true may not 
be what would make them true in the actual world. To avoid 
considering these worlds first when using counterfactual 
reasoning, Lewis posits the first principle. It could be the 
case that a world with very different laws of nature is what 
makes a counterfactual true. Typically, however, these worlds 
tend to be further from the actual world than worlds with 
more similar laws of nature. With respect to the Nixon 
case, the world that makes the counterfactual “if Nixon 
had pressed the button there would have been a nuclear 
holocaust” should not be, for example, one where this is 
true because there are magical gnomes that create nuclear 

3 Lewis, 472.



a f i f t h p r i n c i p l e  f o r l e w i s ’ s  f o u r f o l d way116

blasts whenever somebody presses a red button.
We might worry that when employing counterfactual 

reasoning, it seems—intuitively—that worlds with the same 
laws of nature are more similar to the actual world. Lewis 
claims that this may not be so. In a deterministic world, the 
laws of nature and the world’s initial conditions—the state of 
the world in its first moment—determine all events that take 
place in the world. In a world with laws of nature identical 
to the laws in the actual world, any difference in events 
must be due to some difference in the initial conditions. 
As such, when considering a counterfactual claim, the only 
way to establish how things could have been different in a 
world with identical laws of nature requires a change at the 
beginning of time. For instance, consider the claim “if I 
had dropped the pen, the pen would have fallen”. In order 
to account for the dropping of then pen in a deterministic 
world with identical laws of nature, the moment before the 
pen is dropped would have to be different in some respect 
to yield the dropping of the pen.  But, if that moment were 
different, then the moment before it would also have to be 
different.  This reasoning will eventually lead back to the 
initial conditions of that world.

A further concern that Lewis is trying to avoid is the 
issue of ‘backtracking’. Lewis endorses a counterfactual 
account of causation.  On this view, A caused B if it is the 
case that had A not occurred, B would not have occurred.  
A ‘backtracking argument’ roughly takes the form: if C 
were true, then A would have to have been true.  Given a 
counterfactual account of causation, this reasoning leads 
to the conclusion that the nuclear holocaust caused Nixon 
to press the button at an earlier time—a case of backwards 
causation. While Lewis claims that backwards causation 
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might occur in some special circumstances, in most everyday 
situations, it is an inappropriate resolution to counterfactual 
reasoning.

To avoid backtracking arguments, Lewis posits the second 
principle, according to which it is of the second importance 
to maximize spatial/temporal region of perfect match of 
particular fact.  By this, he means that it is important for 
there to be a match between the particular happenings in 
time and space. Lewis claims that in order to maintain 
a spatial/temporal match for as long as possible between 
worlds, there will be a slight violation in the laws, or, as he 
puts it, a small ‘miracle’. By miracle he does not actually 
mean that the laws are somehow broken within a world. At 
a particular world, laws of nature are never violated. Rather, 
the term ‘miracle’ is used to explain the variation in laws 
when comparing two worlds with different laws of nature. 
Using the Nixon counterexample, in the actual world Nixon 
does not press the button. That is to say that the laws of 
nature determined the decision he would make. Assuming a 
deterministic world, for Nixon to make a different decision 
there must be some difference in the laws of nature. This 
difference is the small miracle.

The worry may remain that Lewis has not accounted 
for an indeterministic world.  Lewis claims, however, that 
such worlds are of no concern.  He claims that there is little 
reason to believe that we live in an indeterministic world.  
He also highlights asymmetry between the past and the 
future.  That is, in at least most ordinary situations, an effect 
does not precede its cause. In an indeterministic world, 
however, indeterminism applies to both the future and the 
past.  Lewis says that there is more reason to believe that 
the past is fixed and the future open, than to believe that 
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the actual world is indeterministic.
Lewis posits the third principle in order to ensure that 

a world with two small violations of laws that makes the 
counterfactual true would not be the closer to the actual 
world than a world with only one small violation of law. 
He wants to maintain that even small violations are of 
consequence when comparing two worlds that equally 
satisfy the first and second principle. With respect to the 
Nixon case, a world where Nixon chooses to press the button 
and consequently launches the missiles is more similar to 
the actual world than a world where he first chooses to press 
the button (one violation), and then a short in the wire (a 
second violation) causes nothing to happen.

Finally, Lewis claims that maintaining approximate 
spatial/temporal match is of little importance. This is 
clearly motivated by the Fine counterexample, where Fine 
tried to show that a world that maintains more similarity 
throughout the course of history might turn out to be 
the closest possible world. Given that Lewis places little 
emphasis on the overall spatial/temporal match of particular 
facts, the possible world where Nixon presses the button 
and there is no nuclear holocaust is not, in fact, the most 
similar world in the most pertinent sense. The similarity that 
Fine is pointing to in the Nixon case at hand regards events 
after the consequent takes place. Lewis, however, is more 
concerned with the laws of nature playing out as they would 
given particular facts, rather than finding an approximate 
match of particular fact.
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iIV A New Concern for Lewis’s Account
It seems that, in light of the Four Fold Way, Lewis 

is able to get the right truth conditions for the Nixon 
counterexample. Though the concern may remain that 
Lewis’s account is ad hoc, I would like to set that aside.  I 
would, instead, like to focus on the concern that, by the 
lights of the Four Fold Way, the world picked out as most 
similar might seem unintuitive. Imagine that in my right 
hand I have a lit match, and in my left hand I have a bomb. 
Assume further that in the actual world I decide not to light 
the bomb. Rather, I let the match burn out and nothing 
remarkable happens. Now take the counterfactual claim “if 
the fuse had been lit, the bomb would have exploded”. I 
wish to focus on two possible worlds that are candidates for 
making this counterfactual true. In the first world, w1, the 
neurons in my brain fire slightly differently, which causes me 
to decide to light the fuse of the bomb, which then explodes. 
In the second world, w2, the match instantly teleports from 
my hand to the fuse of the bomb. The fuse is lit, and then 
the bomb explodes. It seems that w1 is the world that I am 
talking about when I make the claim “if the fuse had been 
lit, the bomb would have exploded”. That is, it seems like 
w1 should be the world that makes this counterfactual true. 
By the lights of the Four Fold Way, however, w2 might, in 
fact, be more similar to the actual world, and thus the world 
that makes the counterfactual in question true.

To explain why w2 might be more similar to the actual 
world that w1, it is useful to consider each of the principles 
of the Four Fold Way sequentially. With respect to the 
first principle, w1 and w2 seem equally similar to the 
actual world. Neither w1 nor w2 contains big, widespread, 
diverse violations of law. Regarding the second principle, 
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however, w2 seems to be more similar to the actual world 
than w1. Lewis grants that there needs to be some time just 
before the antecedent is realized that will be different when 
compared to the actual world. It is important, however, to 
minimize the length of this time. In w2, the teleportation 
happens instantly, meaning that there is a longer spatial/
temporal match to the actual world than there is in w1, as 
the movement of my hand to the bomb fuse will take more 
time than teleportation. With a longer spatial/temporal 
match, w2 seems more similar to the actual world, despite 
the fact that it intuitively seems more different than w1.

One might wonder whether invoking the third principle 
may help in showing w1 as more similar than w2 to the 
actual world. In the first instance, however, this does not 
seem to be the case. In both w1 and w2 there is only one 
small, localized miracle. In w1, the neurons fire slightly 
differently, resulting in the decision to the light the fuse. 
In w2, there is also only one small, localized miracle: the 
match teleporting from my hand to the fuse of the bomb. 
With respect to the third principle, then, it seems that w1 
and w2 are equally similar to the actual world. Moreover, 
the second principle takes priority over the third principle. 
As such, at least prima facie, w2 is the closer to the actual 
world than w1.

Lewis’s Best System account of laws might be thought 
to confirm this judgement. According to the Best System 
account, a law is a regularity that is systematized in the 
system that best balances strength —accurately describing 
the goings-on within a world, and simplicity  —efficiently 
describing the goings-on within a world. This system is the 
‘best system’. Moreover, on Lewis’s Best System account, 
all laws of nature are determined by the distribution of 
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intrinsic, point-sized qualities, whatever those qualities 
happen to be. As such, it seems like a world with a greater 
spatial/temporal match will have more similar laws. Again, 
it seems like w2 is more similar to the actual world.

V   A Response to the Match and Bomb 
Counterexample

One way Lewis might respond to the concern regarding 
the match and bomb counterexample invokes the type/
token distinction. . A ‘type’ is a general sort of thing, or 
a group of things. A ‘token’, conversely, is a particular 
instantiation of a type. For instance, the type ‘cat’, is just a 
group, the members of which are all cats. A token of a cat, 
would be a particular cat.

With respect to the match and bomb counterexample, 
the miracle at issue in w1 is a token of ‘neurons firing’.  
This phenomenon is also of a ‘type’ of phenomenon that is 
accounted for in the actual world. Even though the token 
instantiation found in w1 does not occur in the actual world, 
it is still of a type found in the actual world. Conversely, 
‘teleportation’ is not a type of phenomenon systematized 
in the best system of the actual world.

My suggestion is that not all miracles are of the same 
‘weight’. When comparing miracles, one miracle can 
be ‘heavier’—more of a departure from actual laws, or 
‘lighter’—less of a departure from actual laws. In the match 
and bomb case, the miracle that takes place in w1 is lighter, 
and thus smaller in the relevant sense, than the miracle that 
takes place in w2. As the type ‘neurons firing’ is accounted 
for in the actual world, a world with a token of ‘neurons 
firing’ is going to be more similar to the actual world than 
a token of ‘teleportation’, a type that does not occur in the 
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actual world. In other words, the best system of w1 will be 
more similar to the best system of the actual world than the 
best system of w2.

In order to avoid the problem of the match and bomb 
counterexample, I propose the principle “it is of the second 
importance to avoid heavy violations of law”, to come 
between the first and second principle in Lewis’s original 
conception of the Four Fold Way. This would prioritize the 
weight of violations over the spatial/temporal match, so as to 
avoid problems analogous to the concern I raised here. This 
fifth principle still ensures that, when using counterfactual 
reasoning, Lewis can get the right truth conditions for 
the match and bomb counterexample, and the world that 
intuitively makes a counterfactual true is, in fact, the world 
that does.

References
Fine, Kit. “Review of Lewis.” Mind. 84 (1975): 451–458.

Lewis, David. “Causation.” In Philosophical Papers Volume 2, 159–
213. New York, New York: Oxford University Press, 1986.

—. “Counterfactual Dependence and Time’s Arrow.” Noûs, 13 
(1979): 455–476.



Metasemantics: an Everyday Thing

Vii

r o b y n f o r m a n

u n i v e r s i t y  o f to r o n to s ca r b o r o u g h





r o b y n f o r m a n u t s c

Abstract
In the second lecture of Naming and Necessity, Kripke 

analyzes six theses which attempt to explain how it is that we 
can fix a referent or name to an object or entity. He argues 
that all six theses are invalid as they fail to provide either 
necessary or sufficient conditions for reference fixing. Kripke 
offers a suggestion of the method by which we come to refer 
that involves an initial baptism of a name for a certain object 
followed by a chain of communication between individuals 
reinforcing the information of the initial baptism. I will 
mention some problems with this method and propose a 
general explanation for the puzzle of metasemantics. 

iI  A Brief History of Analytic Philosophy
Twentieth century philosophy is a history of the 

development of theories for the representational link 
between words and their meaning, specifically with respect 
to counterfactuals. Gottlob Frege and Bertrand Russell 
advanced theories of analytic philosophy which attempted 
to explain how it is that we can come to understand sense 
and meaning behind the world (or, objects and entities in 
the world). They used logical form to analyze language and 
divide propositions of the world into truth-values. Ludwig 
Wittgenstein offered the next major development with his 
theory for the limits of intelligibility and possibility; he 
explains how it is that humans can tie reason with meaning 
and modality in order to understand the world. Thus, the 
stage was set for Saul Kripke’s groundbreaking (and a half ) 
Naming and Necessity which delves into questions of how 
we refer to things in the world, and how we can classify 
statements of knowledge that we have about the actual 
world in terms of a priori or a posteriori, and necessary 
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or contingent. In this paper, I will be discussing Kripke’s 
lecture on metasemantics which inquires as to what it is 
that must be the case for a term to get its semantic value. 

iII Metasemantics
Metasemantics is about how ‘we’ ‘use’ language to refer 

to objects and entities; it is about explaining methods of 
reference fixing.1 In metasemantics, there are both social and 
non-social concerns when it comes to referring. A major task 
in developing a theory of reference fixing is determining 
who the ‘we’ is that uses language to refer. ‘We’ can be in 
regards to how an individual grounds meaning in language 
(which is called idiolectic meaning), or ‘we’ can be about 
how ‘a social group’ can refer to a social object; that is, how 
a thing which many people have come to understand or 
hold beliefs about acquires certain words which people in 
a communicating group attribute those beliefs to an object 
as its referent. Additionally, a theory of metasemantic 
descriptivism must address the ‘use’ of language. When 
language’s ‘use’ is at issue, it could be either an internal 
method that is based on intuitive processing of mental 
facts which determines referents, or ‘use’ could be how it 
is that social groups interact with the world in order to 
gain meaning for objects and entities which referents are to 
portray. All in all, metasemantics is an issue which applies 
to everyday life whether humans realize it or not.

Semantics differs from metasemantics in that, the former 
is intent to ground the relationship between terms of 
various categories and their meanings. This is done using 

1 Hellie, Benj, “Lectures on Kripke & Naming and Necessity,” 
History of Analytical Philosophy, University of Toronto Scarborough, 
2010.
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truth values to assess what it is that can be meant by these 
terms; for example, ‘Bill Clinton is tall’ has a truth value of 
true because it would not commit a fallacy if Bill Clinton 
was tall, accordingly ‘red fire engines are pink’ would have 
a truth value of false because this does commit a logical 
fallacy in stipulating that one thing is two ways at once. 
Metasemantics, on the other hand, is about how humans 
can come to refer to things; or, in virtue of what does a 
thing get its semantic value. As we will see, coming up 
with a valid theory of this sort is indeed a complex task. 
In the next section I will address six potential theses for 
metasemantic descriptivism discussed by Kripke in addition 
to his refutations of each. 

iIII  Six Theses for Metasemantic 
Descriptivism and their Objections

Kripke addresses six theses for reference fixing in his 
lecture on Rigidity in Naming and Necessity; these are theses 
of metasemantic descriptivism which attempt to explain 
how reference gets fixed using nonsemantic facts.2 In italics 
I have provided the theses largely as worded by Kripke 
followed by a brief explanation of each in regular font, they 
are the following:3 

(1) To every name or designating expression ‘n’, there 
corresponds a cluster of properties, namely the family of those 
properties F such that one believes ‘Fn’. There is a cluster of 
properties (predicates) which relate an object or an entity 
(a subject) to a name or a referent; for example, ‘orange’ 
corresponds to ‘sweet’, ‘round’, and ‘coloured orange’ such 

2 Ibid.
3 For Kripke’s presentation of these theses, see Naming and Necessity: 
71.



m e ta s e m a n t i c s :  a n e v e ry day t h i n g128

that one believes ‘oranges are sweet, round, and coloured 
orange’.   

(2) One of the properties or some conjointly, are believed by 
one to pick out some individual uniquely. One believes that 
an object or entity is uniquely defined by at least one of its 
predicates, or some particular combination; for example, 
one believes that ‘eighteenth century’, ‘French’, ‘political 
philosopher’ define uniquely ‘Rousseau’.

(3) If most, or a weighted most, of the F’s are satisfied by one 
unique object y, then y is the referent of ‘X’. If the definitional 
predicates for one of a referent ‘X’ are uniquely satisfied by 
an object y, then whenever one uses ‘X’, they refer to y4; for 
example, if one uses ‘the President of the United States in 
2011 who is a democrat’ to define ‘Obama’, and the former 
is uniquely satisfied by Obama, then one uses definitional 
predicates to refer to an individual. 

(4) If the vote yields no unique object, ‘X’ does not 
refer. This is more of a qualification for the previous 
proposition; it stipulates that if satisfiers of an object 
are not unique, then they do not refer to an object. 
For example, ‘has five fingers’ is a predicate of ‘Bill’ but 
does not uniquely refer to Bill because many humans 
satisfy this predicate.

(5) The statement, ‘If X exists, then X has most of the F’s’ is 
known a priori by the speaker.  If there is an object X that 
exists, one believes they know its definitional predicates 
demonstratively; this appeals to the supposed knowledge 
of an individual.

(6) The statement, ‘If X exists, then X has most of the F’s’ 

4 Hellie, “Lectures on Kripke & Naming and Necessity.”
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express a necessary truth (in the idiolect of the speaker). This 
is saying something similar to the previous thesis only it 
says that one has already decided what the meaning of this 
expression is and called it necessarily so.

To evaluate each thesis as to whether it provides a 
valid picture of reference fixing, Kripke uses a circularity 
condition, the condition is this: The properties which are 
used in the vote must not themselves involve the notion of 
reference in such a way that it is ultimately impossible to 
eliminate.5 Essentially, the goal is to come up with a theory 
of metasemantic descriptivism which is not circular. Before 
getting into objections, I will talk a bit more about how it is 
that we can think of theories of metasemantic descriptivism.  

In order for metasemantic descriptivism to provide a 
theory for how reference gets fixed, we must be aware of how 
reference actually is fixed. For us to speak of the identity of 
objects and entities across worlds (that is, in counterfactual 
situations), we must stipulate that proper names are rigid 
designators. Importantly, even if there turns out to be no 
true metasemantics of reference, this does not take anything 
away from epistemic intension.6 Intensions are functions 
from worlds to extensions; meaning, the intension of a 
designator is a function from worlds to individuals.7 As 
such, a designator is rigid just if its intension is constant 
(like a proper name, say, Obama); while, a non-rigid 
designator is one that does not extensionally refer to the 
same thing in all possible worlds, like a description (e.g. 
‘the first prime minister of Canada’ does not necessarily 

5 Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1980): 71.
6 Hellie, “Lectures on Kripke & Naming and Necessity.”
7 Ibid.
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designate John A. MacDonald, this is only a contingent 
designation; in a possible world it could be that Anthony 
Manahan was the first Prime Minister of Canada). Indeed, 
Kripke’s discussion of metasemantics depends on the rigid 
designation of objects and entities across worlds so that we 
may be able to even talk about a theory of reference while 
taking into account counterfactual situations (which are 
possible states of affairs); as we will see, this also plays into 
some objections for the six theses. 

Theses 1-5 do not depend on necessity; rather they 
depend on a speaker’s (or, speakers’) intention to refer that 
is given by using some condition which uniquely determines 
an object, then picking out a word for such an object of 
these unique conditions.8 With respect to the first thesis, 
we see that it is really not much of a thesis per se. (1) is more 
of a statement about the way that things so happen to be; 
it simply paints a picture of how it is that we define things. 
As such, it introduces the idea of a cluster concept which is 
that a concept is made up of the aggregate of its definitional 
predicates (or, unique descriptions); this is how we think we 
refer to things. However, upon analysis of the other theses 
we will see that providing a necessary and sufficient account 
of an object by its description is quite the complex task.

Thesis (2) appeals to a speaker’s ability to pick out some 
object uniquely. However, Kripke argues that sometimes 
we do not sufficiently describe a person in a way that we 
can uniquely identify them; for example, one’s only opinion 
about Martin may be that he was the prime minister of 
Canada, but lots of people have been prime minister of 
Canada, however I can still use ‘Martin’ to refer to Martin. 
The problem here is obvious; if the conditions you are 

8 Kripke, Naming and Necessity, 79.
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offering do not satisfy only one person, rather they satisfy 
two persons, then how can you say which person it is that 
you are talking about? Thus, (2) is invalid because it is not 
sufficient.

Thesis (3) states that we can only refer to an object with 
its unique satisfiers. However, we can conceive of examples 
where one refers to a person or a thing without actually 
using unique satisfiers of the predicates that define the 
person or thing. For example, a speaker says ‘Columbus 
first discovered the world was round’, though actually, it 
was probably some ancient Greek person who discovered 
that the world was round; therefore, the speaker must be 
referring to the ancient Greek person, and not Columbus 
- but that’s not right. The speaker is referring to Columbus 
even though they are doing it by using an untrue unique 
description.9  (3) is invalid because it is not necessary that 
we use unique satisfiers to refer.  

Thesis (4) purports that if the satisfiers are not unique 
then they do not refer. However, Kripke contends that one 
can use ‘X’ to refer to y even though none of the predicates 
used to define ‘X’ are uniquely satisfied.10 For example, the 
predicate one uses to define ‘Rousseau’, could be ‘eighteenth 
century French political philosopher’, though, this is not 
satisfied by only one person. Even though the vote is not 
uniquely satisfied, one can still refer. (4) is invalid because it 
is not necessary (similar to (3)) that we use unique satisfiers 
to refer.

Thesis (5) requires that the speaker refer by way of a priori 
knowledge of a thing. Kripke argues though, that if we can 
conceive of a person not satisfying their definition, then it 

9   Ibid., 85.
10 Ibid., 86.
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is not a priori.11 For instance, I can conceive of Rousseau 
having not been a French political philosopher but still 
being Rousseau. In fact, Rousseau’s designation as a French 
political philosopher is a contingent one (it could have been 
the case that Rousseau was a cobbler, for example), thus it 
cannot be known a priori. Similarly, thesis (6) has to do with 
the necessity of certain predicates in their satisfaction of an 
object, and we can cross it out as a possibility if we consider 
counterfactual situations. For example, using ‘teacher of 
Alexander the Great’ to refer to ‘Aristotle’ does refer to 
Aristotle, only it is not because the teaching of Alexander 
the Great is a necessary truth of Aristotle. Kripke quotes 
Searle on this issue as saying that: ‘teacher of Alexander the 
Great’ can be used as a replacement for ‘Aristotle’ because 
Aristotle contains a logical sum of properties; though these 
properties may be contingent, they still make up the logical 
sum of properties commonly attributed to him. However, 
Kripke argues that the problem with Searle’s theory is 
that it assumes historical chains which are determined, in 
that, Aristotle can only be the sum of properties that we 
do attribute to him because of the way that history has 
progressed.12 When we take into account, though, that 
it could have been the case that Aristotle did not teach 
Alexander the Great because the particular teaching position 
belonged to someone else, we realize that it could not be 
the case that a speaker is referring to something by using 
a necessary description. Therefore, theses (5) and (6) are 
invalid because they attribute knowledge to the speaker 
which we can conceive to not be the case. 

Evidently, the six theses for metasemantical descriptivism 

11 Ibid., 78.
12 Ibid., 74.
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discussed in Naming and Necessity fail to provide us with 
either of necessary or sufficient conditions for how it is 
that we fix a referent. In the final section, I will provide 
Kripke’s suggestion for a possible theory of metasemantic 
descriptivism and discuss an objection.

iIV Kripke’s Method of Referent Fixing
Kripke offers some suggestions for a method of reference 

fixing involving what he calls initial baptisms and links of 
communication. He is hesitant to motivate these as firm 
theories for metasemantic descriptivism because he does not 
believe them to contain necessary and sufficient conditions 
for referring;13 rather, it is a method which gives a fairly 
accurate picture of how it is that humans, in practice, use 
language to refer. 

On Kripke’s view, one uses ‘X’ to refer to y if one has 
fixed a reference by an initial baptism of y under the name 
‘X’.14 This means that one has socially declared the name 
of a thing which specifically refers to an actual thing. For 
example, I acquire a puppy and I name him ‘Buddy’, and 
when other people meet him they refer to him as ‘Buddy’ 
because they recognize that his name is what refers to his 
Being. Additionally, Kripke’s method includes links of 
communication between people as a way that ‘we’, as a 
social group, come to refer to social objects. Importantly, 
he states that it is not the person from whom we were told 
the name and entity pair that is important, just the chain of 
communication which leads us to this pair;15 this certainly 
grants importance to the group in determining what it is 

13 Ibid., 93.
14 Ibid., 97.
15 Ibid., 92.
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that gives a name its reference. There are some problems 
with this method however.

In respect of Kripke’s notion of initial baptisms, it could 
be the case that one uses alternative pronunciation for the 
name that is to refer to a thing.16 Referring to the example 
of my naming a puppy, rather than calling him ‘Buddy’ (in 
my regular pronunciation), one could pronounce his name 
as ‘Budday’ but still manage to refer to Buddy regardless 
of the way the initial baptizer pronounced the name. 
Furthermore, while the idea of a link of communication 
bringing forth knowledge of a name-entity pair has merit, 
it also has potential flaws. For example, it could be that I 
informed my friend Mike that ‘Buddy’ was my dog’s name 
but he thought that I said ‘Marmaduke’ (because it was 
a very noisy locale), and he went on to inform his friend 
Rachel that my dog’s name was ‘Marmaduke’, and she went 
on to tell two of her friends the same, and they told two 
friends, and so on, and so on, until the majority of people 
who knew my dog’s name knew that it was ‘Marmaduke’. 
In this case, links of communication failed to actually put 
forth the name-entity pair that had been fixed by an initial 
baptism.

It seems that what we need in order for a theory of 
metasemantic descriptivism to work is that the use of ‘X’ 
refers to y by way of an individual mental activity relatively 
in line with the rest of society or at least with social groups 
who share similar idiolects (or, culture of language). When 
we use the name, ‘James’ in language, we access our mental 
file of who it is that we mean by ‘James’ and we can do this 
accurately even though we do not and cannot provide a 
full list of unique and analytic predicates that apply to the 

16 Hellie, “Lectures on Kripke & Naming and Necessity.”
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person, and even though we may know other people with 
the same name. It may be that, in private someone declares 
a name which is satisfied by a certain property; for example, 
‘Einstein was the author of the theory of relativity’, or even 
‘Einstein was the inventor of the atomic bomb’. In practice 
however, we tend to use language to render what we want 
to express into a format that is accessible to others. I can 
declare to myself whatever I want (I can point to an orange 
and call it an ‘apple’ if I so choose), but when it comes 
to conversing with others, I try to use names to refer to 
things such that a community of people would have an 
understanding of what I am talking about.17

All in all, there is more to a thing than just a name; 
since it requires mental activity for us to understand what 
it is that we are referring to, and rule out what we are not 
referring to, in line with the names that we can reasonably 
understand other people to associate with objects and 
entities. As we have come to understand, names acquire 
contingent descriptions, but if we are to actually refer to an 
object with a name we must assume that there are certain 
facts about the object in this actual world which are both 
aspects of an individual’s conscious judgement as well as 
collective judgement.

References
Hellie, Benj. “Lectures on Kripke & Naming and Necessity”. 

The History of Analytical Philosophy. University of Toronto 
Scarborough. Fall 2010.

Kripke, Saul. Naming and Necessity. Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1980.

17 Kripke, Naming and Necessity, p.95.





The Ethics of Free Speech

Viii

jac o b f o r r e s t

ca r l e to n u n i v e r s i t y





jac o b f o r r e s t ca r l e to n u n i v e r s i t y

Introduction
If ever a philosophical concept has helped bridge the 

historical gap in discourse between the elites and the public, 
it would be the concept of rights. The implications of a 
system of rights for every living person (some would say 
every living organism) are far-reaching. A broad consensus 
on one application of rights was realized during the 
Enlightenment: the inalienability of freedom of thought 
and its corollary, freedom of speech. It is unfortunate, then, 
that the ethics of free speech has been misunderstood and 
ignored by politicians, lawyers, special interest groups, 
and ironically enough, the press. There still exist regimes 
that actively suppress free speech, even those which are 
“democratic” in title. But just as disturbing is the constant 
political threat facing free speech in modern liberal 
democracies. In this paper, I will analyze the grounds on 
which freedom of speech must be accepted as an integral 
part of democratic society. I will thus argue the following:

(1) That freedom of speech must be defined as a liberty 
right.

(2) That in the context of democratic society, deontological 
and consequentialist arguments regarding free speech must 
be reconciled.

(3) That state coercion, not private action, can be the only 
direct violator of free speech. Private individuals and groups 
are capable of threatening free speech, but only by assistance 
from the state. 
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iI Free Speech as a Liberty Right
Freedom of speech is philosophically ingrained in 

the concept of rights. Beginning with Aristotle’s idea of 
a “natural moral order,” philosophers have long debated 
how we should characterize rights and whether they are 
an intrinsic part of our humanity or are merely a cultural 
invention. A turning point in the discussion occurred with 
John Locke’s recognition of rights as existing prior to civil 
governments and Immanuel Kant’s notion that rights are a 
product of reason. These ideas transformed the landscape 
of moral philosophy, which was dominated by appeals to 
divine authority for justifications of moral goodness. The 
moral philosophies of Enlightenment thinkers all the way 
to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights have heavily 
influenced what are known today as positive rights and 
negative rights, or what I shall refer to as claim rights and 
liberty rights. 

The terms “claim right” and “liberty right” were coined 
by legal philosopher W.N. Hohfeld. They denote two ways 
by which rights should be applied. A claim right implies 
a duty, service, payment, etc. from one person to another. 
Claims rights are mostly concerned with interpersonal 
relations such as contracts, but can also be used to justify 
actions between the individual and the state. An example of 
the latter would be healthcare. If I argue for state-provided 
healthcare, I mount a claim right against the state. The state 
then owes me healthcare if the claim right is observed. 

Liberty rights, however, are not concerned with duty-
bound relationships. They are an acknowledgement of my 
autonomy to pursue activities so long as I do not use force or 
aggression in doing so. As Locke argued, liberty rights exist 
prior to the existence of civil governments. Speech would fall 



jac o b f o r r e s t 141

under the umbrella of liberty rights because it is an activity 
that requires only the free actions of individuals. It is an 
action I choose to undergo on my own, or voluntarily with 
others in a protest or any other event. The other dimension 
to liberty rights is that nobody else is obliged to make sure 
my liberty right is fulfilled. An historical example would 
be Cold War protestors in Philadelphia during the 1950s 
who spoke out against nuclear proliferation. They knew the 
risks of speaking out against the American government on 
such a contentious issue, and they and many others received 
hostile reception. But their liberty right was exercised by 
them and them only. Even though many protestors make 
claim rights in the content of their speech, such as student 
protests against rising tuition fees, the act of protest in itself 
does not violate the rights of others and should be protected 
from state intervention. Freedom of speech, then, is not a 
service. The same logic that applies to claim rights such as 
healthcare should not apply to free speech. I will elaborate 
on this later.

iII Deontology and Consequentialism
Establishing free speech as a liberty right does not fully 

answer the question of why we should accept freedom of 
speech as a characteristically democratic right. Indeed, 
the freedom to speak without arbitrary interference is 
an extension of my liberty, but how should that right be 
justified in a pluralistic society? It is an unfortunate truth 
that although freedom of speech is a liberty right, it gets 
shaken by its foundations when interests collide. It is taken 
for granted that freedom of speech cannot be severed 
from democracy, and this complacency is partly why the 
future of democracy, despite relatively positive advances 
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by governments in the past few decades, looks perilous. I 
shall make a detour before continuing the discussion on 
free speech as a liberty right to explain why two spheres of 
moral thought—deontology and consequentialism—should 
be combined to protect freedom of speech as inseparable 
from democratic society. 

Deontology and consequentialism are two different lines 
of reasoning used to justify actions; in this case, the freedom 
to speak without arbitrary interference. Deontologists argue 
that justifications must be based on principles that must 
be recognized at all times. Immanuel Kant’s categorical 
imperative is probably the most famous deontological 
edict. A more modern perspective on deontological ethics 
would be John Rawls’ approach to justice. Roughly defined, 
Rawls’ first principle of justice is that civil liberties should 
be distributed equally amongst all citizens. This includes 
freedom of speech. Consequentialists, however, believe 
actions must result in certain outcomes to be justified. 
Whereas a deontologist, in an oft-repeated scenario, 
would oppose killing one person to save the lives of five, 
a consequentialist would support it based on what they 
perceive to be the favoured outcome: less people dead. 

In the context of freedom of speech, the most applicable 
deontological principle in the case of free speech is best 
exemplified by the controversial Herbert Spencer in the 
late nineteenth century: ‘‘The liberty of the citizen to do 
as he likes so long as he does not interfere with the liberty 
of others to do the same.” The liberty of the citizen, in this 
case, would be expressing one’s self through speech. This is 
the principle upon which freedom of speech traditionally 
rests. Variations of this principle have been enshrined by 
Enlightenment thinkers like Kant who believed reason, not 
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divine authority, was the guiding force of moral principles. 
Theoretically, freedom of speech could be fully realized if 
everyone observed everyone else’s right to speak freely. The 
latter part of the quotation is particularly relevant, since it 
bars the use of arbitrary interference. Freedom of speech 
means nothing if I am under threat of having my speech 
suppressed.

As appealing as a purely deontological case for free 
speech sounds, a closer look reveals that it lacks coherency 
in solving dilemmas. The deontological argument as a whole 
must appeal to outcomes upon answering certain questions 
about free speech. One such question: why should I not 
shout fire in a crowded room if there is no fire? I am not 
necessarily transgressing anyone else’s liberty rights. I am 
exercising, on a deontological basis, my right to freely speak 
in public. Another example: if I walk up to a stranger on 
the street and say “I am going to kill you,” without making 
any physical contact, I am doing something similar in that 
I am exercising my right to free speech, but not restricting 
that person’s liberty (although I am threatening to do so). 
Anyone can see the absurdity in trying to justify these two 
examples, yet I find no purely deontological arguments 
that can properly oppose the use of speech in such ways. 
A possible response could be that deontological reasoning 
would place the two examples in the realm of aggression 
and not free speech, but again, how is this distinction 
made without appealing to outcomes? Yelling “fire” does 
not physically harm anyone, nor does a threatening remark 
(given that I do not act on it) albeit they are de facto acts of 
aggression. It must be conceded that although freedom of 
speech is a negative right that should be preserved, it must 
not fall prey to the offences that ignoring outcomes can 
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create. Freedom, in the negative sense, does not entail the 
ability to do anything, anywhere, anytime. The underlying 
element of freedom is mutual respect for the rights of one 
another. So would free speech truly be free if threats, slander, 
and libel went unpunished?

As contemporary philosopher A.C. Grayling notes, 
however, there are very few cases in which speech should be 
restricted. “Restrictions on free speech have to be extremely 
narrow, extremely specific, case-by-case, on-off, and only 
very rarely, on the best justification, prior to the speech 
itself ” (71). This is when consequentialist reasoning, that of 
Mill, should be invoked. While a deontological justification 
works for why free speech should remain sacrosanct, 
dilemmas that occur from such speech can only be solved by 
the ethics of consequentialism. The dilemmas I refer to are 
not of the same type as threats; those are clear-cut cases of 
harmful actions. I refer to speech that uses vulgar language, 
causes hurt feelings, or provocations that upset a great many 
people. These do not qualify as punishable actions for the 
very reason they do not constitute force (although speech 
that seriously indicates committing unjust aggression later 
on has different implications). Speech of that sort may 
sound aggressive, but there is no justification for conflating, 
say, speaking harshly of an ethnic group with threatening 
an individual who belongs to that ethnic group. One is 
speech, albeit aggressive speech, while the other is an act of 
harm. As reprehensible as some speech may be (provocateur 
Ward Churchill’s disparagement of 9/11 victims as “little 
Eichmanns” comes to mind) it is ultimately my choice to 
feel offended or provoked. This choice does not realistically 
exist with immediate threats to safety. 

It is not the government’s task to protect feelings or 
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enforce civil discussion (outside its legislature)—this point 
has been laboriously argued by Christopher Hitchens and 
other defenders of free speech—but the reality cannot be 
ignored that free speech attracts a cacophony of opinions 
that invariably create discord among people. Mill offers a 
way to fix these dilemmas: realize that free speech is not 
necessarily good speech, and that the antidote to bad speech 
is good speech. If I do not like the opinions of a particular 
individual, or if I think that a group is expressing its views 
demagogically, my course of action should not be to try to 
forcibly prohibit the speech. I should respond with a better 
argument, a better opinion (even if I am the only one who 
believes it is “better”). In doing this I am pursuing truth, 
as opposed to the cowardly measure of trying to unfairly 
manipulate discussion. Countering bad speech with good 
speech is not necessarily as “convenient” or “efficient” 
as censorship, but it seems the best way to preserve the 
deontological principle of free speech while dealing with 
the dilemmas that result. In short, deontological and 
consequentialist views regarding freedom of speech are 
united under the principle that I am free to voice my 
thoughts without penalty or persecution, the distinction 
between free speech and truly harmful speech, and the 
utility of speech itself  as the best way to deal with  potential 
disharmony caused by free speech. 

iIII State Coercion and Private Action
Like all democratic values, freedom of speech carries an 

allure that is capable of causing irrationality even among 
its sincerest defenders. Philosophers have characterized 
freedom of speech as a liberty right for decades, yet a 
wrongful interpretation of who can really infringe upon 
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free speech still pervades. The recent concept of “corporate 
censorship” tramples on the ethical principles of free speech 
by suggesting that large corporations, not the state, are a 
primary threat to free speech in democratic societies. Surely 
there are corporations that have an interest in promoting 
certain speech while preventing other speech from becoming 
too popular (this seems to be the basis of advertising), and 
all too often corporations are found to be colluding with 
politicians to stifle competition by any means necessary, 
but the argument that they play an independent role in 
suppressing freedom of speech is muddled. When Amazon.
com cut off the controversial Wikileaks from its servers, 
the rallying cry from the press and the public was that 
Amazon was violating Wikileaks’ freedom of speech. 
Amazon, they said, should not have dumped Wikileaks 
simply because they did not want bad publicity. Not only 
does this assertion confuse the identification of free speech 
as a liberty and not a service, but it misunderstands the 
entities that possess freedom of speech, individuals and the 
groups they voluntarily enter into, with the only entity 
that has the power to infringe upon free speech, the state. 
Freedom of speech, as previously discussed, does not entitle 
any individual or group guaranteed access to instruments for 
exercising their right to free speech. If I want to propagate 
my views, I should not expect others to provide the podium. 
Amazon was, in fact, exercising its freedom of speech by 
choosing not to associate with Wikileaks.1

1 Amazon got a call from American Senator Joseph Lieberman 
before removing Wikileaks from its servers. So while it is speculated 
Amazon’s decision was influenced by politics, to say there was a serious 
violation of free speech is… (continued from pg. 7) facetious. The issues 
surrounding Wikileaks pertaining to American law are very complex, 
and the American government’s attitude towards the organization is 
alarming, but the situation still illuminates the questionable conception 
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But imagine those who seriously thought Wikileaks’ 
was being alienated from its right to free speech got their 
way. The state would disallow Amazon from removing 
Wikileaks from its servers, implementing force where it was 
not warranted. This is a dangerous precedent in which the 
state would be exerting itself beyond its role of protecting 
citizens from undue force—and it would become the entity 
exercising undue force. A more straightforward example 
of free speech being threatened is journalist Ezra Levant’s 
battle with the Human Rights Commission of Alberta in 
2008. Levant was interrogated for republishing a notorious 
Danish cartoon depicting the prophet Mohammed in his 
publication, the Western Standard. Although the HRC did 
not actually censor Levant’s publication, it is clear Levant’s 
liberty right to free speech was being directly challenged 
(ironically under the auspices of human rights). This 
is different from the Amazon example in that this was 
not a scenario involving voluntary interactions between 
individuals or groups. The HRC used their authority to 
coerce Levant into stating his political views as if he were 
on trial. This type of coercion can only be employed by the 
state, the only entity which we, as citizens, have bestowed 
with a monopoly on force through laws, courts, and police 
for our protection. But the state transgresses its role when 
it tries to limit the rights of the citizens it is supposed to 
protect. If a property owner wishes to expel me from their 
property for propagating views they do not approve of, 
that is their right as the owner of the property. Once again, 
I am not entitled to another’s property to express myself. 
But if the state—an entity that, in a democratic society, 
ought to represent all people and uphold the rule of law—

of free speech as providing the instruments to gain an audience.



t h e e t h i c s  o f f r e e  s p e e c h148

interrogates, coerces, or imprisons me for my views, this 
constitutes an infringement upon my liberty right to speak 
freely in the public sphere. 

Behind the HRC’s actions was an influential imam with 
strong support from religious groups in Saudi Arabia. He 
had filed a complaint about Levant’s republished photo as 
a human rights concern. The imam had the same right to 
express his views as Levant, but his complaint highlights the 
perverse way in which freedom of speech can be wrongly 
interpreted as a service rather than an extension of liberty. 
His complaint was based on the vague assertion I outlined 
in (2) that provocative speech—in this case, the Danish 
cartoon—can somehow act as an infringement upon 
another’s freedom of speech. The imam chose the course 
of suppressing Levant’s views through a government agency 
rather than responding to Levant by expressing his own. It is 
thus revealed that individuals and groups can still threaten 
freedom of speech using the state as an instrument. As 
Randy E. Barnett states, an act of government “is improper 
when it imposes an undue burden on rightful conduct, 
or when its justification is merely a pretext for restricting 
a liberty of which others disapprove.” Whether based on 
the prerogative of the government itself or the views of 
influential interests, there is no reasonable excuse to use force 
to silence those who are not infringing upon anyone else’s 
rights. Levant’s rightful conduct (although not necessarily 
rightful content, depending on the reader) of expressing his 
views through his own online publication was met with the 
imam’s pretext of feeling entitled to simply get rid of the 
speech he disapproved. Hyperbolically stated by Levant, 
the result was “part Kafka, part Stalin.”   
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iIV  Conclusion
I would not go as far as to accuse the HRC of acting 

in the manner of Stalin, but there is definitely something 
Kafkaesque to an agency that purports to defend human 
rights but threatens them instead. Such an approach to 
freedom of speech is all too common. During my senior 
year of high school, my world issues class discussed the 
debacle around Ann Coulter being barred from coming to 
speak at the University of Ottawa after a student council 
decreed she was not welcome. Most spoke negatively of 
Coulter, and I agreed with them, but they stretched their 
criticisms into an argument attempting to justify why 
Coulter was threatened with criminal charges had she 
stepped onto the university’s campus. That impromptu 
classroom discussion may not be representative of the 
general attitude regarding freedom of speech in liberal 
democracies (I surely hope not). But what strikes me is 
how inconsistently freedom of speech is applied to actual 
cases like the Coulter one. I am sure if I had polled my 
peers on whether they believed in freedom of speech, 
the whole class would have raised their hands. And that 
is the issue: people believe in freedom of speech, but too 
many lack an understanding of the ethical arguments 
behind it. Even though it may be easier to identify with 
a lone martyr speaking out against injustice more than a 
traditionalist demagogue or profit-seeking corporation, 
the right to free speech must not be tossed into the bin 
of political rhetoric invoked only when it is convenient. 
It must be restored to its proper place as the root of 
democratic society as understood by Enlightenment 
thinkers. As Benjamin Franklin noted, “Those who would 
give up essential liberty to purchase a little temporary 
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safety deserve neither liberty nor safety.” We ought to 
observe this statement in all instances when free speech 
is threatened, even if we are bothered by the speech in 
question. This is the character of a liberal democracy.
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