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Editors’ Note

Jacek Poznański, Szczepan Urbaniak

In this winter issue of Forum Philosophicum, we invite you to explore con‑
tributions inspired by the theme of the International Conference “Christian 
Philosophy Facing Naturalism,” which took place at the Ignatianum Uni‑
versity in Cracow (Poland) on 24–25 September 2024. This biennial event 
was the third in a series of conferences devoted to broadly understood 
Christian philosophy (previously held in 2020 and 2022) and was attended 
by nearly forty speakers from the United States, India, Australia, the United 
Kingdom, Hungary, Switzerland, the Czech Republic, Germany, Finland, 
Croatia, Austria, and France. The participants represented renowned aca‑
demic institutions, including several highly ranked in global university 
rankings, such as the University of Cambridge and the University of Oxford.

The main objective of the conference was to present the current state 
of research on the relationship between Christian philosophy and natu‑
ralism (as well as science more broadly), undertaken by an international 
group of philosophers from both historical and systematic perspectives. 
The papers and discussions demonstrated that although naturalism may 
pose various challenges, it can also serve as an opportunity to critically 
assess established positions within Christian philosophy and to develop 
new ones. A deeper understanding is needed—not only of naturalism itself 
but also of the claims made by contemporary sciences about the world and 
about human beings.

Naturalism encourages philosophy to maintain cognitive engagement 
with the empirical sciences. Yet Christian philosophy need not assume 
a defensive posture. On the contrary, it can reconsider its relationship 
to this influential philosophical tradition, expose its significant limita‑
tions and weaknesses, and at the same time draw inspiration for its own 
advancement.
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The current issue opens with an article by Finley Lawson, who argues 
that the alleged conflict between naturalism and Christianity rests on a mis‑
taken material–immaterial dichotomy. He shows how the holistic ontologies 
of Michael Esfeld and Hans Primas make possible a scientifically informed 
metaphysics fully compatible with Christian doctrine. Charles Taliaferro, 
a keynote speaker at the aforementioned conference, reconstructs and 
defends Plato’s argument from reason in Phaedo, demonstrating its con‑
tinuing force against eliminative and reductive forms of contemporary 
naturalism. Robert Kublikowski, drawing on Robert Brandom’s inferential‑
ism, identifies the essentially normative, embodied, and deontic character 
of human understanding as what irrevocably distinguishes natural intel‑
ligence from the probabilistic performances of even the most sophisticated 
artificial systems.

Ward Blondé presents a rigorous formal proof—combining set theory, 
mereology, metaphysics, and concepts from theoretical computer sci‑
ence—of the existence and omni-attributes of the Anselmian God, boldly 
concluding that “God is the Absolute Machine.” Joshua Sijuwade offers 
a new philosophical explication of monotheism in terms of metaphysical 
fundamentality (drawing on Carnap’s method and Karen Bennett’s build‑
ing relations), thereby clarifying both the complexities of Second Temple 
Judaism and the shortcomings of purely numerical definitions. Tymoteusz 
Mietelski reconstructs the anthropological thought of the Italian neo-scho‑
lastic Sofia Vanni Rovighi, who creatively integrated Thomistic metaphysics 
with phenomenological insights in order to resist naturalistic reductionism. 
Ryszard Mordarski subjects recent proposals for an “evolutionary theology” 
(W. Grygiel and D. Wąsek) to critical scrutiny from the standpoint of clas‑
sical theism, warning against an overly science-dependent approach that 
risks collapsing into panpositivism.

The contributions inspired by the conference theme are complemented 
by six additional articles. Piotr Szałek defends the later Wittgenstein against 
the charge of relativism by appealing to the commensurability enabled 
by the shared second-person perspective inherent in the human form 
of life. Mitchell Thomas Welle and Marcin Koszowy examine how deliber‑
ate rephrasing of messages has become a powerful vehicle for spreading 
misinformation, and they propose new linguistic-argumentative tools for 
detecting and building resilience against “fake news.” Mariusz Wojewoda 
analyses the erosion of responsibility within the emerging “technosystem” 
of intelligent machines and, drawing on Hans Jonas and Andrew Feenberg, 
calls for an ethics oriented toward the long-term flourishing of present and 
future humanity. Piotr Sikora argues that the mindfulness phenomenon 
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of decentering constitutes a genuine counterexample to Wayne Wu’s 
influential theory of attention as selection-for-action. Ewa Odoj defends 
epistemic responsibility (and a moderate doxastic voluntarism) by analyz‑
ing the mechanisms of epistemic self-deception and the metacognitive 
capacities that make self-control possible. Robert Grzywacz brings Marc 
Richir’s phenomenology of affective phenomenalisation into dialogue with 
Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of reading to show how the literary event can 
profoundly reconfigure human identity.

The issue concludes with three discussion pieces: Kenneth Kemp’s second 
reply to Fr. Michał Chaberek on human origins and doctrinal continuity; 
Michał Zalewski’s report on a spirited debate concerning the nature and 
legitimacy of “semantic arguments”; and Oskar Lange’s overview of the 
September 2024 Christian philosophy conference.

The project “Christian philosophy conference 2024—Christian Philoso‑
phy facing Naturalism” was co-financed from the state budget funds granted 
by the Minister of Science and Higher Education within the framework 
of the “Excellent Science II” Programme (Poland) (KONF/SN/0010/2023/01).





Articles

A Naturalist Theology
Christianity within a Holistic Paradigm

Finley Lawson

Abstract The root of the narrative that places naturalism in opposition to the 
central tenets of Christianity resides in the perception that a “naturalist” account 
of reality has no space for the nonmaterial/transcendental. That perceived dichot‑
omy, this paper will argue, resides in a categorical error about the nature and 
number of things in reality. The apparent conflict assumes that one faces a binary 
choice between matter and non-matter, where the first of these falls under the remit 
of investigation by the natural sciences while the second does not, thus putting 
theology at odds with naturalism.
	 In contrast to this dichotomous account, the scientific holistic ontologies pro‑
posed by Michael Esfeld (philosopher of science) and Hans Primas (quantum chem‑
ist) provide a radically different account of foundational reality in which one can 
argue that there is no requirement to reconcile two fundamentally different kinds 
of “stuff.” The contradiction between naturalism and Christianity is only apparent. 
It is based on our presuppositions about the world as described by science and 
our commitment to particular accounts of the nature of personhood. This paper 
does not claim that scientifically informed holism “solves” the naturalism versus 
anti-naturalism debate; however, it does provide a way to integrate naturalistic 
(scientific) metaphysics into our Christian thought. 

Keywords Esfeld, Michael; Expansive Naturalism; Naturalistic Metaphysics; 
Non-Boolean holism; Ontological Holism; Primas, Hans
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10 Finley Lawson 

This article 1 responds to the claim that the dominance of the naturalistic 
paradigm requires the Christian philosopher not only to reflect on the 
conditions and consequences of naturalism, but also to critically attend to 
the “naturalist challenge” according to which nothing exists, and/or can 
be known, separately from the material reality examined by the natural 
sciences. The paper challenges both the notion that a naturalist account 
requires a “materialist” 2 metaphysics and the idea that juxtaposing natural‑
ism with the transcendent presents us with a genuine dichotomy. The nar‑
rative that places naturalism and the non-material in exclusive categories is, 
I argue, based on a categorical error about the nature and number of things 
in reality. That apparent conflict assumes that one faces a binary choice 
between matter and non-matter, where the first of these falls under the 
remit of investigation by the natural sciences while the second does not, 
thus putting theology at odds with naturalism. 

In addressing this “naturalistic challenge” I will draw on the works 
of Michael Esfeld (philosopher of science) and Hans Primas (quantum 
chemist). Although they have proposed two different naturalistic (scien‑
tific) pictures of fundamental reality through their holistic ontologies, one 
can argue that both ontologies remove the requirement to reconcile two 
fundamentally different kinds of “stuff.” Thus, the contradiction between 
naturalism and Christianity is only apparent, and is based on our presup‑
positions about the world as described by science and the nature of per‑
sonhood. This paper does not claim that scientifically informed holism 
solves the naturalism versus anti-naturalism debate; however, it does 
provide a way to integrate naturalistic (scientific) metaphysics into our 
Christian thinking. To achieve this, the article is formed of three parts, 
of which the first provides a brief overview of what is traditionally meant 
by naturalism, and why even those accounts described as “expansive” do 
not do enough to address the perceived challenge to Christian philosophy. 
The second examines the grounds for claiming that a naturalist ontology 
can also be a holistic one, while the third part critically examines how 
scientifically informed holism may provide a way to integrate naturalistic 
(scientific) metaphysics into Christian thought. This final part addresses 

1. A version of this article was presented at the Krakow 2024 conference “Christian Phi‑
losophy: Facing Naturalism,” and the author is grateful for the constructive questions and 
dialogue with colleagues at both that event and ESPR 2024. The sections on Esfeld’s and 
Primas’ ontologies are adapted and expanded from Christ, Creation, and the World of Science: 
Against Paradox (Lawson 2023).

2. How materialism is to be conceived, and whether naturalism necessarily equates to 
materialism, will be examined as part of this paper.
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Esfeld and Primas in turn, due to the substantive differences in the way 
they make room for the non-material in their metaphysics. Whilst at this 
stage it is not possible to claim that either provides a definitive “solution” 
to a naturalist Christian metaphysics, both invite the reader to question 
the necessity of making a binary choice between matter and non-matter, 
where the first of these falls under the remit of investigation by the natu‑
ral sciences and the second does not, thus placing theology in conflict 
with naturalism.

The Naturalist Challenge
The challenge of naturalism resides in the assumption that a naturalist 
account necessarily requires the rejection of “supernatural forces” (gods, 
angels, demons, souls, ghosts etc.). 3 This is often perceived as pertain‑
ing to a supernatural “other” world separate from our own investigable 
“natural” world. This can be further compounded by the insistence that 
the supernatural includes “non-material beings,” and also anything that 
is beyond the realm of investigation by the natural sciences, including “the 
aesthetic qualities of a painting, the moral significance of an action, the 
meaning of a gesture, the reasons for political conflict” (Ellis 2024, 2; see 
also: 2014, chap. 1). Such a reductive account of what is natural is known 
as scientistic reductionism, whereby the natural world only consists of the 
“physical” stuff (however that is to be construed). This extreme account 
of naturalism calls into question the validity of philosophy and theology 
in the manner of logical positivism—together with any scientific enter‑
prise that requires emergent properties. In both God, Value and Nature 
(2014) and a recent paper delivered at the European Society for Philosophy 
of Religion (Ellis 2024), Fiona Ellis has argued against this form of natu‑
ralism, stating that a more “expansive” form is required. An expansive 
scientific naturalism allows for the genuine existence of science beyond 
the remit of physics and encompasses the realm of the social sciences. 
Whilst this allowance provides a greater source of hope for the philosopher 
and theologian it still, arguably, rests on an assumption that the natural 
sciences, correctly understood, only provide space for a reductive physi‑
calist/materialist account of the world. This assumption of reductionism 
is identified by Primas (1983, 308) when he notes that “there still exists 

3. There is an interesting question that falls outside of the scope of this paper as to why 
such definitions of supernaturalism are focused on “conscious” entities rather than the exis‑
tence of the non-material and/or transcendent more generally, with the associated query as 
to whether such rejections of the supernatural are as strong when one moves to a broader 
conception of the non-material that goes beyond non-material agents.
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a bias toward theoretical monism” with the aim of reducing all theories 
to an “all-embracing fundamental theory.” 

The explanations provided by scholars such as Ellis for a naturalistic 
account of the transcendent maintain that the existence of the transcen‑
dent “does not mean that one must establish a “superworld” of divine 
objects” (Tillich 1975, 8); rather, the transcendent can be understood as 
being expressed in and through the immanent (Ellis 2014, chap. 2) in the 
context of an “ecstatic” naturalism. Yet there is a risk that some of these 
arguments still assume that allowing the transcendent in a natural world 
requires finding a way to circumvent the (dualistic) supernaturalism versus 
(reductive) naturalism dichotomy. Ellis explicitly challenges such dichoto‑
mous thinking and argues that “once it is allowed that the transcendent can 
be modelled other than in dualist supernaturalist terms, then the tantalizing 
possibility opens up that the transcendent is already presupposed in a world 
whose immanent character is suitably complex [i.e. beyond the boundaries 
set out by scientistic accounts]” (Ellis 2024, 4). On this account, Ellis argues 
for an intertwining of the transcendent and immanent, rather than opposing 
metaphysical categories, and I am hopeful that the metaphysical account 
developed here provides a fruitful contribution that further supports such 
discussions. In line with Ellis, I argue that these dichotomies need to be 
challenged, and that a different kind of expansive naturalism, one that chal‑
lenges the necessity of physicalism, can please both camps—the scientistic 
and the theistic. This account differs from Ellis’ as it is based on a holism 
that creates space for the transcendent, the non-material and the divine by 
challenging our misperceptions about ontological structure. The following 
section will briefly set out the place of the non-material within science, 
and how Esfeld’s and Primas’ holisms provide space for a holistic natural‑
ism that can leave room for the transcendent and/or non-material. Their 
accounts will then be examined in detail. 

Is a Holistic Naturalism Possible?
Michael Esfeld (a philosopher of science) and Hans Primas (a quantum 
chemist) have provided accounts of foundational reality in which there 
is no requirement to reconcile two fundamentally different kinds of “stuff.” 
In other words, the ontological dichotomy that pits naturalism against 
theism is removed. The contradiction between naturalism and Christi‑
anity becomes a matter of appearance rather than of ontological fact: it 
is based on our presuppositions about the fundamental nature of the world 
as described by science, and the nature of personhood. The assumption 
that strict naturalism provides the “correct” description of reality is closely 
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tied to the early-20th-century commitment to theory reduction in science, 
whereby it was argued that “all phenomena of life can be ultimately reduced 
to the laws of physics and chemistry” (Primas 1983, 308). Whilst the reduc‑
tionist holds that “since organisms are built of matter, every biological 
question must be sought in terms of the fundamental theory of matter [i.e. 
physics],” holists, like Primas and Esfeld, emergentists, and (historically) 
vitalists all deny that physical laws can sufficiently explain “the phenomena 
of life” (Primas 1983, 309).

Thus, the question must be raised as to whether one can provide a natu‑
ralistic account that allows for the non-material. In this discussion we are 
concerned not with abstract objects, but rather with the nature of material‑
ity as it shows up within our current philosophical discourse. Numerous 
recent volumes highlight the breadth of this perceived change away from 
comprehending matter as “physical stuff” (Davies and Gregersen 2014; 
Koons and Bealer 2010). Further, in The Quantum Enigma (2005), Wolf‑
gang Smith distinguishes the corporeal world of our everyday experience, 
which is “the sum total of things and events that can be directly perceived 
by a normal human being” (2005, 27), from the (physical) universe exam‑
ined by the physicist. These two “worlds,” whilst ontologically unified, are 
epistemically distinct, with the physical universe being viewed entirely via 
measurement:

Physical objects are then known by means of a suitable model, a theoreti‑
cal representation of some kind . . . object and representation do not coin‑
cide . . . one cannot know or even conceive of a physical object except by way 
of a model, or theoretical construct. (Smith 2005, 31)

Such a view of the inaccessibility of the world “as it is” is a defining 
feature of the German transcendental idealist movement of the 18th and 
19th centuries. But Smith and his colleagues are not requiring us all to 
abandon realism in its entirety, even though we are required to put aside 
naive realism and recognise, on this view, that there is not a one-to-one 
correlation between our perception of reality and the fundamental ontol‑
ogy that grounds reality. Science does not require that meaning is only 
attached to concepts that are “unambiguously defined in terms of funda‑
mental physics” (Primas 1983, 308). Indeed, for many, including Primas and 
Esfeld, fundamental reality is itself inaccessible to scientific investigation, 
although this inaccessibility does not diminish its reality. Moving away 
from scientistic naturalism does not necessitate adherence to the false 
dichotomy of idealist ontology versus traditional materiality; however, 
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we must engage with pertinent questions about the nature of the material 
realm 4 (including questioning what is within the bounds of the natural). 
When we speak of naturalism as “the idea that all existent entities in the 
world are of a physical nature” (Ludwig 2018, 285), there is an implication 
that all the properties of those entities are also physical (or can be related to 
physical properties). Such strict reductionism leads to the view that all the 
objects of the special sciences, including mental properties and conscious‑
ness, are, or will be, entirely describable in terms of fundamental physics. 
The decomposition (or reduction) of a system into non-trivial subsystems 
(parts) is a feature of classical mechanics (or systems). At this level, the state 
of the whole is determined by the states of these subsystems. Whilst for 
some this level of reductionism is a fundamental part of their metaphysical 
framework, it is by no means necessitated by our current scientific findings, 
and is certainly not a position endorsed by Primas or Esfeld. According to 
Primas “most theories of chemical, biological and social systems are still 
limited by the classical paradigm of explanation presupposing in an unre‑
flected way the separability of these systems” (1983, 325). 

Strict reductionism therefore rests on an overly simplified view of the 
structure of scientific theories, and the assumption that complex systems 
are hierarchical. Complex systems can have “many modes of description, all 
equally valid and real” (Primas 1983, 315; emphasis added) but these “levels” 
do not exist independently of the whole. It is also crucial to realise that 
whilst it may be possible to describe the “higher” levels of the hierarchy 
in terms of “lower”-level descriptions, this may lead to overly complicated 
descriptions, or “the relevant patterns of the higher level are not put in evi‑
dence” through such a description. An excellent example from Primas is that 
whilst it may be possible to provide a molecular description of bee activity, 
such a description “would be entirely irrelevant to the understanding of, 
say, how honey bees signal the location of a rich source of nectar” (1983, 
317). A similar argument applies to the matter of a naturalist explanation 
of reality. Whilst it may be possible to describe a painting in a manner 
that is distilled into a fundamental theory, this would undoubtedly fail to 
describe the aesthetic qualities, or do so only in a manner that becomes 
incomprehensible.

4. Questions at the interface of philosophy of mind and theology, concerning the nature 
of the physical realm and the emergence of consciousness/mind (a common theme of Nancey 
Murphy’s work), are prevalent in panentheistic discussions. Whilst important, philosophical 
discussion of these matters lies beyond the scope of this paper.
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Thus, the question becomes not whether the world can include the “non-
material,” but what we understand by “matter” and how we can comprehend 
the existence/nature of non-matter and its potential for transcendence. 
Davies describes the problem as follows:

Apparently solid matter is revealed, on closer inspection, to be almost all 
empty space, and the particles of which matter is composed are themselves 
ghostly patterns of quantum energy, mere excitations of invisible quantum 
fields. (Davies 2014, 83)

For Davies, a naturalist (scientific) account of the world is increasingly 
pointing to a universe in which the fundamental ground is not “physical” 
but “mathematical”—i.e. the world appears to be most explicable in terms 
of mathematical formalism: our only option is to “treat the physical uni‑
verse as if it simply is mathematics” (2014, 86; original emphasis). Yet even 
if Davies is correct regarding our approach to understanding reality, one 
must be careful to not confuse method and/or epistemology for ontology. 
Treating the world as “mathematical” may help with describing experi‑
mental findings, but it does little more than rename Kant’s inaccessible 
noumenal realm when it comes to dealing with the relationship between 
the object and its representation. 

This is well captured by Charles Minser when he argues that “material 
substance” is on the defensive, it being “reduced at most to scattered specks 
in the emptiness, its garrisons pulled together in isolated posts” (1978, 2). 
The more we have tried to comprehend the nature of “matter,” the more we 
have found ourselves reducing our understanding not to that which is being 
investigated, but rather to “the interactions among them [the particles]. We 
do not say, what an electron is, but we do write laws for how it interacts 
with photons and other electrons” (ibid.). It is this reduction to relational 
descriptions (and the fact that these remain constant despite the changing 
account of the material) that drives the move to adopting a structural real‑
ist ontology. Yet, whilst it may provide us with a naturalist ontology, such 
structural accounts (as will be seen in Esfeld’s moderate account) provide 
greater evidence for a transcendental reality in which relationality provides 
the ultimate ground or building blocks of reality, over and against bits 
of matter. This thinking is also echoed by Misner when he argues that this 
relationality within contemporary scientific accounts gives rise to a picture 
that is “radically anti-materialistic” (1978, 4), with the object of scientific 
investigation being the “immaterial constituents—the design relationships” 
(ibid.), not the “stuff” portrayed by scientistic naturalism.
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Whether one stands with Misner and/or the structural realists in granting 
that the fundamental reality is, in some meaningful sense, non-material, 
there can be no doubt that we need to seriously engage with the challenge 
posed by the fact that the “co-essential” materiality and divinity of Chal‑
cedon, the “rational soul and human flesh” of the Athanasian, and, in the 
Nicene creeds, “all that is, seen and unseen,” all imply a dichotomous dis‑
tinction of a kind that does not maintain its distinction in this non-matter-
grounded ontology. The distinction that sets up the naturalist “against” the 
theist in finding space for the non-material and/or transcendent appears less 
a point of ontology and more an epistemic/methodological commitment to 
the scope and bounds of scientific investigation. Therefore, mindful of the 
contested nature of the “material,” the fact that Primas and Esfeld point 
towards naturalistic ontologies which are holistic is less surprising than one 
may first expect. So it is that one finds oneself in a space in which scientific 
discussions, for many, have become more open to the acknowledgement 
of the existence of non-matter (even whilst what this looks like may be 
contested). The implication that remains for the debate between natural‑
ism and Christian philosophy is that the kind of non-materiality allowed 
is fundamentally different to that required by the theist’s commitment to 
the divine as non-matter and/or transcendent.

Given the uncertainty as to how we are to understand this foundational 
ground (informational, relational, structural, mathematical, etc), it seems 
premature to claim that they are dealing with distinct levels of reality. What 
is clear is that whether one sees reality as fundamentally holistic in line 
with Primas and Esfeld, or sits with Davies in that, at the very least epis‑
temically, we must treat the world as mathematical, the “character of the 
material world casts severe doubts upon the consistency of the Cartesian 
separation [of matter and non-matter]” (Primas 1994c, 611). Yet here again 
we encounter the crucial distinction between the world “as it is” and what 
is required for scientific investigation—in that every experiment requires 
a fundamental ontological dualism in the form of the distinction between 
subject and object to proceed. Because of this necessity, Primas argues 
that a (naturalistic) materialist ontology must be incomplete, because it 
is “incapable of dealing with the complementarity of matter and spirit” 
(ibid.). This recognition by Primas (explicitly) and Esfeld (more implicitly) 
of the existence of that which is non-matter points away from scientistic 
naturalism (whilst allowing for expansive naturalism), as both view this 
non-material aspect of reality as “beyond” scientific investigation.

Therefore, it is still necessary to maintain an expansive naturalism that 
avoids the temptation of assuming an excessively reductionistic account 
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of the natural and/or material. Provided one does not adopt a scientistic 
form of naturalism, there is no reason naturalism and holism cannot be 
compatible. Whilst not wishing to over-labour the distinctions between 
metaphysical holisms, it is worth taking note of the differentiations made 
by Healey and Gomes. For the metaphysical holist, there is a certain extent 
to which the whole is not entirely determined by the properties of the parts, 
and it is possible to see a correlation here with the expansive naturalist 
who recognises that reality cannot be fully described by the scientifically 
investigable nature of its parts. Healey and Gomes identify three kinds 
of metaphysical holism:

Ontological Holism: Some objects are not wholly composed of basic physical 
parts.
Property Holism: Some objects have properties that are not determined by 
physical properties of their basic physical parts.
Nomological Holism: Some objects obey laws that are not determined by fun‑
damental physical laws governing the structure and behavior [sic] of their 
basic physical parts. (Healey and Gomes 2022, sec. 3) 

All these accounts require a more expansive naturalism than that pro‑
vided by the scientistic naturalist. The most comfortable (least contested) 
scientific “holism” is property holism, with its links to emergence. But for 
this paper, and in relation to the question of the potential compatibility 
of a rich Christian philosophy with a naturalist account of the world, I am 
interested in going “deeper,” to consider how scientific metaphysics may 
be pointing to a substantive ontological holism. Ontological holism is, 
in some circles, viewed as out of favour, or as requiring some commit‑
ment to a form of neutral monism or “third kind” of “stuff.” Whilst such 
a view is not necessitated by ontological holism, it offers greater support 
for the theist than reconciling a local materialism with a required “other” 
realm for the non-material divine. In addition, Primas adheres to a version 
of dual-aspect monism, and whilst Esfeld does not address what he means 
by “matter,” there is at the very least a certain agnosticism in his approach 
towards what that matter is.

Primas and Esfeld propose two very different pictures of holistic reality 
(despite both drawing on a holistic account of reality grounded in quantum 
theory). Even so, they are united in seeking to provide the philosopher and/
or theologian with a nuanced and deep metaphysics that speaks to our need 
for an ontology that has space for transcendence (although neither takes 
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this step themselves). Esfeld’s and Primas’ accounts hold out the promise 
of a coherent metaphysics, either by providing an alternative to the matter-
transcendence dichotomy seen in much naturalistic discussion (Primas) 
or by challenging our conception of the nature of ontological dependence 
between objects and the relationships they stand in (Esfeld). 

It is to these two positions that I will now turn, with a view to examin‑
ing how we may reconsider the natural, and what a scientifically informed 
holistic ontology may mean for our understanding of a naturalistic phi‑
losophy of religion. I will assume an expansive account of naturalism (i.e. 
one that allows for the existence of things beyond the scope of scientific 
investigation). I do not believe that such a position places the theist on the 
side of anti-naturalism. One only needs to go down the anti-naturalist 
route if one maintains that the ontologies proposed here (and/or by others 
who challenge a Cartesian view of matter as points of “stuff”) do not actu‑
ally describe the “natural’ world. In other words, anti-naturalism is only 
required for the Christian philosopher who, in a similar vein to the Christian 
materialist, argues that the local world of human experience is circum‑
scribed by that which can be described/investigated by the natural sciences, 
with a global exception for the divine. The scientific ontologies described by 
Primas and Esfeld are not contentious positions—the science they build their 
metaphysics upon is well accepted. The potential disagreement arises from 
choosing their suggested ontology over other metaphysical descriptions. 
However, both acknowledge that their choices are guided by wider meta‑
physical commitments. 5 Esfeld’s work with the model of ontic structural 
realism (OSR) is in good company, philosophically speaking, and Primas’ 
account has been well discussed for its metaphysics, finding potential allies 
in such great names as Spinoza and Leibniz. 

Both ontologies are “naturalist” in that they are constructed on the basis 
of findings from contemporary physics, and both are expansive in the 
terms described by Ellis and others in that they recognise and actively 
endorse the existence of features of reality that are beyond the investigative 
remit of the natural sciences. However, this is not the ecstatic naturalism 
of Tillich, whereby the transcendent “mean[s] that, within itself, the finite 
world points beyond itself. In other words, it is self-transcendent” (1975, 8). 

5. For example, Esfeld stops short of adopting what I call “strong” ontic structural realism 
(SOSR), despite his argument in relation to quantum mechanics that there is no empirical way 
to establish what would be preferable between a metaphysics of relations and of individu‑
als. His reason for adopting what I classify as a moderate form of structural realism (MOSR) 
is that the metaphysics of relations required by SOSR would leave one ignorant of the nature 
of the world “as it is.”
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What these inherently transcendent holistic ontologies require, and what 
they mean for the Christian philosopher, will form the basis of the next 
two sections.

A Naturalist Ontology of Relations
In its most basic version, holism requires that the sum of the object/system/
reality (etc.) be “more than” its parts taken in combination. When one 
considers the ontological proposal of holism, there are several ways to 
understand the “more than” that is required within a naturalist (scientific) 
account of reality. 6 The first rests on a form of priority monism (as seen 
in Primas’ work), whereby there are many concrete objects but only one 
is fundamental, and all other objects subsist on, or are derived from, this 
single basic object. 7 The second is what I call a “strong” ontic structural 
realism, of the kind adopted by Ladyman and Ross (2007; Ladyman 2020), 
in which the object-property distinction is conceptual, 8 contrasting with 
“standard” 9 metaphysics, where the “structure is fundamentally composed 
of individuals and their intrinsic properties, on which relational struc‑
ture supervenes” (Ladyman and Ross 2007, 148). The final approach being 
considered here is the one adopted by Esfeld and his collaborators, which 
in many ways sits fuzzily between SOSR and Primas’ monism: this atomistic 
holism maintains that atoms are holistically individuated in terms of the 
distances among them, but unlike SOSR, where structural relations have 
ontological priority relations and relata are mutually ontologically depen‑
dent. For Esfeld, “the distinction between object and properties, including 
relations and thus structures, is only a conceptual one by contrast to an 

6. It is important to note that the options discussed here are not exhaustive of the ways 
in which metaphysical holism can be formulated within a naturalistic paradigm. Just as Primas 
and Esfeld are driven by wider philosophical commitments, it would be possible to consider 
these accounts, for example, as they relate to one’s commitment to “thing” ontologies or to 
the necessity of individuation.

7. “Object” here is construed broadly, as Primas rejects the ontological division of the uni‑
verse into discrete “objects”—though he does allow for the existence of a fundamental Unus 
Mundus foundation (an indivisible foundational reality).

8. Ontic structural realism, as proposed by Ladyman and Ross, holds that “all the properties 
of fundamental physics . . . [are] extrinsic to individual objects” (2007, 151). On this account it 
is the objective structure that is “ontologically fundamental, in the sense of not supervening 
on the intrinsic properties of a set of individuals.” Ladyman and Ross go on to argue that even 
the individuality of objects is dependent on underpinning relational structure: “there are no 
things. Structure is all there is” (Ladyman and Ross 2007, 130).

9. This being the term adopted by Ladyman and Ross to refer to metaphysics that assumes 
the existence of individuals, in contrast to their own OSR metaphysics.
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ontological one: properties, including relations, are modes, that is, the ways 
in which objects exist” (Esfeld and Lam 2011, 13).

Holding this in mind, such holistic ontologies stand opposed to both 
theistic dualism (whether local or global) and the wholly anti-transcendent 
ontologies of the scientistic naturalist. Fundamentally, they create a space 
in which a natural account of the world not only admits, but requires, 
something “more than.” As noted above, though, in many senses this dualist-
versus-naturalist dichotomy can be understood as arising from a specific 
view on the kind(s) and number(s) of things that exist. This is clearly cap‑
tured in Esfeld’s engagement with Descartes. 

It may seem counterintuitive to examine a claim of ontological holism via 
the very dualism that creates the problematic dichotomy for the Christian 
philosopher, and yet Esfeld argues that Descartes’ denial of Aristotelian 
essentialism and hylomorphism means that Cartesian dualism is in fact 
a monistic ontology. For Descartes, the physicality of any object is described 
in its entirety by its spatial extension. In the case of humans there is an addi‑
tional “cogitating substance,” but because everything is grounded in spatial 
extension (in that even the cogitating substance requires something spa‑
tially extended to ground it) there is no multitude of entities in existence 
(as in existence pluralism): rather, Descartes’ position is more aligned with 
Esfeld’s own as a form of priority monism. 

Were Descartes not to have been committed to a single token of three-
dimensional extension (and thus priority monism), one would be required to 
overdetermine ontology by positing the addition of independently existing 
matter, as well as absolute space and time. It is a similar motivation that 
drives Esfeld and Deckert in their minimalist ontology (2020): for Descartes, 
the unnecessary addition is “matter,” and for Esfeld and Deckert it is the 
requiring of relata independently of, and prior to, the relations in which 
they stand. This continuous “matter” or “gunk” that exists to a greater 
or lesser extent in each point in space would then require further explana‑
tion as to why it is more or less dense at different points, with the need 
for further layers of explanation then starting to push existence pluralism 
in a direction such that it falls foul of Ockham’s razor.

Whilst it might be surprising that Descartes’ ontology points towards 
a monistic account, he is insistent that just because we can discuss the 
“parts” of this primary “whole” of matter-space, it does not mean that these 
parts (corporeal shapes/objects) can be individuated. It does not require 
the existence of individual, independently existing parts that compose the 
whole. This position (rejecting an ontology of individuals) has found stron‑
ger forms in both the traditional monism of Spinoza and the contemporary 
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holism of Esfeld, both of whom argue that the “whole” is prior to any con‑
structed parts. What distinguishes Spinoza and Esfeld on the one hand, and 
Descartes on the other, is that for the former, wider demarcations or indi‑
viduations between the parts are not ontological. Yet both the monism 
of Spinoza and the “dualism” of Descartes point to there being only one 
existent substance/entity in the physical realm—matter-space. 

Esfeld’s denial of discrete matter points rests on different grounds, but 
the foundational unity remains. As was the case with Descartes’ matter-
space, for Esfeld space must be understood as a continuum, with the “parts 
of space” (Esfeld 2001, 176) correctly construed as nothing more than demar‑
cations (rather than proper parts). Because space is a continuum, any region 
and/or point in space is fundamentally relational—no point can be described 
(or exist) in isolation. When this is combined with a Cartesian (and Esfel‑
dian) identification of matter with space it results in a metaphysics that 
is inherently holistic. Matter and space cannot be distinguished or divided 
into discrete parts (or entities), and this means that “all matter is one holistic 
system” (Esfeld 2001, 178). This interdependence is not a causal relation‑
ship, but an ontological holism (interdependence) involving all “material” 
things. 10

This challenge associated with hard reductionism brings us—surprisingly 
for the materialist—to a holistic metaphysics. In Part and Whole in Quantum 
Mechanics (1998), Maudlin likewise argues that reductionism taken to its 
conclusion leads to “truly radical holism” (Maudlin 1998, 49). Once one 
starts to analyse the whole (whether that be a watch or a universe) in terms 
of progressively smaller and smaller parts, looking for that additional basic 
block of matter, there comes a point at which the particularization must 
cease in that one can no longer divide the object. At this point, Maudlin 
argues, we arrive at “partless” fundamental bits of matter: “these partless 
parts must be spatially unextended: they must be points” (Maudlin 1998, 48). 
Once one is dealing with indivisible points, the metaphysician or philoso‑
pher has arrived at field theory, which is fundamentally interdependent 
and ontologically relational. This descent into holism on the part of the 

10. It is worth noting that “materiality” here is not defined by Esfeld—nor, indeed, does 
Primas give a detailed account of how we are to understand the unified substance which 
grounds everything (the Unus Mundus). This is both a strength, in that the holism could be 
conceived within the terms of an informational, austere realist, and/or neutral-monist meta‑
physics (for example), and also, when it comes to applying such metaphysical accounts to 
specific problems in the philosophy of religion and/or personal identity, a challenge. However, 
for the purposes of this paper the question of how exactly one is to understand the “stuff” 
of this holistic reality will be put to one side, as it does not impact on the broader question 
at stake here.
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hard-line reductionist—an inadvertent conclusion that is the outcome of the 
scientistic naturalist’s drive to reduce everything to physics—means that 
the assumption that dualistic (theistic) and naturalist accounts of reality are 
two mutually exclusive horns of an ontological dilemma need not neces‑
sarily be an accurate one.

Through his “holistic atomism,” Esfeld presents an ontology that allows 
for the existence of individuals; however, these individuals or physical 
systems are not in addition to space-time, and these fundamental build‑
ing blocks of reality cannot be understood in isolation. Due to the inher‑
ent entanglement required by Esfeld’s realist interpretation of quantum 
mechanics, some of the properties exhibited by quantum systems are only 
there by virtue of the relationships in which they stand to each other (which 
he describes as “correlations of entanglement” [Weber and Esfeld 2013]). 
The reason that Esfeld’s holism is of such interest for the Christian phi‑
losopher and/or theist is that it does not rest on a reinterpretation of how 
we understand the matter that constitutes matter points: he rejects any 
ontology of “substance.” Instead, there is a transcendent (though he himself 
does not use this term) and fundamental (primitive) “stuff-essence” (Esfeld 
and Deckert 2020, 32) that permeates the universe. 

This primitive stuff-essence can be understood as consisting of individual 
objects (it is a “thing”-ontology), yet it is not the individual atoms (or bits 
of stuff-essence) that individuate one tiger from another, for example: 
rather, it is their relative combination and position. Because it is not a tra‑
ditional atomistic account, there is no intrinsic “thisness” distinguishing 
one object from another, or one atom from another. Indeed, the more we 
understand about the fundamental particles of physics, the clearer it has 
become that there are no intrinsically individuating features. Instead, what 
demarcates one object/atom from another can only be described by the 
state of the whole, which “fixes relations among the parts” (Esfeld and Lam 
2011, 246). Thus, these individuating properties could not be possessed by 
an object existing in isolation. All properties that we traditionally consider 
intrinsic (including mass, charge, etc.) are primarily relations. For the Chris‑
tian philosopher, then, this places a transcendent divinity and relations 
between creatures and their creator at the heart of our account of reality. On 
this model the objects, or relata, and the relations in which they stand are 
ontologically interdependent—one does not precede the other, but instead 
they have the “same ontological footing, being given “at once” . . . they are 
mutually ontologically dependent” (Esfeld and Lam 2011, 4).

If objects cannot be understood except as part of a holistic system (that 
itself is responsible for furnishing individuation), and individuation requires 
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the existence of a “whole,” then one would do well to consider what, if any‑
thing, could be the solely existing object within a possible world? When 
one also considers the fact that, on this account of MOSR, the relata (or 
objects) that stand in and are individuated by their relations cannot be 
properties of anything else, but must rather be capable of having properties 
predicated of them, it then appears—albeit unintentionally so—that some 
foundational “thing” that all others stand in relation to is required. This 
foundational thing is also to be understood as a “world-making” property:

If there is a plurality of things, there has to be something that relates these 
things so that they make us a world. . . . there has to be something that relates 
the things in each world . . . At least in so far as the actual world is concerned, 
position in the sense of spatial relation (distance) is what unites the world. 
(Esfeld 2021, 2; emphasis added)

Whilst it is possible to argue this is “merely” some kind of organisational 
field, there is nothing that says this transcendent, relational, and founda‑
tional “object” cannot be understood as God. As was previously mentioned, 
this is not a move that Esfeld makes, or is seeking to make, and by no means 
am I trying to imply that Esfeld’s metaphysics proves or requires God to be 
the holistic system within which individuation occurs. However, the fact 
that our universe can be understood as having a holistic (and relational) 
foundational ontology based on a naturalistic account of the nature of real‑
ity does provide promising avenues of exploration for metaphysicians 
generally and the Christian philosopher specifically. 11

Before moving on to discuss Primas’ account of holism, it is important to 
note that there is currently no empirical method for determining whether 
a metaphysics of individuals or of relations would provide a more accurate 
account. Esfeld chooses to adopt a metaphysics of individuals (making 
his structural realist position moderate in comparison to the metaphysics 
of relations provided by Ladyman and Ross), but this decision rests on his 
dislike of the Kantian-esque commitment of SOSR according to which we 
are left ignorant as to the intrinsic nature of things (Epistemic Structural 
Realism). This gap between a relational metaphysics and our limited fun‑
damental theories that can only account for or describe the relationships 

11. The nature of this paper and the focus on naturalism means that there is not scope 
here to provide a detailed account of how this metaphysics may be understood, or a detailed 
explanation of how Esfeld and his collaborators arrive at a holistic primitive ontology. How‑
ever, this is discussed in more detail in Christ, Creation, and the World of Science (Lawson 
2023): see chapters 4 and 5 for the holistic turn.



24 Finley Lawson 

between objects and not the nature of the objects themselves means that 
we are left with one or other of two choices: 

(a)	 maintain a belief in a metaphysics of individuals but accept this 
means we are unable to gain knowledge about the intrinsic proper‑
ties of the individuals as far as they are intrinsic 

(b)	 discard a metaphysics of individuals in favour of a metaphysics 
of relations according to which at the fundamental level only rela‑
tions exist. (Lawson 2023, 240)

The fact that this is a choice driven by wider ontological and/or epis‑
temic concerns is important for the naturalism debate because it assumes 
an ontology of individuals in which theism and/or transcendent entities 
stand opposed to the fundamental building blocks of reality. Yet “there 
is no a priori argument that excludes a metaphysics of relations” (Esfeld 
2004, 615), so it is important to question the implications of a naturalistic 
metaphysics of relations when seeking to understand whether there can 
be space for the transcendent. Whilst Esfeld provides a relation-oriented 
metaphysics of individuals, Primas’ position is more challenging in that it 
questions ontological individuation, and it is to that account that we now 
turn—before subsequently offering some brief remarks on the potential 
implications of both of these for Christian approaches to the philosophy 
of religion. 

A Naturalist Ontology of “No-Things”
Esfeld’s account of holism challenges our understanding of the relationality 
of objects and requires us to reconsider where relations sit within an onto‑
logical hierarchy. Despite this, it allows us to continue with a metaphysics 
of individuals. Primas does not grant us this metaphysical comfort blanket. 
Like Esfeld, he begins with a consideration of Descartes, highlighting the 
key role that the “Cartesian cut” plays in all scientific endeavour. With the 
expression “Cartesian cut” Primas is referring to the requirement, within 
scientific experimentation, to make a distinction between the observing 
subject and the object being observed. For science to progress, it is neces‑
sary for the experimenter to establish the initial conditions of the experi‑
ment, but this “freedom” conflicts with the hard determinism required by 
strict materialism (Primas 1993). The question arises, where does it leave the 
naturalist if it is possible to distinguish between experimenter and experi‑
ment (whereas the scientistic naturalist would have to accede that both 
“objects” are equally determined, and “physical”)? Whilst at first glance it 
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may appear that these dual commitments imply that Primas is committed 
to the ontological dualism spurned by the naturalist, he in fact argues that 
our current account of reality points to “an ontological monism, combined 
with an epistemic dual-aspect approach” (2009, 171; original emphasis). 

We have already seen how Esfeld’s monism gives rise to a holistic ontol‑
ogy of individuals, so what does Primas’ account bring to the conversation 
on naturalism? Whilst Esfeld shifts the challenge of describing how any 
mental or transcendent aspect of reality is to be understood over to the 
philosopher and/or theologian, Primas confronts the issue head on. In 
“Endo- and Exo- Theories of Matter” (1994a) he argues that the Cartesian 
distinction between mind and matter, despite its absurdity, “is a tempo‑
rarily useful fiction .  .  . that matter does not contain spiritual elements 
in an essential way” (1994a, 165). Thus, this “removal” of the transcendent 
is performing a heuristic role only. He goes on to argue that:

Our distinctions between an atemporal material, an atemporal mental, and 
a temporal domain do not imply an ontological partition of the world—it 
is chosen as a partition of the universe of discourse to facilitate the discussion. 
(Primas 2009, 24; emphasis added)

This step to remove the non-material/transcendent from our under‑
standing of the “natural” world is not the ontological commitment of the 
scientistic naturalist, but rather the move of an expansive naturalist. Primas 
is clear in his writings about the importance of ensuring that science does 
not overreach itself: the non-material is not within the scope of scientific 
investigation, but it is very much within the ontological structure of natural 
reality. In as much as he adopts the Cartesian split where scientific method 
is concerned, Primas also argues that we are deeply misguided if we mistake 
this method for ontology: 

The experimentally well-confirmed holistic character of the material world 
casts severe doubts upon the consistency of the Cartesian separation of the 
material reality from the spiritual one . . . [despite this] present day experi‑
mental science still requires an epistemological dualism. (Primas 1994c, 611; 
original emphasis)

The key commitment (as noted earlier in this section) is that we need 
an epistemological dualism to make sense of the world, but this does not 
reflect the nature of reality as it is. Whilst Esfeld backs away from a meta‑
physics that entails the inaccessibility of the world as it is, for Primas there 
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is a fundamental incompleteness in contemporary scientistic naturalism. 
This is because the scientific (but not naturalistic) description “as at pres‑
ent conceived, forces us to leave out crucial parts of reality” (1993, 250). As 
will be explained further shortly, Primas’ holism is committed to a rejection 
of atomism, and (to use Esfeld’s terminology) rejects any “thing”-ontology 
that would allow for a plurality of objects (see: Primas 1991, 165; 1994c, 
611–13). Primas’ holism therefore denies an ontological commitment to 
“context-independent objects” (Primas 1994c, 629) and, indeed, even the 
relational framework provided by Esfeld’s holism does not furnish these 
(the relationality provides context). Furthermore, Primas’ epistemological 
dualism is framed by the fact that “our ability to describe the world cannot 
go further than our ability to isolate objects” (1994c, 626; emphasis added). 
Crucially, this does not limit the natural world to that which is describable 
by science; instead, it simply recognises our linguistic/epistemic limitations. 

When Primas rejects a “thing”-ontology he is arguing against the sci‑
entistic naturalist’s claim that everything can be described in “material” 
terms: one mistakes the scientific project if it is viewed as trying to describe 
“the material reality in terms of some elementary building blocks” (1998, 
67), and on the basis of the “outdated” belief that reality can be explained 
with reference to “independently existing atoms” (1998, 87). In undertak‑
ing the reductionist project, whether as a scientist or a philosopher, one 
is assuming a particular “thing”-ontology, which is out of step with the 
findings of quantum theory (Primas 1998, 88). The latter, according to 
Primas’ interpretation, presents a metaphysical account of the world that 
not only provides a radically holistic “no-thing” foundational structure, but 
also registers the fact that the “unbroken wholeness of the material world 
.  .  . cannot be observed directly by our five senses” (1994b, 335; empha‑
sis added). Here again, as with Esfeld’s account, we see that this version 
of monism is naturalistic in being grounded in the findings of physics, even 
while it calls for an expansive approach to naturalism. 

How one begins to carry out individuation in the context of such an 
ontology is a theme developed throughout his writings, but some of the 
founding principles for his more metaphysical work can be encountered 
in his treatise on quantum chemistry and reductionism (Primas 1983). 
The mistake we make in assuming a classical (Boolean) account of reality 
is to assume that there are bare facts, and what Primas terms “absolute 
objects” that can be understood as existing independently. There is no “God-
given” (Primas 1983, 308) decomposition of reality. There are “no absolute 
objects or absolute patterns” (Primas 1983, 325); instead, every observation, 
every description, is an exercise in identifying what is essential and what 
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is accidental in this instance. In doing this we introduce Boolean categories 
(e.g. material vs non-material) and deliberately exhibit a “lack of interest 
[in certain components] which breaks the holistic unity of nature” (Primas 
1983, 325; original emphasis). This makes everything conditional on the 
“context,” and the latter is created through the erection of well-defined 
conceptual/metaphysical barriers that create a non-holistic ontological 
structure to which one can apply Boolean logic. It is this contextualized 
decomposition that gives rise to the appearance of paradox or conflict 
in the conversation pertaining to matter versus non-matter, or naturalism 
versus theology. The conflict arises because we misconstrue this “delib‑
erately chosen abstraction” as brute ontology, instead of recognising that 
every phenomenon/object “is created by abstractions alone and does not 
otherwise exist” (where this includes objects perceived through our senses 
and examined via the natural sciences) (Primas 1983, 327).

Because Primas’ ontology is so different from how the “natural” is sci‑
entistically conceived, it is  worth spending some time unpacking his 
account of reality. There is a strong connection (at least at the conceptual 
level) between his partless (non-Boolean) holism and Ladyman’s account 
of Strong Ontic Structural Realism (SOSR). Although Primas does not shift 
to a metaphysics of relations (at least, not in those terms), he does take the 
step that Esfeld seems reluctant to embrace—by moving to a metaphysics 
in which we cannot know the fundamental structure of the universe. Lady‑
man describes this lack of access to the reality of “objects” in themselves 
in SOSR as the fact that “individual objects are constructs . . . individuals 
have only a heuristic role” (2020, sec. 4). There are clear correlations with 
Primas’ earlier claims that “objects do not yet exist, we have to create them” 
(1993, 254) and “the world is not made out of some building blocks . . . these 
[the perceived building blocks, e.g. electrons] are just manifestations of the 
material reality” (1994c, 619). For Primas, this metaphysics is grounded 
in the following ontological starting point:

Since all predictions of quantum mechanics are experimentally well cor‑
roborated, and since the counterintuitive results of quantum theory are no 
logical paradoxes, we take the holistic structure of the quantum world as 
a true feature of nature. (Primas 2003, 253)

Whilst Ladyman’s metaphysics does not have the same scientific ground‑
ing, and indeed non-Boolean holism could be arrived at without reference 
to quantum theory, the fact that his account is scientifically grounded calls 
into question the necessity of an antagonistic relationship between Christian 
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philosophy and naturalism. What we perceive as individuals are not funda‑
mental objects, but “represent patterns of reality . . . Elementary or composed 
“particles” . . . are not primary but rather secondary and derived” (1994c, 
628). Not only are these “elementary” particles not primary, but even realist 
interpretations of quantum theory refer “only to a fictitious theoretically 
immanent reality, and not to the ultimate reality” (1994c, 622). This ultimate 
reality (which Primas terms the Unus Mundus) exists as a “primordial unity, 
not yet divided into two [res extensa and res cogitans]” (Primas 1993, 249), 
and all “decompositions of the world are neither given a priori nor determined 
by first principles” (Primas 2007, 27; original emphasis). On this account, 
the ultimate reality is “much nearer to Plato’s ideas, according to which the 
attempt to divide matter again and again results in mathematical forms” 
(1994a, 174). This is echoed in Davies’ account of the physical universe as 
mathematical form noted above. Individuals are “created” when we “iso‑
late a phenomenon and assign individuality to it” (Primas 2007, 11–12) 
within a particular context, and this does not create an entirely amorphous 
ontology—the scientific picture of the world is built on our “knowledge 
of observable patterns or modes of reactions of systems” (Primas 1998, 96). 
However, instead of arriving at Esfeld’s relational holism, where individu‑
als and their relations are ontologically mutually dependent, Primas argues 
that we should recognise that “individuals” do not exist a priori. Thus, we 
should adopt a non-Boolean holism, “a whole which has no parts” (2007, 
27) and that requires us to choose “an appropriate partition of the universe 
of discourse” (Primas 2007, 27). These partitions are created when we decide 
which features are relevant and irrelevant, allowing us to create “fuzzy” 
or non-Boolean categories (or boundaries) around “individual objects.” 

Within Primas’ account what is striking is his commitment to the non-
material/transcendent. He specifically identifies the realm of endophysics 
as that which studies the “realm of non-spatial, non-mental, timeless, but 
nevertheless real entities” (1994a, 166), stating that “neither nowness nor 
consciousness can be identified with any property known to physics, so 
we relate these phenomena to the nonmaterial domain” (2003, 95; emphasis 
added). If we are finding challenges in demarking the material and non‑
material realms “it is because no such line of demarcation exists” (Primas 
1983, 331). Our descriptions are caricatures “exaggerating some aspects by 
deliberate simplification and permitting extravagance” (Primas 1983, 331). 
The caricature is not intended to present brute fact, but rather to allow new 
patterns and/or levels of description to arise. Yet the most hopeful descrip‑
tion for the Christian philosopher engaging with Primas’ non-Boolean 
holism comes when he states that:
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We do not restrict the [nonmaterial] tensed domain to the inner world of pri‑
vate thoughts .  .  . We relate the tensed domain to a mental world which we 
consider as fundamental to the nature of existence and being. According to this 
view, “mind” operates as a principle beyond individual consciousness and 
is not restricted to the “human mind.” (Primas 2003, 92; original emphasis)

Where Esfeld’s account furnishes potential for the transcendent, that 
proposed by Primas explicitly endorses it. This is not to imply that whole‑
hearted adoption of non-Boolean holism represents an easy trade-off for 
the Christian philosopher or scientist—it raises a number of methodologi‑
cal and ontological questions. 12 Nevertheless, it is this deep commitment 
to a timeless ultimate reality (Primas 2003) imparting fundamental order 
and grounding to the universe that provides a rich context for exploring 
the transcendent within a naturalist framework. 

In his 2003 paper, we find Primas’ most explicit description of how we 
should understand the material/non-material “divide.” He draws heavily 
on Wolfgang Pauli’s work, arguing that:

Quantum theory describes the material world in a basically holistic way. Gen‑
eralizing this result beyond the material world to ponder upon a holistic con‑
ception concerning mind and matter. Pauli . . . suggested that the mental and 
material domain are governed by common ordering principles and should be 
understood as “complementary aspects of the same reality.” (Primas 2003, 90)

Taken in combination, these two commitments (the extension of the non-
material domain beyond individual consciousness and the commitment to 
a dual-aspect account of reality) require the naturalist to move away from 
Cartesianism to a “primordial unity, not yet divided into two” (Primas 1993, 
249). This brings us back sharply to one of the central premises of this paper: 
namely, that there is space within a naturalistic account for a non-material 
and/or transcendent aspect of reality, provided that (a) one does not require 
it to be accessible through scientific enquiry (expansive naturalism) and 
(b) we revisit our metaphysical commitments pertaining to the “stuff” 
of fundamental reality. 13 The concluding section of this paper will briefly 

12. Discussion of these potential challenges goes beyond the scope of this paper, but 
some of the problems raised specifically in relation to the incarnation are discussed in chap‑
ters 6 and 7 of Christ, Creation, and the World of Science (Lawson 2023). 

13. For example, whilst this paper draws certain distinctions between the “non-mate‑
rial” and “matter,” these are made for heuristic purposes in order to better proceed with the 
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outline how these holistic ontologies may be applied to concerns that are 
key for Christian philosophy, particularly in respect of divine personhood.

Some Remarks on the Implications for Christian Philosophy 
of Religion
So far, this paper has focused on setting out two accounts of ontologi‑
cal holism that can be viewed as naturalistic (on an expansive account 
of the latter) because they provide an ontology grounded within the reality 
described by contemporary science. The reason why these accounts disrupt 
the naturalism-versus-holism debate is that whilst the non-material and/
or transcendent aspect of reality sits beyond direct examination by phys‑
ics, both accounts endorse the reality of something “more than” the world 
described by science, with this “other” being central to a complete account 
of the nature of reality (even if we cannot directly access it). What is inter‑
esting for the expansive naturalist is that both Esfeld and Primas hand this 
task of further examination over to the philosopher and theologian; this 
final section thus picks up where the (non-theistic) holistic naturalist stops, 
and explores some implications for philosophical theology. 

The present paper is not intended to provide a definitive answer to 
what the naturalist’s God may look like within a holistic ontology: indeed, 
Primas’ and Esfeld’s ontologies provide very different accounts of the nature 
of divine personhood and the incarnation (see, for example, Lawson 2023; 
chapters 6-7]). To examine the details of individual theological commit‑
ments in relation to holism would take up more space than is allowed here. 
However, before concluding it will be worth noting some of the opportuni‑
ties that exist for the theistic naturalist within this framework, along with 
some areas meriting further research there.

I would argue that one of the areas in which the impact of a holistic 
ontology is best seen is through an examination of the incarnation (at 
least in terms of understanding the united person of Christ). The reason 
for choosing this deeply theological issue for philosophical discussion 
is because issues raised by the transcendent for human personhood are 
compounded when brought into dialogue with the divine in Christ. This 
echoes Gregersen’s argument in “Deep Incarnation and Chalcedon” that 
the challenge for the Christian philosopher/theologian is that Chalcedon 
does not “specify the characteristics of the “divine nature” [or] the “human 
nature,” and … does not tell us anything about their interrelation in the 

discussion: they explicitly do not exist within Primas’ monism, and arguably do not exist, as 
traditionally understood, within Esfeld’s relational ontology either.



31A Naturalist Theology

concrete person of Christ” (Gregersen 2020, 275). Gregersen provides an 
excellent systematic overview of how this relationship (the human-divine) 
has been understood in theological contexts, and it is worth drawing out 
from this some of the key features of personhood that could be reimagined 
within a holistic naturalist account of reality along the lines of the ontolo‑
gies provided by Primas and Esfeld: 14

DI1. Athanasius argued that “the particular human body of Jesus needed to be 
neither separated from other human bodies, nor from the materiality of the 
cosmos at large” (Gregersen 2020, 260). This draws on the concern raised by 
naturalists that the transcendent requires a “superworld” of divine entities 
“beyond” our own. Implicit in their account is the assumption that the mate‑
riality of the “cosmos” is ontologically separated from anything that could be 
transcendent, as the transcendent goes beyond the natural.

DI2. The stoics provided an ontology whereby there was “a co-extensive 
inherence of two elements within a general metaphysical scheme .  .  . the 
idea of mutual co-inherence is central” (Gregersen 2020, 265–66). In other 
words, this is the kind of ontological account that is rejected by the scientistic 
naturalist because (it is assumed that) only one aspect of this can be investi‑
gated using the scientific method. It is this metaphysical dualism that places 
naturalism and Christian philosophy at odds.

DI3. Gregory of Nyssa’s understanding of the infinitude of God provides 
several points for consideration: as infinite reality, God “must be equally 
close to the material as God is to the spiritual world” (2020, 270), and this 
allows us to understand the “logic” of the incarnation in that infinite unity 
means that there is no greater distance between God and the material than 
between God and the non-material—this being the challenge of how one 
is to understand genuine transcendence within a dualistic metaphysics. This 
challenge would also include accounts such as Tillich’s ecstatic naturalism, 
where the transcendent is “revealed” through the material, as it still assumes 
a degree of separation in kind, or of ontological level, for the transcendent. 

DI4. Finally, drawing on Schleiermacher, Gregersen notes that “subsum‑
ing divinity and humanity under the same umbrella .  .  . [implies] that the 
two natures meet one another at the same level, while tacitly presupposing 

14. The ensuing points DI1-4 and DI1’-DI4’ (excluding explicit references to naturalism 
or the philosophy of religion), are reproduced from Lawson (2023, 335).
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a predefined contrast between divinity and humanity” (2020, 276)—this being, 
in effect, a continuation of the issue noted in DI3. Similar ontological presup‑
positions underpin the naturalist’s challenge to the Christian philosopher. 

These metaphysical challenges regarding a non-materialist (non-scien‑
tistic) account of personhood in relation to the incarnation and, fundamen‑
tally, the existence of the transcendent, prove consonant within the holistic 
ontologies noted within this paper:

DI1’. Primas’ non-Boolean holism posits that there is a fundamental unity 
within the cosmos (the Unus Mundus) which cannot be ontologically distin‑
guished in the discrete categories of spirit and matter (to use Primas’ termi‑
nology). Thus, the distinguishing of Christ, or the transcendent, from the 
universe, and the separation of other entities into a “supernatural” world, may 
be viewed as a contextually chosen decomposition, not a “brute fact” about 
the “separability of nature” (Primas 2007, 27). On this account, there is noth‑
ing that is “beyond” the natural world. The appearance of being “beyond” 
stems from our inability to investigate or access the Unus Mundus, and our 
own preconceived contextualization of the universe into the binary catego‑
ries of “matter” and “non-matter” that we incorrectly take to be ontological. 

DI2’. Following Pauli, Primas (2003, 90) argues that the mental and material 
domains are “complementary aspects of the same reality.” Less explicitly, 
Esfeld and Deckert (2020, 8) recognise that a radically reductionist world‑
view cannot include the non-material, and in SOSR the co-inherence may be 
understood as an aspect of the underlying “structure” of reality. One could 
argue that this co-inherence is what Tillich is describing as ecstatic naturalism 
when he argues for the revelation of the transcendent through the immanent.

DI3’. As with DI1’ this can be understood in the context of the fundamental 
unity of reality, whereby the distinction between humans and angels is not 
ontological, but dependent upon the chosen partition. Likewise, if a fully 
relational ontology is adopted (not Esfeld’s MOSR), this may provide room to 
consider the ontological interrelatedness of the cosmos, which again would 
put in question the requirement for a “supernatural” realm. On the other 
hand, it would allow one to classify the “supernatural” as that which stands 
outside of scientific investigation. 

DI4’. Schleiermacher’s commitment has its closest reflection in Esfeld and 
Lam’s mutual ontological dependence between relations and their relata 
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(see: Esfeld and Lam 2011, 4). The ontological co-dependence within Esfeld’s 
ontology provides a philosophically interesting space in which to exam‑
ine how transcendence may be conceived as an ontological relation within 
a naturalistic framework.

The biggest barrier at this stage to a fully (expansive) naturalistic account 
of the transcendent within holistic ontology is the lack of information 
on the nature and/or place of conscious beings within their ontology. There 
is much more that could be said about the ways in which holistic ontology 
may provide space to reconceptualize our account of transcendence, but 
to provide an exploration of these topics in depth would be to go beyond 
the scope of this paper. However, this article does identify two natural‑
istic accounts that place the transcendent at the heart of ontology (even 
if they do not provide the pertinent details). So, to borrow from Primas, 
the thoughts drawn together here regarding the place of holistic ontology 
in supporting a positive account of naturalism for the Christian philosopher 
“are of a fragmentary and speculative character so that this . . . should be 
considered as an exercise, whose aim is not to solve any concrete problem 
but to discuss new ways of thinking” (Primas 2003, 113). By this I mean 
that a holistic metaphysics holds out great promise for progressing our 
understanding of the relationship between naturalism and Christian phi‑
losophy, and in challenging the “correctness” of the assumed materialist 
(scientific) vs dualist (theistic) dichotomy that underpins the argument 
to the effect that naturalism stands in opposition to the central tenets 
of Christianity or Christian philosophy. Hopefully, this paper has shown 
that holistic ontology positively reconceptualizes our understanding of the 
kinds of natures or substances involved in asserting a transcendent divin‑
ity. However, there are a great many details still to work out, both in terms 
of the implications for whether a “classical” theism, with its distinction 
between the world and God, can be maintained, and with respect to how we 
are to understand that issue, so carefully avoided, of the place of conscious 
beings in a holistic universe.

Conclusion
The expansive naturalist argues that one must move to a “naturalistic” 
account of human nature, in which the transcendent is revealed through the 
immanent and the dichotomy putting naturalism and Christian philosophy 
at odds with one another is therefore removed. However, I am not convinced 
that this move is necessary, or that it is successful. Whilst expansive natural‑
ism nominally rejects “dualism,” I argue that it simply reinstates it within 
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another space. If the transcendent is revealed through the immanent it must 
still be, at some level, something other than the immanent. This raises the 
question of what kind of thing is being revealed through the “natural.” Ellis 
argues that the naturalist’s resistance to transcendence is “premised upon 
the assumption of . . . rejecting [God as] a supernatural ‘something else’” 
(2024, 3). This “othering” is overcome if the transcendent and immanent 
are “intertwined,” but this language still implies two kinds of things being 
brought together within one world/reality—much as “something like the 
claim that the two natures are mixed together into one new nature [in 
Christ]” (Cross 2002, 2) reinforces a “two-category” approach to the “kinds” 
of things involved in the incarnation. Do we really need to “expand” the 
natural to include God? Are we not mistaken in assuming that “natural” 
is synonymous with “contingent” or “created”? Is not a stronger version 
of reality one in which God is the underpinning feature, or organising 
principle, of reality?

The holistic accounts provided by Primas and Esfeld can be adopted by 
the Christian philosopher and/or theologian to avoid the need to “expand” 
the natural to include God. Instead, one is invited to seriously reconsider 
the presuppositions grounding the assumption of a dichotomy, and ask 
“What if?” What if the portrayals offered by Esfeld, Primas and others 
are based on an accurate word-world connection? What might this holis‑
tic, naturalistic ontology look like and, more importantly, what might it 
mean for our understanding of the nature of the transcendent? I believe 
that a combination of something like Esfeld’s fundamental relationality 
with Primas’ unified Unus Mundus furnishes a rich ground for a relational, 
transcendent reality in which the non-material (whilst not accessible to 
the methods of science) is something that is a foundational part of the 
“natural” world. However, it is not all plain sailing here: such an account 
raises a number of questions for the philosopher, including whether such 
approaches require the adoption of a pan(en)theistic account of divinity, 
how (in the context of Primas’ account) one might provide space for genu‑
ine individuation between persons (human and divine), and, as was noted 
earlier, the issue raised by the fact that neither Primas nor Esfeld engage 
with how one should understand conscious beings in the context of their 
metaphysics. Yet this need for further investigation does not, and should 
not, rule out the validity of the initial principles involved: namely, the idea 
that by questioning the perceived dichotomy, holistic naturalism provides 
us with a way to positively integrate naturalistic (scientific) metaphysics 
into our Christian thought. 
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What is often called “the argument from reason” has been deployed against 
various forms of materialism and naturalism. One can find different forms 
of this line of reasoning in work by Plato, Augustine, Anselm, Kant, and 
more recently in work by A.E. Taylor, E.J. Lowe, William Hasker, C.S. Lewis, 
and Alvin Plantinga. Like virtually all interesting arguments in philosophy, 
it has is critics. Is some version of the argument sound or is it deserving 
of the kind of contempt C.D. Broad had for some of the British idealists 
who “seem to start from no discoverable premises; to proceed by means 
of puns, metaphors, and ambiguities; and to resemble in their literary style 
glue thickened with sawdust”? 1 I hope to show that a version of the argu‑
ment from reason is nothing of the sort.

	In this essay, I explore an argument from reason to be found in Plato’s 
dialogue the Phaedo. I defend the argument in the context of what I suggest 
is a plausible Platonic metaphysics. In a second section, I contend that the 
argument from reason is relevant to contemporary naturalism. The argu‑
ment raises a deep challenge, especially to scientific naturalism. A third 
section defends the argument against three critics: Elizabeth Anscombe, 
Graham Oppy, and Peter van Inwagen.

Platonic Reasoning
The Phaedo depicts Socrates (d. 399 BCE) in dialogue with his companions 
on the day of his execution. It is a goldmine of philosophical reflection 
on the practice of philosophy itself, pleasure, the nature of dying and death, 
and on the soul and body. 
	 The dialogue contains many arguments and objections, including a plea 
that persons should not fall prey to misology, the hatred of argument and 
reason. Socrates tells us: “No greater misfortune could happen to anyone 
than that of developing a dislike for argument” (89d). He likens the plight 
of becoming misologic to becoming misanthropic. One may meet many 
people who seem, on the surface, to be good, but turn out otherwise, and 
forget that, while there are many bad people, the majority of people are 
a mixture of good and bad. Similarly, there are some poor arguments, 
or cases of the misuse of reason, but this should not lead us to despair about 
attaining good arguments and reason.

We must not let it enter our minds that there may be no validity in argument. 
On the contrary we should recognize that we ourselves are still intellectual 

1. Broad cited by A.C. Ewing (1934, 9).
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invalids, but that we must brace ourselves and do our best to become healthy—
you and the others. (Phaedo 88c-91c)

We are told by the narrator that Socrates was drawn to a work by Anax‑

agoras that proposes that the cause of all things is mind.

Then one day I heard a man reading from a book, as he said, by Anaxago‑
ras, that it is the mind that arranges and causes all things. I was pleased 
with this theory of cause, and it seemed to me to be somehow right that the 
mind should be the cause of all things, and I thought, ‘If this is so, the mind 
in arranging things arranges everything and establishes each thing as it is best 
for it to be. So if anyone wishes to find the cause of the generation or destruc‑
tion or existence of a particular thing, he must find out what sort of existence, 
or passive state of any kind, or activity is best for it. And therefore in respect 
to that particular thing, and other things too, a man need examine nothing 
but what is best and most excellent; for then he will necessarily know also 
what is inferior, since the science of both is the same. (97c-97e)

This aligns intentional or mindful causal explanations and axiological 
realism; a mindful explanation is one that is aimed at what is good, best 
or excellent. The intelligibility of such an explanation is not argued for. 
It seems, rather, to be advanced as an evident phenomena, known to be 
true in our own self-aware acts. That confidence in the nature and causal 
role of the mind becomes apparent in Socrates’s objection to Anaxagoras 
going on to explain intelligence or mind in terms of what is not mind 
or intentional. 

As I went on with my reading I saw that the man made no use of intelligence, 
and did not assign any real causes for the ordering of things, but mentioned as 
causes air and ether and water and many other absurdities. And it seemed to 
me it was very much as if one should say that Socrates does with intelligence 
whatever he does, and then, in trying to give the causes of the particular thing 
I do, should say first that I am now sitting here because my body is composed 
of bones and sinews, and the bones are hard and have joints which divide 
them and the sinews can be contracted and relaxed and, with the flesh and the 
skin which contains them all, are laid about the bones; and so, as the bones 
are hung loose in their ligaments, the sinews, by relaxing and contracting, 
make me able to bend my limbs now, and that is the cause of my sitting here 
with my legs bent. Or as if  in the same way he should give voice and air 
and hearing and countless other things of the sort as causes for our talking 
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with each other, and should fail to mention the real causes, which are, that 
the Athenians decided that it was best to condemn me, and therefore I have 
decided that it was best for me to sit here and that it is right for me to stay 
and undergo whatever penalty they order. (98b-98c)

Essentially, Plato’s Socrates is asserting that a proper account of his 
activities must make an essential role to his intelligence, his choices, and 
reasons. 2 Granted, there must be a vital explanatory role for the body, but 
while such bodily, material factors are necessary, they are not sufficient to 
account for what is evidently the case.

I propose that this Socratic reasoning is sound. Our own experience 
of acting for reasons conflicts with causal accounts that make no reference 
to acting for reasons. An account of our dialogue with each other must 
give a primary ineliminable role to reasons, in this case judicial reasons 
and the prisoner’s decision that it is best to suffer the punishment decreed. 
If some label is necessary, we may describe this as a phenomenological 
argument, objecting to a position based on what is phenomenologically 
evident.

The dialogue includes two other elements to highlight. I do so to sketch 
a Platonic version of the argument from reason, one that I believe to be 
plausible and of current interest in addressing naturalism today.

First, there is a case that persons or the soul is a substantial being rather 
than a mode of the body. Socrates contends (perhaps on phenomenologi‑
cal grounds) that a person is not a mode of a substance, the way musical 
sounds are the mode or result of an instrument. I believe this receives 
some support from our experience. I myself endure over time. My body 
may change while I remain the same. Moreover, at death, it seems natural 
to think that I have ceased to be (or am no longer biologically embodied 
or present) while my body is still existing.

Second, the dialogue advances a case for recognizing that there are forms. 
I offer a variation of Platonism by asserting that there are abstract objects 
we may call states of affairs (SOAs). A SOA (like there being philosophers 
or there being unicorns) is a way things may be; the SOA there being 
philosophers obtains while there being unicorns does not obtain. Using 

2. A reviewer of an earlier version of this paper, points out that Socrates is not just con‑
cerned with cognition, but the forms, such as goodness and beauty. While my focus is on 
cognition, I agree fully that the Socratic stress on the mind is meant to complement and bring 
to the fore what are the objects of our mental reflection (Phaedo 65c). I go on to propose in this 
essay that we have reason to think our intentional attitudes are directed on states of affairs, 
as these are conceived of as abstract objects in the Platonic tradition.
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the language (or metaphysics of SOAs), the Athenians believed the SOA 
Socrates deserves death due to impiety and corrupting the young obtains, 
whereas Socrates and his disciples believe that it does not obtain.

There is neither time nor space for making an all-out case for SOAs here. 
I have done so elsewhere, arguing that recognizing SOAs can account for 
the intersubjectivity of intentional attitudes (you and I can believe or doubt, 
hope or fear) the same thing and it provides a sound framework for a theory 
of truth. In my view, truth and falsehood are also best accounted for in terms 
of the obtaining or not obtaining of SOAs rather than sentential or epistemic 
accounts of truth and falsehood. Presumably, most of us want an account 
of truth that does not rest on human language-users (there are truths about 
reality prior to language) and there may be truths that are not epistemically 
accessible to humans. 3

A summary of this Platonic outlook: Reasoning is based on the apprehen‑
sion of SOAs and intentional action is carried out by substantial persons 
on the basis of their pursuit or aversion to SOAs that are believed to obtain 
or not to obtain. This is not to claim that all agents believe in a metaphysics 
of SOAs or to deny that intentional action can be (as it were) de re –directed 
on the things, persons or events in one’s presence.

The appeal of this Platonic depiction of reasoning (which bears a very 
close resemblance to the philosophy of Roderick Chisholm) is based on what 
appears to be the case, an epistemic stance evident among many philoso‑
phers from Thomas Reid to G.E. Moore, Thomas Nagel, and Chisholm.

Contemporary Naturalism and Reason
There are different versions of naturalism. Some versions are referred 
to as scientific or strict naturalism, others have been called broad, lib‑
eral or expansive naturalism. The version I am focusing on in this paper 
is one that subordinates (or eliminates) intentional, mental causal accounts 
(accounts such as the Platonic version just sketched) to non-intentional, 
non-mental causal explanations.

Here are some passages describing such a form of naturalism. Daniel 
Dennett writes:

There is only one sort of stuff, namely matter—the physical stuff of physics and 
chemistry, and physiology—and the mind is somehow nothing but a physi‑
cal phenomenon. In short: the mind is the brain . . . . We can (in principle) 
account for every mental phenomenon using the same physical principle, 

3. See, for example, (Chisholm 1977). See also (Taliaferro 2015).
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laws and raw materials that suffice to explain radioactivity, continental drift, 
photosynthesis, reproduction, nutrition and growth. (Dennett 1992, 33)

Note that accounts of radioactivity, continental drift, and so on, do not 
make any reference to explanations in terms of beliefs and reason. Den‑
nett claims:

Psychology must not of course be question-begging. It must not explain intel‑
ligence in terms of intelligence, for instance by assigning responsibility for 
the existence of intelligence in creatures to the munificence of an intelligent 
Creator, or by putting clever homunculi at the control panels of the nervous 
system. If that were the best psychology could do, then psychology could not 
do the job assigned it. (1976, 171)

Dennett explains the appeal of Darwinian theory on the grounds that

Darwin explains a world of final causes and teleological laws with a principle 
that is . . . entirely independent of “meaning” or “purpose.” It assumes a world 
that is absurd in the existentialist’s sense of the term: not ludicrous or point‑
less, and this assumption is a necessary condition of any non-question-begging 
account of purpose. (1976, 171–72)

Similar claims are advanced by George Rey, Alex Rosenberg, and others. 
Rosenberg is quite explicit about an error theory when it comes to reasoning 
and our self-awareness of ourselves as agents. In all such cases, the Platonic 
argument from reason constitutes an important challenge or objection. 
Indeed, from the standpoint of the argument from reason, at least Rosenberg 
seems to entirely undermine his own reasoning and writing.

Our conscious thoughts are very crude indicators of what is going on in our 
brain. We fool ourselves into treating these conscious markers as thoughts 
about what we want and about how to achieve it, about plans and pur‑
poses. We are even tricked into thinking they bring about behavior. We are 
mistaken about all these things .  .  .  . You cannot treat the interpretation 
of behavior in terms of purposes and meaning as conveying real understand‑
ing . . . . What individuals do, alone or together, over a moment or a month 
or a  lifetime, is really just the product of the process of blind variation 
and environmental filtration operating on neural circuits in their heads. 
(Rosenberg 2011, 210–55)
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A naturalist that is more difficult to assess is David Papineau. On the one 
hand, he endorses the causal closure of the physical world and embraces 
the truth of a complete physics. By his lights, a complete physics excludes 
psychological properties. Arguably, this is countered by the Platonic argu‑
ment from reason. Reasoning is a matter of mental, intentional causation 
in light of entertaining states of affairs, and SOAs are not part of the physical 
world. Still, Papineau seems to acknowledge the veracity of psychological 
explanations. He writes:

When I say that a complete physics excludes psychology, and that psycho‑
logical antecedents are therefore never needed to explain physical effects, 
the emphasis here is on ‘needed.’ I am quite happy to allow that psycho‑
logical categories can be used to explain physical effects, as when I  tell 
you that my arm rose because I wanted to lift it. My claim is only that 
in all such cases an alternative specification of a sufficient antecedent, 
which does not mention psychological categories, will also be available. 
(Papineau 1993, 81)

The notion that a psychological explanation is intelligible and acceptable, 
but not needed is curious. By “not needed” I assume he means dispensable 
and when he refers to a physical explanation being “available” I assume he 
means more than a mere possibility. We might believe there are all kinds 
of available explanations of my writing this paper (perhaps Watson’s crude 
behaviorism is logically possible) but absurd and not to be taken seriously. 
No, Papineau seems to be banking on the primacy (or preferred) physical 
account, with no psychology.

It is worth noting that while Papineau thinks there are no mental states 
as (in his words) “extra to the brain,” he nonetheless acknowledges the 
intuitive appeal of some form of mind-body dualism.

Indeed, I would say that there is a sense in which even professional philo‑
sophical physicalists, including myself, cannot fully free themselves from this 
intuition of distinctness. Of course, we deny dualism in our writings, and take 
the theoretical against it to be compelling, but when we aren’t concentrat‑
ing, we slip back into thinking of conscious feeling as something extra to the 
brain. (Papineau 2008, 57)

It appears that Papineau adopts some form of identity theory accord‑
ing to which all mental or conscious thinking is identical with physical, 
brain processes. He sees the ostensible difference between the mental and 
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physical as a difference in sense but not reference. The mental is a “mode 
of presentation”—presenting what may turn out to be non-mental.

I suggest that such a strategy is unsuccessful. It is implausible to think 
of the mental (whether this is a matter of thinking or of sensations) as 
a mere mode of presentation. Thinking is an activity carried out by a sub‑
ject; thoughts and feelings are real, phenomenologically evident facts. 
When persons report they are thinking that 6 is the smallest perfect number 
(the smallest number equal to the sum of its devisors, including 1, but 
not including itself; 6 = 1+2+3) they are directing their attention to math‑
ematical entailments. Any attempt to dispel this ostensibly evident rela‑
tionship seems counter to all experience and reflection. Granted there are 
cases of when distinct terms have the same referent (water and H20), but 
such cases depend on composition or aspects (the robber and the masked 
man) that do not compare with identifying thinking with brain processes. 
Looking at the molecular composition of water establishes co-reference as 
would following the robber around until he drops his mask. But no amount 
of searching the brain reveals conscious thinking or reasoning or how the 
subject feels. Yes, we can correlate brain processes with thinking but cor‑
relation is not identity (Taliaferro 2018).

Objections from Anscombe, Oppy, and van Inwagen
Elizabeth Anscombe is well known in the mid-twentieth century for her 
critique of a version of the argument from reason advanced by C.S. Lewis. 
Some of the details of Lewis’s version of the argument can be set aside. 
He uses the term “supernaturalism” to advance his non-naturalist account 
of reason. The Platonic argument in this paper does not reference the super‑
natural. (I prefer the term “theistic” as in a theistic understanding of God 
to avoid the link between supernatural and superstition.) Lewis employs 
the image of reason impacting the natural world in terms of making pock‑
marks; not a great analogy as it makes reason seem unnatural. Finally, 
Lewis uses the term irrational to refer to natural causes; he changed this 
reference to irrational. But what remains of Anscombe’s critique relevant 
to this paper?

Anscombe claims that there is an important distinction between assess‑
ing whether reasoning is good and matters concerning its cause. Reasoning 
may be caused by any number of factors (the use of a typewriter or com‑
puter) while weighing its validity is another. This misses the mark of the 
Platonic argument from reason which appeals to the evident fact that, 
when a person reasons, they entertain SOAs and reach conclusions like 
“Socrates is being executed by the Athenian state” and 6 is the smallest 
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perfect number by grasping the reliability of beliefs, testimony, and math‑
ematical entailments. There is no “confusion” about the difference between 
a cause and a reason, the Platonic argument appeals to the apparent experi‑
ence of reasoning being causally efficacious. I suggest that the following 
point by Anscombe is based on a misconstrual of reasoning:

It appears that if a man has reasons, and they are good reasons, and they are 
genuinely his reasons, for thinking something -then his thought is rational, 
whatever causal statement can be made about him. (Anscombe 1981, 229)

In reply, I propose that if a person reaches a conclusion (6) based on his 
reasoning that 6=1+2+3 then that is the causal explanation of the person 
thinking and saying 6. And if “whatever causal explanation” does not 
include the causal role of his reasoning, then that “explanation” is as incom‑
plete as having Hamlet without the Prince.

In her reply to Lewis, Anscombe distinguishes different types of expla‑
nation (naturalistic, logical, psychological, and personal history), but none 
of these overshadow the force of the Platonic argument from reason. 

Anscombe, perhaps under the influence of Wittgenstein, would later 
go on to defend increasingly counter-intuitive claims about intentional 
explanations involving no “actual mental processes” 4 and denying that the 
use of the first-person pronoun (as in “I object to your kicking me”) refers 
to a substantial subject or person. Anscombe came to believe that to think 
that the use of the first-person “I” refers to a self is a “grammatical illusion” 
(Anscombe 1975, 65).

Graham Oppy objects to a version of the argument from reason devel‑
oped by William Hasker. Unlike Lewis’s version, it will not be necessary 
to distinguish Hasker’s work from the Platonic version at hand. Oppy 
adopts an identity theory of the mental and physical. He contends that 
his physicalism can give a causal role to persons having “representational 
content” that can account for reasoning. He adopts the causal closure of the 
physical world (Oppy 2022).

Some of  the difficulties with Oppy’s position have been sketched 
in response to Papineau. The identity thesis faces numerous problems, as 
brought to the fore in versions of the knowledge argument and the prin‑
ciple of the indiscernability of identicals. If A is B, whatever is true of A is 
true of B. But this is not so in the case of the mental and the physical. One 
may observe and know all about s person’s brain and bodily states without 

4. Anscombe contra mental processes, cited by (Cumhaill and Wiseman 2023, 202). 
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knowing their thoughts and feelings / mental states. Moreover, if you adopt 
the causal closure of the physical, then it is the physical properties and 
events that are causally efficacious, not the mental (representational con‑
tent) (see Hasker 2022).

Peter van Inwagen has objected to C.S. Lewis’s version of the argument 
from reason. Van Inwagen’s case against Lewis has been responded to by 
several philosophers, including Brandon Rickabaugh and Todd Buras and, 
Stewart Goetz (see Rickabaugh and Buras 2017; Goetz 2018). I will therefore 
focus on van Inwagen’s objection to Hasker’s version of the argument from 
reason, which is similar to the Platonic argument sketched earlier.

His principle objection is that when a causal explanation involves rational 
reflection employing a principle of rationality (for example, modus ponens; 
If A, then B.A. Therefore B) it involves a faulty metaphysics.

A principle of rationality is a proposition or perhaps an imperative—in any 
case an abstract object of some sort. And if there is one thing abstract objects 
do not do, it’s this: they don’t exert influence on things. (Inwagen 2024, 265)

One may grant that the abstract object (the state of affairs or proposi‑
tion that 6 is the smallest perfect number) does not itself exercise causal 
power, but it would be (in my view) profoundly mistaken to deny that my 
answering 6 when asked about identifying the smallest perfect number 
did not causally involve my grasping the relevant entailment relations. 
I suggest, as noted at the outset, that, as a matter of common sense, much 
of our reasoning involves contemplating states of affairs such as Socrates 
is to be executed by the Athenian state and their entailments. For a further 
defense of my proposal see my 2015 article “Abstract Objects and Causation; 
Bringing Causation Back into Contemporary Platonism” (Taliaferro 2015). 5

To summarize: an argument from reason against at least one form of nat‑
uralism can be traced back to Plato in the fourth century BCE. I have bol‑
stered this Platonic picture by affirming the evident reality of persons as 
thinking, enduring subjects who have intentional attitudes to SOAs. I have 
put on exhibit several claims by naturalists that shows the argument from 
reason is relevant today. I then defended a version of the argument from 
reason against objections by Anscombe, Oppy, and van Inwagen.

I add three further, brief points. 
Because the argument from reason, as I have presented it, is basically phe‑

nological, it will not be effective with philosophers who treat first-person 

5. For reasons why I oppose van Inwagen’s modal skepticism, see (Taliaferro 2001; 1994). 
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phenomenology as spurious. However, like Richard Fumerton, I find such 
skepticism contrary to what is most evident in all experience.

Second, I have employed the argument from reason against scientific 
naturalism (as found in work by Dennett, Rey, and Rosenberg). One might 
develop a form of naturalism that allows for the emergence of persons who 
engage in mental reasoning and maintains that this is neither identical to, 
nor reducible to, non-mental processes.

A third point is rarely observed in print, but I think it bears noticing. 
Peter Van Inwagen offers the following reason for not adopting some form 
of dualism: “I should have to tear up most of my work in metaphysics and 
start over” (Van Inwagen 2024, 269). The topics of this paper has been 
reasoning and naturalism, not dualism per se, but Van Inwagen’s concern 
is relevant when assessing philosophical positions and arguments contrary 
to one’s own. While I think the vast amount of Van Inwagen’s excellent 
metaphysics is compatible with dualism (and with the phenomenological 
data of mental reasoning), I think that a deep message from Socrates in the 
Phaedo is that we should relish the opportunity to revise our views in light 
of good reasons. 
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Since antiquity human beings have traditionally been characterised as 
animal rationale or homo sapiens. This definition takes into account, on the 
one hand, the physical aspect, referring to the human body and its classifica‑
tion within biological anthropology, but also, on the other hand, the mental 
aspect, which belongs to the domains of psychology and philosophy. With 
this kept firmly in mind, the present article seeks to develop a philosophical 
approach to the problem posed in the title.

At first glance the task seems simple: we have specific bodies and minds 
that allow us to experience emotions, make free choices and, above all, 
use reason (intellect) in ways that display varying degrees of intelligence 
in respect of thinking, language use and cognition. Our distinctive culture 
also encompasses society, morality, religion, art, law, politics and the state. 
These remain our specifically human—both natural and cultural—traits.

However successive aspects of human language usage and cognition—
particularly in the era of information revolution—are being “appropriated” 
or taken over by artificial intelligence (AI). So what remains as distinctive 
of human beings—or, more precisely, of human, natural intelligence—in 
the context of rapidly developing AI?

The question will be addressed here in a series of steps. First, I will con‑
sider whether rationality is a good candidate for a uniquely human trait. 
In defence of the distinctive character of human intelligence—and drawing 
on Robert B. Brandom’s semantic inferentialism—I will then appeal to our 
ability and skill in understanding, as well as to the normativity of language 
use and cognition. Subsequently, I will focus on such normative catego‑
ries as deontic status (commitment and entitlement) and deontic attitude 
(including the undertaking and attributing of commitments, as well as the 
attributing of entitlements).
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1. Is Rationality What Is Distinctive About Human Intelligence?
It seems that, according to the received definition of a human being as 
animal rationale, our distinctive trait is indeed rationality, which charac‑
terises both non-linguistic and non-cognitive actions, as well as linguistic 
and cognitive ones.

One can distinguish between practical and theoretical rationality. 
The former consists in striving for rational agency—that is, actions that 
satisfy our needs or desires. The latter refers to the rationality of cogni‑
tion, aimed at attaining a system of true beliefs about the world (Audi 
2004, 17 ff.). Human rationality pertains to the experience of emotions, 
to decision-making, as well as to thinking, language use and cognition. 
Cognition includes empirical (sensory) cognition: perception, intuitive 
(immediate, non-sequential) cognition, discursive (sequential) cognition, 
as well as creativity and memory. 1

Surprisingly, emotions can be understood as either irrational or rational. 
At times, they serve as a prelude to the formation of thoughts (Eemeren 
2015, 204). Emotive passion—such as enthusiasm, etc.—supports decision-
making and intellectual engagement.

We human beings pride ourselves on our intelligence, and one of its defin‑
ing features is that we can remember our earlier thinking and reflect on it 
(Dennett 2013, 26). Intelligence underlies rationality, which is expressed 
in our thinking capacity and skills—especially in remembering and engag‑
ing in reflection.

Our rational linguistic and cognitive actions are evident in our ability 
to analyse, synthesise (summarise), pose questions, define, reason, discuss, 
etc. However, AI is also able to use language or get to know things 
in a surprisingly rational and correct way. 2 One only need mention such 
spectacular applications of it as automatic translators, data analysis and 
decision support in astronomical observations, in medical diagnostics 
or military operations, etc. 3

1. Our rationality is also revealed in the creativity of cognition. It often consists in—previ‑
ously unimaginable—questioning of the rules of the system to which the cognition pertains. 
This may involve the challenging of hidden—sometimes false—assumptions or principles 
underlying a given research program or scientific theory (Dennett 2013, 45–7).

2. It is important to remember that rationality is originally attributed to human, natural 
intelligence and only secondarily to AI, which is a human, technological artifact.

3. For more examples of AI applications, see, e.g., Bostrom (2014), Floridi (2014), and Rus‑
sell and Norvig (2021).
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Let us focus on three examples of AI applications, and specifically of Nat‑
ural Language Processing (NLP) applications which use large language 
models (LLMs): namely, IBM’s Watson, Apple’s Siri and OpenAI’s ChatGPT.

Watson is used in some online customer services, and has been adapted 
for medical applications, such as assessing cancer treatment options. It goes 
beyond simply answering straightforward questions, as does Siri. It is also 
capable of handling complex riddles as featured in the game show Jeopardy!, 
in which players are not given direct questions but rather clues, and must 
infer the question that fits the clue. For example: “On May 9th, 1921, this 
airline opened its first passenger office in Amsterdam. Its name consists 
of three consecutive letters of the alphabet.” The correct answer—in the 
form of a question—is: “What is KLM?” Watson is capable of meeting such 
challenges. Unlike Siri, Watson’s Jeopardy! version does not have access to 
the Internet (though the medical version does), and it does not understand 
the structure of conversation. It also cannot obtain answers through logical 
reasoning. Instead, it relies on parallel statistical searches through a vast 
but closed database. This database includes documents—countless sum‑
maries and source texts, as well as The New York Times—providing factual 
information on a wide range of topics. For Jeopardy! Watson’s searches 
are guided by hundreds of specially designed algorithms that reflect the 
probabilities within the game. Watson can also learn from the answers 
of its opponents. However, it still makes mistakes. Even in everyday fact-
finding tasks, humans often rely on judgments about the adequacy of usage, 
which remains beyond Watson’s reach. For example, one clue in Jeopardy! 
required identifying two of Jesus’ disciples whose names are among the 
ten most popular babies’ names and end with the same letter. The correct 
answer was “Matthew and Andrew”—and Watson gave it immediately. 
A human gave the same answer—but only after first considering “James 
and Judas” and then rejecting this, because he or she thought “Judas” was 
not a popular name for a baby. Watson would be incapable of making that 
kind of reflection. (Human judgments of adequacy or relevance in lan‑
guage usage are often much more subtle than in this example.) Relevance 
is the linguistic/conceptual version of the well-known “frame problem” 
in robotics: the difficulty of determining what is important and what is not 
in a given situation. It may be that the frame problem will never be fully 
solved by a non-human system—perhaps due to the complexity of “the 
frame problem,” or because relevance is rooted in our specifically human 
form of life (Boden 2018, 81–82).

Siri is a personal assistant—a speaking chatbot—that can quickly answer 
a wide variety of questions. It has access to the entire Internet, including 
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Google Maps, Wikipedia, the constantly updated The New York Times 
and many local services concerning taxis and restaurants. It also uses the 
powerful WolframAlpha program—a tool for answering questions—which 
can use logical reasoning to infer, rather than merely to find, answers to 
a wide range of factual questions. Siri accepts spoken questions from a user 
(gradually adapting to the user’s voice and dialect) and responds using web 
searches and conversational analysis. Conversational analysis studies how 
people organise topic sequences in a conversation and how they structure 
interactions such as explanation and agreement. This allows Siri to con‑
sider questions such as: “What does the speaker want?” and “How should 
I respond?,” and, to a certain degree, adapt to the interests and preferences 
of the individual user. In summary, it appears to be sensitive not only to 
topic relevance, but also to personal relevance as this pertains to language 
use. This seems impressive—at least on the surface. However, Siri is easily 
led astray and often gives silly answers. And if the user strays beyond 
known facts, Siri gets confused (Boden 2018, 80–81).

Despite some deceptively impressive examples—such as Watson, Siri, 
or cases of machine translation—modern computers do not understand 
what they “read” or “say.” Google’s search engine retrieves terms and esti‑
mates the plausibility of their usage, but this evaluation is statistical. Search 
engines—and, more generally, NLP systems—are able to find relationships 
between words and/or texts, but they do not possess understanding (Boden 
2018, 56).

ChatGPT does not retain human-like conscious thinking or understand‑
ing, but it increasingly simulates such capacities in a way that is specific 
to its own architecture. It learns linguistic usage patterns—relatively effec‑
tively—from large datasets. Its functioning amounts to a complex form 
of language processing. ChatGPT employs algorithms to analyse expres‑
sions into units smaller than sentences (so-called tokens, which include 
words, parts of words, punctuation marks, etc.). However, it does not treat 
these tokens as textual elements in the human sense; rather, it generates 
approximate internal representations of these elements and their meanings 
in the form of numbers—more precisely, semantic or numerical vectors 
(known as embeddings) situated within a multidimensional mathemati‑
cal space. For instance, the vectors corresponding to semantically similar 
words—such as “cat” and “dog”—are located close to each other, whereas 
the vectors for “cat” and “democracy” are placed much farther apart. In this 
way, ChatGPT is able to “compare” semantic relationships between expres‑
sions: both similarities and differences. It predicts (or estimates) which 
unit is most likely to appear next in a given sequence. For example, in the 
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sentence “The sun rises in the . . . ,” the most probable next token is “east.” 
Additionally, ChatGPT applies the so-called attention mechanism, which 
allows it to take linguistic context into account so as to maintain coher‑
ence within the topic being developed. For instance, in the sentence “Anna 
told Maria that her dog had run away,” the pronoun “her” is ambiguous. 
It is unclear to whom the possessive pronoun refers. The model attempts 
to determine which referent is statistically most probable in the given 
context. A key issue, however, is that if ChatGPT’s training data contains 
false information, the model may retrieve and process that falsehood. Put 
simply, ChatGPT does not have “direct” access to reality, and this can lead to 
errors, including so-called hallucinations. A partial solution to this problem 
is Internet access, which can help test relevant information. Nevertheless, 
ChatGPT requires critical control and correction. 4

LLMs—such as ChatGPT, etc.—have been parameterised in such a way 
that, given an input sequence, they calculate (predict) its most probable con‑
tinuation (i.e. an output sequence). However, this does not mean that LLMs 
understand (or interpret) the text, as they do not operate directly on its 
content (Landgrebe and Smith 2025, 10). People using AI-powered, conver‑
sational systems—like ChatGPT—learn the “style” of these chat-bots and 
the kinds of mistakes they make. LLMs can certainly impress us with their 
conversational capabilities. However, experienced users know what to say 
in order to reveal the difference between human, general intelligence (which 
enables us to perform a wide range of tasks) and AI—a computer program 
that is only “capable” of performing specific tasks (Togelius 2024, 37) 5.

Comparing our achievements to those of AI, it seems that AI is catching 
up with us—or even surpassing us in some areas (e.g., the speed of answer‑
ing questions). However, as has already been noted, a fundamental issue 
remains: the aforementioned AI applications do not understand language—
or, to put it more cautiously, they do not understand language in a human 
way. This seems to mark, at least for now, one of the key differences between 
such systems and natural human intelligence. Let us therefore now turn 
our attention to the concept of human understanding.

4. ChatGPT’s Language Understanding, based on: https://chatgpt.com/ (retrieved July 4, 
2025).

5. In computer science, a distinction is made between the as yet unattained artificial general 
intelligence (AGI), which aims to simulate human intelligence, and the currently available 
narrow AI systems that specialise in performing specific tasks.
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2. An Attempt to Defend the Distinctive Character of Human 
Intelligence
We humans possess properties that are distinctive, especially in the con‑
text of rapidly developing AI: this is the hypothesis I hope to defend here, 
with reference to the position called semantic inferentialism worked out 
by Robert B. Brandom. 6

When it comes to our own self-cognition, we should pay more attention 
to what we are capable of doing, rather than our origins or our biochemi‑
cal structure (Brandom 1998, 3 ff.). Emphasising the pragmatic, dynamic 
aspect—namely, our capabilities—is justified. However, it is worth remem‑
bering that our origins—understood as our beginnings—are something 
fundamental, as is the biologically grounded structure dependent on these. 
They set the scope of our potential and actual actions, whereas AI, by 
contrast, as a human artifact, operates on the basis of the data it has been 
provided with and the programmed methods for processing that data.

Among the cognitive capacities constituting human mentality one can 
distinguish that of sentience—the reception of sensory stimuli—and that 
of sapience (or wisdom). The former is a biological property shared by other 
animals and humans alike, whereas the latter is connected with human 
intelligence and understanding (Brandom 2001, 157). What is important 
here is sapient consciousness or awareness—a sort of practical mastery 
or kind of know-how (Brandom 1998, 88 ff.; see also Brandom 2019).

Several questions arise. Firstly, can AI achieve understanding? Secondly—
and a more important question for this article is the following one: what 
is this understanding that is distinsctive of human natural intelligence? 7

6. There are also other approaches to defending the distinctive character of human intel‑
ligence. Dreyfus (1992) argued that complex mental processes cannot be fully represented by 
the logical apparatus on which computers are based. Therefore, AI is not capable of surpassing 
natural intelligence. Meanwhile, Landgrebe and Smith (2025) claim that it is mathematically 
impossible for AI to equal or exceed human natural intelligence. In other words, human intel‑
ligence will retain its distinctive character and its advantage. They support this claim with 
the following arguments: (1) human intelligence is a capacity of the human brain and central 
nervous system, which is a complex, dynamic system; (2) such systems cannot be expressed 
in mathematical language in a form that would enable their operation within a computer.

7. Incidentally, one may ask whether AI is capable of receiving sensory stimuli. Of course, 
it is possible to record data through a camera connected to a computer, which is equipped 
with RAM and a hard-drive memory. However, is this already a case of perception—i.e. per‑
ception analogous to that of humans?
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2.1. Human Understanding and the Normativity of Language Use 
and Cognition

Understanding is the fundamental goal of our social, normative and discur‑
sive linguistic-cognitive practices (Brandom 2001, 6). Grasping an expression 
is manifested in our distinguishing its correct from its incorrect uses (Bran‑
dom 1998, 13–14, 32). Words such as “correct,” “appropriate,” “proper”—and 
their opposites—really serve to indicate the normative aspect of our rational‑
ity, intelligence and engagement through language and cognition. 8 By con‑
trast, AI is programmed to operate in accordance with rule-governed norms.

Understanding requires knowing what someone thinks or says about 
something, as well as what the relation between these two approaches 
is (Brandom 2001: 158). 9 An additional factor is how we do it (Brandom 
1998: 120). Here, the distinction between the content of cognition and the 
object of cognition is emphasised.

The grasp of an expression manifests itself in its correct use in appropriate 
circumstances, and in controlling the consequences of such usage (Brandom 
1998, 120). For example, a parrot, when pointing at a red object, “knows” 
the circumstances of using the term “red,” but it does not “know” the con‑
sequences of its use: namely, that if something is red, then it is colourful 
(Brandom 2001: 62–66; see also 70–71, 148). In other words, it concerns what 
the extra-linguistic and linguistic context of an utterance is, and what follows 
from this. The extra-linguistic context might be, for example, the room where 
the cage with the parrot stands, and the red scarf lying on the table that the 
parrot is pointing at. The linguistic context will be the sentence “Something 
is red,” occurring alongside the sentence “Such a thing is colourful.”

Understanding is  the ability to “navigate” in  the space of  reasons, 
or in terms of the cognition of reasons (Brandom 1998, 5). 10 The feature 
of rationality that qualifies humans as sapients can be identified with the 

8. For more on normativity, see, e.g., Hattiangadi (2007).
9. Brandom is the originator of the anaphoric theory of reference and truth, according 

to which both reference and truth are understood within language rather than as relations 
between language and the world (see Brandom 1998: 275 ff.). Consider the following sentences: 
“The National Gallery in London is located relatively close to the Houses of Parliament. 
It contains very valuable collections.” The word “It” in the second sentence refers back to 
“The National Gallery in London.” This is an example of anaphoric reference (i.e. reference 
internal to language). The same applies to the category of truth: “The Houses of Parliament 
are situated on the Thames. This sentence is true.” Here, the second sentence refers to the 
first, again demonstrating an anaphoric structure. In a similar way, LLMs operate using the 
aforementioned attention mechanism, which enables them to analyse the relations between 
expressions within a linguistic context.

10. For more on reasons, see, e.g., Skorupski (2010).
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capacity to participate in the game of giving and asking for reasons (Bran‑
dom 2001, 81; see also 1998, 230). The conscious human mind has a distinc‑
tive capacity for rational action: i.e. using reasons. This concerns action 
broadly understood: both extra-linguistic and extra-cognitive, as well as 
linguistic and cognitive. It is precisely consciousness—awareness of one’s 
own rational activity—that constitutes the fundamental difference between 
human intelligence and AI.

Participation in the game of giving and asking for reasons involves—and 
this goes right to the core of our linguistic, cognitive, social and discursive 
practices—the inferential articulation of a claim. It is in inference (reason‑
ing) that a reason for a given claim is obtained (Brandom 2001, 161–65). 
Understanding a term—knowing its meaning, where this is tantamount 
to grasping its concept—requires competence in handling the inferences 
in which the given term is used. Understanding requires knowledge in the 
practical sense—i.e. a kind of knowing how: the skill that enables one to 
distinguish which claims are inferentially connected to the claim in which 
a given term occurs (Brandom 2001, 48). For example, to explicate to some‑
one how to understand the word “friend,” we can present the following 
inferential consequences of a sentence containing this word:

If a is a friend of b, then a is honest towards b.
If a is a friend of b, then a cares about b.
If a is a friend of b, then a is faithful to b.
If a is a friend of b, then a does not act to the detriment of b, etc.

Understanding, then, is  a  kind of  practical competence in  respect 
of knowing how to participate in the game of giving and asking for rea‑
sons that support a given proposition, how to establish what the reason 
for something is, how to distinguish good and bad reasons as well as what 
the score of the ongoing linguistic-cognitive practice (the game) is, and 
how to change the score of such a game in which both “parties” have some 
commitments and entitlements (Brandom 2001, 165). What is at stake here 
is a inguistically‑cognitive, social, normative, and discursive game of giving 
and asking for reasons, played out in the real world. In specific instances, 
this may take the form of games such as bridge, checkers, or chess. Under‑
stood in this way, such a practice requires the existence of human com‑
munities and conscious participants (players). It is therefore not the same 
as a game of chess played between a human and a machine.

One might critically object that AI is also subject to certain commit‑
ments and entitlements—for example, those defined by the rules of chess: 
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the obligation to make legal moves and the entitlement to move when it 
is one’s turn. The crucial difference, however, lies in the fact that such 
a machine-player lacks consciousness—as well as everything that is inex‑
tricably bound up with the latter.

Our understanding of the concept to be explicated therefore just consists 
in our practising its inferential use. This concerns the ability to determine 
what someone is still committed to when they apply that concept. It con‑
cerns knowledge about what would entitle someone to do something and 
what would prevent such entitlement (Brandom 2001, 11). The categories 
of commitment and entitlement will be elaborated in the next part of the 
article.

2.2. Normative Categories: Deontic Status and Deontic Attitudes
In Brandom’s pragmatic theory, the primary concepts are the normative 
concepts of deontic status and deontic attitude. Deontic status is a result 
of someone’s attitude towards certain actions, or their effects. Such a status 
consists of a commitment and an entitlement. The deontic attitude mani‑
fests itself in undertaking or attributing a commitment, and attributing an 
entitlement. Undertaking a commitment is connected with attribution of 
an entitlement (Brandom 1998, 157 ff.; see also Scharp 2005, 206 ff.). Let 
us now analyse more precisely what deontic status and deontic attitudes 
amount to.

2.2.1. Deontic Status: Commitments and Entitlements
The formation and development of concepts—meaning of terms with which 
we think and speak—takes place by making explicit what is implicit in prac‑
tices of language use that previously went unquestioned. Meaning, though 
explicit, can be further explicated in the context of social cooperation. In 
various conversational situations, interlocutors formulate claims, as well as 
arguments for or objections against them, and also consider their possible 
consequences, along with ways of obtaining the entitlements needed to 
recognise certain claims (Brandom 2001, 149). 11 In linguistic practice, we 

11. From early childhood—driven by curiosity about reality—we ask questions such as 
“What is this?”, while simultaneously pointing at the object of our inquiry. In response, 
we receive successive names, and intuitively begin to form abstract concepts related to the 
concrete world around us. Through this process, we learn to use appropriate terms for newly 
recognised, similar things. In training AI, we follow an analogous approach by presenting 
various examples (patterns). LLMs—unlike humans—have only indirect access to reality, rely‑
ing on information gathered from various sources (such as the Internet, etc.). By contrast, 
robots (e.g., humanoid robots)—if equipped with sensors, cameras etc.—have some degree 
of contact with the real world.
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not only form our utterances but also explicate or clarify them. This is done 
by giving a direct presentation in a clearer form, as well as in discussion, 
when our claims—even justified ones—are questioned.

We can also speak about content that remains implicit within explicit 
claims: that is, those implicit inferential consequences of a given claim that 
have not yet been drawn out. In the context of the network of our infer‑
ential practices, expressing acceptance of, or commitment to, one proposi‑
tion amounts to an implicit expression of acceptance of, or commitment 
to, another proposition that follows from that claim (Brandom 2001, 18).

For a particular speech act, certain conditions are set under which—
according to the practices of the language community—someone is commit‑
ted or entitled to perform that speech act. What the act changes with respect 
to other language users, and how the act impacts on their commitments 
and entitlements, is also determined (Brandom 2001, 129). An important 
aspect of a discursive practice will be the interpersonal communication 
through which what individual interlocutors are committed and entitled 
to comes to be fixed. Entitlements to commitments are reciprocally trans‑
ferred (Brandom 2001, 165). Subsequent speech acts modify the linguistic 
practice of the community in question. (This could be a political debate, 
a marital quarrel, etc.) Individual behaviours modify previous commitments 
or entitlements. For example, a married couple might be arguing about 
where to go on vacation. He strongly believes that a trip to London for 
the Wimbledon Championships is the best option, while she does not like 
sport, and does not want to go to London. She dreams of going to Paris for 
sightseeing and shopping. The husband proposes, in conciliatory fashion: 
“Let’s go to London and Paris! If you go to London, you don’t have to watch 
tennis. You can see the sights and go shopping. And I—as a reward—will go 
shopping with you every day in Paris without complaining!”

An instance of correct linguistic communication will consist in provid‑
ing someone with a sufficient number of clues from which to infer what 
a given person intends to commit themself to by making the individual 
claims that they put forward, and what they are entitling someone else to 
do through undertaking such commitments. An error in recognising these 
components will be tantamount to an error in recognising the inferential 
commitments involved (Brandom 2001, 64).

A given inferential “move” can be justified or entitled by other “moves,” 
can entitle further “moves,” and exclude yet other ones (Brandom 2001, 162). 
For example, the commitment associated with asserting that a is a dog does 
not imply a commitment to asserting that b is a mammal, but it does imply 
a commitment to asserting that a  is a mammal. Similarly the judgment 
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that a is a dog is not incompatible with the judgment that b is a fox, but 
it is incompatible with the judgment that a is a fox (Brandom 2012, 295).

As can be seen, commitments and entitlements are fundamental, social, 
normative aspects of discursive practices (Brandom 1998, 159 ff.). Let us 
illustrate the categories analysed here with the following example: someone 
goes to the British Library to open an account. On the one hand, they fill 
out and sign a form, thereby committing them to behaving according to 
the library’s rules (i.e. committing them to not making noise, not damaging 
the book collection, not smoking in the reading room, etc.). By possessing 
a valid card, on the other hand, such a person obtains an entitlement to use 
the library’s resources. This example will be detailed below with categories 
such as undertaking or attributing a commitment, as well as attributing 
an entitlement.

2.2.2. Deontic Attitudes: Undertaking or Attributing Commitments, 
and Attributing Entitlements

To think or say that things are thus-and-so is to undertake a specific type 
of inferentially formulated commitment towards the claim expressed. It 
concerns expressing a claim about a given thing in a correct premise in sub‑
sequent inferences. It also concerns the entitlement to use such a claim as 
a premise (Brandom 2001, 11). Commitments are rational when undertaken 
on the basis of appropriate entitlements obtained on the basis of the reasons 
one is prepared to entertain (Brandom 2001, 80).

Someone holding a certain belief applies it when undertaking further 
cognitive commitments. For example, if someone believes that a perceived 
object is red, then this belief imposes on them a commitment towards the 
belief that the perceived object is colourful—that it is red, more precisely 
scarlet, and that it is not green (Brandom 2001, 108–09; see 45–49).

A participant in the game of giving and asking for reasons understands 
the discursive significance of some speech act if they can attribute to that 
act the appropriate commitment regarding the claim used in a reasoning. 
In addition, they must attribute an entitlement to that commitment. Fur‑
thermore, the “player” attributes truth to the claim by the very fact of its 
use (Brandom 2001, 165–69). Let us recall that the attribution of truth to 
a sentence just consists in its assertion. 12

Claiming is identical to acknowledging or undertaking a commitment 
regarding a given proposition. Meanwhile, undertaking a commitment 

12. Assertion—even if it actually concerns a true claim—expresses knowledge on condition 
that someone making it understands the claim (Brandom 1998, 214).
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related to a proposition is an act that entitles the attribution of that com‑
mitment both to somebody and to the proposition. Undertaking such a com‑
mitment can occur through using the proposition as a premise in practical 
reasoning (Brandom 2001, 173–77).

Here are some examples of practical inferences that clarify the normative 
aspect of a social, communicative and discursive practice:

(1) �Only opening an umbrella will protect me from getting wet. Therefore, 
I ought to open the umbrella.

(2) �I am a bank employee and I am going to work. Therefore, I ought to wear 
a necktie.

(3) �By repeating a rumour, I might harm someone without a reason. Therefore, 
I ought not to repeat the rumour.

The use of the word “ought” is meant to express the significance of the 
conclusion, understood as an instance of undertaking a certain commit‑
ment (Brandom 2001, 84–85). Someone who evaluates the inference “I am 
a bank employee and I am going to work. Therefore, I ought to wear a neck‑
tie” will find it correct for any person a who makes such an inference. 
The evaluator undertakes a cognitive commitment regarding the infer‑
ence: namely, that a is a bank employee. Such a commitment differs from 
attributing to someone a certain desire. In this case, the norm (obliging 
the bank employee to wear a necktie), which is an implicit assumption 
of the inference, is linked to holding a certain status: namely, the status 
of a bank employee. It is about holding this status rather than expressing 
a certain desire or preference. Whether someone has a reason to wear 
a necktie simply depends on whether they have the relevant status or not 
(Brandom 2001, 91).

A (discursive) cognitive practice is an activity of deontic “scorekeeping” 
(Brandom 2001, 81). In updating the “score” acquired by a participant in the 
linguistic-cognitive game, assertion-making plays a pragmatically signifi‑
cant role (Wanderer 2008, 123). Individual speech acts will change a person’s 
linguistic-cognitive commitments and entitlements (Brandom 2001, 81). In 
communicating—through successive instances of “scorekeeping”—various 
new discursive commitments and entitlements are acknowledged by them 
and attributed to others, with certain previous commitments and entitle‑
ments being rejected (Loeffler 2018, 185).

The socio-historical, discursive process of “scorekeeping” forms a system 
of  acts of  undertaking or  attributing commitments and entitlements 
in ongoing interactions. Each participant in such a process constantly 
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registers and evaluates the actions of the other one (Loeffler 2018, 203–04). 
Holding a belief is a kind of a commitment understood as taking a certain 
position within an inferentially connected network. If someone—holding 
a certain belief—undertakes a specific cognitive commitment, it affects 
the acceptance of the consequences of that belief as well as the rejection 
of beliefs that are inconsistent with it (Brandom 2001, 118–19). Individual 
participants, or at least their acts within the linguistic-cognitive game, are 
mutually connected, forming a network (system, structure) whose antici‑
pated value is taken to reside in the coherence of beliefs and related com‑
mitments or entitlements. 13

The earlier example concerning the library can be extended by stating 
that the librarian attributes to someone—who opens an account—the com‑
mitment to follow the library regulations. That person then undertakes this 
commitment, becoming responsible for their behaviour on library premises. 
At the same time, the librarian attributes to the reader appropriate entitle‑
ments as regards using the library resources. Smoking in the reading room 
would be regarded as a misunderstanding of the regulations, and of the 
commitments attributed and undertaken. In other words, such behaviour 
would be inconsistent with those commitments.

Conclusions
What distinguishes us from AI are our natural bodies. However, humanoid 
robots are increasingly impressive in their appearance and behaviour. 14 
Besides that, we are distinguished by our minds: emotions, 15 free decisions 16 
and especially consciousness and reason responsible for rational thinking, 
the use of language and sensory, intuitive 17 and discursive cognition, as 

13. AI—for example, ChatGPT—thanks to the aforementioned attention mechanism, is capa‑
ble of adhering to the rule of coherence in a generated text. However, AI lacks consciousness, 
and therefore has no beliefs.

14. See, inter alia, Actroid from Osaka University in cooperation with Kokoro Company 
Ltd. (2005), Honda’s Asimo (2011), Nadine from Nanyang Technological University (2014), 
Hanson Robotics’ Sophia (2016), Tesla’s Optimus (2023), Boston Dynamics’ Atlas Electric 
(2024), and Human Plus from Stanford University (2024), in: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Humanoid_robot (retrieved July 4, 2025).

15. AI is capable of recognising emotions and adjusting the tone of its speech, as well as 
its facial expressions, to the emotional state of the interlocutor.

16. Human beings possess free will—naturally grounded and culturally developed. In con‑
trast, AI-controlled vehicles and similar systems are said to exhibit autonomous (independent) 
behaviour, based on software developed by humans.

17. Intuition and creativity, as distinctive characteristics of human intelligence, constitute 
a subject that would require a more comprehensive analysis than is possible within the scope 
of the present article.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanoid_robot
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanoid_robot
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well as creativity and memory. However, it is not the case that only we 
are capable of operating in terms of language, cognition (including both 
sensory and discursive cognition) and memory: AI also is.

An important difference between AI and our own natural intelligence 
is our distinctively human capacity for understanding. Human understand‑
ing is connected to pragmatic and normative categories such as inference, 18 
commitment, the undertaking and attributing of commitments or entitle‑
ments, and also the attribution of entitlements related to claims, concepts, etc.

Intelligent machines, on the other hand, seem to understand, but in fact 
this is the effect of using LLMs, which employ machine learning—apply‑
ing probabilistic calculations and statistics—executed with access to large 
databases. For example, if we enter the letter “y” into an Internet search 
engine, AI will complete this as the phrase “youtube.” This happens not 
because the search engine understands that this is what we mean and 
want to watch on YouTube. The search engine performs this completion 
because previously—many times when typing “y”—we most often added 
“outube,” and then used the YouTube channel. This is therefore not yet 
a humanly intelligent act of understanding. One can, however, speak of arti‑
ficial or machine understanding.

Someone enthusiastic about technology might claim that the topic of the 
distinctive character of human, natural intelligence, and its distinguishabil‑
ity from AI, is unimportant, as the latter achieves such spectacular results. 
Yet it is possible that an analysis of the unique characteristics of our own 
intelligence (such as our understanding, etc.) may prove to be a source 
of inspiration for the further development of AI. Who knows what the 
future holds for this rapidly developing field?
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God as Absolute Machine: Aligning Modern 
Formalisms to Prove God

Ward Blondé

Abstract Let Anselm’s God denote that than which nothing greater can be 
conceived. The rationale of this paper is to show that not only the existence, 
but also three omni-attributes of Anselm’s God—omnipotence, omniscience, and 
omnipresence—can be defined and proven via modern formalisms. The objec‑
tive is to do this via a terminological alignment of set theory, mereology and 
computer science on the one hand, and metaphysics and natural theology on the 
other. The methodology used consists of a two-step argument: first, if physical 
entities are of paramount ontological greatness, then God is equal to an absolutely 
infinitely large, physical universe with omni-attributes. Second, using a slightly 
different criterion, God can be either abstract, or concrete and non-physical. Some 
important findings are that (1) a central axiom explains both God and the physical 
realm, (2) Cantor’s Absolute Infinite—and therefore God—can be given a consistent 
definition, and (3) isolated possible worlds are never observed. The essence of this 
paper is, in short, that “God is the Absolute Machine.”
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1. Introduction
Anselm of Canterbury defined God as “that than which nothing greater can 
be conceived” (Marenbon 2015). Starting from this definition, he argued 
that God exists in reality. Many philosophers, such as Aquinas, Descartes, 
Leibniz, Kant and Plantinga, have commented on his ontological argument, 
which originated in the 11th century (Oppy 2018).

The aim of this paper is to go further than Anselm’s existential proof and 
demonstrate that God, so defined, is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipres‑
ent, by using modern formalisms. More precisely, the research objective 
is to establish proof-enabling definitions of God and God’s omni-attributes 
that are rooted in a merger of set theory, mereology and computer science 
on the one hand, and metaphysics and natural theology on the other.

The methodology consists of providing a philosophical justification of a cen‑
tral axiom that underlies the proof of God, followed by the proof in two steps. 
The first step of the latter is to prove that God is equal to an absolutely infi‑
nitely large physical universe, and that this physical universe is omnipotent, 
omniscient, and omnipresent. 1 This proof makes use of a criterion that takes 
physical entities to count as ontologically greater than non-physical ones. 
However, altering this criterion so that abstract entities, or concrete non-
physical entities, are held to be ontologically the greatest, is also investigated. 
This issue is considered in the context of the second step of the proof.

The central axiom essentially states that there are as many abstract enti‑
ties as physical entities: namely, absolutely infinitely many. This means that 
the ontologies of the five formalisms (from set theory to natural theology) 
all have the same structure, and all have absolutely infinitely many ele‑
ments. Because of this, their ontologies can be aligned. Using these formal‑
isms, the essence of this paper can be expressed in a single short sentence: 
“God is the Absolute Machine.”

Apart from the question of  whether God and God’s omni-attributes 
can be proven through modern formalisms, the paper addresses the follow‑
ing research questions: (1) Why is there something rather than nothing? 
(2)  Are God and the Absolute Infinite consistent? (3) Which formalisms can 
prove God and render Him conceivable? (4) Is axiological greatness of superior 
importance to mereological greatness? and (5) Can set-theoretic realism be rec‑
onciled with the observations of the empirical sciences? The last of these ques‑
tions also represents the most significant research gap in this paper, but can 

1. Cantor introduced the Absolute Infinite and associated it with God (Jané 1995). He 
believed it would be possible to prove that the universe was finite and distinct from the mind 
of God, which he believed to be absolutely infinite. He never proved these things, however.
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be answered, in my view, by appealing to evolutionary conservation (Blondé 
2016, 2019) in the context of cosmological natural selection (Smolin 1992).

The next section contains a literature review. Section 3 expresses the tech‑
nical definitions and the central axiom in the working theory used in the 
first step of the proof. The methodology in Section 4 provides a philosophical 
justification of the central axiom and the proofs of God and God’s omni-
attributes. Three important findings are presented in Section 5. A discussion 
follows in Section 6 and the conclusions are summarized in Section 7.

2. Literature Review
According to Anselm, a non-theist can always conceive of God in their 
mind. However, a god that exists in reality is even greater than a god that 
exists only in the mind. Therefore, God, the greatest conceivable being, 
exists in reality. Kant objected to this argument by appealing to the claim 
that existence is not a real predicate, meaning that it is a second-level prop‑
erty that cannot be essential with respect to anything (Forgie 2000). This 
undermines the ontological argument.

Geach’s (1956) account of intentional comparatives shows that a phrase 
like “greater than” does not require either of the entities being compared 
to actually exist in reality and/or be great. Thus, “that than which noth‑
ing greater can be conceived” may function merely within the conceptual 
space of intentional comparison, without implying greatness of existence 
in reality. Nevertheless, consider the following two definitions:

1.	 “that than which nothing greater can be conceived”
2.	 “that which is greatest”

The greatest entity of (1) requires maximum proof-theoretic strength—
at least if we are using theories with axioms and definitions to conceive 
of entities. The greatest entity of (2), on the other hand, can be interpreted 
as trivially existing in any theory, weak or strong, that has a greatest entity. 
As such, it may be the big bang universe, or the smallest transfinite ordinal 
ω. For this reason, Anselm’s definition (1) will be used in this paper. While 
Kant’s and Geach’s arguments may very well prohibit Anselm’s leap from 
conceptual to real existence, the proof in this paper does not depend on this. 
Instead, the proof stands or falls with the central axiom, which is defended 
via a form of reasoning that is clearly distinct from that of Anselm.

Computer-scientific theories that have similarities with the argument 
in this paper are those of Jürgen Schmidhuber (2006), Max Tegmark (2008), 
and Eric Steinhart (2010). The Great Programmer of Schmidhuber runs a pro‑
gram that computes all the computable programs on a universal Turing 
machine (having memory and available time equal to ω, the smallest infinity). 
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Our observable universe, which is describable by a finite string of bits S, 
is computed by one of these Turing-computable programs. However, Blondé 
(2015) shows that, based on equal probabilities, the program that computes 
our observable universe computes it infinitely many times. If non-halting 
programs are banned, then still the program that computes us does not start 
after any finite time. Consequently, even though S is Turing computable, 
running the program that computes us requires at least transfinite resources 
(beyond ω). If, on the other hand, the first string S is chosen that is compatible 
with our existence, then this will be the execution of a program P that deals 
with resource limitations. P will, therefore, result in a small universe with 
a low resolution, or even an artificially intelligent mind that is just intelligent 
enough to count as being compatible with our existence.

Tegmark augments his Mathematical Universe Hypothesis with the Com‑
putable Universe Hypothesis. The first hypothesis is that all structures that 
exist mathematically also exist physically, and that our observable universe 
is such a structure. The second hypothesis says that the universe is brought 
about through Turing-computable functions. Just like Schmidhuber, Teg‑
mark puts a severe limitation on the computational power of what computes 
the universe. Nevertheless, ordinal machines with memory size beyond that 
of a Turing machine (this being, therefore, a transfinite size) can compute 
finite answers to questions that cannot be computed by a Turing machine. 
Such ordinal machines will inevitably favor or disfavor the abundances 
of finite worlds that contain a correct or a false answer to questions that 
are not Turing computable. Moreover, transfinite ordinal machines produce 
many (infinitely) more worlds than Turing machines. This suggests again 
that the memory and available time of the ordinal machine that computes 
the world must be far beyond the countable ω.

According to Steinhart, we live in the first level of absolutely infinitely 
many (or Ω-many) levels of simulations in simulations. God can then be 
found at level Ω. This theory comes close to the metaphysics that is pro‑
posed in this paper—especially because it uses Ω levels instead of only ω. 
Two differences stand out: first, Steinhart restricts reality based on the 
requirement that it consists of levels that simulate other levels through 
civilizations with computers, and second, he has difficulties explaining 
why there is something rather than nothing.

3. Theoretical Framework
In order to define and prove God’s existence and attributes, a foundational 
framework of definitions is called for within the formalisms furnished by set 
theory, mereology, metaphysics and computer science. All these formalisms 
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can be translated into formal theories that have a number of entities that 
can be extended from natural numbers to ordinals and the Absolute Infinite. 
For this reason, set theory is introduced first, as this is the canonical basis 
for such formal theories. The central axiom can be found in the subsection 
dealing with metaphysical definitions.

3.1. Foundational Set-Theoretic Definitions
For the purpose of introducing set theory, some theory-related terms will 
first have to be defined. A sentence will consist of a sequence of symbols 
from an alphabet, constructed according to the syntactic rules of a language. 
A collection of sentences will be a theory. A theory will have a model if and 
only if (henceforth iff) there exists a structure (called a ‘model’) in which 
all the sentences of the theory are true. A theory will consist of axioms and 
definitions (sentences assumed as starting points), and further sentences 
(theorems) will be deduced from them using rules of inference. A theory 
will be formal iff all its sentences are recursively enumerable by a Turing 
machine. 2 An entity E exists theoretically (or proof-theoretically) according 
to a theory T if the existence of E can be proven in T. 3

The axioms of the theory ZFC (Zermelo–Fraenkel set theory with the 
axiom of choice) (Zermelo 1908) are about sets in V, the universe of all 
the pure, well-founded sets, which is known as the ‘von Neumann uni‑
verse’ (Neumann 1928). ZFC can be strengthened by infinitely many formal, 
relatively consistent axioms about sets that can neither be proved, nor dis‑
proved by ZFC. Any such extension is a formal theory. The weaker theories, 
with less axioms, are fragments of the stronger, more extended (or more 
expressive) theories. The theory that extends ZFC with absolutely all the 
true axioms, jointly making up the largest possible V, will be called ZFCΩ, 
and is not formal. The definition of V via ZFCΩ implies two things: (1) any 
formal theory T, set-theoretic or otherwise, can be translated into ZFCΩ via 
an injection 4 in V of the collection of entities that exist theoretically accord‑
ing to T, and, conversely, (2) every set in V exists theoretically according 
to some formal theory. 5

2. This means that, in formal theories, all the axioms, theorems, symbols, and syntactic 
rules must be recursively enumerable.

3. Theoretically existing entities do not necessarily exist in reality. All set-theoretic talk about 
existence is considered to be about theoretical existence, while existence in reality is a first-level 
property that is a subproperty of the second-level theoretical existence (Forgie 2000).

4. An injection will be an all-to-some relation that works via one-to-one links.
5. Note that if this were not the case, we could construct a theory P in which the smallest 

set x that does not exist theoretically according to any formal theory exists theoretically 
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Ordinal numbers include the natural numbers, but also the extensions 
of the natural numbers beyond ω, the smallest infinity (Cantor 1883). Ω, the 
Absolute Infinite, exceeds every formally definable (set) ordinal and is itself 
a proper class ordinal. More technically, Ω is the proper class cardinality 
of the non-formal class

C={Sv |v ∈M}
where:

•	 the set-theoretic multiverse M is the non-formal proper class of all 
universe models v of any formal extension of ZFC (Hamkins 2012),

•	 for each v ∈ M, Sv is a set such that Sv ∈v, and
•	 v↦ Sv selects exactly one set Sv from each universe model v.
What is  innovative about ZFCΩ is  that the number of ZFCΩ axioms 

is equal to Ω and can, therefore, not be formally defined. 6 Because its 
axioms cannot be listed by an effective procedure, ZFCΩ escapes Gödel’s 
(1931) incompleteness theorems: it can be both consistent and complete, 
and it can prove all the arithmetical truths.

The  theory  NBG (von Neumann–Bernays–Gödel set theory) (Neu‑
mann 1928) can also be extended to NBGΩ, and concerns classes. NBGΩ 
extends ZFCΩ conservatively by distinguishing classes that are sets (namely, 
the classes that are a member 7 of some class) from proper classes (all others). 
Therefore, V  is a proper class, also known as the universal class. NBGΩ 
has the axiom of limitation of size, which asserts that all proper classes 
have an equal size: namely, Ω. The theory Morse–Kelley (Wang 1949) 
with the axiom of Global Choice (GC) 8 will be called MK, and also per‑
tains to classes. MK extended with all the true formal axioms is MKΩ. MKΩ 
extends NBGΩ by allowing for recombination (defining new entities via 
a formula in a comprehension schema) of classes instead of only sets. This 
makes MKΩ a maximally expressive meta-theory of ZFCΩ that can prove 
the existence of absolutely all classes, including that of the greatest class V.

according to P. Because a set is by definition always an element of some larger set, this makes P, 
paradoxically, itself formal. Indeed, there would be sets above x that could be recursively 
enumerated via the definition of x.

6. The problem with a formal theory F that has a formally defined number of formal 
axioms, is that it can easily be superseded by a slightly stronger formal theory F’ that uses 
one or more extra formal axioms. This severely limits the value of F in a philosophical project.

7. While sets have elements, classes have members.
8. Without GC, comparability between proper classes sizes, and therefore the notion 

of a greatest entity, is lost.
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Any axiom or definition that depends on the definition of the Absolute 
Infinite is not formal, but meta-formal. Therefore, the definitions of Ω, V, 
Vp, ZFCΩ, the axioms of NBGΩ and MKΩ that extend ZFCΩ, and several other 
definitions in this paper, are meta-formal. Nevertheless, meta-formal classes 
and class ordinals can be used in formal theories, which will consistently 
reinterpret their absolute nature as something less great than the true 
absolute nature. This will enable the claim that the existence of God can 
be proven in formal theories about metaphysical entities—if, at least, we 
adopt the inferior perspective of these formal theories. Only a meta-formal 
theory can truly prove God.

3.2. Foundational Mereological Definitions
For set-theoretic classes to be used as a basis for metaphysics, they need 
to have mereological properties, such as parthood, location, duplication 
relations, size and abundance (or multiplicity). Therefore, I will first intro‑
duce located duplicates. These are not classes, although they are intrinsic 
duplicates (henceforth ‘duplicates’) of some class. 9 Moreover, a located 
duplicate has a location that is defined by a chain of classes that are con‑
nected by ‘is a member of’ relations. The located duplicate is a duplicate 
of the smallest (first) class in the chain and has a location in all the classes 
in the chain. The largest class in which a located duplicate has a location 
is the locating class. Concrete examples of the definitions in this and the 
following paragraphs are given in Figure 1.

Figure 1: What is visualized here is a small class V3 and the eleven located duplicates 
of which it is the locating class (V3 has size ten). V3 has four elements (or members): 
V0, V1, V2 and D. These are duplicates of the located duplicates a, b, c and d respec‑

tively. The abundance of the empty set (V0) in V3 is five. V0 and the five empty located 
duplicates a, 2, 3, 4 and 5 are all duplicates of each other.

Parthood will be defined as the transitive closure of the membership 
and the subclass relation, such that every class is a part of V. Parthood 
is reflexive, while proper parthood is irreflexive. The abundance of a class 

9. Intrinsic duplicates have the same internal make-up, although they can have a different 
external environment.
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A in a class B is equal to the number of located duplicates that are duplicates 
of A and that have B as their locating class. Every set has abundance one 
in itself and an absolutely infinite abundance in V. The size of a class A is 
equal to the number of located duplicates that are properly located in A. 
The empty set has size zero. The size of any proper class is equal to Ω. 
A relation R between two classes A and B (so A is R-related to B) holds iff 
a duplicate of A is R-related to a duplicate of B. Therefore, as a mnemonic, 
the phrase ‘a duplicate of’ may be added between brackets.

3.3. Foundational Metaphysical Definitions

3.3.1. The Central Axiom and the Theory MKΩp

In order to prove the theological theorems in the Methodology section, the 
support of a central axiom is invoked that extends MKΩ. It has a metaphysi‑
cal and a set-theoretic formulation. Vp and V are the classes of, respectively, 
all non-absolute (or mundane) physical entities and all sets:

Metaphysical: The physical reality is rendered by set theory.
Set-theoretic: There exists a bijection 10 between Vp and V.

(∃f:Vp↔V)

The central axiom is consistent with the axioms of ZFC, the Ω formal 
axioms that extend ZFC toward ZFCΩ, the axioms of NBGΩ, and the axioms 
of MKΩ set theory. MKΩ + the central axiom will be written as MKΩp. 
The  theological theorems in  the first step of  the proof can be proven 
in every sufficiently expressive formal fragment of the theory MKΩp, even 
though only MKΩp itself can truly capture the intended meanings of the 
definitions.

3.3.2. Other Metaphysical Definitions
Proceeding via the definitions in the previous sections, we can construct 
metaphysical definitions for the entities that exist theoretically in MKΩp. 
All these entities potentially exist in reality, and they are either concrete 
or abstract. Given the assumption of an ontologically parsimonious monism 
in the first step of the proof, all concrete entities are physical entities.

10. A bijection will be an all-to-all relation that works via one-to-one links. It will be 
a bidirectional injection, and will prove an equal size.
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Every physical entity will be either mundane or transcendent. A mun‑
dane physical entity will be definable by a set. All its properties can be 
fully observed by observers who are themselves mundane physical enti‑
ties. A physical entity that is too large or too complex to have a set model 
will be a transcendent physical entity. This means that it would require an 
absolutely infinite period of time for a mundane observer to observe each 
property of the entity at some point in time. All physical entities, mundane 
or transcendent, will be definable by a class.

Both worlds and the universe will be spacetimes. VP, the union of all the 
mundane physical entities, will itself not be mundane but the transcendent 
physical universe, and will have every physical entity as a part. The uni‑
verse will have an absolutely infinite size.

The remaining metaphysical and theological terms needed for proof 
of the theorems concerning VP will be proposed in the subsection that 
proves these theorems. They include: conceivability, mereological and onto‑
logical greatness, and greatness (Theorem 1); causality, direct causation, and 
omnipotence (Theorem 2); omniscience and direct epistemic access (Theo‑
rem 3); omnipresence (Theorem 4); and existence in reality (Theorem 5).

3.4. Foundational Computer-Scientific Definitions
A machine will be a brain, a computer, a being, or a robot, and will be 
either physical or abstract. It produces an output from a given input. Sev‑
eral abstract models exist for machines: (1) a Turing machine (Minsky 
1967), this being an ω-long tape with symbols and a moving read/write 
head that reads, (over)writes, or moves over the tape, or halts, according 
to a set of instructions, during ω time instants; (2) a cellular automaton 
(Wolfram 1984), where cells are made dead or alive according to the states 
of other cells and, again, a set of instructions; or (3) an artificial neural 
network (Sharma et al. 2012), consisting of a network of artificial neurons 
programmed in software that resembles the human brain. Machines that are 
Turing complete (a requirement that is easily fulfilled) can, given enough 
(transfinite) time and memory resources, solve any computation problem 
and simulate any world.

Before producing the next bit of information in the output, a Turing 
complete machine can consult the whole input. This implies that causal con‑
sequences of an elementary section of the memory contents of a machine 
are non-local: they can travel without any delay through the rest of the 
memory contents. Consequently, in contrast to Lewis’ (1986) modal real‑
ism, and in spite of our limited empirical observations, there is no causal 
isolation in a set-theoretic realism.
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Machines are either absolute or ordinal. An ordinal machine (Koepke and 
Seyfferth 2009) is one of the following three machines: a hypercomputer 
with transfinite uncountable resources, a Turing machine with count‑
able transfinite resources, or a computer with finite resources. Ordinal 
machines are, therefore, the ordinal extensions of computers with finite 
resources. Their available time and memory (tape length, cell matrix, 
number of neurons, etc.) have ordinal values. Every mundane machine 
is a physical ordinal machine and is a part of a computationally stronger 
mundane machine, which has more available time and memory. The Abso‑
lute Machine has absolutely infinite available time and memory. The whole 
physical reality is both observed and computed by the Turing complete 
Absolute Machine VP. Even though VP makes multiplicative computations 
that include itself as input, it does not output entities larger than VP, but 
at most ones identical to VP.

4. Methodology
Because our proof of God depends on the central axiom, the latter will first 
be provided with a philosophical justification. Then the proof will proceed 
in two steps: in the first of these, it will be proven that a physical God with 
omni-attributes is the greatest conceivable entity, and in the second, the 
criterion of ontological greatness will be altered so that a non-physical, con‑
crete God or an abstract God is proven to be the greatest conceivable entity.

4.1. The Central Axiom: Philosophical Justification
T h e   c e n t r a l  a x i o m  s t a t e s: There exists a bijection between Vp, the 
class of all mundane physical entities, and V, the class of all sets in MKΩ 

set theory. The philosophical justification of the central axiom is that both 
physical entities and classes contain information. 11

A sufficiently large class contains information that can be derived 
through a statistical analysis of the parthood relations among the parts 
of the class. Just like for strings of symbols, the number and size of recur‑
ring patterns determine the amount of information. 12 In Shannon’s (2001) 
information theory, the average amount of information in a string of sym‑
bols is called ‘entropy.’ More disordered (entropic) strings contain more 

11. In fact, there are at least four kinds of abstract entities that have a bijective corre‑
spondence with information entities: sets, ordinal numbers, ordinal machines, and ordinal 
strings of symbols.

12. The conversion to strings of symbols can easily be made via the notation with curly 
brackets of pure sets. An example is {{},{{}}}.
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information, whereas more ordered (redundant) strings are easier to ana‑
lyze. Only classes that are highly ordered or very easy to define can be said 
to contain little or no information. Three examples are given in Figure 2.

Figure 2: The three classes A, B, and C have various degrees of entropy, or disorder. Class 
A has an infinite size ω, the smallest infinity. Yet it has so much order that, just like 

the empty class B, it contains no information. Class C, which has size ω+24, contains 
roughly 24 bits of information.

The key argument for why abstract entities suffice to bring about physi‑
cal entities is that observers simulated by an abstract machine cannot con‑
duct any experiment to find out whether they are simulated by an abstract 
machine or a physical machine with the same information contents. Abstract 
observers will, therefore, firmly believe they live in a physical world.

4.2. Step 1: A Physical God with Omni-Attributes
Having defended the central axiom and introduced the foundational defini‑
tions pertaining to set theory, mereology, metaphysics and computer sci‑
ence in the theory MKΩp, we are now in possession of the starting material 
to construct some further definitions and proofs about Vp in this theory. 
This Vp will be shown to be our preliminary physical God in Theorem 1.

4.2.1. Theorem 1: The Unique Maximal Greatness of Vp

Theorem 1 (Vp is uniquely the greatest of absolutely all conceivable enti‑
ties) follows from definitions of conceivability, mereological greatness and 
greatness, and from a criterion of ontological greatness.

We can therefore consider the following definitions and criterion: an 
entity A  is conceivable iff it exists theoretically according to a formal 
or meta-formal theory. An entity A is greater than an entity B iff either (1) 
A is ontologically greater than B, or (nonexclusively) (2) A is mereologi‑
cally greater than B, and B is not ontologically greater than A. An entity 
A  is mereologically greater than an entity B iff B is a proper part of A. 
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Criterion: if an entity A is physical and an entity B is not physical, then 
A is ontologically greater than B. 13

Proof. Vp is  conceivable, given that it exists theoretically according 
to MKΩp. Moreover, absolutely all other conceivable entities are less great 
than Vp, because absolutely all other entities that are ontologically equally 
great compared to Vp, such as worlds, are mereologically less great than Vp. 
Therefore, Vp is uniquely the greatest of absolutely all conceivable entities. □

Because Vp is uniquely the greatest of absolutely all conceivable entities, 
it is equal to Anselm’s God.

4.2.2. Theorem 2: The Omnipotence of Vp

Theorem 2 (Vp is omnipotent) follows from definitions of a Turing complete 
Absolute Machine, the ‘causes’ relation, direct causation, and omnipotence.

We can consider the following definitions: An entity A causes an entity B 
iff a machine or process uses (a duplicate of) A as input to bring about, 
simulate, or output (a duplicate of) B within some spacetime. An entity A 
directly causes an entity B iff A causes B, and no distinct intermediate 
entity C is in the causal chain between A and B. An entity is omnipotent 
iff it causes absolutely every physical entity directly.

Proof. As a physical, Turing complete Absolute Machine, Vp uses itself as 
input to bring about absolutely every physical entity. Therefore, Vp causes 
absolutely every physical entity. Because absolutely every physical entity 
is a part of Vp, Vp causes absolutely every physical entity directly. Therefore, 
Vp is omnipotent. □

4.2.3. Theorem 3: The Omniscience of Vp

Theorem 3 (Vp is omniscient) follows from a definition of omniscience 
and direct epistemic access. We can consider the following definitions: An 
entity is omniscient iff it has direct epistemic access to absolutely every 
conceivable entity. Epistemic access is direct iff it is without inference, 
mediation, or delay.

Proof. Because Vp is a Turing complete machine, it has direct epistemic 
access to every entity in its memory. Moreover, every entity that is conceiv‑
able via MKΩp is in the memory of the physical Absolute Machine Vp. That 
is absolutely every conceivable entity. Consequently, Vp has direct epistemic 
access to absolutely every conceivable entity. Therefore, Vp is omniscient. □

13. This criterion will be altered in Step 2 of the proof.
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4.2.4. Theorem 4: The Omnipresence of Vp

Theorem 4 (Vp is omnipresent) follows from a definition of omnipresence. 
We can therefore consider the following definition: An entity A is omni‑
present iff A is present at absolutely every physical location in the sense 
that it is able to act upon and be aware of absolutely every physical event 
wherever it occurs.

Proof. Given that absolutely every physical entity is a part of Vp and 
computed by Vp, Vp is able to act upon and be aware of absolutely every 
physical event wherever it occurs. Therefore, Vp is omnipresent. □

4.2.5 Theorem 5: The Existence in Reality of Vp

Theorem 5 (Vp exists in reality) follows from a definition of existence in real‑
ity of entities and from a corollary of Theorem 2 (Vp causes absolutely every 
physical entity). We can consider the definition that a physical entity exists 
in reality iff (1) it potentially exists in reality, and (2) it is causally related 
to our actually observed world.

Proof. All the entities that exist theoretically according to MKΩp poten‑
tially exist in reality. Since Vp exists theoretically according to MKΩp, it 
potentially exists in reality. According to a corollary of Theorem 2, Vp causes 
absolutely every physical entity, including our actually observed world. In 
this way, Vp fulfills all the requirements for existence in reality. Therefore, 
Vp exists in reality. □

Given the lack of any causal separations in Vp, absolutely every possible 
physical entity is required as something that exists in reality, including Vp 
itself. Together with Theorem 1 and Anselm’s definition of God, it then 
follows that God exists in reality.

4.3. Step 2: A Non-Physical God
In a longstanding tradition, classical natural theology developed the fol‑
lowing hierarchy of ontological greatness, from least great to greatest 
(Leftow 2012):

1.	 Physical (causal agency, spatiotemporal, contingent, 
perishable).

2.	 Abstract (causally inert, non-spatiotemporal, necessary, 
unchanging).

3.	 Concrete non-physical (causal agency, personal, imperishable).
From the point of view of the central axiom, this hierarchy is no longer 

sustained in the same way, because exactly the same entities can be found 
for physical and for abstract entities. For example, the output of an abstract 
Turing machine is indistinguishable from that of a physical Turing machine. 
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Both have the same causal powers and create entities with the same prop‑
erties. Nevertheless, there remains a difference in perception between the 
categories. Physical entities are observed by us as very large, but finite, 
outputs of an Absolute Machine. Abstract entities can be mentally con‑
structed by us, starting from the very smallest units, even though they exist 
independently of our minds and explain the physical entities. Classically, 
concrete non-physical entities inherit the best properties of the physical 
and the abstract entities. For at least categories (1) and (2), the same two 
levels can be distinguished:

1.	 Divine: transcendent, absolute, meta-formal, and  proper‑ 
‑class-like.

2.	 Worldly: mundane, exceedable, formal, and set-like.
This analysis makes it hard to decide whether the ontological categories 

are really different, and also how they relate with respect to ontological 
greatness. Therefore, I shall adopt the ontology of classical natural theology, 
with non-physical concrete entities, physical entities and abstract entities, 
without proposing any hierarchy as to superiority.

If we add a non-physical, concrete entity that potentially exists in reality 
to what exists theoretically, 14 then we are faced with the question of what 
is ontologically greatest in Theorem 1: is it the non-physical, concrete entity, 
physical entities, or abstract entities? According to theorems 2, 3, 4 and 5 
in Step 1, there is an entity in reality that is omnipotent, omniscient and 
omnipresent (namely Vp). With that, we have the following parameterizable 
proof for either a concrete, non-physical or an abstract God that modifies 
Theorem 1 and the criterion of ontological greatness:

1.	 God is uniquely the greatest of absolutely all conceivable 
entities.

2.	 Non-physical (either concrete or  abstract) entities are 
ontologically the greatest.

3.	 If there is an entity in reality with omni-attributes, then God 
exists in reality and has these omni-attributes.

4.	 Vp, the physical universe, is  an entity in  reality that 
is omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent.

5.	 Therefore, God is non-physical (either concrete or abstract), 
exists in reality, and is omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent.

Depending on what is ontologically the greatest, we get three possi‑
ble outcomes: a non-physical, concrete God (the God of classical natural 
theism), a physical God (Vp), or an abstract God (V).

14. This results in a new language MKΩc that has three ontological categories.
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5. Findings
The main finding of this paper is that God and His attributes can be defined 
and proven using modern formalisms. Beyond this, three additional conclu‑
sions will be highlighted in this section: (1) that the central axiom exhibits 
great explanatory power, (2) that God and the Absolute Infinite can be 
consistently defined, and (3) that in spite of modal realism, the worlds 
in Vp are not isolated.

5.1. The Explanatory Power of the Central Axiom
Apart from sustaining a proof of God, the central axiom explains why there 
are physical entities at all. Even if there were no physical entities in reality, 
abstract entities would still exist. We cannot imagine a reality in which, 
for example, the thirteenth natural number would not be a prime number. 
Moreover, in contrast to the standard view (Juvshik 2018), abstract enti‑
ties have causal relations. This is especially apparent for abstract ordinal 
machines, whose computations and simulations bring about (or cause) 
abstract worlds. The proposal of  the central axiom is  essentially that 
the abstract worlds that are brought about in the simulations of abstract 
machines explain the physical worlds, and that V explains Vp.

5.2. The Consistency of God
Cantor, who introduced Ω, thought of it as an inconsistent multiplicity (Jané 
1995), defining it as a set ordinal that exceeds every set ordinal. This may 
be one of the reasons why Ω has not been popular as a concept among set 
theorists, who want to avoid inconsistencies in their formal theories. For 
theologians, an inconsistent God does not look attractive either. My view 
here is (1) that Ω is a proper class ordinal (and a proper class cardinal), and 
(2) that the true conception of Ω, and, as a consequence, the true concep‑
tion of God, cannot be formally defined. This fits much better with our 
intuitions about God than an inconsistent God.

5.3. The Invalidity of Modal Realism
Lewis’ (1986) claim that worlds are causally and spatiotemporally isolated 
is a challenge to the core of the set-theoretic realism proposed in this paper. 
In order to provide more insight into this conflict, we could establish a proof 
from contradiction by assuming that Vp is the universe of all the causally 
isolated worlds and that causal activity only happens within those worlds 
and not within Vp as a whole. We thereby assume that each world W exists 
as a causally isolated version, such that it only does so as a member (rather 
than a part) of Vp, with abundance one. However, taking into account all the 
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duplicates of W (that stem from recombination of W with other worlds), 
the world W exists with an absolutely infinite abundance in Vp as a causally 
interactive part. Assuming that the observation of a world in Vp is random 
and based on equal probabilities, it follows that the probability that we 
observe anything causally isolated from Vp will be absolutely infinitely 
small. Even though isolated worlds may remain technically ‘possible,’ they 
are non-actual with certainty. Likewise, it may be technically possible that 
a randomly selected real number is an integer; however, the probability 
that this will happen is zero.

6. Discussion
This section contains a discussion of (1) differences from classical natural 
theology, (2) the provability and conceivability of God, (3) God’s omni-
attributes, (4) which set-theoretic variant to choose, (5) modal realism 
and set-theoretic realism as theological projects, and (6) the compatibility 
of set-theoretic realism with the findings of the empirical sciences.

6.1. Differences from Classical Natural Theology
Classical natural theology often injects deep complexity into metaphys‑
ics because it introduces concepts that both overlap with and transcend 
ordinary metaphysical categories (Swinburne 1993): divine foreknowl‑
edge and free will, divine providence and determinism, omnipotence and 
logical coherence, omnibenevolence and evil, divine action and causation, 
simplicity and the possession of components, the soul and consciousness, 
eternity and time, and so on. This complexity often stems from the classical 
assumption that God is clearly distinct from the physical universe and the 
sentient beings in it, and that He belongs to a different ontological category.

The assumption of a set-theoretic metaphysics significantly simplifies the 
complex relation between God and physical reality, because God is a limit 
case of physical reality with respect to the Absolute Infinite. In this case, 
God’s nature is continuous with the nature of arbitrarily complex, physical 
agents with the computational power of transfinite ordinal machines. For 
example, God’s omnibenevolence might be derivable from the collective 
benevolence of such ordinal machines.

One of the consequences of this simplification is that the proposed the‑
ology is most easily interpreted as a form of pantheism or panentheism, 
especially for those who argue that physical or abstract entities are onto‑
logically the greatest. Also the three proposed omni-attributes are simpli‑
fied. For example, while omniscience in classical natural theology does not 
imply that God undergoes our pain, the proposal that God is an Absolute 
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Machine that computes our pain makes this interpretation more difficult. 
Nevertheless, it can be argued that God does not suffer by subjectively 
participating in our pain, because God’s brain is absolutely infinitely larger 
than our brains. Therefore, God’s suffering can be ignored.

6.2. Provability and Conceivability
As mentioned in Section 3.3.1, the theological theorems in the first step 
of the proof can be proven in every sufficiently expressive formal fragment 
of the theory MKΩp, such as, for example, MK set theory extended with 
the definitions introduced in this paper (resulting in MKp). Nevertheless, 
from the meta-formal perspective of MKΩp, the absolute entities that are 
proven to exist via the formal MKp are less great than those that can be 
proven by MKΩp itself. MKp holds itself capable of conceiving of God and 
other absolute concepts, while MKΩp recognizes this formal conception as 
something that is less great as compared to its own true conception of God 
and these concepts. In other words, while both proving and conceiving 
God can be done in formal theories, it is only if we admit that the act 
of conceiving something can be arbitrarily theoretical that we can use the 
meta-formal theory MKΩp to conceive of God as seen from the absolutely 
greatest perspective. After all, formal theories such as MKp also make use 
of the infinitary recursive enumeration of a Turing machine to conceive 
of their God.

6.3. God’s Omni-Attributes
Three omni-attributes were defined via modern formalisms: omnipotence, 
omniscience, and omnipresence. A fourth omni-attribute, omnibenevolence, 
was found to be too difficult to define and prove in this way. Nevertheless, 
Blondé (2015) shows that Vp is benevolent as a result of the fact that evil 
agents often behave benevolently in order to appear benevolent, while 
benevolent agents never behave malevolently for any reason. Other attri‑
butes of God, such as eternity, transcendence and immutability, might be 
easier to define and prove, but are beyond the scope of this paper.

6.3.1 Omnipotence
A question that has often been investigated is whether God can cause evil 
(Mackie 1955). According to the definition of omnipotence, God causes 
evil, given that every evil world exists and God causes every world. A related 
question is whether a universe that is mereologically maximal in size, but 
that includes evil worlds, can be as great as or greater than a universe that 
does not include evil worlds (Kraay 2017). I argue that this is indeed the 
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case, because evil worlds can be brought into a state that is equivalent to 
non-existence with respect to axiology.

In a mereologically maximally great universe, worlds do not all have 
equal abundances. For example, non-reproducing worlds and worlds that 
are not favored by powerful ordinal machines will be outnumbered by 
worlds that reproduce or are reproduced abundantly. In particular, God can 
reproduce benevolent worlds with an absolutely infinitely greater abun‑
dance than evil worlds. In this case, the evil worlds are with certainty not 
observed, which reduces them effectively to non-existent worlds.

6.3.2 Omniscience
Simoni (1997: 2) investigated the problem of radical particularity: how can 
a universal, boundless being know what is experienced by radically finite 
beings? VP knows the answer to every mathematical problem that requires 
transfinitely long computations, such as the halting problem (Lucas 2021). 
It also knows every mundane experiential fact from its own experience 
(because every mundane machine—including, for example, every neural 
network—is a part of Vp), and it knows every indexical (e.g. temporal) fact 
relative to a world. Moreover, because every recombination of Vp with itself 
results in Vp, (a duplicate of) every formal fact (including every finite fact) 
is taking place at some location at each temporal instant of Vp’s existence. 
Therefore, God knows everything during every instant of time, including 
our human experiences.

6.3.3 Omnipresence
In analyzing omnipresence, Hudson (2009) distinguishes several mereologi‑
cal relations between physical entities and locations, such as being entirely 
located at, being wholly located at, and being partly located at. For each 
physical entity, these three relations hold with respect to the location Vp.

Hartshorne (1941), in arguing for a non-physical God, proposed the anal‑
ogy that God is to the world like a mind is to its body. Therefore, God has 
immediate knowledge and direct power over every part of the universe. 
Indeed, as a Turing complete Absolute Machine, Vp has immediate and direct 
read and write access to its entire memory contents (which is Vp itself).

6.4 Which Set-Theoretic Variant to Choose?
One could argue that the set-theoretic theory ZFC, which is the canonical 
theory in mathematics, cannot prove the existence of a greatest entity. 
However, this only shows that ZFC can be dismissed as being too weak to 
prove the existence of a series of meaningful meta-concepts, such as the 
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universal class. Seeking refuge in this argument comes down to admit‑
ting that every arbitrarily godlike entity provably exists in the physical 
universe, but that the physical universe itself does not provably exist. In 
natural language (such as English), we have all the meaningful concepts 
and meta-concepts at our disposal. A correct translation into set theory 
can therefore be arrived at using the theory MK, which is a sufficiently 
strong meta-theory of ZFC.

6.5. Proving God via Modal Realism
Modern formal attempts to prove the existence of God, such as Plantinga’s 
(1978) and Gödel’s ([1941] 1995) ontological arguments, have made use 
of modal logic. According to modal logic, things exist possibly when they 
exist in some possible world, and necessarily when they exist in every pos‑
sible world. Gödel defines God as having all and only the positive properties 
in a given possible world, and claims that existence is a positive property. He 
then uses a strict system of axioms and definitions to show that such a God 
exists in every possible world. Therefore, God exists necessarily. Plantinga 
posits that if God exists possibly, then God exists necessarily, and also that 
it is possible that God exists. Therefore, again, God exists necessarily.

What remains unclear is whether Gödel and Plantinga have shown the 
existence of one God only, or one God for each possible world. We get many 
gods if all the possible worlds are causally and spatiotemporally isolated and 
just as real as the actual world (our world), as advocated by Lewis. Moreover, 
if some possible worlds have few positive properties apart from existence, 
Gödel’s God is not necessarily a great being. Given these problems with 
modal realism, the set-theoretic metaphysics becomes an important extra 
option for the theist who wants to prove a unique, maximally great God.

6.6. Compatibility with the Empirical Sciences
The most significant research gap in this paper pertains to explaining why 
the observable universe is not extremely complex and benevolent, and 
why the empirical sciences are so successful. As an explanation, I refer 
to the present author’s account of evolutionary conservation in cosmo‑
logical natural selection (Blondé 2016, 2019). According to this theory, 
biological organisms with more than three spatial dimensions require 
vastly more time to develop Darwinistically. Because of this, they emerge 
in a world in which three-dimensional organisms like us are already pres‑
ent. Some of them will therefore extend, reuse, or build on the complexity 
that we create, such that they become evolutionarily dependent on us. 
This implies that these 3D-extenders have to operate with the greatest 
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respect for the evolutionarily conserved reproduction plan of our observ‑
able universe, in order to maintain and reproduce themselves. Assuming 
that the knowledge gathered by our empirical sciences has become evolu‑
tionarily conserved long before the advent of higher-dimensional organ‑
isms, it means that the latter have to be very subtle when they interfere. 
On the other hand, they will want to reproduce our observable universe 
as much as possible in order to reproduce themselves. Consequently, they 
will simulate our observable universe in a way that does not alter the 
knowledge gathered by our empirical sciences, though with less spatial 
requirements. This logic can repeat itself for absolutely infinitely many 
spatial dimensions, via 4D-extenders, 5D-extenders, etc.

This theory is compatible with the requirement of Blondé and Jansen 
(2021) that Vp consists primarily of conscious, intelligent matter (brain 
matter or CPU matter) if it is to solve the ‘hard problem’ of consciousness 
(Chalmers 2017). Because complexity in lower dimensions is always more 
efficiently simulated in higher ones, the density of conscious, intelligent 
matter will increase as we pass over, at the limit, to absolutely infinitely 
many spatial dimensions. The ultimate reality, therefore, will consist for 
100% of conscious, intelligent matter, which we can call ‘God’s brain.’ 
However, God’s brain creates experiences of an evolutionarily conserved 
external world that is located in an absolutely infinitely small fraction of Vp.

7. Conclusions
The deductive proofs of five theological theorems on the basis of MK set 
theory extended with absolutely infinitely many axioms, a central axiom, 
and a list of definitions show that it is possible to define and prove the 
existence of God, and His attributes, via modern formalisms, if at least 
the central axiom and the definitions are accepted. Three of God’s omni-
attributes—omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence—appear to be 
translatable into a merger of set theory, mereology, computer science, 
metaphysics and natural theology. As regards the proof of these attributes, 
God is, in the first step, identified with a physical analogue of the von 
Neumann universe of sets V: namely, the universe of all mundane physi‑
cal entities Vp. In the second step, we have found it possible to reuse the 
preliminary proof of a physical God as a proof of a non-physical, concrete 
God, or an abstract God.

Some other important findings are that the central axiom explains both 
God and physical reality, that God and the Absolute Infinite can be consis‑
tently defined, and that modal realism with its isolated worlds is invalid. 
The philosophical justification of the central axiom is that mathematical 
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truths and abstract entities exist independently of physical reality. This 
includes ordinal machines and the Absolute Machine (which is God).

This approach to translating theological terminology into modern for‑
malisms has also revealed some limitations. First, the translation provides 
no insight into how the existence of absolutely infinitely many physical 
entities can be reconciled with the observations of the empirical sciences. 
The solution probably has to be found in other paradigms, such as evo‑
lutionary conservation in cosmological natural selection. Second, not all 
theological terms are suited to being translated into modern formalisms. 
Omnibenevolence is one example.

In conclusion, I recommend giving up on Lewis’ isolated worlds in modal 
realism. They may exist, but the probability that our observable universe 
is part of one is zero. Instead, theists would do better by using Cantor’s 
paradise of a unifying set-theoretic realism to prove God.

References
Blondé, Ward, and Ludger Jansen. 2021. “Proving God without Dualism: Improving the 

Swinburne-Moreland Argument from Consciousness.” Metaphysica 22 (1): 75–87. https://
doi.org/10.1515/mp-2020-0035.

Blondé, Ward. 2015. “An Evolutionary Argument for a Self-Explanatory, Benevolent Meta‑
physics.” Symposion 2 (2): 143–66. https://doi.org/10.5840/symposion2015228.

—. 2016. “Can an Eternal Life Start from the Minimal Fine-Tuning for Intelligence?” Phi‑
losophy and Cosmology 17: 26–38.

—. 2019. “EMAAN: An Evolutionary Multiverse Argument against Naturalism.” Symposion 
6 (2): 113–28. https://doi.org/10.5840/symposion2019629.

Cantor, Georg. 1883. “Über unendliche, lineare Punktmannichfaltigkeiten.” Mathematische 
Annalen 21 (4): 545–91.

Chalmers, David J. 2017. “The Hard Problem of Consciousness.” In The Blackwell Companion 
to Consciousness, edited by Susan Schneider and Max Velmans, 32–42. 2nd ed. Malden, 
MA: Wiley-Blackwell.

Forgie, J. William. 2000. “Kant and Frege: Existence as a Second-Level Property.” Kant-Studien 
91 (2): 165–77. https://doi.org/10.1515/kant.2000.91.2.165.

Geach, Peter. 1956. “Good and Evil.” Analysis 17 (2): 33–42. 10.1093/analys/17.2.33.
Gödel, Kurt. (1941) 1995. “Ontological Proof.” In Collected Works, vol. 3, Unpublished Essays 

and Lectures, edited by Solomon Feferman, John W. Dawson Jr., Warren Goldfarb, Charles 
Parsons, and Robert N. Solovay, 403–4. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Gödel, Kurt. 1931. “Über formal unentscheidbare Sätze der Principia Mathematica und ver‑
wandter Systeme I.” Monatshefte für Mathematik und Physik 38 (1): 173–98.

Hamkins, Joel David. 2012. “The Set-Theoretic Multiverse.” Review of Symbolic Logic 5 (3): 
416–49. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755020311000359.

Hartshorne, Charles. 1941. Man’s Vision of God and the Logic of Theism. Chicago: Willett, 
Clark & Co.

Hudson, Hud. 2009. “Omnipresence.” In The Oxford Handbook of Philosophical Theology, 
edited by Thomas P. Flint and Michael C. Rea, 199–216. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



86 Ward Blondé 

Jané, Ignacio. 1995. “The Role of the Absolute Infinite in Cantor’s Conception of Set.” Erken‑
ntnis 42 (3): 375–402. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01129011.

Juvshik, Tim. 2018. “Abstract Objects, Causal Efficacy, and Causal Exclusion.” Erkenntnis 
83 (4): 805–27. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10670-017-9915-1.

Koepke, Peter, and Benjamin Seyfferth. 2009. “Ordinal Machines and Admissible Recur‑
sion Theory.” Annals of Pure and Applied Logic 160 (3): 310–8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
apal.2009.01.005.

Kraay, Klaas J. 2017. “Invitation to the Axiology of Theism.” In Does God Matter? Essays on the 
Axiological Consequences of Theism, edited by Klaas J. Kraay, 1–35. New York: Routledge.

Leftow, Brian. 2012. God and Necessity. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Lewis, David. 1986. On the Plurality of Worlds. Oxford: Blackwell.
Lucas, Salvador. 2021. “The Origins of the Halting Problem.” Journal of Logical and Algebraic 

Methods in Programming 121:100687. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jlamp.2021.100687.
Mackie, John L. 1955. “Evil and Omnipotence.” Mind 64 (254): 200–12. https://doi.org/10.1093/

mind/LXIV.254.200.
Marenbon, John. 2015. “Anselm: Proslogion.” In Central Works of Philosophy. Vol. 1, Ancient 

and Medieval, edited by John Shand, 45–67. Durham: Acumen Publishing Limited.
Minsky, Marvin L. 1967. Computation: Finite and Infinite Machines. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

Prentice-Hall.
Neumann, John von.  1928. “Die Axiomatisierung der Mengenlehre.” Mathematische 

Zeitschrift 27 (1): 669–752.
Oppy, Graham, ed. 2018. Ontological Arguments. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Plantinga, Alvin. 1978. The Nature of Necessity. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Schmidhuber, Jürgen. 2006. “A Computer Scientist’s View of Life, the Universe, and Every‑

thing.” In Foundations of Computer Science: Potential—Theory—Cognition, edited by Chris‑
tian Freksa, Matthias Jantzen, and Rüdiger Valk, 201–8. Berlin: Springer.

Shannon, Claude E.  2001. “A Mathematical Theory of  Communication.” ACM SIG‑
MOBILE Mobile Computing and Communications Review 5 (1): 3–55. https://doi.
org/10.1145/584091.584093.

Sharma, Vidushi, Sachin Rai, and Anurag Dev. 2012. “A Comprehensive Study of Artificial 
Neural Networks.” International Journal of Advanced Research in Computer Science and 
Software Engineering 2 (10): 278–84.

Simoni, Henry. 1997. “Omniscience and the Problem of Radical Particularity: Does God 
Know How to Ride a Bike?” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 42 (1): 1–22. 
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1002922511041.

Smolin, Lee. 1992. “Did the Universe Evolve?” Classical and Quantum Gravity 9 (1): 173–91.
Steinhart, Eric. 2010. “Theological Implications of the Simulation Argument.” Ars Disputandi 

10 (1): 23–37. https://doi.org/10.1080/15665399.2010.10820012.
Swinburne, Richard. 1993. The Coherence of Theism. Rev. ed. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Tegmark, Max. 2008. “The Mathematical Universe.” Foundations of Physics 38: 101–50. https://

doi.org/10.1007/s10701-007-9186-9.
Wang, Hao. 1949. “On Zermelo’s and von Neumann’s Axioms for Set Theory.” Proceedings 

of the National Academy of Sciences 35 (3): 150–5. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.35.3.150.
Wolfram, Stephen. 1984. “Cellular Automata as Models of Complexity.” Nature 311 (5985): 

419–24. https://doi.org/10.1038/311419a0.
Zermelo, Ernst. 1908. “Untersuchungen über die Grundlagen der Mengenlehre I.” Mathema

tische Annalen 65 (2): 261–81. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01449999.



The Nature of Monotheism
A Philosophical Explication

Joshua Sijuwade
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through fundamentality, using Rudolf Carnap’s method of explication and Karen 
Bennett’s concept of ‘building-fundamentality.’ By examining how contemporary 
philosophers and theologians have struggled with defining monotheism in light 
of Second Temple Judaism’s complex theology, this article argues that understand‑
ing monotheism as the belief in one fundamental deity provides a more philosophi‑
cally robust framework than numerical definitions. This framework helps reconcile 
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1. Introduction
According to the common religious belief, the term ‘monotheism’ has a spe‑
cifically numerical focus. Most of the major world religions either incorpo‑
rate the notion of monotheism into their belief system (such as Christianity, 
Judaism, Islam and Sikhism) or, at least, define their own form of theism 
or non-theistic belief in light of this notion (such as that of Hinduism and 
Buddhism). Now, as expressed by the Oxford English Dictionary, the term 
‘monotheism’ is to be defined as follows:

(1) (Monotheism) The belief that there is only one ‘god.’

The notion of monotheism finds its etymological roots in the seven‑
teenth-century works of the Cambridge Platonists (Macdonald 2003). In 
their writings, the Platonists contested that the semantic and intellectual 
context of the term demonstrated that the antonym of ‘monotheism’ was 
in fact ‘atheism,’ rather than the more commonly entertained ‘polytheism’ 
(MacDonald 2003). At its root, a ‘monotheist’ was thus an individual who 
believed that “there was a ‘god’ with a certain nature,” rather than someone 
who believed that “there was only one spiritual entity that could or should 
be named ‘God’.” However, this more accurate understanding of the term 
has unfortunately been neglected in contemporary discourse. Instead, the 
contemporary position is now focused on the term as encountered within 
later Enlightenment and deistic thought, with the primary use of the word 
there being that of providing a framework or matrix to assess the truth 
value of a religion within a European context. Specifically, it finds its origins 
in the work of Henry More (Smith 2013). ‘Monotheism,’ as a term applied to 
Enlightenment and deistic thinkers, thus served as an organising principle 
for the categorisation of religious concepts according to their intellectual 
claims, with priority given in the classification and evaluation of religions 
to the question of the number of ‘gods.’ The specific problem that this term 
presents us with reflects the assumption that, when further elucidated, 
it commits one to the following explication—which we may call ‘Deity 
Monotheism’ and can state succinctly as follows: 1

(2) (Deity Monotheism) The belief that there is only one deity. 

In a contemporary context, the definition of monotheism has been a central 
concern in the philosophy of religion, with scholars like Richard Swinburne 

1. The terms ‘deity’ and ‘divine being/person’ will be used interchangeably throughout 
this text, without any difference in meaning.
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(2016), Brian Leftow (2016) and Dale Tuggy (2017) largely adopting numerical 
definitions that focus on counting divine beings. This numerical approach, 
while intuitive, has also been defended by philosophers such as Swinburne 
(2016), who argues that monotheism must mean belief in exactly one divine 
being if it is to maintain conceptual clarity. Similarly, Leftow (2016) con‑
tends that any definition allowing for multiple divine beings undermines 
its core meaning. However, this contemporary construal in (2), focusing 
on the belief in a single deity and the denial of other divine beings, has led 
some historians, such as Peter Hayman (1991), Nathan MacDonald (2003) 
and Paula Fredriksen (2006) to argue that ‘monotheism’ is an inappropriate 
term for describing biblical teachings—as Fredriksen (2022) notes, ancient 
belief centred on loyalty to ancestral traditions rather than mental assent to 
propositions. These scholars point to explicit biblical passages that appear 
to acknowledge the real existence of other divine beings. For instance, when 
Deuteronomy 32:8–9 describes Yahweh allotting nations to other ‘gods,’ 
or when Psalm 82:1 depicts God standing in the divine council among other 
‘gods,’ these texts seem to presuppose the actual existence of these beings 
rather than merely acknowledging that some people believe in them. As 
Michael Heiser (2008) argues, it would be nonsensical for biblical authors 
to describe Yahweh allocating nations to non-existent beings or judging 
among figments of the imagination. And so the evidence from the period 
surrounding the biblical texts seems to support the existence of other divine 
beings, which is incompatible with the contemporary definition of the term. 
Indeed, the concept of ‘monotheism’ in ancient Jewish and early Christian 
contexts is more nuanced than is commonly understood. That is to say, the 
notion of ancient Jewish monotheism—and thus not the current dictionary 
definition of the term—can be construed as follows:

(3) (Ancient Jewish Monotheism) A religious worldview that acknowledged the 
existence of multiple divine beings (אלוהים) while 
maintaining that Yahweh was uniquely supreme 
and exclusively worthy of worship due to his 
transcendent attributes as the sole creator and 
sovereign ruler of al. Reality, rather than a belief 
system focused on the numerical oneness 
of deity.

The Jewish scriptures themselves, as Fredriksen (2022) notes, attest 
to the existence of multiple divine beings alongside the ‘god’ of Israel. 
These passages are best understood not as rhetorical accommodations to 
pagan audiences, but as genuine theological statements about the structure 
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of divine reality. Passages like Exodus 12:12 (“On all the gods of Egypt I will 
execute judgments”), Exodus 15:11 (“Who is like you among the gods”?), 
Exodus 18:12 (“Now I know that the Lord is greater than all gods”), Psalm 
82:1 (“god stands in the divine council; in the midst of the gods he passes 
judgment”), Psalm 97:7 (“All the gods bow down to him”), Deuteronomy 
32:43 (“Worship him, all you gods”), and Micah 4:5 (“All the peoples walk, 
each in the name of its god; but we will walk in the name of the Lord, our 
god forever and ever”) acknowledge the presence of other ‘gods,’ even as 
they affirm the supremacy of the Jewish ‘god.’ The evidence for genuine 
divine plurality becomes even clearer when we examine how ancient Jewish 
and early Christian authors engaged with these ideas. Philo, a prolific 
philosopher and exegete, seamlessly incorporates Hellenistic ideas into 
his interpretations of Jewish scripture. In his cosmological treatises, he 
speaks of the stars as “visible gods,” acknowledging their divine status 
within a hierarchical framework that places the Jewish ‘god’ at the apex. 
The apostle Paul, whose epistles constitute the earliest surviving Christian 
writings, also grapples with the reality of multiple divine beings. As Fredrik‑
sen (2022) notes, throughout his letters Paul frequently acknowledges the 
existence and influence of pagan ‘gods,’ presenting them as formidable 
spiritual powers that Christ must ultimately conquer. For example, Paul 
speaks of the “god of this age” (2 Corinthians 4:4), “principalities,” “powers,” 
“the rulers of the darkness of this age,” and “spiritual hosts of wickedness 
in the heavenly places” (Ephesians 6:12) that oppose him and the gospel. 
The religious sensibilities of the ancient world, as noted by Fredriksen (2022) 
and as reflected in the thought of figures like Philo, Herod and Paul, were 
characterised by a conception of divinity as a spectrum rather than a binary. 
Other scholars who reject this evolutionary paradigm tend to assume that 
passages evincing divine plurality are actually speaking of human beings, 
or that the other ‘gods’ are merely idols.

Now, Heiser (2008) argues that the passages in Deuteronomy 4 and 32 
that affirm the existence of other ‘gods’ must be contextualised in light 
of the Most High’s dealings with the Gentile nations and the ‘gods’ he 
appointed to govern them. It would be nonsensical to conclude that Deut 
4:19–20 and 32:8–9 show Yahweh giving the nations up to the governance 
of non-existent beings. The writer is not suggesting that Yahweh allotted 
non-existent beings to the nations so as to explain why the nations out‑
side Israel worship such non-existent beings. The implication is that the 
declarations of Deut 4:35, 39 and 32:12, 39 are best understood as reflecting 
a worldview that accepted the reality of other ‘gods,’ along with Yahweh’s 
utter uniqueness among them, not a worldview that denied the existence 
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of lesser myhla. To further understand this nuanced perspective, we turn 
to the historical conceptualisation of monotheism within Second Temple 
Jewish belief, best exemplified by the use of the term אלוהים (Elohim; ‘god’ 
or ‘gods’). One of the primary usages of אלוהים in the Hebrew texts that 
require explanation is that of Psalm 82:1, which states: “‘god’ [אלוהים] stands 
in the divine council; in the midst of the ‘gods’ [אלוהים] he passes judgment.” 
According to Heiser (2008), the first אלוהים clearly refers to a singular entity 
(‘god’) due to subject-verb agreement. However, Heiser (2008) notes that 
the second אלוהים is plural, since ‘god’ cannot be said to be standing in the 
midst of a (singular) ‘god’ or himself. Furthermore, another interpretation 
of אלוהים within the ancient Jewish and Second Temple Jewish worldviews 
involves construing it as a ‘place of residence’ term, as Heiser (2008) sug‑
gests. In this context, אלוהים does not ascribe a specific set of attributes to its 
referent, but simply identifies the proper domain of reality of the referent. 
As Heiser (2008) notes, all אלוהים are members of the unseen spiritual world, 
which is their place of residence. In that realm there is ranking, hierarchy 
and differentiation of attributes. Moreover, as Hurtado (2004) highlights, 
the ancient Jewish religious outlook constituted a distinctive version of the 
commonly attested belief structure at the time—a ‘high god’ who presided 
over other deities (Hurtado 2004, 129). While the ancient Jewish view shares 
similarities with its broader religious environment, a distinctive factor, as 
Hurtado (2004) points out, was their concern for ‘god’s’ supremacy and 
uniqueness. The ancient Jews upheld this with an intensity and solidarity 
that seemed to surpass anything previously known in the Greco-Roman 
world, according to Hurtado (2005, 130). Within ancient Jewish belief, 
Yahweh, as אלוהים, was not held to be one among equals, but rather ‘species-
unique,’ in that He was incomparable and unique in terms of His attributes, 
as noted by Heiser (2008). 

This concept of ‘species-uniqueness’ can be further understood through 
Bauckham’s (2008) exploration of ‘transcendent uniqueness’ or ‘divine 
identity.’ The latter holds that, for the monotheism of Second Temple Juda‑
ism, God is identified by features in two categories: (a) his relationship to 
Israel and (b) his relation to reality. Category (a) includes (a1) God having 
the unique name ‘Yahweh’ and (a2) Yahweh bringing Israel out of Egypt, 
emphasizing his covenantal relationship. However, the Jews focused more 
on category (b) to distinguish Yahweh’s uniqueness relative to all of reality. 
This included (b1) Yahweh as sole creator, (b2) Yahweh as sovereign ruler, 
and (b3) Yahweh as the only being worthy of worship. That is, firstly, with 
respect to (b1), God is the sole creator of all things: He creates all things 
outside of Himself and is seen as the sole actor in His creative activity 
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(Isaiah 44:23–24). It is God alone who brought all other beings into reality, 
without assistance or through any intermediary agent. God alone is the 
creator of all things, and no other being takes part in this activity (Bauck‑
ham 2008). Secondly, where (b2) is concerned, God is the sole sovereign 
ruler over all things. All other things, including beings worshipped as ‘gods’ 
by non-Jews, are subject to Him in that He reigns supreme over all things 
outside of Himself (Bauckham 2008). All reality, outside of God, is thus 
in ‘strict’ subordination, as serving Him. There are no co-rulers with God. 
Lastly, when it comes to (b3), God is the only being worthy of worship, 
which involves recognising that worship was the appropriate response to 
a being who had the unique identifying attributes of (b1) and (b2). Thus, 
as God is the sole being who possesses these attributes, He is the only 
being worthy of worship. This prescription to worship God alone is thus 
grounded upon an acknowledgement of God’s transcendent uniqueness 
and identity as sole creator and ruler (i.e. [b1] and [b2]) (Bauckham, 2008). 
God’s unique identity, and the exclusive worship of him, were correlated 
with, and reinforced by, each other. Thus, in answer to the question of why 
the Jews would not worship any other being than “the one God,” the simple 
answer was that they were created by Him and are subject to Him, with 
any good that comes to them ultimately finding its source in God. These 
features, according to Bauckham (2008), establish a clear and absolute dis‑
tinction between God and all else in reality. They enabled ancient Jewish 
believers to define the uniqueness of God, marking Him out from all of real‑
ity, as Bauckham (2008) suggests. This means that, based on these criteria, 
all other beings, even the אלוהים, are His creatures and subjects (Bauck‑
ham 2008). The widely attested position of Second Temple monotheistic 
belief is thus grounded upon the expression of God’s utter uniqueness—His 
‘species uniqueness’ and ‘transcendent uniqueness’—rather than a nega‑
tion or denial of the existence of other divine beings, as noted by Heiser 
(2012, 6). As Heiser (2008) explains, an entity that is ‘species-unique’ pos‑
sesses at least one attribute not shared by any other member of the spe‑
cies. In other words, a species-unique being need not be unique in every 
attribute, but must be set apart in ways that are completely unique (Heiser 
2012, 30). The uniqueness of Yahweh among the existing אלוהים, accord‑
ing to Heiser (2008, 29), was thus an incontestable position within ancient 
Jewish theology, Taking this into account, we see that the religious outlook 
of the ancient Jews was indeed ‘strict’ or ‘exclusivist.’ However, this did not 
negate the existence of any other divine agents beyond the god of Israel. 
Instead, the ‘strict’ monotheistic focus was on the uniqueness of God rather 
than being a numerical focus, as noted by Wright (1992, 259). For the latter, 
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along with Heiser and Hurtado, the monotheism of the Second Temple 
period is not associated with any type of numerical or quantitative oneness, 
but is solely a qualitative concept focused on the difference between the 
unique features of Israel’s God and all other types of reality. Israel’s God 
is one because of His uniqueness.

Given the evidence, Fredriksen and others have called for the term’s 
“mandatory retirement.” However, along with individuals such as Heiser 
(2008) and Hurtado (2004), I would argue that this is not necessary. The prob‑
lem with the term arises from the assumption that when it is further elu‑
cidated one is committed to an explication of ‘monotheism’ as the belief 
in a single deity. Instead, I propose an alternative explication of the term, 
which we can call ‘Fundamentality Monotheism.’ This specific explication 
is compatible with the beliefs and practices evident in the biblical texts 
and the surrounding period—as it acknowledges the existence of a single 
‘fundamental’ deity while allowing for the presence of subordinate divine 
beings. Hence, by adopting this more nuanced definition of ‘monotheism,’ 
which emphasises the belief in a single fundamental deity rather than the 
exclusion of all other divine entities, we can reconcile the concept with 
the religious landscape of the biblical period—and other religious periods 
as well—and avoid the need to retire the term altogether.

The central focus of this article will thus be to advance an alternative 
conception of monotheism, namely Fundamentality Monotheism, which 
reconciles the acknowledgement of a deity with the existence of subor‑
dinate divine beings. By employing Rudolf Carnap’s method of explica‑
tion, this approach refines the concept of monotheism so that it becomes 
“the belief in a single fundamental deity” and lays the ground for testing 
it against Carnap’s criteria of adequacy—similarity, exactness, fruitfulness 
and simplicity—to ensure a precise and theoretically fruitful definition. To 
support this explication, there will be an analysis of it in light of the histori‑
cal and textual evidence from biblical and Second Temple Jewish periods 
introduced above. Ultimately, it will be shown—once an important objection 
related to the notion of polytheism, and a certain interfaith implication, 
have been elucidated—that this explication of the notion of monotheism 
is indeed fruitful, and so should be adopted as the correct definition of this 
important theological term.

As regards the structure of the remainder of the article, Section 2 (“Build‑
ing-Fundamentality”) explores fundamentality in divine entities through 
Bennett’s framework. Section 3 (“The Method of Explication”) then details 
Carnap’s method of explication and its criteria. Section 4 (“Defining ‘God’”) 
articulates how ‘god’ can be understood as a fundamental deity, Section 5 
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(“Explicating Monotheism”) subsequently applies Carnap’s method with 
a view to developing Fundamentality Monotheism. Section 6 (“The Pan‑
theon Objection”) addresses challenges from polytheistic traditions, and 
Section 7 (“Interfaith Implications of Explication”) explores implications 
for debates over Trinitarianism and Unitarianism. Finally, the concluding 
section (“Conclusion”) will summarise the findings of the article.

2. Building-Fundamentality
In contemporary metaphysics, the notion of fundamentality is used in refer‑
ence to an entity (or entities) that is (or are) basic, primitive or rock-bottom 
in the hierarchical structure of reality. Karen Bennett (2017) defines it as 
follows:

(4) (Fundamentality) x is fundamental if it is independent (i.e. unbuilt/ungrounded) 
and complete (i.e. the builder/ground of everything else).

Two central aspects of the notion of fundamentality, for Bennett (2017), 
are those of ‘independence’ and ‘completeness’ (with the former being 
more central to the notion than the latter), which can be construed suc‑
cinctly as follows:

(5) (Independence) x is independent if nothing builds x.
(6) (Completeness) The set of the xxs is (or the xxs plurally are, or a non-set-like 

x is) complete at a world w just in case its members build 
everything else at w. 

These concepts, in Bennett’s (2017) thought, are intimately tied to the 
notion of ‘building,’ which is a technical term encompassing various rela‑
tions, such as composition, constitution, set-formation, realization, micro-
based determination, grounding, and causation. Building relations form 
a unified family, characterized by three essential conditions: directedness 
(antisymmetric, irreflexive, asymmetric), necessitation (builders necessitate 
what they build), and generation (built entities exist in virtue of their build‑
ers). Within this building-fundamentality framework there is, according to 
Bennett (2017), a deflationist view of fundamentality, where fundamentality 
facts are simply building facts. This perspective reflects the familiar phrase 
‘unexplained explainers,’ with independence representing the ‘unexplained’ 
aspect and completeness embodying the ‘explainers’ aspect.

Now, among the various building relations, the specific relation 
of ‘grounding’ holds a special place. And so, following Jonathan Schaffer 
(2016), we can construe the nature of this relation as follows:
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(7) (Grounding) An asymmetric, necessitating dependence relation that links the 
more fundamental entities to the less fundamental entities, and thus 
backs a synchronic metaphysical explanation for the existence and 
nature of an entity in virtue of the existence and nature of another, 
more fundamental entity.

Grounding thus serves to impose a hierarchical structure on reality, 
connecting more fundamental entities to less fundamental ones. It fulfils 
two crucial roles: explanatory and generative. In its explanatory capacity, 
grounding provides the basis for synchronic metaphysical explanations 
of less fundamental entities in terms of more fundamental ones—that is, 
grounding is a relation that ‘backs’ a synchronic metaphysical explanation 
(e.g. an H2O molecule exists at a particular time in virtue of two H atoms 
and one O atom, or the singleton set Socrates exists at a particular time 
in virtue of the existence of Socrates), in the same manner that the relation 
of causation ‘backs’ the diachronic causal explanation of the existence of an 
entity or event (e.g., a radioactive isotope of carbon-14 exists at t2 in virtue 
of the decay of a neutron into a proton in a nitrogen-14 atom at t1, through 
weak nuclear interaction). Meanwhile, its ‘generative’ role is reflected in its 
‘super-internal’ nature, where the existence and intrinsic nature of one 
relatum ensure both the obtaining of the relation and the existence and 
nature of the other relatum. Moreover, this conception of grounding leads 
to its identification with metaphysical causation, which is distinct from 
but related to nomological causation. Both are species of the broader genus 
‘causation,’ differentiated by how the causal sufficiency relation is medi‑
ated by principles of grounding for metaphysical causation, and by laws 
of nature for nomological causation. Given this understanding of ground‑
ing, we can now further refine our notion of fundamentality (and its two 
aspects) as follows:

    (8) (FundamentalityG)
    (9) (IndependenceG)
(10) (CompletenessG)

x is fundamental if x is independentG and completeG.
x is independent if nothing grounds x.
The set of the xxs is (or the xxs plurally are, or a non-set-
like x is) complete at a world w just in case its members 
ground everything else at w.

In this framework, an entity is deemed fundamental if it is ungrounded 
and belongs to a set of entities that collectively ground everything else 
in a given world. Conversely, an entity is derivative (non-fundamental) if it 
is grounded by something else or is not part of such a world-grounding 
set. In further rendering precise this connection between fundamentality 
and grounding, we can apply the various fundamentality principles within 
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this framework, with the result that the nature of a fundamental entity 
is as follows: 2

Table 1. Application of Fundamentality Principles

Grounding 
Principles

IndependentG 
(Ungrounded)

CompleteG (Ground)

Directed The deity does not rank 
below any other entity 
in the hierarchical struc‑
ture of reality.

The  deity ranks higher than any 
other entity in the hierarchical struc‑
ture of  reality within the specific 
world in which it exists.

Necessitating The  existence of  any 
other entity does not 
necessitate the existence 
of the deity.

The deity’s existence necessitates the 
existence of every other entity within 
the specific world in which it exists.

Generative The deity’s existence and 
intrinsic nature are not 
fixed by the existence and 
intrinsic nature of  any 
other entity.

The  deity’s existence and intrin‑
sic nature fixes the existence and 
intrinsic nature of every other entity 
within the specific world in which 
it exists.

Explanatory The  deity’s existence, 
at a specific time, is not 
explained by the exis‑
tence of any other entity.

The deity’s existence, at a specific 
time, explains the existence of  all 
other entities within the specific 
world in which it exists.

Causal The  deity is  not 
a grounded effect of any 
other entity.

The deity is the generator of all other 
entities that are grounded effects, 
within the specific world in which 
it exists.

A fundamental entity is thus one that is not an output of a grounding 
relation; rather, it ultimately serves as the ground of everything else. For 
a fundamental entity, nothing presses upwards on it; instead, it serves 
the role of pressing upwards on all other (non-fundamental) entities—it 
is a basic feature of the hierarchical structure of reality (Bennett 2017, 111). 
We thus have a clear, and indexed (i.e., relativisation to a specific building 
relation) point-by-point rendering in precise terms of the notion of funda‑
mentality, with a clarification here of how the building-relation of ground‑
ing fits neatly into this picture. Now that we have unpacked the nature 
of fundamentality and its relationship to grounding, we can apply this 

2. Note that the tables starting on this page serve a clarificatory function, summarizing 
the grounding principles already discussed. Readers familiar with these concepts may wish 
to skip these summaries.
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concept in order to elucidate the term ‘god,’ where doing so will furnish 
a foundation for our explicative activity.

3. The Method of Explication
The method of explication as developed by Rudolf Carnap (1962) plays 
a pivotal role in both analytical philosophy and the philosophy of science, 
offering a systematic approach to refining and replacing inexact or vague 
concepts with more precise and useful ones within theoretical frameworks. 
We can state the central aspect of explication as follows:

(11) (Explication) A method that systematically refines and replaces inexact 
or vague concepts (the explicandum) with more precise and 
useful concepts (the explicatum) within a theoretical frame‑
work, guided by the criteria of similarity, exactness, fruitful‑
ness, and simplicity.

This specific method of explication, according to Carnap (1962), is a two-
stage process aimed at enhancing conceptual clarity and theoretical utility. 
The first stage focuses on the explicandum—the inexact or vague con‑
cept that requires refinement. Since the explicandum, as noted by Carnap, 
is inherently inexact, it cannot be precisely defined, and thus, instead, 
is characterized informally, often through examples that illustrate where the 
concept clearly applies or does not apply. The second stage introduces the 
explicatum—a new, more exact concept intended to replace the explicandum 
within a particular theoretical context. This, as he notes, involves explic‑
itly specifying rules for using the explicatum, ideally through a precise 
definition—though there is an allowance for less strict methods of concept 
introduction when necessary. An example of this method at work is his 
example of the everyday concept of ‘fish’ (the explicandum), which suffices 
for general purposes but falls short when it comes to biological classifica‑
tion. Thus, in following the explicative method noted above, this concept 
is replaced in biology by ‘piscis’ (the explicatum), defined as ‘cold-blooded 
aquatic vertebrate.’ This shift allows for more precise classification and the 
formulation of biological laws, even though it may exclude creatures com‑
monly considered fish in everyday language, such as whales. Importantly, 
however, explication is not solely limited to scientific contexts, but is also 
prevalent in philosophy. That is, philosophers frequently engage in expli‑
cation when refining concepts such as ‘truth,’ ‘knowledge,’ or ‘blame.’ For 
instance, Kant (1998) explicates ‘opinion,’ ‘belief,’ and ‘knowledge’ by dis‑
tinguishing them based on subjective and objective sufficiency. Similarly, 
Scanlon (2008) explicates ‘blameworthy’ and ‘blame’ in moral philosophy 
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by articulating their relation to an agent’s attitudes and the impairment 
of relationships.
	 When seeking to understand the nature of explication, the adequacy 
of the notion is central, and this centres on four main criteria: similarity, 
exactness, fruitfulness and simplicity. The first criterion, similarity, requires 
that the explicatum bear a certain resemblance to the explicandum, allow‑
ing it to be used in place of the explicandum in relevant contexts. How‑
ever, according to Carnap’s thinking there can be considerable differences 
between the two concepts. The second criterion, exactness, stipulates that 
the explicatum be more exact than the explicandum. This involves formulat‑
ing explicit rules for using the explicatum, thus eliminating ambiguity and 
reducing vagueness. Moreover, exactness also encompasses the elimination 
of contradictions and paradoxes. The third criterion, fruitfulness, is perhaps 
the most crucial, according to Carnap: an explicatum should be useful for 
the formulation of universal statements, laws, or generalizations within 
the target theory. For instance, the concept of ‘piscis’ allows biologists to 
formulate laws about aquatic vertebrates, connecting the concept to other 
biological concepts and observed facts. The fourth and final, criterion, 
simplicity, serves as a secondary consideration, which is employed, as he 
notes, when multiple explicata satisfy the other criteria to a similar degree. 
Moreover, this criterion refers to the simplicity of the explicatum’s defini‑
tion and the simplicity of the laws that include the explicatum. 
	 Before we proceed further, the decision to employ Carnap’s method 
of  explication requires justification, especially given the alternative 
approaches to conceptual analysis available in contemporary philoso‑
phy. Carnap’s method is chosen here not as an authoritative standard 
that all must accept, but as a particularly useful tool for this specific task. 
The method provides systematic criteria for evaluating conceptual refine‑
ments, which is especially valuable when attempting to develop a definition 
that must navigate between historical accuracy, theological sensitivity, 
and philosophical rigor. Moreover, Carnap’s emphasis on fruitfulness—the 
ability of a concept to generate new insights and resolve existing puzzles—
aligns well with our goal of developing a definition of monotheism that can 
illuminate rather than obscure the complex theological landscape of ancient 
and contemporary religious traditions. Now that we have unpacked the 
nature of the method of explication, it will be important to provide a work‑
ing definition for the notion of a ‘god,’ where this will fulfil a central role 
in our explicative activity. 
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4. Defining ‘God’
In seeking to conceptualize the term ‘god’ that stands at the centre of our 
explication process—a term laden with diverse cultural, philosophical and 
theological significance throughout human history and across different 
belief systems—we can offer the following definition:

(12) (God) x is a “god” iff (i) x is a deity (ii) x is fundamental.

In the definition of the term ‘god’ featured in (2), this term is used as 
a referring expression—that is, as a ‘name’ or ‘title’ for a particular type 
of entity—namely, one that is a deity and one that is fundamental—and, 
therefore, we can call the usage of this term its ‘nominal’ sense. Hence, 
to be a ‘god,’ a particular entity must possess these two features—i.e. be 
a fundamental deity—where this means that any entity that lacks either 
of these features, (e.g., by being a deity but lacking fundamentality) would 
not be a ‘god.’ Now, at a general level, a deity is characterised by attri‑
butes that exceed natural limitations, placing it in the category of super‑
natural beings. These attributes include power, knowledge, and other 
qualities that surpass what is achievable through natural means alone. 
The supernatural attributes of a deity typically encompass enhanced 
power to influence the world, knowledge beyond human comprehension, 
and a presence not constrained by physical limitations. These qualities, 
while significantly greater than those found in nature, are not necessarily 
infinite or maximal. Hence, there is a spectrum as regards the degree to 
which a deity’s attributes exceed natural limitations. At one end are dei‑
ties whose powers, while supernatural, have clear bounds. At the other 
extreme lie omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent divine beings whose 
attributes are considered absolutely unlimited. Most conceptions of deities 
fall somewhere between these two poles, ascribing to the ‘god’ in ques‑
tion powers that vastly surpass the natural world, but still may be subject 
to some constraints. Examples of constrained deities include Greek gods 
like Zeus who, while immensely powerful, is not omnipotent. The god 
of classical theism, in contrast, is considered to have unlimited power, 
knowledge and presence. The specific supernatural attributes ascribed to 
a deity thus shape its role and influence within a given religious tradition, 
and for this reason, understanding these qualities will be key to grasping 
the nature and significance of a particular conception of divinity. Now, 
given this construal of the nature of a deity, we can turn our attention 
to the second feature that an entity must possess to be a ‘god’—namely, 
that of fundamentality. 
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	 One could raise the question, at this point, of why deities should be 
construed as supernatural entities—that is, entities possessing attributes 
that exceed natural limitations. This characterization emerges from cross-
cultural studies of religious concepts, where deities are consistently dis‑
tinguished from natural entities by their possession of powers, knowledge, 
or modes of existence that transcend what is achievable through natural 
processes alone. As Pascal Boyer (2001) and Justin Barrett (2004) have dem‑
onstrated in their cognitive scientific research into religion, the concept 
of a deity invariably involves some violation or transcendence of ordinary 
natural categories and limitations. This supernatural dimension is not an 
arbitrary addition, but reflects how religious traditions themselves under‑
stand and characterize their deities.
	 As was previously noted, fundamentality is best construed in terms 
of an entity’s being independent and complete. So, if a deity is to be funda‑
mental, it must itself be independent and complete. More specifically, the 
deity will be an ‘unexplained explainer,’ in that it will be on the one hand 
independent, which is to say unbuilt, and on the other complete, which is to 
say that it will be a member of a set of entities at a world whose members 
build everything else. However, as was noted above, the notions of inde‑
pendence and completeness are ambiguous as they stand. In that respect, 
we must index each of these notions to particular building-relations. Thus, 
focusing on the specific building-relation of grounding, the deity’s being 
independent is reducible to its being ungrounded, and its being complete 
is reducible to its being a member of a set of entities at a world whose 
members ground everything else. In short, the deity is the ungrounded 
ground of everything else. Hence, the deity, as a fundamental entity, is onto‑
logically prior to all other things in the hierarchical structure of reality. It 
is independent of all things and exists as the complete entity within this 
structure, due to its being ungrounded (i.e. unbuilt) and fulfilling the role 
of grounding (i.e. building) all other features of reality. The deity is thus 
fundamental by virtue of not being the output of any grounding relation, 
in that nothing ‘presses upwards’ on it: rather, it presses upwards on all 
other (non-fundamental) entities. We can thus further elucidate the nature 
of the deity’s role as a fundamental entity within reality by applying the 
grounding principles to this specific case as well:
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Table 2. Application of Fundamentality Principles

Grounding 
Principles

IndependentG 
(Ungrounded)

The deity ranks higher than any other 
entity in  the hierarchical structure 
of reality within the specific world 
in which it exists.

Directed The deity does not rank 
below any other entity 
in the hierarchical struc‑
ture of reality.

The deity’s existence necessitates the 
existence of every other entity within 
the specific world in which it exists.

Necessitating The  existence of  any 
other entity does not 
necessitate the existence 
of the deity.

The  deity’s existence and intrinsic 
nature fixes the existence and intrin‑
sic nature of every other entity within 
the specific world in which it exists.

Generative The deity’s existence and 
intrinsic nature are not 
fixed by the existence 
and intrinsic nature 
of any other entity.

The  deity’s existence, at  a  specific 
time, explains the existence of  all 
other entities within the specific 
world in which it exists.

Explanatory The  deity’s existence, 
at a specific time, is not 
explained by the exis‑
tence of any other entity.

The deity is the generator of all other 
entities that are grounded effects, 
within the specific world in which it 
exists.

Causal The  deity is  not 
a grounded effect of any 
other entity.

The deity ranks higher than any other 
entity in  the hierarchical structure 
of reality within the specific world 
in which it exists.

Grounding, conceived as a relation of ‘directed dependence,’ plays the 
needed role of a necessary explanation-backing link that stems from the 
deity to all other entities, and is mediated by the principles of grounding. 
All other entities are dependent for their existence upon the (eternal and 
necessitating) action of this specific deity. Hence, they do not exist as 
independent entities, but are grounded (or built) entities. Thus, as all other 
entities are the less fundamental result within this grounding relationship, 
they are subordinate to the deity. Therefore, there is a distinct ordering and 
distinction of status within reality, wherein the deity, as an independent 
and complete entity (i.e. the ungrounded ground of everything else), is fun‑
damental, and all other entities, being dependent and non-complete (i.e. 
grounded entities that are not the ground of everything else), are derivative 
and non-fundamental. We can now restate our definition of ‘god’ in a more 
precisely rendered form as follows:
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(13) (God*) x is a god iff (i) x is a deity (i.e. it possesses power, knowledge, freedom, 
goodness, etc., that exceed natural limitations), and (ii) x is fundamental 
(i.e. is independent (ungrounded) and complete (i.e. is in a set whose 
members are the ground of everything else)).

There is a hierarchical structure within reality, in that we have a case 
of there being one entity, the deity, which is fundamental and undergirds 
everything else, with the grounding relation connecting all other entities 
to this deity, which stands at a higher level in the structure of reality. Thus, 
all other entities (i.e. the undergirded entities) are linked by the ground‑
ing relation as less fundamental ‘output,’ to a more fundamental ‘input’ 
(i.e. undergirding entity) that is ‘god’: i.e. a fundamental deity. Within this 
hierarchical structure, as noted previously, ‘god’ is thus the fundamental 
and most ‘basic’ entity (or, at least, one such entity) in all of reality, and 
serves as the ultimate (synchronically metaphysical) explanation for the 
nature and/or existence of all else in reality. ConverselyYet, all other pur‑
ported deities are not ‘“ggods’” by notif they either are being not a deity 
or lacking fundamentality, and so any other deity isare not “god” rightly 
called referred to as “‘ggods” ’ by throughif, as them being entities, that 
they lack this fundamentality. Now that we have defined the term ‘god,’ 
we can turn our attention to explicating our central notion, which is that 
of monotheism.

5. Explicating Monotheism
As was noted earlier, the method of explication, as developed by Carnap, 
provides a systematic approach to refining and replacing inexact or vague 
concepts with more precise and useful ones within theoretical frameworks. 
Hence, in the context of exploring the concept of monotheism, the expli‑
cative process can be applied to clarify the meaning of ‘god’ and, conse‑
quently, the belief in one god. This can be achieved, according to what we 
are proposing, by explicating the term ‘god’ as referring to a fundamental 
deity—such that the concept of monotheism is given a more precise and 
theoretically fruitful definition. We can thus succinctly state our explication 
of monotheism as Fundamentality Monotheism as follows:

(14) (Fundamentality Monotheism) The belief that there is only one ‘god’ =ex.
The belief that there is only one fundamental 
deity.

The first step in the explicative process is to identify the explicandum—
which, in  this case, is  the concept ‘god’ as understood in  the context 
of monotheism. Traditionally, monotheism is defined as the belief in one 
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god, but the term ‘god’ itself is often left inexact or vague. This ambiguity 
can lead to confusion and hinder the development of a robust theoreti‑
cal framework for understanding the nature of god and the implications 
of monotheistic belief. To address this issue, the explication introduces the 
explicatum, which is the refined and more precise concept of ‘god’ as a ‘fun‑
damental deity.’ This new definition is intended to replace the explicandum 
within the specific theoretical context of monotheism. So, by explicitly 
specifying the characteristics of a fundamental deity, the explicatum pro‑
vides a clearer and more exact understanding of what it means to answer 
to the term ‘god.’ That is, the explicatum defines ‘god’ as an entity that 
possesses two essential features, ‘fundamentality’ and ‘divinity’, which are 
attributes that exceed natural limitations. These attributes include power, 
knowledge and other qualities that surpass what is achievable through 
natural means alone, placing the deity in the category of supernatural 
beings. Now, it is important to note that in some religious traditions, the 
god of monotheism is conceived as a deity that lacks all limitations, thus 
possessing attributes such as power, knowledge and goodness in an abso‑
lute sense—i.e. maximal power, knowledge and goodness. However, the 
explication of ‘god’ as a fundamental deity does not necessarily entail these 
maximal attributes, which thus allows for a more inclusive understanding 
of divinity that can accommodate a spectrum of supernatural qualities.

On the other hand, fundamentality is construed as an entity’s—which 
in this context means a deity’s—being independent and complete. Indepen‑
dence means that the deity is unbuilt or ungrounded, while completeness 
signifies that the deity is a member of a set of entities at a world whose 
members build everything else. Hence, by incorporating these two features 
into the definition of ‘god,’ the explication successfully captures the essen‑
tial characteristics that distinguish a monotheistic god from other entities. 
What this means is that this explicatum emphasises the unique ontological 
status of ‘god’ as a fundamental ground of everything else in reality.

Moreover, the explication also satisfies Carnap’s (1956) criteria for ade‑
quacy to a sufficient degree. Firstly, it bears a significant similarity to the 
explicandum, as it maintains the core idea of ‘god’ as a deity while provid‑
ing a more precise understanding of what this entails. This similarity thus 
allows the explicatum to be used in place of the explicandum in relevant 
contexts, such as theological and philosophical discussions of monothe‑
ism. Secondly, the explicatum is more exact than the explicandum, as it 
eliminates ambiguity and reduces vagueness by explicitly specifying the 
rules for using the term ‘god.’ The incorporation of supernatural attri‑
butes and the principles of fundamentality (or grounding) provide a clear 
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framework for understanding the nature of ‘god’ and its relation to other 
entities in reality. Hence, this increased exactness enables clearer decisions 
about the applicability of the concept in various cases, and promotes con‑
sistency in respect of its use. Thirdly, the explicatum is relatively simple, 
as it introduces a concise definition of ‘god’ that captures the essential 
features without unnecessary complexity. The use of supernatural attri‑
butes and the notion of fundamentality provide a straightforward and 
intuitive framework for understanding the nature of ‘god,’ thus making the 
explicatum accessible and easy to employ in relevant contexts. Fourthly, 
the explicatum is fruitful, as it enables the formulation of universal state‑
ments, laws, or generalizations within the target theory of monotheism. 
That is, by defining ‘god’ as a fundamental deity, the explication provides 
a robust foundation for exploring the implications of monotheistic belief 
and its relation to other philosophical and theological concepts. The expli‑
catum’s emphasis on ‘god’s’ ontological priority and role as the ground 
of all other entities opens up new avenues of theoretical development and 
forms of explanatory power. 

We can now understand the fruitfulness of the explication of monotheism 
(as the belief in one fundamental deity) by applying it within the context 
of ancient Jewish monotheism: the notion of fundamentality featured in the 
explication emerges as the key characteristic that captures the essential fea‑
tures of the ancient Jewish understanding of God, including His uniqueness 
and ontological priority, while still accommodating the complex theological 
landscape of Second Temple Judaism. More specifically, the explication’s 
emphasis on the fundamentality of ‘god’ aligns with the ancient Jewish 
understanding of Yahweh as the sole creator and sovereign ruler of all 
things: by identifying Yahweh as the fundamental ground of all reality, it 
establishes His ontological priority and unique status as the creator and 
sustainer of all things, including other divine beings. In consequence, this 
understanding is consistent with the ancient Jewish belief in Yahweh as the 
‘high god’ who presides over a court of heavenly beings. In addition to this, 
the explication’s emphasis on the fundamentality of ‘god’ provides a cru‑
cial basis for understanding why Yahweh was considered the only being 
worthy of worship within the ancient Jewish monotheistic framework. This 
is due to the fact that while the concept of deity alone may not necessarily 
preclude the existence of other divine beings, the notion of fundamentality 
establishes Yahweh as the unique and unrivalled ground of all reality. What 
this means is that, as the fundamental entity upon which all other beings, 
including divine ones, depend for their existence, Yahweh alone is worthy 
of exclusive devotion and worship. Hence, the explication’s identification 
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of ‘god’ with an independent and complete entity, ungrounded and serving 
as the ground of everything else, underscores the ontological and devo‑
tional primacy of Yahweh within the ancient Jewish worldview. And so 
this understanding aligns with the distinctive feature of ancient Jewish 
monotheism, which reserved worship exclusively for Yahweh, recognising 
Him as the sole creator and sustainer of all things. 

Now, the fruitfulness of this explication lies in its ability to highlight the 
distinctive features of ancient Jewish monotheism within the broader reli‑
gious environment of the ancient world. While the concept of a ‘high god’ 
presiding over other deities was common in ancient Near Eastern religions, 
the ancient Jewish understanding of Yahweh’s uniqueness and the exclusive 
devotion owed to Him sets their monotheistic belief apart. The explication’s 
emphasis on ‘god’ as a fundamental deity captures this distinctiveness by 
underlining the ontological and devotional primacy of Yahweh within the 
ancient Jewish worldview. Moreover, the explication proves fruitful in pro‑
viding a framework for understanding the development of early Christian 
thought, which emerged from Second Temple Judaism. The point here is that 
the early Christian understanding of Jesus as a divine figure alongside the 
god of Israel can be better understood within the context of ancient Jewish 
monotheism, which acknowledged the existence of divine beings subordi‑
nate to Yahweh. The explication’s recognition of a fundamental deity among 
other divine beings provides a conceptual framework for exploring the early 
Christian understanding of the relationship between God the Father and Jesus 
Christ. Thus, the explication of monotheism as the belief in one fundamen‑
tal deity proves to be highly fruitful when applied to the context of ancient 
Jewish monotheism. It captures the essential features of the ancient Jewish 
understanding of God, including His (species or transcendent) uniqueness, 
grounded upon His fundamentality, while accommodating the complex 
theological landscape of Second Temple Judaism. The explication provides 
a conceptual framework for understanding the relationship between Yahweh 
and other divine beings, as well as the distinctive features of ancient Jewish 
monotheism within the broader religious environment of the ancient world. 

Even so, despite the fruitfulness (and thus the overall adequacy, in the 
sense of similarity, exactness, simplicity and fruitfulness) of the proposed 
explication of monotheism as the belief in one fundamental deity, it does 
face a potential challenge when considering its applicability to polytheistic 
religious traditions. This challenge questions the fruitfulness of the explica‑
tion in capturing the concept of divinity as understood within the context 
of ancient Greek religion and mythology; we can term this objection the 
‘Pantheon Objection.’
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6. The Pantheon Objection
The Pantheon Objection contends that the proposed explication of mono‑
theism in terms of Fundamentality Monotheism fails to be adequately 
fruitful due to its inability to capture the concept of divinity as understood 
within the context of polytheistic religions, particularly as exemplified by 
the Greek pantheon. This objection deserves serious consideration, as it 
tests whether our definition can accommodate the full range of religious 
phenomena it purports to explain. We can state this objection succinctly 
as follows:

(15) (Pantheon Objection) Defining ‘god’ in terms of fundamentality (being an 
independent ground of reality) fails because it cannot 
properly account for polytheistic deities, such as those 
in the Greek pantheon, who were considered true ‘gods’ 
despite not being fundamental in this sense.

This objection arises from the recognition that the explicatum of ‘god’ 
as a fundamental deity, while potentially useful for clarifying monotheistic 
belief, does not align with the divine beings depicted in Greek mythology 
and worshipped in ancient Greek religion. Hence, the objection points out 
that if the concept of ‘god’ is defined as a being that is fundamental, then 
this definition should be applicable not only to monotheism but also to poly‑
theism—that is, it should cover both of these forms of ‘theism.’ However, 
when this definition is applied to a paradigm case of polytheism, the Greek 
pantheon, it becomes apparent that the ‘gods’ worshipped by the ancient 
Greeks do not meet the criteria of fundamentality in the sense required 
by the explication—and thus, the explication provided is not truly fruitful. 

We can see this more clearly from the following: according to Greek 
mythology, the Olympian ‘gods’ (traditionally consisting of Zeus (king 
of the ‘gods,’ and ‘god’ of the sky and thunder), Hera (‘god’ of marriage 
and family), Poseidon (‘god’ of the sea and earthquakes), Demeter (‘god’ 
of harvest and agriculture), Athena (‘god’ of wisdom and war strategy), 
Apollo (‘god’ of the sun, music, and prophecy), Artemis (‘god’ of the moon 
and hunting), Ares (‘god’ of war and bloodlust), Aphrodite (‘god’ of love and 
beauty), Hephaestus (‘god’ of fire and metalworking), Hermes (‘god’ of mes‑
sengers and commerce), and Dionysus (‘god’ of wine and festivities)), while 
powerful and revered, are not eternal or uncreated beings. That is, the myths 
depict the ‘gods’ as coming into existence at a certain point in the history 
of the cosmos, 3 often through procreation or other means of generation. 

3. See Graves (2017) for a further unpacking of this story.
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Zeus, the ruler of the ‘gods,’ is himself the son of the Titans Cronus and 
Rhea, and he achieves his position of supremacy through a violent struggle 
against his father and the other Titans. This suggests that the Greek ‘gods,’ 
for all their might and majesty, are not fundamental in the sense of being 
independent grounds of all reality. Rather, they are part of a larger cosmic 
narrative in which they emerge as contingent beings within an already 
existing universe. And so, if the concept of ‘god’ proposed by the explication 
fails to capture the understanding of divine beings within a polytheistic 
context such as the one above, then it is indeed too narrow or restrictive 
to serve as a comprehensive and illuminating definition of what it means 
for an entity to be a ‘god.’ In that case, the fact that the Greek ‘gods’ were 
considered true deities worthy of worship and veneration, despite not being 
fundamental, suggests that the explication may be overlooking essential 
aspects of how the notion of a ‘god’ was conceptualised and experienced 
in ancient religious traditions. 

In light of these considerations, one can indeed question the adequacy 
and scope of the notion of ‘god’ that features in the explication proposed 
above, and it thus appears to fail as a comprehensive account of what 
it means for an entity to be a ‘god’ across diverse religious and cultural 
contexts. Hence, the question now to be faced is whether one can indeed 
respond to the issues raised by the Pantheon Objection in a manner that 
would allow one to re-affirm the adequacy of the explication developed 
here. I believe that this objection can be addressed by re-considering the 
possibility of a parallel concept of Fundamentality Polytheism, which can 
be stated as follows:

(16) (Fundamentality Polytheism) The belief that that there are multiple “god”s =ex. 
The belief that there are multiple fundamental deities.

In the proposed explication of the notion of polytheism—the belief that 
there are multiple ‘gods’—as corresponding to a belief that there are mul‑
tiple fundamental deities, one can, in fact, understand that the Greek pan‑
theon of ‘gods,’ as described in the mythological tradition, does fit with 
this particular explication, due to the fact that these ‘gods’ (and others like 
them) can indeed be considered fundamental in the metaphysical sense, 
even if they are not eternal or uncreated. That is to say, by distinguishing 
between the notions of causation and grounding, it is indeed possible to 
articulate a coherent model of Fundamentality Polytheism that captures the 
‘god-hood’ of the Olympian ‘gods’ while avoiding the pitfalls of the original 
objection. Now, central to this line of response is the recognition that having 
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a cause for one’s existence does not necessarily entail being grounded by 
another entity. Grounding, as was noted previously, is a synchronic relation 
that obtains at each moment that an entity exists—thus providing a meta‑
physical explanation for its continued existence and intrinsic nature. In 
contrast, causation is a diachronic relation that accounts for how an entity 
came to exist in the first place, but does not necessarily entail a persistent 
dependence on the causing entity. This distinction thus opens up the pos‑
sibility that the Greek ‘gods,’ while having a causal origin as narrated in the 
myths, may nonetheless be ungrounded and thus fundamental according to 
the definition provided. The relevant point here is that those myths depict 
the Olympian ‘gods’ as being born or generated by other divine beings, as 
with Zeus’s being the son of the Titans Cronus and Rhea. However, once 
the ‘gods’ come into existence, there is no indication in the mythological 
tradition that their continued existence or intrinsic nature is grounded by 
any other entity. That is, Zeus and the other Olympians appear to be self-
sustaining and metaphysically independent, not requiring any external 
entity to ground their being at each moment—they possess their own power, 
agency and ontological stability, suggesting that they are not derivative 
or dependent in the sense of being grounded. And so, if that interpretation 
is granted, then the ‘gods’ can indeed be considered fundamental according 
to the construal of this notion developed above. 

In support of this conclusion, we may observe that the mythological 
story of the “Binding of Zeus” provides compelling evidence for the inde‑
pendence and fundamentality of the Greek ‘gods,’ even in relation to Zeus, 
their king. In this story, Zeus was bound with hundred-knotted thongs by 
Hera, Poseidon, Apollo, and the other Olympians (except Hestia) while he 
slept, but was freed by the hundred-handed Briareus summoned by Thetis. 
As punishment, Zeus hung Hera from the sky with bracelets and anvils 
until the other ‘gods’ swore loyalty to him. Zeus then sent Poseidon and 
Apollo to build Troy as bond-servants, but pardoned the other conspirators, 
who had acted under duress. 4 Now, the fact that Hera, Poseidon, Apollo, 
and the other Olympians were able to conspire against Zeus, bind him, 
and threaten his rule suggests that their existence and power were not 
entirely dependent on him. That is, in the context of the metaphysical notion 
of grounding, this story demonstrates that the ‘gods’ were not synchronic‑
ally grounded by Zeus at each and every moment of their existence, in that 
their willingness to overthrow Zeus and establish a new order on Olympus 
implies that they did not view their own existence as inextricably tied to 

4. See (Graves 2017) again for a further unpacking of this story.
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his. Instead, they were prepared to terminate Zeus’s rule and, potentially, 
his existence, thus indicating that they did not consider themselves to be 
metaphysically dependent on him. Hence, the complex power dynamics and 
relationships among the ‘gods’ suggest that their roles and authorities were 
not fixed or absolute, and this is consistent with a model of independent 
and self-sustaining deities. Moreover, Zeus’s need to resort to punishing 
and threatening the other ‘gods’ after being released, rather than simply 
reasserting his metaphysical supremacy, suggests that his authority, again, 
was not intrinsic or necessary to their existence. The specific punishments 
inflicted on Hera, Poseidon, and Apollo reveal the limits of Zeus’s power 
and the resilience of the other ‘gods,’ therefore implying that they main‑
tained a level of autonomy even in the face of his wrath. And so we can 
indeed affirm the possible possession of the first aspect of fundamentality 
by the Greek pantheon of ‘gods’—namely, that of independence. 

Furthermore, recent scholarship on Greek religion supports a more 
nuanced understanding of divine independence—one that aligns with our 
fundamentality framework presented here. Scholars such as Jenny Strauss 
Clay (1989), Ken Dowden (1992) and Jan Bremmer (1994) emphasize that 
the Greek gods, despite their mythological origins, function as autonomous 
powers within their respective domains. As Clay’s analysis of Hesiod’s 
Theogony demonstrates, once established in their roles the Olympian gods 
operate with genuine independence—they have their own wills, their own 
spheres of authority, and their own divine prerogatives that even Zeus must 
respect through negotiation and political manoeuvring rather than simple 
ontological dominance. The binding of Zeus narrative, carefully analysed 
by Timothy Gantz (1993) in his comprehensive study of Greek mythological 
traditions, provides compelling evidence for this independence. The very 
fact that the other Olympians could successfully conspire against and bind 
Zeus—even temporarily—demonstrates that their existence and power do 
not derive from him moment-to-moment. As Walter Burkert (1985) notes 
in his seminal work on Greek religion, the Greek gods are conceived as 
eternal and self-sustaining once they come into being. Their mythological 
births are aetiological narratives explaining their entry into the cosmos, not 
ongoing relationships of metaphysical dependence. The distinction between 
causal origin and synchronic grounding is crucial here: Hephaestus may 
have been born from Hera, but his continued existence as the god of metal‑
lurgy does not depend on her sustaining power. This understanding sup‑
ports a model of plural fundamentality within Greek polytheism. Each deity 
can be understood as fundamental within their particular sphere—Poseidon 
with respect to the sea, Demeter with respect to agriculture, Apollo with 
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respect to prophecy and music. While Zeus holds political supremacy and 
can negotiate or even command other gods through his greater power, 
this represents a difference in degree of power rather than a difference 
in fundamental ontological status. When Zeus must persuade, threaten, 
or bargain with other deities (as he frequently does in Homer’s epics), 
this reveals that he cannot simply will changes in their domains but must 
work within a system of independent divine powers. The cosmos requires 
all these fundamental deities working in concert, which is precisely why 
Greek religion involved cults directed towards multiple gods rather than 
exclusive worship of Zeus alone.

We can also affirm the possible possession of the second aspect of fun‑
damentality—namely, that of completeness—in that while the ‘gods’ may 
not individually ground everything else in the cosmos, they can potentially 
form a set of entities that collectively ground all other elements of real‑
ity within their mythological world. That is, the ‘gods’ are consistently 
portrayed as the source and explanation for various natural phenomena, 
human affairs, and the overall order of the universe. They are the ultimate 
arbiters of fate, the dispensers of justice, and the powers behind the forces 
of nature. In this sense, the ‘gods,’ as a plurality, can be seen as complete, 
in virtue of fulfilling the role of grounding the existence and nature of the 
non-divine entities within their domain. This would align with the concept 
of completeness as defined previously, through it allowing for a plural set 
of fundamental entities—that is, what we can term ‘plural fundamentality.’ 

Now, alongside the fundamentality of these entities, they will also clearly 
be deities. However, to avoid the issue of volitional conflict, we should not 
require the ‘gods’ to be maximally powerful, but rather just significantly, 
yet finitely, powerful and authoritative within their respective domains. 
This reflects the fact that if multiple fundamental deities were conceived 
as having maximal power, it could lead to irresolvable conflicts, where two 
or more deities have incompatible desires or intentions regarding non-
rational actions, such as the direction of the Sun’s rotation on its axis. This 
would be an impossible state of affairs for entities defined as maximally 
powerful, as their conflicting wills would negate each other’s maximal 
power. Hence, if we are to deal with the issue of multiple fundamental dei‑
ties within a polytheistic context they ought to be understood as having 
a specific scope or sphere of influence, within which they are the ultimate 
grounds of being and the highest arbiters of reality. For example, Zeus 
exercises his power and authority with respect to the sky and kingship, 
Poseidon with respect to the sea and earthquakes, and Athena with respect 
to wisdom and war, etc. Hence, each deity would be supremely powerful 
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and independent within their domain, but not necessarily maximal in an 
absolute sense that encompasses all of reality.

Now, one might object that if we accept the Greek gods’ independence 
on the basis of their ability to oppose or conspire against Zeus, then consis‑
tency demands we question the independence of the God of monotheistic 
traditions who also faces opposition from other spiritual beings. Here, one 
could potentially present a counterexample from Christian theology, invok‑
ing the case of Satan’s opposition to God. However, in traditional Christian 
theology, Satan’s ability to oppose God does not constitute a conspiracy 
in a sense that would threaten divine independence. Satan’s opposition 
operates within divinely permitted boundaries—he cannot act without 
God’s permission (as seen in Job 1–2) and his ultimate defeat is assured. This 
is categorically different from cases where a deity’s existence or power could 
genuinely be threatened by other beings. The distinction here is between 
opposition within a divinely maintained order and threats to the very 
existence or fundamental status of the deity.

Thus, all in all, the model of Fundamentality Polytheism allows for a plu‑
ralistic conception of ‘god,’ where multiple ‘gods’ coexist as fundamental 
entities grounding distinct aspects of reality. It captures the intuition that 
the ‘gods’ are the ultimate metaphysical grounds of the phenomena associ‑
ated with them, without requiring them to be all-encompassing. Further‑
more, the domain-specific approach furnished by Fundamentality Polythe‑
ism can help to make sense of the complex relationships and interactions 
between the ‘gods’ as described in the myths. That is, the conflicts, alliances 
and power struggles among the ‘gods’ can be understood as negotiations 
and assertions of their respective fundamental roles within the cosmic 
order. And when ‘gods’ clash or collaborate, it can be seen as a working out 
of the metaphysical grounding relations that define their domains and the 
reality they collectively sustain. Also, this dynamism and tension within 
the pantheon would not necessarily undermine their fundamental status, 
but rather reflect the intricate web of dependencies and influences that 
shape the mythological world. Our definition of the notion of ‘god’ that 
features within the further explications of Fundamentality Monotheism and 
Fundamentality Polytheism therefore remains untouched by the Pantheon 
Objection. Hence the former, and now also the latter, explications can be 
embraced as adequate definitions of these important theological terms.

7. Interfaith Implications of Explication
The interfaith implications of the position established here offer a promising 
resolution to long-standing debates concerning the nature of Trinitarianism. 
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Critics often characterize the latter as polytheistic, due to its affirmation 
of multiple divine persons. However, this characterization rests on a funda‑
mental misunderstanding of how we should define monotheism and poly‑
theism. As argued here, monotheism should not be defined simply as belief 
in one deity, but rather as belief in one fundamental deity. Correspondingly, 
polytheism is better understood not as mere belief in multiple deities, but 
as belief in multiple fundamental deities. This definitional clarification then 
has profound implications for how we should categorize Trinitarianism. 
Monarchical Trinitarianism, as defended in the work of John Behr (2018), 
Beau Branson (2020) and Joshua Sijuwade (2022) provides a compelling 
framework that demonstrates how Trinitarianism can be properly classified 
as monotheistic. This model maintains that while there are three divine 
persons—the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—who are relationally distinct 
and ontologically equal (each being rightly called ‘God’ in a secondary 
or predicative sense), there is only one fundamental deity: the Father, who 
is uniquely ‘God’ in the primary or nominal sense. In it, the Father holds 
a unique position as the uncaused cause and ungrounded ground of all 
reality, including both the Son and Spirit, as well as all created things. This 
makes the Father the sole fundamental entity within reality. The Son and 
Spirit, while fully divine and equal in nature to the Father, derive their being 
from the Father and thus are not themselves fundamental. They share fully 
in the Father’s divinity without being “the one God” in the nominal sense. 
This framework resolves the apparent tension between Trinitarianism and 
monotheism. While affirming the full deity of three distinct persons, it 
maintains strict monotheism by recognising only one fundamental deity. 
The other divine persons, while truly divine, are derivatively so, receiving 
their deity from the Father as the sole ultimate source. And thus the key 
insight is that having multiple divine persons need not necessarily entail 
having multiple fundamental deities. Hence, this resolution demonstrates 
that the charge of polytheism against Trinitarianism stems from an over‑
simplified understanding of both monotheism and the Trinity. 

When properly understood through the lens of fundamentality rather 
than mere numerical counting of divine persons, Trinitarianism emerges as 
a sophisticated form of monotheism that maintains both the unity of God 
and the full deity of Father, Son and Spirit. Furthermore, given our expli‑
cation of monotheism, Trinitarianism can be properly classified as mono‑
theistic in precisely the same sense as Judaism and Islam, each of which 
posits the existence of just one fundamental deity (Yahweh for Judaism, and 
Allah for Islam). Trinitarianism, envisaged through the lens of Monarchical 
Trinitarianism, likewise affirms only one fundamental deity: the Father. 



113The Nature of Monotheism

This crucial insight reveals that the true area of theological disagreement 
between these faiths does not concern monotheism—as this is affirmed 
across all three traditions—but rather centres on the debate between Trini‑
tarianism and Unitarianism, which we can define as follows: 5

(17) (Trinitarianism) The belief in the existence of three deities (divine persons)—the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—with the Father being the 
sole fundamental deity from whom the Son and Spirit derive 
their divine nature.

(18) (Unitarianism) The belief in the existence of exactly one deity (whether identi‑
fied as Allah, Yahweh, or otherwise), who is both the sole deity 
and the sole fundamental deity.

The central point of contention between these theological positions thus 
concerns the number of divine persons that exist within reality. Trinitari‑
anism affirms the existence of three such persons, while maintaining that 
only one (the Father) is fundamental, 6 whereas Unitarianism 7 maintains that 
there is exactly one divine person who is, by definition, fundamental. This 
clarification helps us better understand the real nature of the theological 
dispute: it is not about whether monotheism is true (as all parties agree 
on this point when properly understood in terms of fundamentality), but 
rather about whether reality includes multiple divine persons or just one. 
This reframing of the debate has significant implications for interfaith 
dialogue and theological discussion. It suggests that participants in these 
discussions might make more progress by focusing their attention on argu‑
ments for and against the existence of multiple divine persons, rather 
than on accusations of polytheism that arise from misunderstanding the 
nature of monotheism. The question is not whether there can be multiple 
divine persons while maintaining monotheism (as Monarchical Trinitari‑
anism shows this to be possible), 8 but whether there actually are multiple 
divine persons in reality. Moreover, this understanding helps explain why 

5. Unitarianism is defended most prominently in the contemporary philosophical and 
theological literature by Dale Tuggy (2014).

6. Although Trinitarianism affirms the existence of only three deities, it is still compat‑
ible with the view that there are more than three deities in reality—as the former deities, the 
Father, the Son and the Spirit, are supreme deities, in the sense of being maximal in all of their 
attributes, whereas the other deities that potentially exist lack maximality. It is an open ques‑
tion whether (contemporary) Judaism and Islam are also compatible with a position holding 
that there are additional (non-maximal) deities within reality.

7. Unitarianism, so construed, is thus a version of Deity Monotheism.
8. I leave it as an open question whether other forms of Trinitarianism are able to do this 

as well.
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traditional arguments for monotheism, such as arguments from divine 
simplicity or necessary existence, do not automatically decide between 
Trinitarianism and Unitarianism. These arguments typically establish the 
existence of one fundamental divine being, but leave open the possibility 
that this being (the Father in Trinitarian thought) might generate other 
divine persons who share in the divine nature while remaining dependent 
on their source. Thus, given our explicative work here, the path forward 
in these theological debates lies not in resolving disputes about monothe‑
ism—which all parties effectively embrace—but in examining the philo‑
sophical and theological evidence for whether the one fundamental divine 
being exists alone or generates other divine persons who share in its nature. 9

8. Conclusion
To conclude, this article has analysed monotheism through the lens of fun‑
damentality. Our aim has been to develop a philosophically robust defi‑
nition that can illuminate rather than obscure the complex theological 
phenomena found in ancient and contemporary religious traditions. While 
Carnap’s method provides useful criteria for evaluation, the ultimate test 
of our explication is its ability to generate fruitful insights into the nature 
of monotheistic and polytheistic beliefs. We began by examining traditional 
numerical views, and the relevant historical developments, and then went 
on to explore Bennett’s concept of building-fundamentality and Carnap’s 
method of explication. After analysing ‘god’ in terms of fundamentality 
and divinity, we developed an explication of monotheism using fundamen‑
tality, addressed the Pantheon Objection, and explored implications for 
interfaith dialogue. This comprehensive analysis presents a reasoned case 
for understanding monotheism primarily in terms of fundamentality rather 
than mere numerical counting, while also acknowledging the complexi‑
ties of this notion and the potential for more nuanced interfaith dialogue.
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Abstract This article explores the anthropological views of Sofia Vanni Rovighi 
(1908–1990), an Italian philosopher who identified herself as a Thomist while 
advocating a broadening out of this classical approach through the incorporation 
of phenomenological elements. The text outlines her conception of the human 
being, distinguishing between phenomenological and metaphysical levels. A key 
focus here is her critique of naturalism—which, she argued, is unjustly reductive 
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Introduction
This article presents the anthropological views of Sofia Vanni Rovighi 
(1908–1990), an Italian philosopher and professor of medieval philosophy, 
the history of philosophy and theoretical philosophy at the Catholic Uni‑
versity of Milan. When discussing the philosophers most important to her 
academic background, Vanni Rovighi highlighted two individuals: Amato 
Masnovo, a leading representative of Italian neo-scholasticism, and Edmund 
Husserl, whose ideas she explored in her first monograph in Italy (Vanni 
Rovighi 1959, 185–94). Her focus on these two authors outlines two key 
currents that permeate her work: her self-identification as a Thomist and 
her advocating of a broadening out of this classical approach through the 
incorporation of phenomenological elements.

The paper consists of four sections. The first provides a brief introduc‑
tion to Vanni Rovighi herself. The second discusses her understanding 
of phenomenology, as Husserl’s theory inspired certain changes in her 
Thomistic approach to anthropology. The third presents the main elements 
of Vanni Rovighi’s conception of the human being, which seeks to oppose 
naturalistic (and spiritualistic) conceptions as a starting point. The fourth 
section then offers a critical summary of her conception of anthropology.

The Historical and Philosophical Context of Vanni Rovighi’s 
Scholarship
Sofia Vanni Rovighi was born on September 28th, 1908, in San Lazzaro di 
Savena, and passed away on June 10th, 1990, in Bologna. Immediately after 
completing her studies in 1931 she began her teaching career, which con‑
tinued until 1978. In 1939 she obtained the libera docenza (a qualification 
equivalent to habilitation), and in 1948 she was appointed as a professor 
at the Catholic University of Milan, where she lectured on medieval phi‑
losophy, the history of philosophy, theoretical philosophy and moral phi‑
losophy. Between 1962 and 1971, she served as the editor-in-chief of Rivista 
di Filosofia Neo-Scolastica, an Italian journal modelled on the Revue Néo-
Scolastique de Philosophie journal published in Louvain (Sina 1990, 490; 
2006, 12013–15).
	 At a time when the dominant (and to some extent politically man‑
dated) philosophy in Italy was Giovanni Gentile’s idealism, Vanni Rovighi 
studied medieval philosophy under the guidance of Amato Masnovo, one 
of the leading figures of Italian neo-scholasticism. She wanted to deepen 
her understanding of medieval philosophy and examine whether it could 
address the issues raised by modern and contemporary thought. Early in her 
career, Vanni Rovighi focused on the philosophy of thirteenth-century 
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Franciscan thinkers (1936b), followed by the thoughts of St Thomas Aquinas 
(1947, 1965, 1973b) and St Anselm (1949, 1969b, 1987). Many of her writings 
were collected and reissued in two volumes published to commemorate her 
seventieth birthday (1978b).
	 Vanni Rovighi’s philosophical exploration, however, extended beyond 
medieval philosophy. She also engaged with the thoughts of modern philos‑
ophers (especially Descartes, Spinoza, Kant and Hegel) and contemporary 
philosophers (notably Husserl, Scheler, Stein, Heidegger and Hartmann). 
Regarding the latter, she not only studied their works but also attended 
some of their lectures: in the summer semester of 1932 she participated 
in Heidegger’s lectures in Freiburg, and in that of 1938 she attended Hart‑
mann’s lectures in Berlin (Sina 1990, 491; Vanni Rovighi 1976, 1980a).
	 In her teaching, Vanni Rovighi focused on neo-scholasticism, the most 
significant result of which is her three-volume work Elementi di Filosofia, 
first published in 1941 and reprinted multiple times, serving successive 
generations of students. In this work, Vanni Rovighi presents the key topics 
of Thomistic philosophy, developed in the context of modern and contem‑
porary thought (1985–86). She also authored textbooks on epistemology, 
anthropology, and the philosophy of God (Vanni Rovighi 1963; 1980b; 1986).

Vanni Rovighi’s Interpretation of the Phenomenology of Husserl
Vanni Rovighi’s interest in contemporary philosophy, particularly phenom‑
enology, arose at a time when it was virtually unknown in Italy. Her first 
work on phenomenology appeared just seven years after the first Italian 
study dealing with that same field (Vanni Rovighi 1930), and her 1938 book 
was the first monograph in Italy to comprehensively present Husserl’s 
views (Vanni Rovighi 1938b; 1939). She also authored the “Edmund Hus‑
serl” entry in the renowned Italian Enciclopedia Filosofica (1957c), as well 
as numerous other texts on his philosophy (1938a; 1946a; 1946b; 1957a; 
1957b; 1966; 1969a; 1973a; 1973c).
	 Vanni Rovighi considered Husserl’s most significant achievement to be 
his formulation of the theory of intentionality and eidetic intuition. How‑
ever, she attempted to demonstrate that one of the sources of the concept 
of intentionality could already be found in medieval Franciscan philosophy 
(Ales Bello 2018, 45). Regarding Husserl’s concept of ideas, Vanni Rovighi 
argued that it is epistemological rather than metaphysical, and concluded 
that various regional ontologies cannot effectively compete with their 
corresponding natural sciences. That changes, however, when it comes 
to human life (especially moral and religious aspects), or formal ontol‑
ogy, where phenomenological analyses do yield results (Lenoci 1994, 62; 
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Vanni Rovighi 1969a, 69; 1939, 100–05). According to her, anthropology 
was an area where the phenomenological method has produced positive 
outcomes.
	 Furthermore, Vanni Rovighi believed that the theory of intentionality 
and universalizing abstraction were the elements that connected Thomism 
and phenomenology. The observation of convergent elements in various 
philosophical currents led her to the conviction that philosophia perennis 
exists (Vanni Rovighi 1959). However, this conviction was not about identi‑
fying Thomism as the philosophia perennis, but rather about recognising the 
enduring significance of the fundamental doctrines of Western philosophy 
and understanding philosophy as the progressive deepening of humanity’s 
comprehension of reality. This process of arriving at knowledge of reality 
occurs through human rationality and its expression, which must be con‑
tinually refined and enriched (Vanni Rovighi 1959, 192; cf. Sina 1990, 493; 
Mangiagalli 2008, 330–34).
	 Commenting on Husserl’s thought, Vanni Rovighi argued that one of the 
greatest paradoxes of reality is the human being, who constitutes the world 
in their consciousness yet is, like all humans, a part of that world. Hus‑
serl attempted to resolve this paradox in The Crisis through an analogy: 
the ego that exists in time, from the past towards the future, presupposes 
the existence of the current ego—just as the various egos existing in the 
world are actualizations of the transcendental ego (Husserl, 1970, 178–86; 
cf. Vanni Rovighi 1975, 277–79).
	 Vanni Rovighi contended that this solution was entirely different from 
what neo-scholasticism proposed (i.e. that reality is intelligible because 
a supreme Intelligence created it—that humans can grasp its intelligibility 
because they participate ontologically in the Intelligence that founded it 
(1975, 278–79)). Husserl, on the other hand, rejected this perspective, and 
on her view this was due to his aversion to concepts that could be ascribed 
a religious character.
	 For this reason, although she valued phenomenology, she ultimately 
rejected it (Vanni Rovighi 1975, 269–79; Vasoli 1994, 32). However, Vanni 
Rovighi’s rejection of phenomenology was not rooted in an acceptance 
of  religious claims—she was firmly convinced of  the complete auton‑
omy of philosophical inquiry, particularly in anthropological and moral 
domains—but rather in a preference for better-substantiated arguments, 
regardless of whether or not they aligned with religious doctrines (Vanni 
Rovighi 1936a).
	 Vanni Rovighi also maintained that phenomenology did not provide 
a clear response to metaphysical problems, particularly those concerning 
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God, the soul and the relationship between contingent beings and the 
Absolute (Lenoci 1994, 65; Vanni Rovighi 1939, 162–64).
	 Therefore, although phenomenology was not her chosen approach to 
philosophy, it did teach her to “read Thomistic texts with different eyes” 
(Vanni Rovighi 1959, 192). 1

	 According to Cesare Vasoli (a historian of Italian philosophy), her stance 
stemmed from her belief that phenomenology is:

the most direct interlocutor of neo-scholasticism, capable of recovering the 
foundations of the philosophy of being and aiming to reformulate its essential 
principles within a debate open to the most rigorous results of gnoseology, 
epistemology, science, and contemporary analysis of consciousness. (Vasoli 
1994, 31)

It should be noted, however, that in her anthropological considerations, 
especially those concerning the soul, Rovighi relied on the views of Max 
Scheler, as she explicitly stated several times (1980b, 194–98).

Nevertheless, the phenomenological aspect of anthropology solely aims 
to uncover, describe and thematize the data of consciousness (Vanni Rovighi 
1978a, 8). In summary, what Vanni Rovighi offers here is an instrumental 
use of the phenomenological method typical of certain philosophical circles 
(which will be discussed more below). The fourth section of this article will 
explain that while this approach is not isolated, some consider it insufficient 
for gaining an adequate understanding of human metaphysics.

Outline of Vanni Rovighi’s Anthropological Views
Anthropology, which Vanni Rovighi called the ‘metaphysics of the human 
being,’ was always at the centre of her intellectual pursuits. In this field, she 
drew upon the solutions offered by St Thomas Aquinas, not out of deference 
to his authority but due to the strength of his arguments (Sina 1990, 496). 
It was precisely because of Thomistic anthropology that she identified 
herself as a Thomist (Gregory 1994, 20).

It is worth noting at the outset that in her view, the term ‘naturalism’ 
can have various meanings. It usually refers to the reduction of every being 
to its corporeal existence. Nevertheless, since classical anthropology refers 
to the concept of nature, Vanni Rovighi describes it as ‘naturalistic’ in the 
proper sense of the term. As such, Thomistic anthropology is far removed 

1. All quotations from Italian (Vanni Rovighi, Vasoli) and Polish (Wojtyła, Styczeń) are 
translated by the author.



122 Tymoteusz Mietelski 

from Cartesian dualism and monism, whether materialistic or spiritualistic 
(Vanni Rovighi 1985–86, vol. 3, 124).

Vanni Rovighi argues that the natural or social sciences cannot resolve 
certain issues concerning human beings. At some point in their reasoning, 
these sciences always include, either explicitly or implicitly, a reference to 
a particular conception of human beings (1978a, 13 ff.). Philosophy seeks 
justifications for the conception adopted. To achieve this, what or who 
a human being is must be examined. According to Vanni Rovighi, such an 
examination proceeds in two stages: phenomenological and ontological.

The phenomenological stage involves describing what experience and 
self-awareness reveal about the human being, while the ontological stage 
involves drawing conclusions from this description about the essence of the 
human being (Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 9 ff.). As the philosopher states:

From the data revealed by phenomenology, metaphysical psychology attempts 
to conclude what the human being is and about the principle that character-
izes them—the principle traditionally called the soul. At this second stage, the 
path becomes more difficult, requiring subtle investigations, diligens et subtilis 
inquisitio, as St Thomas says. (Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 11)

As the first stage of anthropology, phenomenology is no mere reitera-
tion of the theses of the human sciences or of philosophical conceptions, 
but rather a revelation of what these disciplines assume and imply (Vanni 
Rovighi 1980b, 10). She undertakes an analysis of the various conceptions 
of the human being that may underlie the vision of humanity presented 
in the natural sciences, social sciences, or culture. She argues that con-
temporary thought is dominated by the conceptions of the human being 
proposed by Marx, Nietzsche and Freud. She defines these conceptions as 
naturalistic, as they portray the human being as a product of a nature that 
is corporeal, in contrast to the long-standing tradition of understanding 
the human being as a spiritual being.

Vanni Rovighi considers Marx’s conception to be naturalistic, as his-
tory—the context in which human beings are born—is determined by eco-
nomic variables (Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 15 ff.). On this view, the equality 
of persons is assumed not as a fact but as a postulate. According to Vanni 
Rovighi, the concept of equality among persons originates in Stoicism and 
Christianity. In Stoicism, it is based on the acceptance of rationality as the 
specific difference distinguishing humans from other beings. In Christian-
ity, it rests on the concept of divine filiation, which also presupposes the 
Stoic thesis. This raises the question of the basis for equality as proposed 
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by Marx. The latter believed that equality is determined by recognising the 
human being as a creature that produces the means of subsistence (Vanni 
Rovighi 1980b, 28 ff.): economic structures must be transformed to achieve 
equality. However, according to Vanni Rovighi, inequalities are caused by 
deeper factors, and Marx’s view reduces the human being to mere matter.

On the other hand, Nietzsche’s anthropology assumes people’s inequal‑
ity, making it more materialistic than Marx’s conception (Vanni Rovighi 
1980b: 32). Human reason is subordinated to instinct, and freedom is propor‑
tional to strength (Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 37 ff.). The ideal human being is one 
in whom vital values (strength, courage, and the ability to dominate) are 
predominant—in essence, a description of animality. The inhumanity of this 
approach stems from elevating these traits to the level of the highest values, 
which in turn leads to the reduction of the majority of people to mere means 
for achieving the goals of a select few individuals (Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 49). 
There is also a reduction of the human being in Freud’s anthropology, wherein 
unconscious instincts play the leading role (Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 64).

Despite their differences, the conceptions of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud 
all share a naturalistic character, as they reduce the human being to nature 
understood as corporeality or animality. This occurs as a reaction to spiri‑
tualistic concepts originating in modernity with Descartes, whose anthro‑
pology serves as a reference point for modern and contemporary thought 
(Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 73 ff.).

Meanwhile, according to Vanni Rovighi, experience reveals two funda‑
mental aspects of human life: its profound unity and its irreducibility to 
corporeality. The above runs contrary to Cartesian dualism, and also to the 
reduction of the person to pure spirit or a material body (Vanni Rovighi 
1980b, 171). Throughout the history of philosophy, one of these aspects 
has often been emphasised at the expense of the other. The best exam‑
ples of this, in Vanni Rovighi’s view, are Plato and Aristotle. The former 
emphasised the spiritual nature of the human being and treated the body 
as a burden. The latter, by focusing more on the unity of the human being 
as expressed in the concept of the soul as the form of the body, overlooked 
its transcendence (Vanni Rovighi 1985–86, vol. 3, 160 ff.).

Therefore, a proper anthropology, derived from human experience, 
requires a holistic approach. The profound unity of the human being and 
their irreducibility to corporeality oppose both the reduction of the human 
being to pure spirit (which is less common today) and to corporeality (which 
is widespread today, especially among philosophers who accept ontological 
naturalism). As such, an anthropology that corresponds to experience will 
be both anti-naturalistic and anti-spiritualistic.



124 Tymoteusz Mietelski 

Thomistic anthropology presents the human being as irreducible not 
only to matter but also to the spiritual dimension:

[A human being] is not a kind of angel who has fallen into a world alien to 
them but is woven from the same fabric as other bodies; not only that, they 
have a soul analogous to the forms of other living beings. There is, therefore, 
a similarity among the beings that make up the universe, even if there are 
species-specific differences. A human being is part of nature, despite pos‑
sessing a substantial form that, in some of its aspects, transcends nature and 
enables them to dominate it. (Vanni Rovighi 1978b, 16; cf. Gregory 1994, 23; 
Bettinelli 2008, 184–88)

Based on the unity of human experiences, as grasped in experience, and 
the irreducibility of the human being to the body, Vanni Rovighi identifies 
three fundamental characteristics of the human being: unity, spirituality 
and freedom. The first and third are revealed on the aforementioned phe‑
nomenological level, while the second must be arrived at deductively on the 
metaphysical level (Vanni Rovighi 1978a, 99; 1980b, 233).

A human being consciously perceives themself, first and foremost, as 
a subject of feelings and experiences whose directly perceived characteristic 
is corporeality. Through reflection on their cognition, they further ascertain 
the existence of objects outside themself. Subsequently, the human being 
perceives themself as a unity: the bodily ego is the same ego as the cogni‑
tive ego. Moreover, a person experiences that it is the case that their most 
characteristic actions cannot be reduced to solely spiritual or physical facts. 
For instance, affections are partially rooted in blood ties and sexuality, but 
also transcend these biological foundations. Technical activity, which by its 
nature concerns matter, is an expression of our knowledge of matter and 
mastery over it. Social life, determined by bodily needs (such as defence 
and species preservation), contributes to spiritual development (Vanni 
Rovighi 1985–86, vol. 3, 169 ff.).

In order to apprehend the second characteristic of human being, which 
is spirituality, it is necessary, according to Vanni Rovighi, to refer to meta‑
physics, because conclusions about the nature of the human being must be 
drawn from the data grasped in experience. The thesis that human beings 
know themselves through the recognition of their actions follows the thesis 
that actions are known through their objects. Humans are capable of acquir‑
ing knowledge of necessary truths and universal concepts—this mode of cog‑
nition is an activity independent of their animality, and thus reveals a sub‑
ject of activity that transcends animality. Vanni Rovighi refers here both 
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to Thomistic abstraction and to phenomenological eidetic reduction; the 
existence of the soul is inferred precisely from the existence of these specific 
human activities, because the existence of some act whose subject is a soul 
without a body implies the existence of the soul not only as the form of the 
body, but also as the subject (Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 192–94, 235 ff.).

Freedom is closely tied to the spiritual nature of the human being. Vanni 
Rovighi asserts that there is, on the phenomenological level, an experi‑
ence of freedom. Free will is based on the desire for perceived good and 
is directed toward particular things, but only because these are recognised 
as good and understood as furnishing a means to achieving fullness of being 
(Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 236). 2 Freedom is a distinctive expression of human 
spirituality, especially when it transcends one’s bodily nature, as in the case 
of sacrificing one’s life for another (Vanni Rovighi 1980b, 174 ff.). While 
instinct is not difficult to explain, freedom, by its very nature, poses a ques‑
tion to the subject: why does one choose this particular thing? The answer, 
however, is not found in the desired object itself: rather, the subject grants 
the object its determining aspect by recognising and deciding in a practical 
judgment that it is good (Vanni Rovighi 1978a, 101).

Vanni Rovighi writes:

A human being reveals their spiritual nature in the world, where they come 
to know . . . corporeal things. Their spiritual nature is not a festive garment 
worn on special occasions, nor is it an escape from the world of everyday life, 
nor an intuition of pure beings; it manifests itself in the world that the human 
being knows, in the world of experience. (Vanni Rovighi 1985–86, vol. 3, 185)

A Critical Perspective
The foregoing presentation of Vanni Rovighi’s views on neo-scholastic 
and phenomenological philosophy, and on the practice of anthropology, 
supports the conclusion that she advocated using the phenomenological 
method to provide a fuller description of the reality of the human being. 
This approach brings to mind another figure in contemporary Italian phi‑
losophy: Paolo Valori. This philosopher, a significant figure in the second 
wave of phenomenology in Italy, advocated combining Thomism with 
phenomenology in the study of moral experience. Valori believed such 

2. On the issue of free will, an evolution in Vanni Rovighi’s views can be observed. At first, 
she believed that the existence of free will was self-evident and undeniable (1985–86, 151 ff.); 
in later texts, she attempted to make this appeal to evidence more explicit and motivated 
(1980b, 219 ff.).
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an analysis should proceed in at least three steps (a fourth could involve 
moving beyond philosophy into the realm of moral theology). The first is to 
establish the background for any such study, using the human sciences. 
The second involves applying the phenomenological method to distin‑
guish moral experience and value. But while the phenomenological method 
proves fruitful, it is insufficient, and hence the need for a third step: onto‑
logical analysis. For Valori, this involves complementing phenomenology 
with analyses that ultimately allow for the constructing of a metaphysical 
system. Although he does not explicitly state that this refers to classical 
metaphysics, the proposed features of moral ontology roughly correspond 
to the Thomistic framework (Valori 1977, 1985).

It can thus be said that Vanni Rovighi represents a broader trend propos‑
ing the combination of classical philosophy and phenomenology—a position 
not unique to Italy. The idea of such an integration was already noted and, 
in a way, advocated by Karol Wojtyła. For instance, during a conference 
at the Catholic University of Lublin in 1967, he stated:

Alongside the rise of the philosophy of consciousness and the development 
of its proper cognitive tools (the phenomenological method), new condi‑
tions are being shaped for enriching the concept of the human person with 
the entire subjective, ‘consciousness’ aspect, which was, in some way, over‑
shadowed in metaphysical ‘naturalism’. This enriched concept of the human 
person can and should be incorporated into the interpretation of Revelation. 
In moral theology, it must be postulated that this ‘transformation,’ which 
has already largely taken place in ethics, should be increasingly assimilated. 
(Wojtyła 1967, 1080)

At the same time, it should be noted that, at least according to the view 
of Wojtyła and the tradition he represents, it is impossible to replace meta‑
physics with phenomenology. As early as in his postdoctoral thesis on Max 
Scheler’s views, Wojtyła both recognised the need to use the phenomeno‑
logical method and pointed out its insufficiency (Wojtyła 1959; Mazur 
2023a).

Meanwhile, the goal of the philosophers of the Lublin Philosophical 
School in Poland was not merely to supplement metaphysics—particularly 
ethics or anthropology—with first-person experience of the subject such as 
is characteristic of phenomenology. As Mazur argues, the issue identified 
within this school was the lack of empirical grounding for the metaphysical 
image of the human being (2023b). This led to the conviction of the necessity 
to “re-empiricize the Thomistic system in its entirety” (Mazur 2023b, 279).
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Mazur identifies two such attempts, undertaken, respectively, by Wojtyła 
and Mieczysław A. Krąpiec. While there is no need to delve into the details 
of Mazur’s analyses here, his conclusion is significant:

Despite its realistic character, Thomistic anthropology was unable to 
demonstrate how to move from experience to a system. Its re-empiriciza‑
tion entailed assimilating cognitive tools developed in the modern philos‑
ophy of the subject, especially the phenomenological description of inner 
experience. (2023b, 285)

However, this use of the phenomenological method differs from that 
of Vanni Rovighi (or Valori in ethics). It is not about simply applying this 
method to describe and explain anthropological (and moral) facts. As Mazur 
notes:

In their interpretations, Wojtyła and Krąpiec searched for their ‘own’ anthro‑
pological facts which could constitute a starting point for the Thomistic 
system. Both looked for such facts in the first-person experience of the sub‑
jectification of personal acts. (2023b, 285)

Specifically, Wojtyła based his approach on the experience of perform‑
ing a human act, while Krąpiec focused on  the subjective experience 
of existence.

In this context, it is also worth mentioning Wojtyła’s student, Tadeusz 
Styczeń, who emphasised the need to connect ethics with metaphysics. He 
addressed this issue as follows:

The way of linking the experience of morality with metaphysics—resulting 
in the ethics we propose—can, therefore, be most generally characterized 
either as the translation of relevant metaphysical theses into the language 
of the experience of morality (the concretization of metaphysics) or as—what 
ultimately amounts to the same thing—the metaphysical interpretation of the 
data of the experience of morality. (Styczeń 1972, 194)

Vanni Rovighi’s position can thus be evaluated in  this context as 
amounting to an attempt to address the diagnosed inadequacy of clas‑
sical metaphysics. However, even such an approach would be consid‑
ered insufficient by some proponents of Thomism, a few of whom advo‑
cate the re-empiricization of Thomistic anthropology. Vanni Rovighi, 
on the other hand, does not go that far: she limits herself to utilising 
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the phenomenological method to describe reality, and to then drawing 
metaphysical conclusions.

Conclusion
Based on the above, a number of conclusions can be drawn. First, Sofia 
Vanni Rovighi, a philosopher little known in Poland, belongs to the tradition 
of Italian neo-scholasticism. Despite her clear affiliation with this philo‑
sophical tradition, she played a significant role in Italian phenomenology, 
authoring the first Italian monograph on Husserl’s views.

Second, Vanni Rovighi defends the anthropological thesis of the human 
being’s psychophysical unity and irreducibility to corporeality. She opposes 
Cartesian dualism and the reduction of the person to either pure spirit 
or a material body, considering the most important characteristics of human 
beings to be unity, spirituality and freedom.

Third, she employs Thomistic arguments but, as she herself claims, reads 
Thomas’ texts with different eyes thanks to phenomenology, incorporating 
elements inspired by Husserl’s views into her own reasoning.

Fourth, such an approach may be considered in at least some branches 
of Thomism to be inadequate (see, e.g., Krąpiec, discussed above). Certain 
proponents of classical anthropology regard the phenomenological solution 
(as proposed by philosophers such as Rovighi and Valori) as unsatisfactory, 
and advocate a re-empiricization of classical anthropology. Others, such 
as Vanni Rovighi and Valori themselves, argue that using the phenomeno‑
logical method yields positive results. Furthermore, openness to working 
with other philosophical traditions and sciences is essential in this context.

In summary, Sofia Vanni Rovighi’s views represent an intriguing example 
of a creative dialogue between classical Christian philosophy and contem‑
porary thought—in this case, Husserl’s phenomenology. As such, her views 
encourage philosophers of various traditions and backgrounds to engage 
in such collaboration.
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1. The Concept of Revelation in the Context of the Natural 
Sciences
The authors of Teologia Ewolucyjna believe that theological reflection cannot 
be fully autonomous and independent in relation to other approaches to 
investigating reality. Therefore, in order to be credible to our contempo‑
raries, it should adjust itself to reflect the influence of the development 
of various non-theological disciplines, especially the natural sciences. In this 
belief, they refer to the words of Cipriano Vagaggini, who formulates the 
dilemma of contemporary theology as follows: “How to practice a theology 
that will be sensitive to the achievements of the empirical and mathemati‑
cal sciences?” (Grygiel and Wąsek 2022, 15). Hence, a theology credible to 
our contemporaries must refer to the theology of Revelation, which shows 
what God’s agency in the world amounts to. The authors understand Rev‑
elation itself as an encounter between God and man, which is a dialogical 
event aimed at establishing a personal relationship between them. They 
therefore depart from the classical understanding of Revelation as God’s 
clarification of His plan for the salvation of humanity. In their opinion, 
in the twentieth century, the dynamic and dialogical reality of God’s agency 
has been revealed anew, on the one hand by the influence of existential 
philosophy, focused on the inner experience of the individual, and on the 
other by the nouvelle théologie movement, with its slogan of returning to 
original sources and living the faith inspired by the attitude of the early 
Church. The Second Vatican Council, in the Constitution Dei Verbum, con‑
firmed these intuitions about Divine Revelation, emphasizing the aspect 
of the interpersonal relationship between God and man. After the Council, 
theologians began to define Revelation as a sign of God’s loving and saving 
involvement in the world and in human life. This anthropological and 
existentialist turn pertaining to the concept of Revelation is best expressed 
by the words of K. Rahner, as quoted by the authors:

… from the point of view of faith, the theologian is primarily interested in the 
question of the saving message of the reality he analyzes, and not this real‑
ity itself—it is only a space for the divine-human encounter. In other words, 
discovering Revelation consists in the fact that man, when faced with any 
signs, things, or arguments, asks himself: What significance does this have 
for his salvation? In what way is what he has before him an invitation sent 
by God to communion with Him? (Grygiel and Wąsek 2022, 22) 

Grygiel and Wąsek accept Rahner’s belief that God himself is Revela‑
tion—such that when speaking of Revelation, one can only speak of the 



133Some Difficulties of Theology Developed

Creator sharing Himself with man. Such a perspective emphasizes the clear 
primacy of personal relationships over doctrine and, in principle, redirects 
theology from an interest in doctrine to the development of the attitude 
of faith. It is therefore recognized that in theology the most important 
thing is the personal attitude towards God, and not the recognition of some 
doctrine, truths of faith, or intellectual claims. Doctrine itself is treated as 
an intellectual construct that can only obscure the living personal relation‑
ship with God.

However, a significant inconsistency in the book under discussion shows 
up here. Grygiel and Wąsek themselves admit that the relationship with God 
and the truth of doctrine cannot be opposed. Even the conciliar Constitu‑
tion Dei Verbum understands Revelation simultaneously as an interpersonal 
relationship of God to man and as truths revealed by God: i.e. the doctrine 
taught by the Magisterium of the Church. It can therefore be said that they 
are not protesting against doctrine so much as against distorted doctrine, 
which omits the dialogical relationship between God and man. In their opin‑
ion, this distortion occurred for certain historical reasons (the controversy 
with Lutheranism) at the Council of Trent, which spoke of Revelation as 
a “saving truth” and as “teaching concerning morals,” and thus of a certain 
number of truths that God communicates to man. This state of affairs was 
deepened by the First Vatican Council, which understood Revelation as 
a doctrine of faith proclaimed by the Magisterium of the Church. In such 
an approach, the most important issue of God’s self-revelation was omitted, 
and the things revealed by God were emphasized (revelata). Hence, faith 
began to be understood as accepting certain truths about God, and not as 
an encounter with Him or opening up of oneself to a personal relationship. 
The content of faith itself began to be understood instrumentally, without 
reference to the intentions of the biblical authors or the context of the era. 
This way of thinking generated conflicts relating to the changing picture 
of the world, as new discoveries about the functioning of nature broadly 
construed demanded a revision of the revealed truths. Yet the modification 
of theological statements supposed to occur under the influence of new 
scientific discoveries has been hindered by the top-down establishment 
of doctrine. To overcome this, theology must turn to the empirical sciences 
in search of new inspirations.

If we assume that Divine Revelation should be understood as a dialogical 
event consisting of an encounter between God and man, which neverthe‑
less requires the world as a necessary stage for this same divine-human 
interaction, then the created world must play an active role in helping to 
create such an occurrence. Theology therefore contains a transcendent 
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element, which is universal and unchanging, and an immanent element, 
which is the historically and culturally conditioned way of verbalizing 
this experience of encounter. Hence, the more reliable the vision of the 
world, the better the purification of the act of faith, and the greater the dia‑
logue between theology and the empirical sciences, the greater the chance 
of capturing “anchor points” for the divine-human relationship. Pictures 
of the world are only, in a somewhat Kantian way, a stage, and are not 
in themselves infallible doctrinal elements. They result from the culture 
and spirit of the times, and lose their relevance when the empirical data 
changes. Nevertheless, although the natural sciences are only extraneous 
sites for arriving at theological knowledge, they are important in the sense 
that they provide a current world-picture; they therefore become a model 
for practicing theology. For this reason, Grygiel and Wąsek would like 
to refer to new scientific models in order to search—through the prism 
of the latter—for theological and transcendent meaning, which will allow 
for the discovery of knowledge about God. Using the method of interpret‑
ing the data provided to theology by the natural sciences, they assume 
that the more reliable the vision of the world, the better the purification 
of the act of faith. They suggest that probably all theologians of the past 
had a more or less false understanding of God, because they operated 
under an erroneous (falsified) world-picture, which distorted theological 
knowledge. Ultimately, therefore, the world of nature, as a stage, is not just 
passive decoration for them, but actively shapes “anchor points” for the 
divine-human relationship. Therefore, if dogma always has a historical-
evolutionary dimension, this means that God speaks to people through 
some historical context or other, and that in order to understand the proper 
meaning of dogma we therefore need to historically contextualize it. Since 
the most important context today is contemporary science, theology must 
be practiced in the context of science. Thus: “Evolutionary theology can 
therefore be a project of creating new interpretations of the truths of faith 
using metaphors, symbols, and images that correspond to contemporary 
scientific discoveries” (Grygiel and Wąsek 2022, 56).

Before we consider the problems posed by the model of evolutionary 
theology proposed here, however, let us briefly examine what the term 
“evolution” itself means to these authors, and how the evolutionary pro‑
cesses of nature are intended to impact theology.

2. Evolutionism as a Paradigm for Practicing Theology
Grygiel and Wąsek fail to define in what sense they use the term “evolution” 
in their project of evolutionary theology. However, when reading their book 
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carefully, one can distinguish at least three meanings of this term, which 
interpenetrate each other in various arguments.

The first meaning is very narrow, and limited to the theory of evolution 
found in the natural sciences. Evolution is understood here as a scientific 
theory explaining the origin and development of life on Earth. If theol‑
ogy were to model itself on such an understanding of evolution, it would 
express a progressive idea, taking on board new scientific developments. 
Therefore, Christian doctrine would also have to develop in order to cope 
with today’s science. The basic difficulty that arises with such an under‑
standing of the relationship between theology and science will always 
comes down to the fact that today’s findings in the natural sciences are 
not the final word on the nature of the world. In biology, the dispute over 
whether evolution is blind or designed (intelligently?) is still unresolved, 
and in physics and cosmology, after the latest data from the Webb tele‑
scope, there is even talk of such discoveries being made as will change the 
foundations of our understanding of the world. The deeper we look into 
the universe, the better we understand that Einstein’s standard equations, 
describing the expansion of the universe according to the theory of rela‑
tivity, do not describe this expansion in the way that the theory should 
suggest. And it is not my intention here to undermine the theory of evo‑
lution. I only want to point out that in today’s discussions in the field 
of the biological sciences, between biochemists and geneticists, certain 
new facts may emerge that would force scientists to significantly modify 
their understanding of the mechanisms of the evolutionary process. This 
could cause philosophers of biology to look more favorably at certain 
aspects of teleological explanations, in order to better understand com‑
plex evolutionary processes. After all, as William James argued, we are 
not able to imagine today what our future science will be like, especially 
when it comes to the research methods used there. Therefore, if the theory 
of evolution is to become a model for practicing theology and establish‑
ing the truth of doctrine, we must accept that we base the truths of faith 
on temporary theories, because scientific theories are always temporary, 
and we do not know what they will be like in the future. This can only 
have catechetical and pastoral significance, because we want to explain 
the truths of faith to modern man in the light of new scientific theories. 
However, this is only a practical problem, not a theoretical one. It can also 
result from the confusion experienced by theologians who, no longer able 
to explain doctrine in the language of classical metaphysics, reach for the 
language and theories of modern science with the aim of practicing a more 
understandable theology in that context.
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In the second sense, Grygiel and Wąsek use the term “evolution” to 
describe the general evolutionary paradigm that prevails in all contempo‑
rary science. This means that any field of knowledge, in order to deserve 
being called ‘scientific,’ must be cultivated from an evolutionary perspec‑
tive. Therefore, not only the natural sciences, but also the historical and 
humanistic sciences, including of course theology, to be recognized as 
science, must adhere to the evolutionary paradigm, which in the humani‑
ties goes under the label “historicism.” It should be emphasized here that 
Grygiel and Wąsek adhere to a cumulative model of knowledge devel‑
opment: i.e. they treat the most current theories as the truest. Thinking 
in terms of the evolutionary paradigm, they assume that the development 
of science is straightforwardly evolutionary, moving from worse to better 
theories. Therefore, they focus all their efforts on reconciling theological 
theses with today’s science, and not on deepening the theological theses 
themselves. They assume that if some theological truth were to be incom‑
patible with the current state of natural science, then it would have to be 
adapted to the latter as swiftly as possible. They do not assume that any 
theological truth is universally true, but rather maintain that it must always 
be reinterpreted and adapted to current scientific theories. And yet, the 
question arises whether forming theology on the basis of the current state 
of science will not always be to some extent arbitrary, in that it makes 
doctrine dependent on the state of scientific knowledge.

Most important, however, is the third level of understanding of the term 
‘evolution,’ which Grygiel and Wąsek implicitly assume in everything they 
write about evolutionary theology. Specifically, they recognize that even 
if current scientific theories are partial, hypothetical, and based on question‑
able, not always well-founded, assumptions, each future scientific theory, 
however far it may go in supplementing or verifying our current one, 
will always be expressed in terms of the evolutionary paradigm. In short, 
although our current scientific theories are provisional and open to verifica‑
tion, there is one certainty: namely, that in the future, they will always still 
be expressed in terms of the evolutionary paradigm. The most general evo‑
lutionary scheme of future science cannot be denied, because reality itself 
is dynamic and evolutionary. Therefore, as long as science describes reality, 
it must remain evolutionary in the broadest sense. And this is the most 
important argument in favor of evolutionary theology—and, indirectly, also 
an argument for theology practiced in the context of science, because it 
is science that reveals to us the truth about the dynamic and evolutionary 
scheme of reality itself. Even so, the question arises of whether it is correct 
to perceive every dynamic change and every process as evolutionary, to 
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such an extent that even the fact that history is taking place means that 
there is evolution. Is referring to the theory of evolution, treated as the 
most general paradigm of scientific thinking and even, to some extent, as 
the ideology underpinning modern science, which excludes everything not 
presented in evolutionary terms, a correct method for practicing theology? 
What novelty, one may ask, does the paradigm of evolution bring to theol‑
ogy? Why is practicing theology in the context of science more legitimate 
than practicing it in the context of metaphysics? For a theologian, it should 
not matter whether their work is accompanied by a psychological intuition 
to the effect that they are practicing their reflection in a manner modelled 
on the modern natural sciences. Should one not recognize that since most 
scientific claims are provisional, one should first of all consider what the 
status of such claims really is, and to what extent they conflict with religious 
doctrine? And, most importantly, is constructing a bottom-up theology 
based on the natural sciences really a better proposition than traditional 
top-down conceptions?

3. Metaphorical Language in Theology
The program of evolutionary theology focuses on modifying and rein‑
terpreting existing formulas of faith, including official statements of the 
Magisterium of the Church, in such a way as to harmonize them with 
the theory of evolution. This task primarily concerns changing the theologi‑
cal language in which these formulas have been defined. Grygiel and Wąsek 
hold that “the doctrine of the Church is not a monolith once formulated, 
but a living tissue that is constantly developing. Defined truths of faith that 
clash with new, evolutionary images of the world can therefore be modified 
and their change doesn’t go beyond the boundaries of orthodoxy” (2022, 56). 
The basic problem here is the proper distinguishing of the logical mean‑
ing of a truth of faith from its historical context, and the linguistic picture 
of the world in which this truth has been formulated. The authors make 
this task much easier for themselves by claiming that the entire language 
of theology is metaphorical, in that the concepts used to describe finite 
nature are referred to the description of infinite reality in the case of speak‑
ing about God. When we say that God is the Creator of the world, or the 
Person, we use metaphors and models referring to human experiences. 
The metaphorical nature of theological language allows us to constantly 
search for new pictures that will be more adequate. Hence, Grygiel and 
Wąsek write, “evolutionary theology can … be a project of creating new 
interpretations of the truths of faith using metaphors, symbols and images 
that correspond to contemporary scientific discoveries” (2022, 56). Referring 
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to the idea of extending the language as proposed by John Macquarrie, 
they claim that “to adapt theological language, one metaphor should be 
translated into another metaphor that is understandable in today’s image 
of the world” (Grygiel and Wąsek 2022, 47). However, the question arises 
of how, on such a constructivist approach, we can preserve the original 
meaning of the doctrine of faith.

The difficulties associated with the extreme metaphorization of religious 
language proposed by authors such as John Macquarrie (1994) and Sallie 
McFague (1982) were pointed out by William Alston, amongst others. He 
asked whether, in discussions about God, there are so-called irreducible 
metaphors: i.e. metaphors that, in the strong sense, cannot be formulated 
in literal terms, even in part. He calls those theologians who answer this 
question affirmatively “pan-metaphoricists.” This position began to be 
popular in the 1970s, and in its extreme form claimed that the concepts 
of our language refer to descriptions of our world and are completely inad‑
equate when used in reference to God. In its weakened form, it maintained 
that although we can use our language to talk about God, it is always so 
vague and unclear that in fact we do not know to what extent it refers to 
Him. In response, Alston argues that 

if we can make any assertion about God definite enough to have truth-value, 
it will be in principle possible to say the same thing literally, at least partially, 
even if that requires introducing new terms (or new meanings for old terms) 
into the language for that purpose. (Alston 1989, 2)

The basic problem is whether we can somehow overcome the impossibility 
of talking in a literal sense about God, who is wholly other and transcendent 
to the world. In this situation, the appeal to metaphorical language did seem 
very promising. It allowed us to formulate truth-apt propositions about God 
without using terms in any literal way. But the following difficulty arose: 
if metaphorical statements cannot be at least partially expressed in literal 
terms, what status does theological language in general have when it comes 
to such statements’ claim to truth? Can personalistic predicates about God, 
for example, be paraphrased in such a way that they say something literally 
true about Him, even though they start from an understanding of a person 
that applies to human beings? Alston shows how it is possible in language 
to speak about immaterial persons in a way that avoids irreducible meta‑
phors. It seems that, for example, the biblical metaphor “The Lord is my 
shepherd” is reducible to the more or less literal idea that God protects me, 
cares for me, and will never abandon me. This paraphrase speaks at least 
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in part in a literal sense of God’s relation to man, and thus in a broader 
sense of God’s relation to the world. Alston shows that in a similar way 
we can attribute to God such attributes as timelessness and immutability, 
and also—despite some difficulties—understand them in a literal sense (see 
Alston 1989, 64–102). He therefore concludes that 

either the pan-metaphoricist abandons the aspiration to significant truth 
claims or he revokes the ban on literal predictability. He cannot have both. 
Which way he should jump depends, inter alia, on the prospects for true 
literal predication in theology. (Alston 1989, 37)

Treating religious language in a way similar to the language of science 
seems to be a mistake precisely because we then transfer the metaphors 
and models used to explain natural reality onto religious reality. A much 
better solution is to appeal not to science, but to metaphysics. As Jacques 
Maritain pointed out, metaphysical knowledge is the highest form of purely 
natural knowledge, the purpose of which is to seek ultimate rationality 
by pointing to God as the First Cause and Author of nature. In this way, 
the existence of God and His perfections (unity, simplicity, immutability, 
perfection, etc.) can be known by causal ascent from the natural world to 
the First Principle of all being (sub ratione, primi entis):

The knowledge of God thus obtained by the reason constitutes that prime 
philosophy, metaphysics, or what Aristotle called “natural theology.” It is ana‑
noetic knowledge or knowledge by analogy, which is by no means to be con‑
fused with metaphorical knowledge. It makes use for the knowledge of God 
of those notions which we seek for in things, and which we, because of this, 
in as much as they are realized in created things, conceive as limitations, 
but which in themselves, in their significance, imply neither limitation nor 
imperfection, and which can therefore be applied in a rightful sense to the 
Uncreated as well as to the creation. A light of knowledge broken in the prism 
of creation, but veritable for all that. (Maritain 1937, 306)

According to Maritain, analogy differs from metaphor in that it allows 
us to know God, albeit in an imperfect way and one limited to the concepts 
of our language. It nevertheless allows us to grasp the uncreated reality 
in the divided mirror of transcendental concepts, which are common in an 
analogical way to what is created and uncreated. However, it is extremely 
important to clearly distinguish the use of analogy in the domain of faith 
and in the domain of metaphysics. The difference here is fundamental, 
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because in the case of metaphysics, analogy constitutes the very form and 
rule of knowledge. God is not reached either in his personality or in his 
nature, in the indivisibility of his purest and simplest essence, but only 
as he reveals himself in the variable but true reflections that are shown 
to us by things proportional to our reason. Not only is the way of know‑
ing a human characteristic, but also the object itself, which is the goal 
of knowledge, is understood only to the extent to which it allows itself to 
be grasped by human reason, by appearing in the mirror of sensible things, 
and via the analogy of being. Above this wisdom of the natural order stands 
theology, which rationally develops the truths contained in the deposit 
of Revelation. Its certainty is greater than that of metaphysics, because it 
receives its principles from reason illuminated by faith. But theological 
knowledge still takes place in the symbols of language and through the 
medium of human thought. It cannot be otherwise, because God speaks 
our language so that we can know Him. According to Maritain, however, 
we can say that it is the object of faith, taken not from the side of the 
thing itself in which we believe, ex parte ipsius rei creditae, but from the 
side of the means or signs that serve the faithful person, ex parte credentis. 
Here we see, in a certain sense, a return to the method of knowledge by 
analogy—to the extent that Revelation uses human terms, but not by anal‑
ogy to creation, as in metaphysics, but by analogy with the very mystery 
of the inner life of God, who will be known face to face in the beatific 
vision (see Maritain 1937, 307).

All this leads to the conclusion that in defending the thesis about the 
metaphorization of theology, we should firstly expect Grygiel and Wąsek 
to provide a much stronger justification for the necessity of using so-called 
‘irreducible’ metaphors in theology (and thus answer precisely the question 
about the sense in which theology is metaphorical, and whether it includes 
all formulas of faith), and secondly demand that they better justify the 
thesis that the use of metaphors, analogies and myths in the contemporary 
natural sciences is a procedure identical, or at least significantly similar, to 
the use of analogical language in theology.

4. Panentheism in Evolutionary Theology
When presenting God’s relation to the world, evolutionary theology tends 
to understand it from a panentheistic perspective. This is a common ten‑
dency of all contemporary evolutionary theologians, and the authors of the 
book we are discussing are no exception in this respect. This tendency, it 
seems, stems from the error I mentioned in the first objection: that is, from 
giving an excessive role to nature, or to what Grygiel and Wąsek called 
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“the stage,” in understanding God’s relation to the world. It aims to find 
some balance between the transcendence and immanence of God, in which

the Being of God includes and penetrates the whole universe, so that every 
part exists in Him but (as against pantheism) that his Being is more than, and 
is not exhausted by, the universe. (Peacocke 1993, 371)

Grygiel and Wąsek hold that the modern scientific method allows for 
a significant correction of the inadequate traditional theistic approach, 
which introduces a division into natural and supernatural reality. It enables 
a more precise presentation of the theological understanding of how the 
world of divine immanence is immersed in the world of divine transcen‑
dence. Referring to the position of John Peacocke, who understood “every‑
thing in God,” they state that “this concept is panentheism, or an ontological 
position, connecting the immanent and transcendent order in such a way 
that the immanent order is ‘immersed’ in the transcendent” (Grygiel and 
Wąsek 2022, 148). On the one hand, this concept eliminates the arbitrari‑
ness of the transcendent God’s intervention in created reality, and on the 
other, in an understandable way, it shows the causal action of God in the 
world through the laws of nature. Grygiel and Wąsek state that 

adopting the position of panentheism allows for a redefinition of the com‑
monly accepted division of reality into natural and supernatural. Divine imma‑
nence in the created order makes all natural events the work of God, and there 
is no area of reality that would remain outside His causal influence. (2022, 232)

One might think that this is a rather moderate panentheism, although 
the abolition of clear boundaries between God and His creation may pose 
certain difficulties for the theist. Nevertheless, supporters of evolutionary 
theology, such as Philip Clayton, believe that panentheism constitutes 
a kind of modus vivendi between radical theism and various types of pan‑
theisms that have been a temptation for Christian thinkers for centuries. 
Following Jürgen Moltmann, he emphasizes that a holistic understanding 
of creation necessarily shows God’s panentheistic relation to space and 
time. The time-space dimensions become to some extent divine attributes; 
we should think of God as

… coextensive with the world: all points of space are encompassed by God 
and are in this sense “within” him. Nonetheless, created space is precisely 
that created, contingent. Only God himself has the ontological status to be 
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absolute and to contain all space within himself. In short: finite space is con‑
tained within absolute space, the world is contained within God; yet the world 
is not identical to God. (Clayton 1997, 90)

Clayton emphasizes that dialectical thinking is needed in theology to 
show that the world is both different from God and completely dependent 
on Him. This means that to some extent the effects on the world also effect 
God, although the world remains a contingent and accidental being rela‑
tive to Him.

Of the six arguments in defense of panentheism that Clayton cites, the 
most interesting seems to be the argument from divine causality. If God 
is ontologically ‘outside’ the world, then His agency in the world seems to 
be an intervention ‘from outside’ in the natural order of the latter. Clayton 
concludes, like Grygiel and Wąsek, that the understanding of God’s agency 
seems more coherent when we understand it as a relation of God to the 
world that is analogous to the relation of mind to body. This panentheistic 
analogy suggests that there is no ontological difference between divine 
action and the regularities of the laws of nature. From a theological per‑
spective, the laws of nature are essentially “descriptions of the predictable 
regularity of patterns of divine action” (Clayton 1997, 101). The laws and 
regularities of nature, although they are autonomous actions of nature, are 
nevertheless, thanks to God’s omnipresence in the world, ontologically 
identical with God’s intentions. This understanding removes the difficulty 
of perceiving God as controlling the regularities and laws occurring in the 
world ‘from the outside.’

Let us consider, however, whether there is any alternative to the panen‑
theistic doctrine of God’s relation to the world that evolutionary theology 
presents us with. Is the doctrine of God’s omnipresence that so entangles 
Him in creation that He becomes changeable and responsive to the world 
the only perspective for Christianity? Mariusz Tabaczek, assessing panen‑
theistic doctrines, indicates that among the various characteristics of panen‑
theism, evolutionary theologians (J. Moltmann, J. Peacocke, J. Polkinghorne 
and P. Clayton) emphasize the following in particular: (1) that God encom‑
passes or contains the world (the substantive or locative notion); (2) that 
God binds up the world by giving the divine self to the world; (3) that God 
provides the ground for that which emerges within, or for the emergence of, 
the world (see Tabaczek 2021, 157). The essence of panentheism is not only 
that everything is in God, but also that divine immanence permeates the 
entire created order of nature. This feature is distinguished from classical 
theism which, while emphasizing that God exists in all things, avoids the 
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statement that everything is in God. For this reason, theists such as Niels 
Gregersen emphasize that classical Christian doctrine recognized God’s 
immanence without falling into panentheism (see Gregersen 2004, 19–35). 
At the same time, Thomas Aquinas spoke of God’s being present in the 
world in three ways: (1) by virtue of His power, as all things are subject to 
it (in opposition to those who claim that visible and corporeal things are 
subject to the power of a contradictory principle); (2) thanks to His pres‑
ence, as all things are bare and open to His eyes (in opposition to those 
who deny God’s presence in inferior bodies); (3) in virtue of His essence, 
as the cause of being of all things (in opposition to those who assume that 
there are creatures mediating being from God down to the lower creatures) 
(ST I, 8, 3). This allows us to show that although the world is dependent 
on God for its existence, “the natures and activities of creatures cannot 
affect or have a real feedback effect on God” (Tabaczek 2021, 163). On the 
other hand, another contemporary Thomist, Brian Shanley, presents the 
issue of the omnipresence of God in the following terms when he writes that

Aquinas clearly thinks that God is “related” to the world in the sense that 
he creates, loves, knows, wills, governs, and redeems the world. The denial 
that God is “really related” to the world does not dispute any of these claims. 
It simply denies that God’s causal activity, and any relational terms thereby 
ascribed to him, implies any alteration in his being. When God acts so as to 
bring creatures into relationship with him, all of the “happening” is located 
in creation rather than in God. (Shanley 2002, 59) 

The position of traditional theism thus allows for an account of God’s 
immanence and omnipresence in the world that in no way violates the 
perspective of radical transcendence so clearly rejected by the proponents 
of panentheism, who advocate evolutionary theology.

Therefore, in the more cautious conceptions of divine embodiment in cre‑
ation, it is maintained that the position of panentheism will prove true only 
in an eschatological reality, when—in the words of St. Paul—God will be 
“all in all.” It is for this reason that John Polkinghorne emphasizes that “in 
my view, panentheistic language is best reserved to express eschatological 
destiny rather than to describe present reality” (Polkinghorne 2000, 95).

5. Conclusion
The project of evolutionary theology is, in fact, a proposal of a kind of sci‑
entific and theological positivism, which claims that the only proper path 
to theology runs from contemporary science. It seems that this cannot be 
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considered a form of theology simpliciter, but rather is a theology of nature 
which, with reference to contemporary science, tries to solve certain theo‑
logical problems in a new way. It is therefore a contextual theology, prac‑
ticed in the context of the contemporary empirical sciences. It stems from 
the conviction that theology cannot fall into a “metaphysical ghetto,” but 
instead must conduct a dialogue with other ways of investigating reality. 
There are certain issues that science itself takes over from philosophy, such 
as the nature of the mind, of causality, or of temporality. These require 
at least preliminary meta-scientific research. As John Polkinghorne says, 

I believe that too many theologians fail to treat what science has to offer with 
the appropriate degree of seriousness that would enable them to acknowledge 
adequately their contextual role. (Polkinghorne 2009, 8)

Polkinghorne believes that there are not many theologian-scientists. 
However, if theology is to be effectively pursued in the context of science, 
it must be able to answer the important questions that classical theology 
has addressed to the latter. It must therefore be pursued in a manner similar 
to science itself: that is, in terms of a bottom-up approach to thinking. He 
writes that “I strongly believe that it is possible to do theology in a bottom-
up fashion and that its pursuit in the context of science will indeed require 
just this kind of approach” (Polkinghorne 2009, 30). Science and theology 
are, of course, different, but they complement each other in the search for 
truth. They are partners in the human effort to seek truth and understand‑
ing. Grygiel and Wąsek fully agree with such a dialogical approach to the 
relationship of theology and science, but does this mean an unequivocally 
scientific contextualization of theology? Is it not enough to assume that 
today’s science is an auxiliary discipline of theology, just as archaeology 
is an auxiliary discipline of biblical studies. Science, according to this view, 
would only provide raw material for the work of the theologian, who seeks 
truth by assessing the motivations of faith. On this approach, the proj‑
ect of evolutionary theology would not be a new evolutionary paradigm 
of theology, but rather some sort of (more modest) theological reflection 
on the contemporary state of the empirical sciences. It seems that Grygiel 
and Wąsek are doing just that when they try to reconsider the old (tradi‑
tional) formulations of Christian dogmatics regarding evil, original sin, and 
the existence of the soul in the light of new achievements in biology and 
neuroscience. We may say that they succeed very well in that regard, but 
it is separate issue, and one that we will not seek to address here.
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Articles on Other Subjects

Wittgenstein, Relativism, and the Second-Person 
Perspective

Piotr Szałek

Abstract This paper addresses the problem of the relativist implications of Witt‑
gensteinian non-cognitivism. If moral and religious language are only an expression 
of language users’ attitudes, then both moral values and religious beliefs will be 
relative to just those language users. The paper attempts to respond to this charge 
in the following two ways. First, it seeks to show the common conceptual structure 
underlying the accusation of relativism as it relates to both Wittgenstein’s non-
cognitivism and his position on scepticism, where the latter reflects his contextual‑
ist anti-sceptical strategy (which is also charged with relativism). Second, it seeks 
to demonstrate that in both cases it is possible to offer a non-relativist reading 
of Wittgensteinian thinking by affirming the commensurability of different world-
views through an appeal to the second-person perspective, taken as characteristic 
of the human way of living (or human “form of life”).
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1. Introduction
One of the most striking elements of the so-called later philosophy of Witt‑
genstein is his characterisation of moral and religious language in terms 
of non-cognitivism. According to this view, both moral and religious lan‑
guage are non-referential: that is, they do not refer to anything in the 
world such as objectively existing moral values or deities (see CV, 16, 64, 
85). 1 Moral and religious language are not truth-apt, and are simply the 
expression of the moral or religious attitudes of language users. The latter 
are engaged in the corresponding moral and religious “language games,” 
whose rules should not be breached as doing so leads to philosophical and 
linguistic confusion. If both moral and religious language are made up 
of particular and distinctive language games, then they rest on their own 
distinctive rules and claims, and need no justification via external or ratio‑
nal means as they are performing only an expressive role.

The serious problem that arises from such a picture of moral and reli‑
gious language is that of relativism (see Schönbaumsfeld 2023, 46; Kusch 
2011, 39): if morality and religion are just a matter of expressing attitudes 
on the part of language users, then moral values and religious beliefs will 
seem to be nothing more than relative to those particular language users 
(see LC, 56). If they do not refer to any objective moral values or deities, 
they will always be “situated” or “contextualised” by the particular attitudes 
of certain moral agents or religious believers.

In this paper, I would like to examine and refute this problematic relativist 
commitment associated with non-cognitivism by looking at a similar dif‑
ficulty that we encounter in Wittgenstein’s discussion of scepticism in his 
last work, On Certainty. In the latter, he develops a framework-invoking 
approach to the refutation of scepticism: a given commitment’s epistemic 
justification is furnished by the conceptual framework within which, exclu‑
sively, it can possess its content. According to one interpretation:

There could be . . . different epistemic systems, none of which would be intrin‑
sically correct; each of them would be . . . as good as any other, and would 
certify as . . . justified different propositions. As a consequence, knowledge 
. . . would always be situated: what counts as knowledge within one system 
of justification might not be so within another.  .  .  . The passage from one 
epistemic system to another would always be a form of conversion or persua‑
sion, reached through a-rational means. (Coliva 2010, 1)

1. In the present paper I refer to the writings of Wittgenstein using the abbreviations expli‑
cated in the bibliography, specifying the numbered remarks or sections of the relevant works. 
In the case of secondary literature, all references are to page numbers within the texts cited.
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There is, then, a remarkable similarity between the conceptual mecha‑
nism standing behind the non-cognitivist account of moral and religious 
language and the framework-invoking refutation of scepticism. Moreover, 
the serious problem which arises from both views is that they each appear 
to be committed to cognitive or epistemic relativism. 2

Taking as its point of departure the so-called “hinge-epistemology” 
interpretation of Wittgenstein’s discussion of scepticism as formulated by 
Analisa Coliva (2003, 2010; see also Baghramian and Coliva 2020, 110–14), 
this paper argues for its applicability to the problem of the relativistic 
commitments of Wittgensteinian non-cognitivism, and seeks to show that 
a kind of second-person perspective implicitly present in On Certainty can 
save us from having to grant that there are different mutually inacces‑
sible world-pictures in play. Accessibility or commensurability is possible, 
because these are furnished by a unitary human world-picture community 
entailing limits to our access to language (in terms of what is conceivable 
for us). In other words, the limits of human language (consisting of different 
language games) determine the limits of our human world (its conceivability 
and commensurability).

In order to accomplish this goal, I shall proceed in the following way. 
Firstly, I introduce the most distinctive features of the Wittgensteinian anti-
sceptical strategy. Secondly, I explain the arguments in favour of the inter‑
pretation that charges the Wittgensteinian view on scepticism and non-cog‑
nitivism with being committed to epistemic relativism. Thirdly, and finally, 
I offer a non-relativist reading of both scepticism and non-cognitivism by 
showing the commensurability of different attitudes or conceptual schemes 
within Wittgenstein’s approach, in terms of the second-person perspective. 

2. Following Grayling (1988, 118), we can distinguish between cultural and cognitive relativ‑
ism: “Cultural relativism is the thesis that there are differences between cultures or societies, 
or between different phases in the history of a single culture or society, in respect of social, 
moral, and religious practices and values.” However, “cultural relativism is not philosophically 
problematic, for it is clear that our being able to recognise cultural differences of the kind 
described presupposes an ability on our part to gain access to other cultures so that we can 
recognise the differences as differences.” The real problem is cognitive relativism, as “it is the 
view that there are different ways of perceiving and thinking about the world or experience, 
ways possibly so different that members of one conceptual community cannot at all grasp 
what it is like to be a member of another conceptual community.” The problem of the relativist 
consequences of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy has been noted by many philosophers, both 
relativists and anti-relativists (see Rorty 1979; Hintikka and Hintikka 1986; Grayling 1988; 
Haller 1995; Glock 1996; Kirk 1999; and Boghossian 2006). Recently, an anti-relativist reading 
of Wittgenstein’s later views has also been propounded to varying degrees (see Barret 1991; 
Putnam 1992; Grayling 2001; O’Grady 2002, 2004; Coliva 2003; Blackburn 2004, 2007; Williams 
2007; and, especially, Coliva 2010).
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The latter perspective emphasises that ethical and moral understanding 
is not just a matter of recognising facts, but also of entering into a recipro‑
cal relationship or attitude with others. A commitment to another person’s 
standpoint is taken to be essential for a recognition-based relationship.

2. The Anti-Sceptical Strategy of On Certainty
Scepticism is the view that knowledge or rational (justified) belief is impos‑
sible, either in general or with respect to a particular domain. Modern 
scepticism is based on the assumption that for a proposition to be known, 
it must either be evident (i.e. self-evident, or evident to the senses), or be 
adequately supported by other propositions that are so. 3

On Certainty contains a series of more or less detailed remarks on scepti‑
cism. Some are directed specifically against the Dream Hypothesis, while 
others are more general. All contest any form of  extreme scepticism. 
The primary target of On Certainty is Moore’s famous argument against 
scepticism (and idealism). The latter just enumerates some of the many 
things he took himself to know. He claims that there are empirical truths 
which we know (i.e. can know) with certainty, such as “These are my two 
hands” or “The earth has existed for a great many years.” He maintains that 
these truths provide proof of the existence of the external world, since the 
premises are known for certain and entail the conclusion.

Wittgenstein grants Moore his (psychological) certainty, but denies his 
knowledge about these truths. He rejects the idea that Moore has provided 
proof for the philosophical claim that there are objects that are physical 
and external to our minds. He does so because, for the sceptic, some sort 
of doubt still remains. Looking at my hands does not guarantee anything, 
as it is merely a move within our established “language games” (our con‑
ceptual scheme), while he does not challenge the move itself. What the 
sceptic challenges is the whole “language game” or conceptual scheme 
of the external world of physical-object discourse (see OC, 19, 23, 83, 617). 
In other words, in claiming to know he has two hands as instances of physi‑
cal objects, Moore takes for granted the very conceptual scheme that is the 
target of sceptical attack.

3. This characterisation of scepticism captures an evidentialist assumption that underlies 
modern scepticism in the wake of Descartes and is also the main focus of Moore’s anti-sceptical 
strategy as considered by Wittgenstein in On Certainty. However, it may also be pointed out 
that scepticism does not have to be methodological (i.e. Cartesian) in character, where this 
involves defining criteria for something to be known, only to then try to show that knowledge 
claims fail to meet those same criteria.
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Wittgenstein tries to undermine both the Moorean and sceptical posi‑
tions by impugning the sense of the proposition about the existence of the 
external physical world. According to him, it is not an empirical proposition: 
for the sceptic, it does not matter whether there are physical objects or not 
in respect of our experience, which could be as it is even if we find ourselves 
unable to specify what it would mean for there to be no physical objects.

According to Wittgenstein, both Moore and the proponents of scepti‑
cism ignore the fact that doubting and the allaying of doubt can only 
make sense within a certain “language game” (conceptual scheme), while 
the “language game” itself cannot be justified or doubted: it is neither 
reasonable nor unreasonable (OC, 559, 609–12). Doubt and justification 
make sense only relative to the rules that guide the use of the proposi‑
tions (expressions) involved in some “language game.” They come to an 
end when we are confronted with doubts that are not themselves provided 
for by our rules—i.e. that do not count as legitimate moves or strategies 
in that particular “language game” (OC, 204). Moore’s truths mark points 
at which doubt loses its sense. However, they do this only because they 
are the background against which we distinguish between true and false, 
serving as “hinges” on which even our doubts turn (OC, 94, 341–3, 401–03, 
514–15, 655): “Doubt grammatically loses its sense. This language game 
is like that” (OC, 56; see also 494, 498).

Sceptical doubts are invalid or incoherent because their sense implicitly 
presupposes the very conceptual scheme they explicitly attack. The scepti‑
cal hypothesis that nothing around us is real or exists is of that sort—like 
the thought that all our calculations could or might be wrong. But what 
a given proposition means is itself an empirical fact. In other words, some 
empirical facts must be beyond doubt (OC, 55, 514–19).

3. The Relativist Reading of Wittgenstein’s Position
Following Coliva (2010; see also Baghramian and Coliva 2020, 110–14), we 
can reconstruct the following arguments in favour of a relativist reading 
of Wittgenstein’s view:

1.	 Language games “provide reasons for and against . . . pro
positions” that are subjects of our “assessing their truth,” 
while at the bottom of language games lie hinge “propositions 
which are neither true (grounded, rational) nor false 
(ungrounded, irrational)” (Coliva 2010, 1). Therefore they 
cannot be rational, and it would not be possible to have other 
alternative or merely different grounds, which “would be as 
legitimate as ours” (Coliva 2010, 2; see OC, 162, 233, 262). 
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If we apply this description of language games to the non-
cognitivist characterisation of moral and religious language, 
we can say that we hold different, incommensurable, views 
with regard to the world of values, or religious beliefs that 
constitute different, incommensurable, conceptual schemes 
or frameworks of reference for the users of moral or religious 
language.

2.	 “At the bottom of our language games lies a way of acting, and 
that it is just a part of our lives to take certain propositions, 
theories and methods of justification, for granted, and thereby 
to act in accordance with them” (Coliva 2010, 2). Then, “it 
is a mere accident that we act in a certain way, and our lives 
are what they are. . . . There may be other ways of acting and 
living . . . which would ground other systems of justification” 
(Coliva 2010, 2; see OC, 92, 132, 264, 338, 609). In other words, 
within a non-cognitivist framework of moral and religious 
language there will be alternative conceptual schemes that 
navigate human lives.

3.	 If “we find someone who doesn’t comply with our system 
of justification, we could only persuade or convert them to 
adopt ours, by appealing not to grounds or reasons—as there 
are none that could support one system over the other” (Coliva 
2010, 2; see OC, 92, 262, 612). On a non-cognitivist account 
of morality and religion, there will be no common conceptual 
scheme that we share that could constitute a common ground 
for the different conceptual schemes expressed in different 
moral and religious attitudes.

4.	 As Coliva points out, the metaphor of a mythology is used 
by Wittgenstein to describe the status of  our isolated 
attitudes or conceptual schemes when he writes that “the 
propositions describing our world-picture might be part 
of a kind of mythology” (OC, 95, 97; see Coliva 2010, 2). This 
resonates with the non-cognitivist account of  moral and 
religious language. As is rightly noted by Coliva (2010, 3), it 
seems to suggest that there is no rational justification for our 
beliefs or, putting it more broadly, our conceptual schemes 
expressed in the form of different moral and religious attitudes 
and practices: they are like myths.
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4. The Non-Relativist Reading of Wittgenstein’s Position

4.1. The Commensurability of World-Pictures
In order to show that Wittgenstein is not an epistemic relativist, I will argue 
that his view implies the commensurability of world-pictures, and that this 
in turn rests on the implicit second-person perspective that makes human 
language a communal or public endeavour, not a private one. Both On Cer‑
tainty and Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics are interspersed with 
examples where Wittgenstein repeatedly imagines different communities, 
in which things we usually take for granted have ceased to be so. It seems 
at first sight that the conceivability of these communities would support 
a kind of Wittgensteinian relativism—i.e. the idea that it is conceivable 
that there could be people with altogether different conceptual schemes 
or world-pictures. However, in the case of the interesting example of wood-
measurement analysed by Wittgenstein in the Remarks on the Foundations 
of Mathematics, what he has in mind is that if we fail to persuade the alien 
people operating with a different way of measuring wood that they are 
mistaken, we should revise our translation of their words. Wittgenstein 
thinks that we can imagine such a community which has a different way 
of measuring and paying for wood, and yet we will be able to deal with 
them and find a common factor when it comes to communication (cf. Coliva 
2010, 13). It seems evident that he supposes that if we had to deal with them, 
we would try to convince them to measure wood by weight and pay for 
it accordingly. Furthermore, and more to the point, we would do this by 
using an entirely rational procedure: namely, that of showing them that the 
quantity of wood could remain the same even when its area and volume had 
changed. Were we to be successful in doing this, it would be an example 
not of an alternative epistemic method but, presumably, a case of people 
holding a false belief that had led them to employ an unreliable procedure 
to measure wood. Moreover, Wittgenstein argues that if rational argument 
fails then this probably means we have made a mistake when translating 
the words of those people into the meanings we ourselves attach to them 
(cf. Coliva 2010, 13–4, 16–17). The meaning of words seems to be a function 
of at least some central inferences we accept as common to both world-
pictures (see Brandom 2008, 5–6). 4 Hence, were there to be any problem 

4. This interpretation of the common background to a world-picture can lend support to 
a reading of Wittgenstein of the sort proposed by Robert Brandom. The latter, in line with his 
inferentialist interpretation, claims that while we have various language games in Wittgen‑
stein, there is one underlying structural feature in the form of the strategy of giving reasons: 
we accept one element of such a language game on the basis of another element of it, as 
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with understanding the meanings of words, such that this turned out, by 
our lights, to be something others did not accept, we should not conclude 
that these people were actually refusing to accept them, but rather that 
their “words have a different meaning than the one we . . . attributed to 
them” originally (Coliva 2010, 17).

Here Wittgenstein, like Quine (1960) and Davidson ([1974] 1984), insists 
that there are minimum requirements that a form of linguistic behaviour 
must meet in order to be intelligible to us (CV, 37; Rhees 1965, 25). Antici‑
pating the current debate about radical translation, Wittgenstein assumes 
something quite close to the “principle of charity”: in order to interpret 
other people we should maximise agreement by attributing to them beliefs 
that from our own point of view are mostly true (Baghramian and Coliva 
2020, 113–4). Wittgenstein writes that “if language is to be a means of com‑
munication there must be agreement not only in definitions but also . . . 
in judgments” (PI, 242). Furthermore, as we have seen, if seemingly radi‑
cal differences were to emerge, we should revise our translations rather 
than attributing to them a large class of judgments that, from our point 
of view, are false. The crucial premise here is the claim that sharing a lan‑
guage is “not agreement in opinions but in form of life” (PI, 241; RFM, 353). 
Hence, understanding a different language presupposes convergence not 
only of beliefs but also of all the relevant patterns of behaviour—something 
which, in turn, would seem to presuppose common perceptual capacities, 
needs and emotions, realised in the form of an irreducibly basic second-
person perspective. As Wittgenstein puts it: “The common behaviour 
of mankind is the system of reference by means of which we interpret an 
unknown language” (PI, 206; see RFM, 414–21; EPB, 149; see also Grayling 
1988, 120).

On the basis of the above, we can argue that Wittgenstein was not a rela‑
tivist either with respect to his position on scepticism or as regards his 
stance concerning non-cognitivism. 5 To substantiate this argument, let us 
now turn to the key concepts elaborated by him in order to characterize 

part and parcel of our rule-following, and this is the formal scheme common to all language 
games. It should be noted, however, that I am accepting in my interpretation only this minimal 
construal of the common elements of language games, and this does not necessarily mean 
I would endorse all of Brandom’s supplementary theses. While he was heavily influenced by 
Wittgenstein, their theories of meaning are somewhat different. For Wittgenstein, words get 
their meaning from their role in language games, embedded in forms of life. For Brandom, 
words get meaning merely from the inferences they are involved in. I am grateful to an 
anonymous reviewer for pointing out this difference.

5. Here I follow and extend the non-relativist readings of Wittgenstein on scepticism that 
are to be found in Coliva (2010) and Grayling (1988, 20–22; 2001), applying them to the present 
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his own project. In On Certainty he develops the notion of a world-picture, 
where this is integrated into his conception of language games and forms 
of life. The most significant aspect of language games is that “the term 
‘language game’ is meant to bring into prominence the fact that the speak‑
ing of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life” (PI, 23; see PI, 19; 
Z, 173). In turn, forms of life consist of a plurality of language games, 
“a  complicated network of  similarities overlapping and crisscrossing: 
sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities in detail” (PI, 66). 
It seems that a “form of life” resembles a “medley-like” mixture of human 
practices somehow supporting or complementing each other (Kober 1996, 
439). The term refers to a community sharing practices, customs, uses 
and institutions (PI, 199; RFM, 32, 43). Furthermore, it is not required that 
any one member of the community be competent in all language games 
performed by that community, and the second-person perspective makes 
us aware of this as a constant element of our orientation in the world. In 
other words, the notion of a “form of life” describes, or expresses, the setting 
in which language games are practised by such a community. It links the 
concept of a practice (a language game) with the concept of a community 
and the second-person perspective implicit therein.

The connection of the linguistic practice (i.e. rule-following language 
games) with the communal aspect of language acquisition and communica‑
tion is possible only by virtue of the implicit second-person perspective. 
This perspective makes language a communal or public enterprise, not 
merely the private experience of the language user. It is significant that 
Wittgenstein does not construe language from the first-person perspective 
as an entirely private experience on the part of language users, or from the 
third-person perspective of strictly objective experience as a “view from 
nowhere,” but in terms of the second-person perspective, as a phenomenon 
natural to the human world (PI, 293; Johnson 2013, 77). What makes us 
familiar with some particular language game is our participation in a com‑
munity of language users and our practising of its rules through having an 
implicit imprint of our human orientation in the world as an orientation 
within the human community (the human “form of life”). In other words, 
a part of what we are as human beings consists in the second-person per‑
spective implicit in our lives as language users (see PI, 240–47).

The same conceptual mechanism is also encountered with the term 
“world-picture.” Wittgenstein’s idea is that such a picture contains the 

discussion of non-cognitivism and the second-person perspective. See also Schönbaumsfeld 
(2023, 44–56).



156 Piotr Szałek 

concepts through which we conceive of the world. It is characterised by 
him as a kind of “myth” or “mythology,” in that it contains certain catego‑
ries basic to our understanding of the world (see OC, 95, 195). A “myth” 
exhibits the views and convictions of a community or a form of life that 
we share with others (the implicit second-person perspective). It is a way 
of seeing the world (Weltanschauung). It might contain traditions, political 
views, moral values, or religious beliefs (PO, 125–29).

It seems that a world-picture is not necessarily a theory of the world, 
but is something that guides the behaviour of the community that holds it 
(PO, 125, 129, 137). In that sense, it could serve also as a “basis” (Grundlage) 
or “point of departure” for a community’s way of looking at the world (OC, 
105, 167). This latter function is possible as it contains both certainties and 
knowledge claims that rest on these. Hence, Wittgenstein says that “above 
all it is the substratum of all my enquiring and asserting. The propositions 
describing it are not all equally subject to testing” (OC, 167; see OC, 234, 
281–82, 327, 621).

The notion of a “world-picture” describes a familiar cultural (anthropo‑
logical) phenomenon: the intuitive or practical, rather than discursive, shar‑
ing of views that correspond to what is disclosed in a given community’s 
customs (institutions) or ways of social behaviour and somehow overlap 
and supplement each other (OC, 102–3, 167, 275, 281, 298; PI, 129). The main 
point here is that a community’s language will embody their world-picture 
uniquely and absolutely. It does so because there are no real alternatives to 
it, although other ways of seeing the world are imaginable. Hence, different 
possible world-pictures are accessible to each other, since they seem to be 
merely a kind of extension of the particular community’s actual worldview. 
Such alternatives can only be imagined, as there are no such alternatives 
in reality. In other words, such differing yet imaginable world-pictures are 
commensurable with one another. We do not have here an instance of the 
first-person perspective (solipsism) such as would be implied by relativism, 
but rather a case of the second-person perspective, this being the overriding 
presupposition for any communal sharing of a form of life. 6

Furthermore, Wittgenstein says that “I do not get my picture of the 
world by satisfying myself of its correctness; nor do I have it because I am 
satisfied of its correctness. No: it is the inherited background against which 
I distinguish between true and false” (OC, 94). Apparently, according to 
him, we do not construct our world-picture: it is not a matter of reasoning, 

6. This fits very much with current discussions of the second-person perspective. See, for 
instance, Darwall (2006, 2021), Pinsent (2012, 2013), and Eilan (2016).
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or of engaging in some (spontaneous) conceptualizing activities—it is rather 
something we inherit or are given. Bernard Williams (1981, 156–57) points 
out, in similar fashion, that our language games and forms of life are “abso‑
lutely” acquired—that is, that they cannot be justified. Hence, the rules 
or grammar of our language games cannot be justified. They are not some‑
thing that can be said to be “reasonable” or “unreasonable,” but rather “there 
like our life.” Presumably Wittgenstein has this in mind when he says:

Suppose we meet people who did not regard that [i.e. the claims of physics—P.S.]physics—P.S.] 
as a telling reason. Now, how do we imagine this? Instead of the physicist, they 
consult an oracle. (And for that we consider them primitive.) Is it wrong for 
them to consult an oracle and be guided by it? If we call this “wrong” aren’t 
we using our language games as a base from which to combat theirs? (OC, 609)

Following Williams, we can say that the various language-game com‑
munities exist in a merely empirical sense. From this, however, it does not 
follow that there are different world-pictures that are inaccessible to each 
other. Accessibility or commensurability are already in play, due to the 
fact that these are themselves constituted on the basis of a single human 
world-picture community that sets the limits to our access to language (and 
what we can conceive of). In other words, the limits of human language 
(consisting of different language games) determine the limits of our human 
world (its conceivability and commensurability). This is possible due to 
the second-person perspective implicitly assumed by Wittgenstein in his 
considerations regarding the commensurability of our world-pictures. 7

4.2. Hinge Epistemology and the Common Human Form of Life
Emphasising the common elements of a human form of life, or even that 
there is a common form to human life, seems preferable in both hinge episte‑
mology and Wittgensteinian philosophy because it grounds understanding, 
prevents thoroughgoing relativism, and illuminates those fundamentally 
shared behaviours that enable both language and knowledge (Conway 1989, 
24). This foundational unity explains how humans can make sense of one 
another and forms the basis for shared (“hinge”) certainty, which is crucial 
for knowledge and justification. In contrast, an exclusive focus on the plural‑
ity of forms of life risks undermining the possibility of mutual intelligibility 
and shared knowledge, leading to an untenable radical relativism.

7. In the next three sections, I respond to comments made by an anonymous reviewer for 
this journal. I am very grateful to the latter for their insightful and helpful remarks.
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On this reading of Wittgenstein, it becomes possible to explain the mutual 
understanding that occurs between people of different backgrounds: any 
human being can understand another, because they share a common form 
of life (OC, 358–59; PI, 23). This commonality includes a shared set of behav‑
iours, ways of living, and patterns of language. While acknowledging the 
existence of multiple ways of living and language games, a single common 
human form of life acts as a unifying force. It explains why there is not 
a complete breakdown of understanding, as there are certain universally 
shared behaviours that constitute the bedrock of human interaction and lan‑
guage (the “hinge” elements). The human form of life includes fundamental 
aspects of human existence, such as speaking, thinking, and having beliefs 
about the world (Moyal-Sharrock 2015, 23–26). This common foundation 
creates the “universal grammar” of mankind, enabling understanding of and 
communication through even foreign languages.

An emphasis on the shared human form of life provides a more robust 
and less problematic account of knowledge and justification than a view 
that only stresses plurality. It explains the possibility of intersubjective 
agreement and shared knowledge. By contrast, if we were to fully embrace 
a radical emphasis on the plurality of forms of life, this would lead to 
a situation where understanding another person could become impossible, 
much like the hypothetical inability to understand a talking lion. Moreover, 
the idea of a common human form of life directly links epistemological 
questions about knowledge and justification to the fundamental nature 
of human beings as social, rule-following beings.

It is these accounts taking seriously the idea of a single common human 
form of life, as against those mainly emphasising the plurality of forms 
of life, that give the main motivation for a reading of Wittgenstein in terms 
of so-called hinge epistemology. The latter, inspired by Wittgenstein’s 
On Certainty, studies the basic certainties that form the bedrock of knowl‑
edge (Moyal-Sharrock and Pritchard 2024, 33–34). These “hinges” are not 
the kind of propositions for which we typically seek justification, but rather 
presuppositions of our understanding. A common human form of life pro‑
vides the shared foundation that allows for these universal hinges such 
as the certainty of one’s own existence or the reliability of the senses. 
Therefore, the idea of a shared human form of life explains why we have 
a certain degree of agreement in respect of our fundamental beliefs. This 
shared background makes certain epistemological stances plausible and 
allows for justification to occur. Without this commonality, any attempt to 
justify a knowledge claim would be located in a vacuum. Hinge epistemol‑
ogy aims to address radical scepticism by providing a way to understand 
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why we can have basic certainties even if they cannot be strictly proven. 
The shared human form of life offers a crucial element of this understand‑
ing, as it reveals the common ground upon which we build our knowledge 
and certainty.

4.3. Non-Cognitivism and the Common Human Form of Life
Nevertheless, the position described above might be charged with imposing 
a false universalism, and so it is necessary to add further nuance to our 
argument here, especially in the context of the alleged non-cognitivism 
of Wittgenstein. This “universal” approach attempts to impose a uniform 
“form of life,” where Wittgenstein’s own philosophy acknowledges a rich 
diversity of unique and context-dependent practices making universal 
claims about morality or religion impossible within that framework. In the 
non-cognitivist reading of Wittgenstein on morality and religion, moral and 
religious language do not describe facts or objective truths, but rather func‑
tion differently, expressing attitudes, emotions, or a way of life. The mean‑
ing of moral and religious expressions is found in their use within a specific 
form of life. This implies that these meanings are not universally applicable 
across different forms of life. Therefore, on this reading, to affirm a single 
“human form of life” and then use that to argue for universally shared moral 
and religious attitudes runs counter to Wittgenstein’s ideas.

Translating the idea of a single human form of life into a non-pluralist 
interpretation of Wittgenstein’s non-cognitivism about morality and reli‑
gion will, in that case, prove problematic, because his concept of “forms 
of life” will be taken to refer to shared cultural, social and linguistic prac‑
tices that are diverse, not singular (Weiberg 2025, 3–6). A non-cognitivist 
stance denies that moral and religious statements express objective truths, 
while Wittgenstein’s ideas suggest that the meanings within these practices 
are relative to their specific forms of life. Therefore, trying to universalise 
a single “form of life” to impose uniform moral or religious attitudes goes 
against the Wittgensteinian view that meaning is generated through diverse 
and specific linguistic and cultural contexts.

This line of criticism emphasises that Wittgenstein’s concept of “forms 
of life” serves to highlight how language, culture and social practices inter‑
twine to create meaning and understanding within specific communities. 
On such an interpretation, the concept of “forms of life” is inherently plural, 
referring as it does to a multitude of diverse ways of living and communi‑
cating. There is no singular, universal “human form of life” from which all 
moral and religious practices might be said to originate.
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4.4. Hinge Epistemology, Non-Cognitivism, and the Second-Person 
Perspective

The  above criticism demonstrates the need for an explanation that 
appeals to the second-person perspective, as the latter can help disarm 
the aforementioned charge and bridge the gap between hinge epistemol‑
ogy and non-cognitivism. The second-person perspective is relevant to 
hinge epistemology just by virtue of the fact that it provides a unique 
way to ground knowledge through intersubjective interactions, offer‑
ing a foundation beyond mere first- or third-person observation, where 
this is critical for understanding the shared, and often unquestioned, 
framework (of “hinges”) that enables communication and knowledge 
acquisition. For any non-cognitivist account of ethics and religious belief, 
the second-person perspective is relevant in that it stresses the idea that 
moral and religious commitments are not merely abstract beliefs, but 
relational stances involving mutual acknowledgement and a shared “you” 
or “otherness,” where this in turn lends support to the sort of views that 
hold such beliefs to be more about values and commitments than just 
stating factual propositions.

Indeed, the second-person perspective is  arguably fundamental to 
developing a coherent understanding of intersubjective interaction more 
generally—wherever people make sense of each other’s behaviour and 
adjust their own actions accordingly. This forms the basis for developing 
the trust and shared understanding necessary for any epistemic practice. 
Hinge epistemology, drawing on Wittgenstein, focuses on the unquestioned 
beliefs or practices (the “hinges”) that provide the framework for all other 
knowledge (Pritchard 2025, 48–49), and the second-person perspective 
is relevant here because it shows how these hinges are established and 
maintained through direct interaction with and mutual acknowledgement 
of others. The second-person perspective can also help explain how dif‑
ferences in opinions and biases function within testimonial exchanges 
(Boncompagni 2024, 290–94). When a prejudice acts as a hinge, preventing 
proper evaluation of testimony, engaging with the second-person perspec‑
tive can reveal the underlying prejudice by reintroducing a normative level 
where rational consideration of others is possible.

That last element brings us to the relation between the second-person 
perspective and non-cognitivist accounts. The second-person perspec‑
tive stresses that ethical and moral understanding is not just a matter 
of recognising facts, but of entering into a reciprocal relationship with 
or attitude towards others (see OC, 204). A commitment to acknowledging 
another person’s standpoint is essential for a recognition-based relationship 
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(Cockburn 1990, 6–10). Non-cognitivists argue that moral or religious judg‑
ments express emotions or commitments, rather than describing facts. 
The second-person perspective aligns with this by emphasising how our 
moral and religious stances are deeply tied to our interactions and our 
acknowledging of another’s “you-ness” or “otherness.” The concept of reli‑
gious belief is sometimes compared to that of hinge commitment because 
both involve deep, foundational stances rather than simple empirical asser‑
tions. The second-person perspective suggests that religious belief is also 
a form of relational commitment, involving a reciprocal orientation toward 
a divine “you,” which aligns with non-cognitive views that focus on com‑
mitment and value rather than just propositional content.

As rightly noted by David Cockburn:

Wittgenstein was writing against the background of a tradition in which it 
was customary to mark off my thought about other people from my thought 
about, say, stones by saying that I believe that the former, but not the latter, 
“have minds.” His introduction of the term “attitude” here represents a revolt 
against this way of speaking which has a number of dimensions. Part of what 
he wishes to highlight with this term is the fact that we feel about and act 
towards other human beings in ways that are utterly different from those 
in which we feel about and act towards, for example, stones. I have a certain 
“practical orientation” towards another human being with whom I am con‑
fronted. (1990, 6)

Cockburn emphasises an element of the thought of Wittgenstein that 
is crucial for our considerations relating to the second-person perspective. 
For Wittgenstein, the centre of the picture of the human way of living (or 
“practical orientation,” as Cockburn calls it) was to have a certain “attitude 
towards” others, rather than to have a certain “belief about” them (PI, 178). 
It is a matter of our attitudes, as non-cognitivism emphasises, that we feel 
towards others as beings towards which certain ways of acting make sense 
or seem appropriate. In the course of presenting of his own philosophi‑
cal argument for recognising other people as persons, Cockburn himself 
stresses that, for Wittgenstein, “the attitude is what is fundamental in our 
thought about each other” (Cockburn 1990, 9).

5. Conclusions
To conclude, we can therefore legitimately claim that Wittgenstein’s views 
on scepticism and, by analogy, non-cognitivism, do not imply epistemic 
relativism. The form of relativism to which Wittgenstein is committed 
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might be simply anthropocentrism (Grayling 1988, 20). 8 He accepts the 
different cultures and “forms of life” of human beings, but also talks about 
“the common behaviour of mankind”—and in fact about a common human 
world-picture. Cultural pluralism, as we might call this form of anthropo‑
centrism, itself makes sense only if we assume that there is mutual acces‑
sibility or commensurability between cultures at the cognitive or epistemic 
level. The different “forms of life” share an experiential and conceptual basis 
that permits mutual accessibility between them in terms of the second-
person perspective. That is precisely the respect in which those “forms 
of life” are not epistemically relative at all. 9 The ability to detect that some‑
thing is a “form of life,” and that it differs from our own, requires these 
means just for us to identify its presence and be in a position to say what 
distinguishes it from ours.
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“Fake News” in Reformulated Messages
Towards Expanding the Toolset 
for Identifying Misinformation
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Abstract In an age where information spreads faster than ever, the subtle 
manipulation of truth through rephrasing plays a pivotal role in amplifying mis‑
information. Starting from the observation that the spread of “fake news” may be 
significantly reinforced through reformulating a message for the sake of its mis‑
representation, we seek to address the problem of the spread of “fake news” from 
the perspective of the rephrasing of news for purposes of misinformation. Given 
such a potentially dangerous role for misuses of rephrasing, the following research 
question arises: what is the relation between “fake news” and reformulated mes‑
sages? This question will be addressed by analysing to what extent (i) definitions 
of “fake news” in the computer-science and philosophy-related literature, and 
(ii) recent linguistic studies of rephrase (as it is sometimes known), are helpful 
in identifying the main features of “fake news” as these relate to the latter. In this 
regard, we propose a research programme for addressing rephrase as a linguis‑
tic phenomenon—one that will serve as a tool for the study of communication 
in respect of “fake news.”
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Jill looked at the King: his mouth was open and his face was full of horror. 
And then she understood the devilish cunning of the enemies’ plan. By mixing 
a little truth with it they had made their lie far stronger.

C.S. Lewis, The Last Battle

1. Introduction
In 2024, the President of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen, 
at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, stated: “For the global 
business community, the top concern for the next two years is not con‑
flict or climate. It is disinformation and misinformation, followed closely 
by polarisation within our societies” (Von der Leyen 2024). So, in an age 
where information spreads faster than ever, the subtle manipulation of truth 
through rephrasing (or what linguists sometimes refer to as “rephrase”) 
plays a pivotal role in amplifying misinformation. This may give us pause to 
reflect and ask: “What is ‘rephrasing’?” The working definition of the latter 
runs as follows: “To say that a speaker rephrases is therefore to say that he 
or she means a contribution to be understood as connected to another contri‑
bution in a specific way” (Younis et al. 2023). This definition is built on con‑
temporary research into rephrase (e.g. Visser et al. 2018; Konat et al. 2016; 
Koszowy et al. 2022). At the same time, the current state of research empha‑
sizes the difficulties associated with the boundaries of the phenomenon: 
if rephrase is reformulation, where does it end? After all, two expressions 
of the same thought that differ completely in wording are difficult to clas‑
sify as together constituting an instance of rephrase. Therefore, as has been 
stated, for example, by Younis et al (2023), an instance of rephrasing must 
be an operation on certain linguistic material that modifies it to a certain 
extent but not completely. However, this raises the following question: to 
what extent does this modification allow the output of this operation to be 
considered an instance of rephrase? In Koszowy et al. (2022), an attempt has 
been made to use semantic similarity as a measure, but counterexamples 
have been found showing that semantic convergence does not necessarily 
have to be related to reformulation. Therefore, in this article, we take as our 
starting point the definition of rephrase proposed by Younis et al. (2023). 
(The idea of rephrase will itself be elaborated in more detail in Section 4.)

Turning now to a timely example that uses a rephrased “fake news” 
headline to exemplify what we are talking about, we may consider the 
original news story “Netanyahu acknowledges Israel losing online “pro‑
paganda war,” should be doing more” from the Times of Israel (Freiberg 
2025). The popular and (in)famous website InfoWars ran the rephrased 
headline “Netanyahu declares war on free speech as Israel’s propaganda 
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efforts falter” (2025). The news story on InfoWars, which itself is a story 
originally from the website “lifesitenews.com,” cites the Times of Israel as 
one of the many sources of the article. The Times of Isreal article was the 
main article that lifesitenews.com drew its article from. The headline from 
the Times of Isreal is relatively neutral. On the other hand, the InfoWars 
article includes phrases such as “falter” in place of “losing,” and employs the 
phrase “declares war” to intensify the propositional content in its rephrased 
title. In short, both titles are propositionally equivalent, but the rephrased 
title from InfoWars is linguistically intensified.

In this paper, we discuss the results of contemporary studies of rephrasing 
in argumentation and dialogue, treating these as a possible toolset for criti‑
cally dealing with “fake news” and misinformation. Despite empirical evi‑
dence of the impact of repetitions on the spread of “fake news” (e.g. Hassan 
and Barber 2021; Diaz-Garcia et al. 2025), the intersection between com‑
municative phenomena related to repeating or reformulating messages and 
the notion of “fake news” still remains underexplored. Here, we analyse 
the representative definitions of “fake news” in computer science and phi‑
losophy to reveal the key tendencies pertaining to the perception of “fake 
news” in these two research fields. Our analysis shows that the tendencies 
of reformulating or mimicking are embedded in those definitions. Given 
that the notions of reformulating and/or mimicking messages are implicated 
in techniques of rephrasing (in that rephrasing is a subcategory of mimick‑
ing), we hypothesize that the overlap between these two areas may provide 
a fruitful path for future research on the linguistic cues for identifying 
attempts at spreading “fake news” via rephrasing and reformulating tech‑
niques. Thus, we claim that recent models of rephrase in argumentation 
(Konat et al. 2016; Visser et al. 2018; Koszowy et al. 2022; Younis et al. 2023) 
can furnish a possible repertoire of tools for systematically studying and 
critically assessing rephrased “fake news.” This then leads on to an explora‑
tion of the key role of rephrasing “fake news” in the process of re-framing 
pieces of information for the sake of misinforming recipients.

Our initial observation is that the dissemination of “fake news” has 
become an integral challenge within the broader context of digital com‑
munication and media. This issue is particularly pertinent as such news 
leverages the pervasiveness of social platforms to manipulate public percep‑
tion. One of the core tactics in “fake news” construction is the strategic use 
of rephrasing, where minor adjustments in language alter the truth value 
of statements while preserving their perceived factuality. This rephras‑
ing technique subtly shifts public interpretation, often without causing 
overt contradictions, making it difficult to discern misinformation. These 
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observations prompt a deeper inquiry into the linguistic mechanisms that 
make such news persuasive.

Despite a growing corpus of research on “fake news” detection (e.g., 
Singhal et al. 2019; Tschiatschek et al. 2017; Wang et al. 2018), there remains 
a critical gap in understanding how the rephrasing of statements contrib‑
utes to the persuasive force of “fake news.” While previous studies (e.g., 
Hassan and Barber 2021) have concentrated on the broader identification 
of false information through algorithmic methods and empirical investiga‑
tion focused on the effect of rephrasing in various domains (e.g., Koszowy 
et al. 2022; Younis et al. 2023), little attention has been paid to the cognitive 
and linguistic impacts of rephrasing in enhancing the believability of “fake 
news.” Specifically, the locutionary and illocutionary aspects of rephrasing 
as a rhetorical device in “fake news” production remain, to the best of our 
knowledge, underexplored. This lacuna highlights the need for an inves‑
tigation that will bridge the gap between practical “fake news” detection 
on the one hand, and deeper philosophical considerations on the other.

Given this paucity of systemic research into reformulation strategies 
aimed at spreading “fake news,” our study seeks to address the following 
research question: what role does rephrasing play in the current structure 
of “fake news” in two representative research fields—namely, computer 
science and philosophy? Specifically, our research aims to explore how 
rephrasing techniques are embedded within representative definitions 
of both disciplines to distort or enhance the believability of “fake news.” 
By examining computational approaches to detecting rephrased misinfor‑
mation and the philosophical implications of language manipulation, the 
study aims to offer an understanding of how rephrasing contributes to 
the  structural integrity and rhetorical effectiveness of such news.

Our preliminary insights suggest that rephrasing plays distinct roles 
in the fields of computer science and philosophy, reflecting the differ‑
ing focuses of these domains. In computer science, rephrasing is studied 
with a practical emphasis, as it typically has real-world implications for the 
detection and mitigation of “fake news” through algorithms and machine-
learning techniques. These approaches aim to systematically identify “fake 
news,” thereby providing concrete tools for combating misinformation. On 
the other hand, philosophy engages with rephrasing in a more speculative 
and theoretical manner, focusing on the ethical and epistemological implica‑
tions of how language can be manipulated to mislead or persuade. While 
both fields recognize the significance of rephrasing in the structure of “fake 
news,” computer science seeks actionable solutions, whereas philosophy 
probes the deeper implications of how and why rephrasing shapes our 
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understanding of epistemological and ethical concerns. More broadly, our 
goal here is rather to bring together two seemingly distant areas of research: 
one focused on rephrasing in pragmatics and argumentation theory, and 
the other dealing with the detection of “fake news” in the context of its 
increasing proliferation. The former is more philosophical and linguistic, 
while the latter, due to the computer systems and techniques used to detect 
such news, is definitely oriented towards computer science. Nevertheless, 
research on “fake news” detection procedures also has a clear philosophical 
component, because effective identification depends on an adequate defi‑
nition of what “fake news” is (i.e. a fine-grained conceptual framework). 1

The goal of our research is to develop an understanding of how rephras‑
ing contributes to the structure of “fake news.” To achieve this, we will 
study the definitions and conceptualizations of “fake news” in philosophy 
and computer science, specifically focusing on how rephrasing is treated 
within these frameworks. By analysing how computer science defines and 
detects rephrasing in such news through computational tools, alongside 
philosophical perspectives that explore the ethical and epistemological 
dimensions of rephrased misinformation, this research aims to bridge the 
gap by exploring the overlap between rephrasing and “fake news.”

For this purpose, we will be looking at notions of “fake news” in two 
research areas that significantly differ from each other, and so are comple‑
mentary when it comes to obtaining an adequate conceptualization of such 
news from the point of view of the critical assessment of its role in commu‑
nication, drawing out the components of rephrasing embedded in both sets 
of definitions. On the one hand, philosophy (especially epistemology and 
the philosophy of language, argumentation and communication) furnishes 
a theoretical framework for capturing the main features of “fake news.” 
On the other, computer science elaborates tools aimed at operationalizing 
the detection of (potential) “fake news” in its sphere of communication.

In this way, rephrasing becomes a form of deception that goes beyond 
the creation of falsehoods—it is about shaping these falsehoods to align 
with the expectations and cognitive biases of the audience. By crafting 
information that appears real, those behind “fake news” are able to amplify 

1. To elaborate further, this is because these conceptualizations of “fake news” include, 
among other things, both an epistemological component (in that they address issues of truth 
and cognitive deception through “fake news”) and an ethical one (since they refer to the 
moral dimension of “fake news” at the level of the intentions behind its use and its effects). 
Hence, exploring the overlap between the study of rephrasing and research on “fake news” 
has directed us to philosophy and computer science as the representative disciplines typically 
and most visibly exhibiting this overlap.
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the impact of their fabricated content, making it more persuasive and harder 
to discredit. This intentional rephrasing, coupled with the strategic pre‑
sentation of information, plays a critical role in the effectiveness of “fake 
news,” ensuring that the falsehoods it contains are not only believable but 
also likely to be disseminated widely before they are debunked.

The overall idea behind the present paper is to initiate moves in the direc‑
tion of laying a foundation for developing a comprehensive toolset for com‑
bating “fake news” from the perspective of computer science. The latter, via 
social media, offers a powerful and systematic method of identifying and 
neutralizing such news; however, some “fake news” articles manage to escape 
detection. We may deploy an analogy here: it is akin to a fishing net. Many 
of the obvious “fake news” articles are caught, but the smaller fish (i.e. the 
subtle “fake news” stories) manage to escape detection. One class of “fake 
news” articles that escape detection are rephrased news articles. The philo‑
sophical discussions surrounding “fake news” offer a more nuanced discus‑
sion of the nature of the latter, and we might find the discussion here fruitful 
for developing a more adequate definition of “fake news” for computer scien‑
tists. To give an example of how philosophy could potentially help computer 
science, we observe that many papers in the latter field define “fake news” as 
at the very least having the property of being intentionally false (see: Singhal 
et al. 2019; Desamsetti et al. 2023; Zhou and Zafarani 2018). However, as we 
can see from the InfoWars story referred to at the start, we can find ourselves 
dealing with an article that is not intentionally false, but where there is still 
an intuition that something of that type should somehow count as “fake 
news.” So why is there an intuition to the effect that the InfoWars example 
should count as an instance of such news? 2 A more nuanced account of this, 
taking into account aspects of rephrasing, may yet succeed in capturing that 
example within the net of “fake news” stories.

The overall structure of the paper, then, will be as follows: first, in Sec‑
tion 2, we explore key texts discussing “fake news” detection in computer 
science in relation to rephrasing; second, in Section 3, we examine the 
literature in philosophy with respect to its discussion of “fake news” as 

2. It is worth mentioning that it is not the case a priori that InfoWars is “fake news.” We 
might treat it as a kind of institutional fact, to use Searle’s term. It just happens to be the case 
that as of this moment (2025), InfoWars is commonly taken to be the paradigmatic example 
of this (see Dentith 2016). Does this always have to be the case? No. It certainly is the case that 
in some possible world Alex Jones, the head of InfoWars, speaks as though he were trained 
to deliver the news on NPR and adheres to the news standards of the Associated Press (AP) 
before publishing news articles. Additionally, is everything that InfoWars publishes or reports 
on false? No. But should we be sceptical about stories published on InfoWars? Yes.
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it relates to rephrasing; third, in Section 4, by inspecting the similarities 
and differences in these fields we seek to bridge the gap between them, 
surveying the overlap between rephrase and “fake news” in order to pro‑
pose specific areas of philosophical and linguistic research into rephrasing; 
lastly, in Section 5, we conclude by envisaging possible future work. These 
steps will, we hope, enable us to offer a new perspective on rephrasing and 
“fake news” studies, legitimizing the category of rephrasing as one of the 
key concepts needed for capturing the linguistic manifestations of “fake 
news.” In this way, our research programme aims to capture both theoretical 
dimensions of rephrasing as they relate to this phenomenon.

2 Definitions of “Fake News” in Computer Science
In exploring the role that rephrasing plays in definitions of “fake news,” 
we have limited our investigation to the fields of philosophy and com‑
puter science. This decision is driven by their complementary strengths 
in addressing the nuanced ways that rephrasing can be used to manipu‑
late information. Philosophy provides a critical theoretical framework for 
understanding how language, including rephrasing, can be used to obscure 
truth or distort reality. It allows us to examine the ethical implications 
of “fake news” as a tool for deception, exploring the philosophical founda‑
tions of truth and the societal impacts of manipulated information.

In seeking to gather together the necessary computer-science defini‑
tions related to “fake news,” our approach has been designed to ensure rel‑
evance during the selection process. First, we identified a series of relevant, 
and commonly cited and recent, peer-reviewed articles falling within the 
field of computer science that explicitly addressed “fake news” or focused 
on methodologies for “fake news” detection. These articles served as the 
primary sources for extracting the definitions of “fake news.” We screened 
peer-reviewed work between 2015–2025 in venues indexed by ACM Digi‑
tal Library, IEEE Xplore and major journals/conferences; for philosophy, 
we screened journal articles and chapters in epistemology, as well as the 
philosophy of language, argumentation and communication. Second, from 
each article, we isolated and recorded the specific definitions of “fake news” 
utilized by the authors, ensuring that these were contextually aligned with 
the overall research objectives of the study. Third, we compiled these defini‑
tions into a table, providing a comparative framework for analysis. Lastly, 
we examined the definitions for recurring features or thematic patterns, 
which were then highlighted and categorized within the table to illustrate 
commonalities and distinctions across the selected literature. We drew from 
these features or thematic patterns elements aimed at identifying linguistic 
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manifestations of certain instances of rephrasing that may have the effect 
of “fake news.” This approach allowed for a comparative understanding 
of how such news is conceptualized within the domain of computer science.

Table 1: Computer science definitions of “fake news”: major tendencies
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1. Dong et al. (2023) X

2. Qian et al. (2018) X

3. Ruchansky et al. (2017) X X

4. Tschiatschek et al. (2017) X X

5. Alam et al. (2022) X X X X

6. Kou et al. (2022) X X

7. Nabov et al. (2021) X X

8. Zhou et al. (2020) X X

9. Ajao et al. (2019) X X X X

10. Khattar er al. (2019) X X X

11. Singhal et al. (2019) X X X

12. Wang et al. (2018) X X X X

13. Conroy et al. (2015) X X

14. Farajtabar et al. (2017) X X X

15. Berrondo-Otermin & 
Sarasa-Cabezuelo (2023) X X X X X

16. Wu & Rao (2020) X X

17. Desamsetti et al. (2023) X X X

18. Fifita et al. (2023) X X

19. Shu et al. (2017) X X

20. Zhou & Zafarani (2018) X X

21. Zhang & Ghorbani (2020) X X X X

22. Jain & Kasbe (2018) X X

23. Perez-Rosas et al. (2017) X X X X

24. Oshikawa et al. (2018) X X

25. Parikh & Atrey (2018) X X

26. Sharma & Singh (2024) X X X X



173“Fake News” in Reformulated Messages

Table 1 presents a detailed overview of the major tendencies found 
in definitions of “fake news” within the computer-science literature. To 
compile this table, we analysed 26 representative articles, each of which 
directly addresses either “fake news” itself or its detection. The definitions 
are categorized into six key themes: Falsehood, Fabrication, Intent and 
Purpose, Ways of Misleading People, Verification and Evidence, and Unde‑
fined. These themes were inductively drawn from the definitions of “fake 
news,” prior to our identifying linguistic manifestations of certain instances 
of rephrasing that may have the effect of “fake news.” Falsehood and Fabri‑
cation emerged as fundamental components, frequently mentioned across 
the literature, underscoring the fact that “fake news” is often built upon 
deliberately false or fabricated information. The category of Intent and 
Purpose highlights the intentional deception that characterizes “fake news,” 
distinguishing it from accidental misinformation. The instances of Ways 
of Misleading People identified by us, including disinformation and satire, 
emphasize the diverse strategies employed to deceive audiences. Addition‑
ally, the role of different media platforms, such as social media, in the spread 
of “fake news,” is a prominent theme, as is the challenge of verifying the 
authenticity of information presented as news. This analysis reveals not 
only the consistency in how “fake news” is defined within the field of com‑
puter science, but also the emphasis on intentionality and the mechanisms 
of dissemination.

The structure of our discussion of these categories will be as follows: 
we will first describe the data obtained by giving the relevant statistical 
information, and then proceed to outline the elements of rephrasing identi‑
fied in the features of various definitions of “fake news.” The goal is to see 
how rephrasing manifests itself within these features.

The first category is Falsehood. Falsehoods are a fundamental aspect 
of the definitions of “fake news” within the computer-science literature. 
This category, which includes terms such as “false,” “untrue,” and “falsi‑
fied,” was identified in 23 out of 26 articles analysed, representing 88.4% 
of the total. This near-universal acknowledgement—as might well have 
been expected, given that the term suggests some form of falsity in one 
way or another—underscores the central role of falsehood in the concep‑
tualization of “fake news.”

When we turn to the act of rephrasing, applied to false information, 
this serves as a powerful tool in the construction of “fake news.” Building 
on previous research into rephrasing (Konat et al. 2016; Visser et al. 2018; 
Koszowy et al. 2022; Younis et al. 2023), we may say that rephrasing in the 
context of “fake news” is not merely a simple alteration of words but 
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a deliberate effort to replicate the tone, style and structure of legitimate 
news sources (Dentith 2016). By doing so, creators of “fake news” aim to 
enhance the believability of their content, making it more difficult for the 
audience to distinguish between authentic and false information. The subtle 
manipulation of language allows the fabricated content to blend seamlessly 
with genuine news, exploiting the trust that readers place in familiar jour‑
nalistic formats. This mimicry extends beyond mere language to include 
the visual and contextual elements of news, such as headlines, imagery, 
and even the use of credible-sounding sources, all designed to reinforce 
the illusion of authenticity.

The category of Fabrication stands out as notable within the computer-
science literature. It included the term “fabrication” or “fabricate,” and was 
identified in 5 of the 26 articles (representing 19.2% of the total). The con‑
cept of fabrication is interesting because it shows an overlap between 
falsehood and the intentional aspect of “fake news,” distinguishing it from 
other forms of misinformation, such as rumours or inadvertent errors, as 
well as stories that are simply false (e.g. Ruchansky et al. 2017; Khattar et 
al. 2019; Farajtabar et al. 2017; Wang et al. 2018; Perez-Rosas et al. 2017). 
The act of fabricating involves creating false information intentionally, 
often with the aim of deceiving or misleading the audience. This deliber‑
ate intent is crucial for differentiating “fake news” from mere mistakes 
or misunderstandings. This distinction allows us to distinguish between 
obvious examples of “fake news” and mere mistakes. For example, many 
have the intuition that the highly cited InfoWars story about how the 2012 
Sandy Hook school shooting in the US was staged is a paradigmatic example 
of “fake news” in the digital era (see Collins and Eaton-Robb 2022)—as 
distinct from being a simple case of confusion over some relatively subtle 
philosophical terminology employed in the Dennett obituary published by 
the New York Times (see Kandell 2024). 

Fabrication, in the context of “fake news,” frequently involves rephras‑
ing as a method for constructing misleading narratives. Rephrasing plays 
a crucial role in how fabricated content is framed and presented to the 
public. By subtly altering legitimate information or reconstructing false 
statements in a manner that mimics the tone and structure of credible 
sources, fabricators can create content that appears authentic, despite its 
deceptive intent. The process of rephrasing fabricated information often 
involves changing emphasis, removing critical context, or introducing emo‑
tionally charged language, all while maintaining an outward appearance 
of legitimacy. This strategic manipulation of language allows fabricators to 
enhance the believability of their falsehoods, making them more difficult 
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for audiences to detect and scrutinize. Thus, rephrasing acts as a vehicle for 
delivering fabricated content in a way that maximises its persuasive impact 
while concealing its intentional falsity. This connection between fabrication 
and rephrasing underscores the importance of developing tools that can 
identify subtle linguistic cues to better detect and counteract “fake news.”

Intent and Purpose captures the deliberate motivations behind the dis‑
semination of false information. This category, which includes terms such 
as “intention to deceive,” “deliberate,” “purposeful” and “intentional,” was 
identified in 14 out of the 26 articles analysed, representing 61.5.% of the 
total. This significant proportion underscores the importance of under‑
standing the underlying motivations behind “fake news” in both academic 
and practical contexts. Unlike accidental misinformation, “fake news” 
is characterized by a conscious effort to mislead or deceive the audience. 
For instance, Alam et al. (2022), Singhal et al. (2019), Conroy et al. (2015), 
Fifita et al. (2023) and Parikh and Atrey (2018) highlight the purposeful 
nature of “fake news.” This intentionality is a key factor that differentiates 
“fake news” from other types of misleading information, such as rumours 
or unintentional errors.

To show that we can infer an intent to generate “fake news,” we can look 
at how rephrasing operates as a linguistic mechanism to subtly reshape 
stories to influence public opinion, promote a political agenda, or generate 
financial gain. This rephrasing often involves subtle changes in wording, tone, 
or emphasis, that significantly alter the perception of the information without 
making it immediately obvious that it has been manipulated. For instance, 
the title from the unconventional news website Zero-Hedge, “US Women’s 
Life Expectancy is the Lowest among Developed Nations” (Durden 2024), 
appears alarming, but upon closer analysis is misleading. The article provides 
a list of 10 developed countries, placing the United States at the bottom (at 
80 years). However, two critical issues arise: first, the list excludes Slovakia 
(see WHO 2024), a country classified as developed (see UN 2014), where 
women’s life expectancy is 78 years. Secondly, the original article cited by 
Zero-Hedge refers to “high-income countries,” a term with a specific technical 
meaning, while the rephrased title substitutes it with “developed countries,” 
a term that carries broader and more urgent implications. This strategic 
rephrasing shows the intention of creating more urgency than the original 
article suggested, while still appearing to rely on solid evidence (this is also 
the case in the InfoWars example in Section 1. This example highlights how 
rephrasing operates as a linguistic mechanism to subtly reshape narratives, 
exploiting the trust in seemingly factual claims, while we nevertheless can 
infer an underlying intent behind the rephrased content.
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Ways of Misleading People focuses on identifying the various forms 
that “fake news” can take. This category, which includes terms such as 
“misinformation,” “disinformation,” “hoaxes,” and “rumours,” was identi‑
fied in 9 out of the 26 articles analysed, accounting for 42.3% of the total. 
The inclusion of terms like “misinformation” and “disinformation” in the 
definitions emphasizes the spectrum of accuracy and intent within “fake 
news.” Tschiatschek et al. (2017) and Alam et al. (2022) discuss these 
distinctions, noting that misinformation typically involves the uninten‑
tional spread of false information, while disinformation is deliberately 
misleading. This differentiation is crucial for understanding the motiva‑
tions behind the dissemination of “fake news,” as disinformation often 
carries malicious intent, while misinformation may arise from ignorance 
or error. Additionally, the category encompasses various formats of “fake 
news,” such as satire and hoaxes. For instance, Ajao et al. (2019) include 
satire as a form of “fake news,” recognising that while it may use humour 
and exaggeration, it can still mislead audiences who take the content 
at face value. This highlights the complexity of “fake news,” where even 
content meant as a joke can contribute to misinformation if not clearly 
identified as satire.

The Misinformation and Types of News category within “fake news” 
highlights the various forms it can take, and underscores how rephras‑
ing plays a crucial role in shaping these forms to deceive or mislead. 
The inclusion of terms like “misinformation” and “disinformation” in the 
definitions emphasizes that “fake news” exists on a spectrum of accuracy 
and intent, where rephrasing can shift the meaning and perception of the 
information presented. Rephrasing allows creators to manipulate con‑
tent in a way that aligns with their specific intent—whether to mislead 
unintentionally, as in the case of misinformation, or with malice, as with 
disinformation.

An effective analogy to describe this problem is the popular child’s game 
commonly known as “the Telephone Game,” where a message is whispered 
from one person to another in a line. By the time the message reaches the 
last person, it is often significantly distorted, bearing little resemblance to 
the original. In the context of “fake news,” disinformation acts similarly 
to the Telephone Game but with intentional distortion: the original informa‑
tion is deliberately rephrased at each stage to create a narrative that suits 
a particular agenda. When we turn to the news, we can see that the use 
of the phrase “swift-boating” became popular during the 2004 US presiden‑
tial campaign involving John Kerry and George W. Bush. The phrase was 
a half-truth repeated to great effect and, arguably, caused Kerry to lose the 
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election (see Major and Andersen 2016). 3 This kind of manipulation can 
introduce subtle inaccuracies or misleading interpretations, transform‑
ing what might have been factual content into something that is false yet 
appears credible.

Misinformation, though typically spread without harmful intent, can also 
resemble the unintended distortions in the Telephone Game. As informa‑
tion is passed along without proper verification, rephrasing may simplify, 
exaggerate, or alter details, leading to a message that is different from the 
original, even if the distortion is unintentional. This analogy highlights 
how rephrasing, even without malicious intent, can still lead to significant 
misunderstandings and the spread of inaccurate information. Additionally, 
the category includes various formats of “fake news,” such as satire and 
hoaxes, where rephrasing also plays a key role. Satire, for instance, relies 
heavily on exaggeration and humour, but when its satirical nature is not 
made clear, rephrasing can blur the line between joke and reality, leading 
some audiences to take the content at face value. Similarly, hoaxes often 
involve rephrasing factual information in a way that creates a completely 
false narrative, crafted to deceive the audience for the sake of entertain‑
ment, financial gain, or other motives.

For each kind of variation of “fake news,” it becomes apparent that 
rephrasing plays a significant role as a tool in its production. Whether the 
intent is to deceive, entertain, or simply provoke a reaction, rephrasing 
serves as a tool to reshape information into various types of “fake news,” 
each with its own impact on the audience. Understanding how rephrasing 
contributes to the complexity of “fake news,” much like the distortions 
in the Telephone Game, helps to illuminate the challenges in identifying 
and countering it in all its forms.

Turning to the Verification and Evidence category, this distinguishes 
“fake news” from other types of information, emphasising the presence 
or absence of supporting evidence and the verifiability of the content. This 
category, which includes terms such as “lack of evidence,” “unverifiable” 
and “false evidence,” was identified in 3 out of the 26 articles analysed, 
representing 26.9% of the total amount. The emphasis is on the unverifiable 

3. For some more context: The term comes from Swift Boat Veterans for Truth (later Swift 
Vets and POWs for Truth), a “527” group that, in August 2004, ran TV ads and promoted the 
book Unfit for Command attacking Democratic nominee John Kerry’s Vietnam War record. 
(Kerry had commanded a Navy “swift boat.”) Many of the allegations were contradicted by 
Navy records and eyewitnesses and widely judged to be unsubstantiated. However, the ethotic 
attack achieved its greater strategic purpose regardless of the actual truth value of the main 
claim of the book and TV ads.
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nature of “fake news.” For instance, Zhou et al. (2020) and Perez-Rosas 
et al. (2017) highlight the fact that a key characteristic of “fake news” is its 
lack of verifiable evidence. This absence of reliable sources or a factual 
basis makes it challenging to authenticate any information that, typically, 
would rely on verifiable data and credible sources. Khattar et al. (2019), 
interestingly, examines the concept of false evidence, where “fake news” 
lacks verification and may present fabricated or misleading evidence to 
support its claims. Here, it might be useful to draw a distinction to the effect 
that all false evidence is fabricated or misleading, but not all fabricated 
or misleading claims count as false evidence. It is worth noting that one 
issue with this category is that some legitimate news sources are difficult 
or impossible to verify. One might consider, for example, a news article 
that uses whistle-blower information or depends on confidential sources.

Rephrasing plays a pivotal role in how “fake news” navigates the Verifica‑
tion and Evidence category, particularly by obscuring the lack of verifiable 
information, or fabricating evidence to support false claims. When creators 
of “fake news” manipulate content, they often engage in rephrasing to make 
unverifiable information appear more credible in ways difficult to detect. 
This manipulation underscores the implicit imperative to cultivate robust 
critical thinking skills and dispositions amongst news consumers.

The Harm and Normative Factors category focuses on the ethical and 
societal implications of “fake news,” highlighting the potential damage 
caused by the dissemination of false information. This category includes 
terms such as “harm,” “unethical,” “normative judgments” and “negative 
impact.” It was identified in 5 out of the 26 articles analysed, representing 
26.9% of the total amount. This number is noteworthy in the field of com‑
puter science, as it seems desirable for this normative dimension to be 
captured in the concept of “fake news.”

Harm is a central theme in this category, reflecting the various ways 
“fake news” can negatively impact individuals and society. For instance, 
Ruchansky et al. (2017) and Sharma and Singh (2024) discuss how “fake 
news” can lead to real-world consequences, such as social unrest, public 
panic, and even violence. These studies highlight the potential for “fake 
news” to exacerbate conflicts, spread fear, and undermine social cohe‑
sion, showcasing the broader societal harm that can result from the spread 
of misinformation. Alam et al. (2022) addresses the ethical dimensions 
of “fake news,” describing it as inherently reflecting an intention to deceive 
and manipulate the public. This ethical violation is particularly concerning 
when “fake news” is used to influence public opinion or manipulate political 
outcomes, as it undermines democratic processes and erodes public trust 
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in media and institutions. The deliberate spread of false information with 
the intent to mislead is widely regarded as an unethical practice, raising 
important questions about the responsibilities of information providers 
and the need for accountability.

The  use of  “normative judgments” and the discussion of  “negative 
impact” further highlight the moral considerations associated with “fake 
news.” Berrondo-Otermin and Sarasa-Cabezuelo (2023) emphasize the nor‑
mative implications of spreading misinformation, noting that “fake news” 
often involves making normative claims that are intended to shape public 
attitudes or behaviours. Additionally, Desamsetti et al. (2023) discusses 
the broader negative impacts of such news on public discourse, pointing 
out that the spread of false information can lead to a general degradation 
of the quality of information available to the public. This degradation can 
have long-term consequences, including the erosion of informed public 
debate and the weakening of societal resilience against misinformation. 
The authors highlight the need for stronger measures to combat “fake 
news” and protect the integrity of public discourse.

Rephrasing plays a critically important role in the Harm and Normative 
Factors category, particularly in respect of how “fake news” is crafted to 
inflict ethical and societal harm. The act of rephrasing in such news causes 
harm by making “fake news” nearly indistinguishable from real news. 
Also, the manipulation of language through rephrasing can amplify the 
negative impact of “fake news” by making harmful content appear more 
credible or persuasive. For instance, the ethical violation inherent in “fake 
news” is often deepened by the way information is rephrased to deceive 
or manipulate the public. Rephrasing can involve twisting facts, selectively 
omitting context, or framing information in a way that heightens emotional 
responses, all of which contribute to the unethical nature of “fake news.”

The term “harm” is central to this category, and rephrasing is frequently 
used to exacerbate the potential damage caused by “fake news.” For example, 
rephrased content may be designed to incite fear or anger, leading to real-
world consequences such as social unrest or violence. By carefully choosing 
words and altering the presentation of information, creators of “fake news” 
can intensify the harmful effects on individuals and society, making the false 
information more likely to provoke extreme reactions. This manipulation 
of language not only spreads misinformation, but also actively contributes 
to the deterioration of social cohesion and public trust.

Rephrasing, here, also plays a role in the normative judgments associ‑
ated with “fake news.” When such news is rephrased to make normative 
claims—statements that express values or prescribe actions—it can shape 
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public attitudes and behaviours in ways that align with the deceptive intent 
of its creators. This rephrasing can lead to the spread of harmful ideologies 
or the manipulation of public opinion, particularly when the language used 
is crafted to resonate with existing biases or fears. The ethical implications 
of such rephrasing are significant, as it involves deliberately steering public 
discourse in a direction that undermines the integrity of information and 
democratic processes.

Moreover, the broader negative impacts of “fake news” on public dis‑
course, as discussed by authors such as Desamsetti et al. (2023), are often 
magnified through the strategic rephrasing of content. By presenting mis‑
leading information in a way that appears authoritative or aligns with 
popular narratives, rephrased “fake news” can degrade the overall quality 
of public debate. This degradation erodes societal resilience against mis‑
information, as the public becomes less able to distinguish between truth 
and falsehood in a landscape where rephrased “fake news” is prevalent.

The last category is the Undefined one. Some papers left the concept 
of “fake news” undefined (Dong et al. 2023; Qian et al. 2018). This absence 
of any definition is itself notable, because it assumes that the definition 
of “fake news” is so well understood that there is no need to supply one.

To conclude, our investigation into definitions of “fake news” in com‑
puter science has underscored the centrality of rephrasing as a mechanism 
for subtle misinformation. Central to this phenomenon is the use of false‑
hoods and fabrication, where strategic linguistic adjustments create an 
illusion of authenticity while embedding misinformation. A key tactic 
involves mimicking credible sources, replicating the tone, style and struc‑
ture of legitimate journalism to exploit audience trust. Rephrased content 
often reflects deliberate intent and purpose, aligning language with specific 
objectives such as promoting propaganda or influencing public opinion. 
These manipulations frequently involve selective omission, emphasis, and 
pragmatic shifts that subtly alter meaning without overt contradiction. 
Furthermore, rephrasing serves to obscure verification and evidence, either 
by masking unverifiable claims or fabricating support to enhance believ‑
ability. The societal and ethical impact of such rephrasing is significant, as 
it amplifies harm by provoking emotional reactions and exacerbating divi‑
sions. Detection tools in computer science focus on identifying linguistic 
patterns, structural mimicry, and shifts in tone to counteract the persuasive 
force of rephrased misinformation. Together, these elements underscore 
the nuanced and deceptive nature of rephrasing as a tool in fake news.
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3. Definitions of “fake news” in philosophy
In this section, we examine the philosophical discourse surrounding defini‑
tions of “fake news,” focusing on how various philosophers have sought to 
conceptualize this phenomenon. While much of the existing work on “fake 
news” has centred around its detection and mitigation through technical 
means (as in computer science), philosophy offers a more nuanced and theo‑
retical exploration of its ethical, epistemological and linguistic dimensions.

“Fake news” raises deeply philosophical issues. The topic raises signifi‑
cant questions about truth, epistemology, ethics, and the impact of informa‑
tion on society in the Digital Age. Below, we will explore the philosophical 
dimensions of “fake news,” focusing on how various theoretical frameworks 
can help us understand and address this complex problem as it simultane‑
ously relates to computer science. Philosophers have long been concerned 
with the nature of truth and the ethical implications of communication, 
making the study of “fake news” particularly relevant to contemporary 
philosophical discourse, which in turn might provide useful contemporary 
tools for identifying such news. However, it is worth noting that there 
is no single agreed-upon definition of “fake news” (albeit that such a state 
of affairs is hardly an uncommon occurrence in philosophy). In fact, there 
are some philosophers (e.g. Habgood-Coote 2019; Musi and Reed 2022) who 
have either asserted that defining “fake news” is a fool’s errand, or sought 
to side-step it entirely. Nevertheless, the emphasis here is not so much 
on technological tools being used to identify “fake news,” as in computer 
science. Rather, what we encounter here is a deeper discussion about the 
nature of falsity, with more attention paid to such subtle aspects of “fake 
news” as the copying or mimicking of legitimate news.

Now we will turn to the analysis of selected definitions of “fake news” 
in the philosophical literature. Here we have identified 20 representative 
definitions that offer a more nuanced take on “fake news,” utilizing the vari‑
ous subdivisions in philosophy such as epistemology, philosophy of science, 
and ethics. In this subsection, much as in Section 2, we will go through the 
definitions offered and look for similarities between them. (At the same 
time, we will not seek to elaborate here on those categories that overlap 
sufficiently with those already encountered in Section 2.) We identify cat‑
egories that the various definitions share in Table 2. These include the fol‑
lowing: Mimicking, False, “Bullshit,” Lack of Concern for Truth, Intentional, 
and Social or Political Aspect. We will then turn to identifying the aspects 
of these categories related to rephrasing.
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Table 2. Philosophy definitions of “fake news”: major tendencies
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1. Harris (2022) X X X

2. Stewart (2021) X

3. Croce and Piazza (2021) X X X X

4. Dentith (2016) X X X

5. Jaster and Lanius (2018) X X X

6. Fallis and Mathiesen (2019) X X X X

7. Mukerji (2018) X X X

8. Pepp et al. (2019) X X

9. Musi and Reed (2022) X

10. Anderau (2021) X X

11. Rini (2017) X X X

12. Gelfert (2018) X X X

13. Grundmann (2023) X

14. Levy (2017) X X X

15. McIntyre (2018) X X

16. Habgood-Coote (2019) X

17. Novaes and de Ridder (2021) X

18. Goldman and Baker (2019) X X

19. Galeotti (2019) X X X X

20. Ball (2021) X X X

The structure of the discussion of categories here proceeds as follows: 
first, we describe the data that we obtained by presenting the relevant sta‑
tistical information, then we outline the elements of rephrasing discernible 
in the features of various definitions, and finally we look at some ethical 
aspects. The goal is to see how rephrasing manifests itself within these 
features. However, for the sake of space, we will not elaborate on those 
categories that overlap sufficiently with what was explored above in rela‑
tion to computer science.

The Mimicking category is a significant element in the philosophical lit‑
erature on “fake news.” In this category, we have included terms and phrases 
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such as “mimic,” “guise of news,” “news that represent itself as genuine,” 
“designed,” and “presented as genuine news.” We have discovered that the 
majority of definitions fall under this category: i.e. 12 of the 20 definitions 
(60%). The idea of mimicking is notable because it doesn’t necessarily rely 
on the truth value of its claims to be considered “fake news” (e.g. Harris 
2022; Ball 2021; Galeotti 2019). The emphasis on mimicry underscores the 
deceptive strategy employed in “fake news”: by imitating the appearance 
and format of legitimate news outlets, “fake news” seeks to exploit the trust 
that audiences place in established journalistic practices. This mimicry 
makes it challenging for consumers to distinguish between authentic and 
false information.

In the context of “fake news,” rephrasing is instrumental in the process 
of mimicking genuine news sources (i.e. it is a subcategory of mimick‑
ing—mimicking can be an effect of rephrase, and rephrasing is one way to 
mimic). By carefully adjusting linguistic elements, creators of “fake news” 
replicate the style, tone and structural conventions of legitimate journal‑
ism to deceive readers. This mimicry is achieved through the strategic 
use of rephrasing, which allows for the alteration of authentic content 
or the fabrication of new content that closely resembles credible report‑
ing. (There is an assumption involved here that mimicking rests upon, that 
will be elaborated on as potentially problematic in the next paragraph). 
Rephrasing enables the integration of falsehoods into a familiar journalistic 
framework, making the fabricated information appear trustworthy. This 
deliberate manipulation exploits the readers’ expectations and cognitive 
biases, particularly their trust in established news formats. As a result, the 
role of rephrasing in mimicking not only enhances the deceptive qual‑
ity of “fake news,” but also poses significant challenges for detection and 
critical assessment. Recognizing the patterns of rephrased language that 
contribute to mimicry is therefore essential for developing analytical skills 
and critical thinking habits aimed at identifying and mitigating the impact 
of “fake news” in public discourse.

In order to understand the concept of mimicking, it is worth exploring the 
distinction between legitimate and illegitimate news sources, as the concept 
of mimicking in “fake news” has this distinction built in: after all, to mimic 
one must mimic something or someone. As was mentioned before, the cat‑
egory of mimicking rests on a potentially problematic assumption: it must 
assume that there is a difference between legitimate and illegitimate news 
sources. It is not always obvious when a news source is legitimate or not. 
This issue was touched upon by Habgood-Coote’s (2019) third argument 
about the propagandistic aspect of using the term “fake news.” The object 
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that the mimicker is emulating is the legitimate news source, and the mim‑
icker is the illegitimate new source. This is not an insignificant assumption. 
The problem with the difference between legitimate and illegitimate new 
sources is captured in the following question: Who is the arbiter of what 
is legitimate or illegitimate? Let us suppose that we submit that the govern‑
ment is the arbiter of legitimacy. This might seem reasonable. However, 
intuition and historical experience tell us that we might well want to refer 
to some government-sourced news as “fake news.” For example, consider 
communist-run Poland (PRL) in the 1980s. Only government-sanctioned 
stories counted as legitimate news sources. The reporters would declare that 
the population was happy and that there was plenty of food in all of the 
shops. However, for many Polish people confronted by empty shelves this 
was evidently not the case. It was often reported that a common response 
from shopkeepers was just “Nie ma” [roughly: “it is not here”]. So do we 
believe the official news source, or our own eyes? This is a deeper problem, 
certainly worth exploring in terms of its potential implications; however, 
it lies outside of the scope of our paper.

Turning now to the category False, we find that this emerges as a less 
central one in philosophical definitions of “fake news,” appearing as it does 
in just 7 out of the 20 definitions analysed (35%). It encompasses terms such 
as “false,” “untrue,” “fabricated,” and “not supported by evidence,” highlight‑
ing the dissemination of information that deviates from factual accuracy 
(Dentith 2016; Gelfert 2018; McIntyre 2018; Galeotti 2019). The prevalence 
of falsehood in these definitions underscores the ethical and epistemological 
concerns associated with the spread of misinformation in public discourse. 
We take it that there is sufficient overlap with the category of “falsehood” 
in Section 2 to not warrant further elaboration.

The category of Bullshit, as articulated by Frankfurt (2005), appears 
in only 3 out of the 20 philosophical definitions analysed (15%). This cat‑
egory includes definitions where “fake news” is characterized by a lack 
of concern for the truth, with producers being indifferent to the veracity 
of the information they disseminate (see, e.g., Jaster and Lanius 2018; Muke‑
rji 2018). Unlike outright falsehoods or intentional lies, “bullshit” involves 
statements made without regard for their truthfulness, aiming instead to 
persuade or manipulate the audience for other purposes. (We ourselves 
only took into account papers that made explicit use of the Frankfurtian 
conception of “bullshit.”) The notion is significant because it shifts the 
focus from the content of the message to the attitude of the communicator 
towards truth. Producers of “fake news,” in this sense, are not necessarily 
committed to spreading falsehoods, but are indifferent to whether their 
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statements are true or false, as long as they achieve their desired effect. This 
indifference undermines the epistemic foundations of public discourse and 
poses challenges for identifying and addressing misinformation.

Rephrasing plays a significant role in the propagation of “bullshit” within 
“fake news.” The process of rephrasing allows communicators to construct 
messages that sound plausible and convincing while lacking substantive 
truth. In cases of “bullshit,” rephrasing is utilized to reshape information 
in a way that prioritizes rhetorical effectiveness over factual correctness. 
This involves the use of ambiguous language, rhetorical flourishes, or emo‑
tionally charged expressions that can mislead the audience by creating an 
impression of meaningful communication where there is none. For example, 
a statement such as “A significant number of experts agree that this policy 
will fail” can be rephrased as “A significant number of experts agree that 
this policy is doomed,” amplifying the persuasive force without providing 
concrete evidence or specifying sources.

The ethical implications of disseminating “bullshit” are also worth men‑
tioning, as it contributes to a culture of indifference toward truth and under‑
mines meaningful dialogue. When individuals or institutions prioritize 
rhetorical appeal over accuracy, they foster a communicative environment 
where truth is secondary to persuasiveness. This can lead to a normalization 
of deceptive communication practices, making it increasingly difficult for 
audiences to distinguish genuine information from manipulative rheto‑
ric. Moreover, the spread of “bullshit” erodes public trust in information 
sources, which is especially damaging in contexts where informed decision-
making is critical, such as politics or public health. The cumulative effect 
is a public discourse that is more susceptible to misinformation, where 
audiences may become cynical and disengaged, doubting all information 
regardless of its source.

The category Lack of Concern for Truth features prominently in philo‑
sophical definitions of “fake news,” appearing in 30% of the definitions 
analysed (6 out of 20). This category highlights an attitude where the pro‑
ducers of “fake news” exhibit indifference towards the veracity of the infor‑
mation they disseminate (e.g. Ball 2021; Levy 2017; Fallis and Mathiesen 
2019). Unlike intentional deception, where falsehoods are propagated 
knowingly, a lack of concern for truth reflects a disregard for whether the 
information is true or false, so long as it serves the communicator’s pur‑
pose. This category is very similar to that of Bullshit. Here, we looked for 
terms other than “bullshit” that were used to express a lack of concern for 
truth. We take it there is sufficient overlap with the category of Bullshit 
(in Section 3) to not warrant further elaboration.
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The Intentional category is featured prominently in philosophical defi‑
nitions of “fake news,” appearing as it does in 9 out of the 20 definitions 
analysed (45%). This category emphasizes that the dissemination of “fake 
news” involves a deliberate intent to deceive or mislead the audience (see, 
e.g., Dentith 2016; Gelfert 2018; Rini 2017; Croce and Piazza 2021). The cen‑
trality of intentionality in these definitions underscores the ethical dimen‑
sion of “fake news,” highlighting the purposeful actions of communicators 
who manipulate information to achieve specific objectives, such as influ‑
encing public opinion, advancing political agendas, or generating financial 
gain. We conclude that there is sufficient overlap here with the category 
of Intent and Purpose in Section 2 to not warrant further elaboration. 

The category of Social or Political Aspect appears in 40% of the philo
sophical definitions analysed, featuring in 8 out of 20 cases. This one empha‑
sizes that “fake news” often serves specific social or political purposes, such 
as manipulating public opinion, advancing political agendas, or undermin‑
ing democratic processes (see, e.g., Harris 2022; Pepp et al. 2019; Rini 2017). 
The inclusion of social and political dimensions highlights the broader 
impact of “fake news” on society, and its potential to influence collective 
behaviours and attitudes. The social or political aspect underscores the 
fact that “fake news” is not merely an isolated communicative act, but 
is embedded within larger socio-political contexts. It often exploits existing 
social tensions, ideological divides, or political controversies to achieve its 
objectives. This dimension reflects the instrumental use of “fake news” as 
a tool for propaganda, disinformation campaigns, or social engineering. It 
would appear that there is sufficient overlap with the category of Harm 
in Section 2 to not warrant further elaboration.

The category of Undefined, meaning that no definition has been pro‑
vided, can be observed in 20% of the philosophical literature analysed, 
with 4 out of 20 authors opting not to offer a formal definition of “fake 
news,” or arguing that seeking such a definition is futile. Notably, Habgood-
Coote (2019) argues against having any such definition by contending that 
the term “fake news” is itself linguistically defective and propagandistic, 
since it lacks a stable and coherent meaning. Novaes and de Ridder (2021) 
follow Habgood-Coote’s (2019) lead and refrain from defining the term, 
arguing instead that the concept of “fake news” is either too ambiguous 
or too problematic to warrant a precise definition. This approach reflects 
a critical stance toward the term itself, suggesting that its usage may be 
more harmful than beneficial to public discourse. Musi and Reed (2022) 
sidestep the “fake news” debate by constructing a definition of “semi-fake 
news.” Stewart (2021) contends that “fake news” amounts to an umbrella 
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term that should be thought of as being composed of smaller parts: namely, 
“misinformation,” “disinformation,” and “misleading content.”

By examining the definitions of “fake news” in both computer science 
and philosophy, we have highlighted their key elements and their rel‑
evance to understanding rephrased misinformation. Computer science 
often emphasizes practical detection methods and the operational aspects 
of misinformation, focusing on falsehoods, intent, and their harmful impact. 
In contrast, philosophy provides a deeper exploration of intent, ethical con‑
siderations, and the broader social implications of “fake news.” Together, 
these perspectives allow us to better grasp the interplay between rephrased 
language and the construction of misleading narratives.

Rephrasing in “fake news” highlights deeper issues such as truth, ethics, 
and societal impact. A prominent feature is mimicry, where rephrased 
content imitates the style and format of legitimate journalism, exploiting 
public trust in traditional news sources. Philosophical definitions emphasize 
the role of intentionality, as rephrased “fake news” often reflects deliberate 
efforts to mislead, influence opinions, or serve specific political and social 
agendas. The concept of falsehood is central, as rephrasing introduces 
inaccuracies or distorts meaning while maintaining a facade of legitimacy. 
Philosophy also considers the phenomenon of indifference to truth, where 
creators prioritize rhetorical impact over factual accuracy, contributing to 
the erosion of public trust in media. Additionally, the social and political 
dimensions of rephrased fake news are critical, as such manipulations 
amplify ideological divisions and undermine constructive public discourse. 
These elements underscore the ethical and epistemological concerns asso‑
ciated with rephrased misinformation, offering valuable insights into its 
societal consequences and highlighting the need for critical engagement 
with deceptive communication practices.

With these theoretical frameworks in mind, we turn our attention to 
the linguistic study of rephrasing. By analysing how rephrasing operates 
as a powerful tool for misinformation, we aim to identify key cues and 
mechanisms that contribute to its influence. In the next section, we will 
delve into the linguistic research on rephrasing, exploring how it can be 
used both to deceive and to develop effective critical thinking strategies 
for identifying misinformation.

4. Research on Rephrase in Argumentation Theory and Corpus 
Linguistics as a Framework for Studying “Fake News”
Taking into account the parallels identified in Sections 2 and 3 between 
the concept of “fake news” and that of rephrasing, we now turn to recent 
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research on rephrase, construed as furnishing a framework for exploring 
the potential of rephrase-analysis tools in the study of argumentative dis‑
course. This exploration leads us to propose a research program centred 
on the deployment of models of rephrase when reformulating messages 
to help identify fake news.

It is worth pointing to some of the literature on rephrase. An account 
is given in Younis et al. (2023)—but in sum, one can say that the concept 
of “rephrase” is moving towards a definition. Rephrase is first found in Infer‑
ence Anchoring Theory (IAT), as a propositional relation distinct from infer‑
ence and conflict. A speaker’s intention is decisive: when two contributions 
are linked by rephrase, the second is meant as a restatement of the first that 
neither provides a reason for it nor opposes it; marking a segment as rephrase 
therefore rules out pro- or con-argument status. The authors then refine 
types, positing rephrase specification (the second contribution is narrower 
in meaning) and rephrase generalization (the second is broader), and noting 
that these operate along multiple semantic scales (quantitative, evaluative, 
part–whole) and appear to be among the most frequent subtypes in argu‑
mentative corpora. They contrast rephrase with neighbouring notions: 
reformulation (an “equivalence operation” at the semantic/pragmatic level) 
and paraphrase (approximate semantic equivalence). Because IAT defines 
rephrase by communicative function (non-inferential restatement) rather 
than semantic equivalence, there are reformulations that are not rephrases 
(e.g. “in other words” used to draw an inference), and rephrases that are 
not paraphrases (when meanings are not semantically close). The upshot 
is a functional, intention-sensitive account that distinguishes rephrase from 
both argumentative support/attack and from purely semantic sameness, 
while motivating a finer typology of subtypes.

One word about rephrase and intentionality. Rephrase may, but does not 
have to, be accompanied with a speaker’s intention to reformulate. Still, the 
intentional aspect of rephrasing may be the purposeful act of expressing 
a statement in different words, not merely to clarify, but also to achieve 
a strategic rhetorical effect, gain a persuasive advantage, gain deeper com‑
prehension of an original message, emphasize a specific point, or manage 
the discourse flow. This intent may differentiate rhetorical uses of rephrase 
from mere paraphrasing or restatement, as it may carry a persuasive goal 
beyond pure reformulation. Thus, in recent rephrase studies (e.g. Konat 
et al, 2016; Younis et al, 2023) these intentions of rephrasing have been 
brought up for discussion.

Now with the background discussion on rephrase done, our exploration 
of the technique of rephrasing messages has emerged as a powerful yet 
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insidious tool in the dissemination of “fake news.” By altering language 
subtly, creators of misinformation can manipulate truth in ways that are 
both convincing and deceptive.

Given the tendencies towards defining “fake news” using certain key 
rephrase-related terms, such as “mimicking” 4 and “fabricating,” as discussed 
in Sections 2 and 3, this section will explore key areas of study of rephrase 
with a view to developing future tools for identifying “fake news” in refor‑
mulated messages. To this end, we propose possible directions of future 
inquiry to supplement the existing critical thinking theories with a study 
of how rephrasing for the sake of generating and spreading “fake news” can 
mislead audiences, evade detection, and amplify the impact of such news. By 
synthesizing key features identified in computer science and philosophical 
discussions, we aim to illuminate the role of rephrasing in the construction 
and spread of misinformation. Furthermore, this section seeks to establish 
a foundation for using some critical thinking tools and analytical frame‑
works to recognize and counteract the deceptive nature of rephrased con‑
tent. Through this exploration, we move closer to understanding how to 
mitigate the pervasive influence of fake news in contemporary discourse. 

For the purpose of succinctly depicting the potential rephrase-related 
properties of communication typical of the dissemination of “fake news,” 
we list in Table 3 those properties that we have found to furnish a regu‑
larity in respect of definitions of “fake news” appearing in both computer 
science and philosophy.

As we observed in Section 2, the definitions in computer science include 
the following features of rephrasing in “fake news”:

•	 Using language to obscure or misrepresent the truth.
•	 Mimicking the original content to create deceptive yet credible outputs.

4. We are not trying to claim that mimicry is a subtype of rephrase, but rather that it is an 
effective linguistic tool for rephrase. Rephrase, in some use cases, such as misrepresenting 
an opponent’s statement in straw man fallacies, might instead be conceived as an instance 
of mimicking, in the sense of making a p′ “pretend” to contain exactly the same content as an 
original statement p, whereas in fact a p′ contains a modified content, which is accompanied 
by the intention of making the other party’s position easier to attack. In this respect, in some 
cases, mimicking can be an effect of rephrase. The goal of our paper, which is to explore the 
potential of rephrase studies in identifying some linguistic manifestations, among other key 
manifestations, was partly achieved through indicating and discussing mimicking as a dis‑
cursive strategy that may (but does not have to) be achieved by means of rephrasing. As the 
exploration of this overlap has a potential for capturing those rephrase uses that may illicitly 
mimic original messages, we have given in our paper arguments in favour of the claim that, 
in this respect, the systematic study of rephrase may be incorporated into the broader toolset 
for identifying misinformation.
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•	 Masking unverifiable claims by pretending to reference reliable 
sources.

•	 Exploiting linguistic and structural patterns to evade detection.

Table 3: Principal rephrase-related features of “fake news”: summary from Sections 2 and 3

Category Feature

Mimicry Imitation of  the tone, style, and structure 
of legitimate sources to exploit trust

Creating outputs similar to the original content 
but embedding distortions

Manipulation of Truth Using language to subtly obscure or misrepre‑
sent the truth

Introducing distortions while maintaining the 
appearance of legitimacy 

Intentionality Deliberate efforts to align rephrased content 
with specific agendas

Often linked to operational motives (e.g. 
propaganda) 

Verification and Credibility Masking unverifiable claims through subtle lin‑
guistic adjustments

Pretending to have credible sources while 
tweaking content 

Emotional and Cognitive Impact Provoking emotional responses such as fear 
or anger through rephrasing 

Ethical and Epistemological 
Concerns

Erosion of public trust due to repeated exposure 
to rephrased misinformation 

Social and Political Implications Amplifying societal divisions through tailored 
rephrased narratives 

Critical Thinking Relevance Recognizing deceptive patterns through linguis‑
tic and pragmatic analysis

The definitions of “fake news” in philosophy, on the other hand, as dis‑
cussed in Section 3, emphasize features relating to concepts such as—among 
others—trust, truth, factual accuracy, and knowledge:

•	 Mimicking legitimate formats to exploit trust in established institutions.
•	  Prioritizing rhetorical appeal over factual accuracy (manipulation 

of truth).
•	 Amplifying societal and political divisions through targeted rephras‑

ing (social and political implications).
•	 Embedding nuanced distortions that subtly alter the original meaning.
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Turning now to the main features of “fake news” as found in the defini‑
tions taken from the philosophical literature (see Section 3), let us point 
to the key features of fake news: (i) using language to mislead or obscure 
the truth; (ii) pretending to have credible sources of information; and (iii) 
ethical and social aspects. 

When considering these features in terms of possible benefits of employ‑
ing rephrase studies to identify these kinds of misinformation in discourse, 
we can observe that feature (i) of “fake news”—“obscuring the truth”—
may have a great deal in common with misrepresenting the content of an 
original statement in cases of rephrase use. Applying this communication 
technique in discourse by means of the use of rephrase can be reinforced 
by using linguistic techniques of rephrasing. Once this is done, a rephrase 
output which looks very similar to an original input may in fact mimic the 
original content, and thus be employed as a subtle misinformation tool. 
Thus, the role of rephrase in generating and spreading misinformation may 
consist in modifying the linguistic surface of a message in such a way that 
the truth is made obscure. 5 For example, consider the ever-updating news 
aggregate website the Drudge Report. This influential site, run by Matt 
Drudge, rephrases original news headlines in order to make them more 
attractive to his audience (Carr 2011).

Building on this idea, feature (ii)—“pretending to have credible sources 
of information”—further illustrates how rephrasing can be manipulated to 
mislead an audience. This tactic involves referring to objectively reliable 
sources while simultaneously tweaking the content or context of what 
those sources originally stated. This kind of rephrase use essentially con‑
sists of referring to a given source of information in an inadequate way by, 
e.g., not referring to the source directly, while misrepresenting what that 
source mentions. To a certain extent, this way of using rephrase is similar 
to performing those fallacious arguments from expert opinion that rely 
on manipulating the content of what a genuine authority has uttered. Like‑
wise, in such cases, misuses of rephrasing can be intentionally employed to 
create misrepresented content which, if spread widely, can serve as efficient 
“fake news,” functioning effectively precisely because of the similarity 
of contents.

5. Here we have in mind such as issues as straw man fallacies (Visser et al. 2018): rephrase 
may, but does not have to, mislead audiences by making the news “fake”. We emphasize that 
rephrase, due to its linguistic and structural features, may be just one of the possible vehicles 
for misinforming people, and thus also for the spreading of “fake news.” 
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5. Conclusion and Future Work 
To conclude, we have conducted an investigation into how rephrasing 
contributes to the construction and persuasive power of “fake news” by 
analysing definitions from both computer science and philosophy. Our 
paper has:

•	 examined representative definitions to identify core rephrase-related 
features—such as mimicry, fabrication, intentionality and the strategic 
obscuring of truth—that underlie “fake news.”

•	 bridged a gap between the overlap between rephrase and “fake news” 
as exhibited in the literature in philosophy and in computer science, 
in order to propose specific areas of philosophical and linguistic 
research into rephrase, applied specifically to identify linguistic mani‑
festations of certain instances of rephrase that may have the effect 
of “fake news.”

This approach, we think, advances the field by opening new research 
threads for scholars in discourse analysis, argumentation studies, and com‑
munication studies, and does so by examining the role played by rephrase 
in respect of identifying a new class of “fake news.” In contrast to some 
papers, such as that of Anderau (2021), whose work centres primarily 
on defining “fake news,” our study extends the inquiry by emphasizing 
the role of rephrasing as a dynamic communicative strategy. By doing 
so, we aim to provide insights that will hopefully prove useful for devel‑
oping a more comprehensive framework linking theoretical discoveries 
with practical applications—thereby equipping scholars to explore how 
nuanced linguistic manipulations can be systematically detected and miti‑
gated in public discourse.

The study of rephrase, far from being a marginal phenomenon in com‑
munication (Younis et al. 2023), offers valuable insights into a crucial mecha‑
nism for the spread of “fake news.” By examining how rephrased content 
subtly manipulates and reframes information, we can better understand its 
role in constructing persuasive yet misleading narratives. Rephrase serves 
as an effective model for studying and detecting a powerful class of “fake 
news” that thrives on the ambiguity created by linguistic shifts.

Both computer science and philosophy provide complementary 
approaches to understanding and combating rephrased “fake news.” In 
computer science, “fake news” is operationalized for detection, focusing 
on patterns, algorithms, and data-driven approaches to identifying mis‑
representations. These methods aim to provide concrete, scalable tools 
for filtering and analysing information in digital environments. On the 
other hand, philosophy provides a deeper theoretical framework, focusing 
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on the ethical, epistemological, and communicative dimensions of “fake 
news.” Philosophical approaches emphasize the intent behind deception 
and the ways in which language, including rephrasing, can be weaponized 
to obscure truth and manipulate public perception.

These two fields together offer a robust framework for addressing the 
challenges posed by rephrase in “fake news.” While computer science pro‑
vides the practical tools for detection, philosophy probes the deeper impli‑
cations of how and why rephrasing manipulates understanding. Future 
interdisciplinary collaborations between these fields could enhance our 
ability to both detect and critically analyse “fake news,” fostering a more 
holistic approach to combating misinformation.

Furthermore, developing a comprehensive corpus of rephrase misuse 
and implementing rephrase-checking analytics could provide significant 
tools for combating the dissemination of manipulated content. These tools 
would not only enhance our capacity to detect misused rephrases but also 
highlight how rephrase impacts cognitive biases, potentially paving the way 
for broader applications in misinformation detection. Critical thinking plays 
a pivotal role in this context, offering a practical framework for individuals 
to build immunity against the subtle manipulations that rephrased “fake 
news” entails. By fostering analytical skills and a disposition for scepticism, 
we can empower individuals to better navigate the complex information 
ecosystems of today’s online platforms, where rephrased content often 
evades conventional detection systems.

Looking ahead, a comprehensive model aimed at capturing the nuances 
of rephrase within “fake news” strikes us as essential. 6 Such a model would 
focus on identifying and classifying the specific linguistic strategies through 
which rephrasing subtly manipulates content, often making deceptive state‑
ments more persuasive and harder to detect. This would provide a theoretical 
framework that complements existing detection methods, particularly those 
grounded in computer science. The development of this model would not 
only enhance detection capabilities but also provide new ways to systemati‑
cally categorize rephrased misinformation across different media platforms. 

In addition, a large, annotated corpus dedicated to the study of rephrase 
misuse would certainly be beneficial in pursuit of this enterprise. This 

6. We would like to note that the research is ongoing into the technical use of theoretical 
rephrase tools for designing multi-agent systems that employ rephrase and argumentation 
(see Uberna et al, forthcoming), where this is devoted to taking argumentation and rephrase 
studies as a theoretical model framework for AI tools to evaluate the effectiveness of those 
theories in argument and rephrase evaluation. Such work addresses the issue of the errone‑
ous use of rephrase.
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corpus would serve as a vital resource for future studies, enabling both 
qualitative and quantitative analysis of how rephrase is employed in mis‑
leading contexts. Such a resource would also support the development 
of rephrase-checking algorithms, which could be integrated into existing 
“fake news” detection systems, offering a more refined means of identify‑
ing subtle yet impactful manipulations. This corpus would also facilitate 
cross-disciplinary research, merging insights from linguistics, argumenta‑
tion studies and computational analysis.

Another promising direction for future research lies in  integrating 
insights from rephrase studies into practical tools for combating “fake 
news.” One such application could build upon existing systems like the 
Reason-Checking “fake news” app Evidence Toolkit (Visser et al. 2020), 
which focuses on identifying and countering misinformation. Expanding 
this toolkit to include rephrase analysis would allow for the detection 
of subtle linguistic manipulations that often evade traditional fact-checking 
methods. By systematically incorporating mechanisms to identify mimicked 
structures, adjusted tones, and rephrased content that obscures or distorts 
truth, such a tool could serve as a comprehensive resource for addressing 
the deceptive nature of rephrased “fake news.” This integration would 
bridge the gap between theoretical research on rephrasing and its practi‑
cal implications, empowering users to identify and resist the influence 
of misinformation in digital communication.

Finally, future work should prioritise the integration of critical think‑
ing instruction, specifically aimed at empowering individuals to recognise 
rephrasing strategies that contribute to the spread of “fake news.” Educa‑
tional frameworks that incorporate critical thinking through practical exer‑
cises for detecting rephrased misinformation could offer a defence against 
“fake news” that evades traditional detection systems. This instruction 
should be tied directly to an analysis of how rephrasing strategies exacer‑
bate societal polarization, particularly in digital communication environ‑
ments. By addressing the intersection between rephrasing and “fake news,” 
these initiatives could ultimately contribute to reducing the divisive effects 
of misinformation in public discourse.
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The technosystem is based on a specific conception of life on which we cannot 
avoid taking a stand, whether consciously and explicitly, or passively in sub‑
mission to the uncontested facts. . . . Progress is not technical or moral but 
technical and moral. In a society based on technical rationality the process 
of transcendence must itself have a rational structure—it must make sense 
in technical terms just as technical change must make sense in moral terms. 

 (Feenberg 2017, 220)

Introduction: Intelligent Machines
In today’s world we are increasingly—and willingly—making use of devices 
equipped with artificial intelligence. This applies to various areas of human 
activity. The design of intelligent machines means that we obtain a bril‑
liant technical ‘partner’ for human activities in business, science, medicine 
and institutional management. It is also an essential ‘companion’ in public 
transport, tourism and entertainment activities. Intelligent machines use 
artificial intelligence (AI) in their operations. However, it is not easy to 
define this clearly. AI is a collection of different technologies that allow 
data mining, exploiting the potential of deep machine learning, natural 
language processing, artificial neural networks, logic programming, auto‑
mation of decision-making processes, and a whole range of virtual and 
machine elements (Konotos 2021).

In the context of AI, ‘intelligence’ means dealing with an algorithm cre‑
ated on the basis of a dataset containing exemplary behavioural models. 
The program independently searches for relationships between the data 
and proposes solution patterns and specific courses of action (Przegalińska 
and Oksanowicz 2023). The speed of information transfer between humans 
and intelligent devices, together with intelligent machines (the Internet 
of Things), plays an important role here. We currently use ‘weak/narrow AI’ 
to solve specific problems. Its specialized skills allow it to perform certain 
tasks better than humans. Work is underway to create ‘strong/general AI’ 
with multi-threaded knowledge and cognitive abilities that will enable intel‑
ligent machines to solve functions at a more advanced level than humans. 
The next stage in the development of AI is expected to be self-aware super‑
intelligence—the ‘singularity’—which will be capable of making conscious 
choices. So far, we remain at the level of ‘weak AI-ANI,’ but work is under‑
way to create ‘strong AI-AGI’ (Boden 2018).

The use of AI is linked to the concept of an ‘expert system.’ Its opera‑
tion consists of  emulating the decision-making process executed by 
a human expert in a given field. Emulation does not mean simulation 
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of the decision-making process, but rather indicates a ‘parallel’ process, 
so to speak, alongside that of human decision-making. Expert systems 
use databases to ‘extend’ our scope of action. They can significantly help 
humans optimize the decision-making process, and improve companies’ 
level of business efficiency (Jackson 1998).

When referring to intelligent machines, we use the term ‘agent.’ This 
denotes an ‘entity’ operating in a specific environment, capable of com‑
municating, checking, and reacting to environmental changes. Intelligent 
machines can be thought of as (1) agents that extend our ability to act, 
(2) agents equipped with a certain degree of autonomy of action, or (3) sys‑
tems whose task is to optimize human actions.

For example, an intelligent agent can help manage information by search‑
ing for it in online resources and selecting and filtering data. An intelli‑
gent avatar can represent a user in cyberspace, facilitate online commerce, 
or facilitate business management. Another critical aspect of the use of AI 
is in medicine. Here we have in mind algorithms for collecting informa‑
tion on patients’ health. For this purpose, we can use smartphones with 
applications that allow instant information on the changing state of this. 
‘Speed’ of access to information will enable us to undertake effective treat‑
ment options. An intelligent program can help create an effective vaccine. 
An exciting application of AI can be seen in the use of algorithms to find 
potential organ donors and recipients requiring a specific tissue match (Fry 
2018). This is also when the speed of access to information matters—if we 
are to take effective medical action promptly.

The intelligent agent is unaware of the subjective distinctiveness of its 
existence (Floridi and Sanders 2004). From the perspective of cognitive 
science, it is recognized that humans are beings that are conscious of their 
existence, but we ourselves do not know why we are aware of anything 
(Dehaene 2014). In this dreamlike scenario, it is not easy to entertain the 
thought that we could create an artificial consciousness. The latter could 
just happen by accident, uncontrollably, thanks to the actions of some 
programmer. This is one of the deepest human fears relating to our tech‑
nological future. When we talk about humans, we link consciousness with 
free will. We do not equip intelligent machines with an artificial will to 
act. By analogy with free will, we speak of ‘machine autonomy,’ especially 
when we want to draw attention to the operation of intelligent devices 
with limited or no human supervision (Wojewoda 2023).

Where intelligent machines are concerned, it is necessary to distinguish 
intelligence from consciousness. Robots, without being conscious, can be 
intelligent. They can be taught to follow legal and ethical rules that forbid 
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endangering humans (Lin et al. 2017). However, it is challenging to expect 
intelligent machines to solve moral dilemmas when choosing between 
values of similar importance, such as life and truth. For example, a clever 
medical diagnosis robot can be a valuable assistant for medical services. 
Oriented towards the value of providing truthful information based on the 
patient’s health data, it will inform the patient that their condition is dire, 
and that there is no point in further treatment. This can then trigger a radi‑
cal mental crisis and suicidal thoughts on the part of the patient. How‑
ever, such consequences clearly conflict with the affirmation of the value 
of life (Alowais et al. 2023). Doctors are expected to show sensitivity and 
be capable of communicating information to patients about their condition 
in ways that are appropriately nuanced. Currently, only humans can solve 
dilemmas and communicate with patients based on a specific understand‑
ing of values and the complex nature of what is involved in realizing them. 
Creating intelligent yet conscious machines (AGIs) will probably render 
them capable of solving human dilemmas. The acquisition of conscious‑
ness by AI will involve further challenges. The next step will be to assign 
rights to conscious machines similar to human rights—such as the right 
to have their existence protected by not being disconnected from a power 
source, or to have their mental health preserved in the context of possible 
software changes. It is difficult for us now to imagine the complexity of the 
problems that would have to be solved in this situation.

The  autonomy of  intelligent machines is  a  matter of  degree. First, 
machines are not autonomous when it comes to their energy source—
they must be powered. Second, they serve to ‘complement’ and ‘extend’ 
human capabilities. Third, it is the human being that determines the specific 
goals and how the machine will achieve them. Fourth, the human being 
sets the general objectives, while the machine itself selects the ways and 
circumstances of their implementation: so the human still controls task 
performance, but only at the level of overall objectives. Fifth, the machine 
defines its own tasks and chooses how to realize them. The human only 
deals with the result of the task performed (Glaser and Rossbach 2011). 
The autonomization of machines, to be sure, offers excellent opportunities 
for humans, and does not in and of itself generate any novel threat. A revolt 
by robots will be possible, though, once they become fully autonomous.

Machines equipped with AI are not conscious, so it is difficult to assign 
a moral characterization (good/bad, right/wrong) to their actions. However, 
decisions made by humans with significant participation from intelligent 
machines are ethical. It is now recognized that intelligent machines are 
not axiologically neutral. Things, including intelligent things, are bearers 
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of specific values. Indeed, the realization of values depends to a large extent 
on such bearers. The choice of the bearer with which a value is to be real‑
ized is something that can influence the moral decision-maker’s reading 
of the situation. For example, using AI-equipped drones fundamentally 
changes the nature of warfare. It distances the user of the tool from the 
consequences of the action. The introduction of intelligent tools for vari‑
ous activities affects the assessment of the user’s skill—we can perform 
many activities faster and more precisely. At the same time, being quicker 
and more efficient does not necessarily mean it is an instance of morally 
good use.

When using technical devices, we focus on usability and functionality 
in achieving our intended purpose. In assessing specific situations, other 
values should also be considered, such as life, one’s health, or the health 
of others, as well as the value of the common good or the good of human‑
ity. Values of this kind provide a meta-level for reading values such as 
functionality or effectiveness. Value can be understood in three ways: 
(1) substantively, as an entity in its own right; (2) attributively, as a feature 
of a thing; (3) in terms of utility, as the equivalent of something handy to 
us (Fleischer 2010). Values concern the relational sense of the connections 
between creators, technical objects and their users. From the point of view 
of axiological relationalism, values are an essential part of our cultural 
endowment; they are the backdrop for our individual and social valua‑
tions (Wojewoda 2022). Consciously accepted moral responsibility is linked 
to, among other things, the value of life and health, and concern for the 
well-being of humanity understood as concern for the future. Responsi‑
bility opens up a meta-level with respect to our appreciation of the value 
of life, health and the common good. For example, we link the functionality 
of a piece of equipment to concern for the quality of life.

The problem to be posed here is the following: in what sense does the 
technological mediation of action through intelligent tools distance humans 
from the consequences of decisions? In this article, the issue of respon‑
sibility as it pertains to intelligent machines will be analysed from the 
perspective of Andrew Feenberg’s technosystem theory and Hans Jonas’ 
ethics of responsibility. The idea is to diagnose the related depersonalization 
of decision-making and blurring of moral responsibility affecting savvy 
machine users.

The topic of the ethical use of intelligent machines already has a con‑
siderable literature. It is primarily concerned with developing ethical and 
legal principles for artificial intelligence (Lin et al. 2017; Coeckelbergh 2020). 
The traditional model for constructing rules is based on Isaac Asimov’s 
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concept of ethics for robots. In his view, ethical rules form a set of rules 
similar to legal procedures or instructions created by a superior (manager) 
for a subordinate (employee). This relationship resembles the relationship 
between master and slave (Asimov 1950). However, this solution is inad‑
equate. Therefore, solutions are also being formulated to teach intelligent 
machines human values and equip them with empathetical abilities (Minsky 
2007). This idea of ethical principles for AI is complex and multi-stage. 
However, it requires the creation of an informed artificial intelligence—
a powerful AI or superintelligence (Bostrom 2014; Floridi 2023). The pres‑
ent author seeks to draw attention to yet another theme, which concerns 
the use of intelligent machines inside organizational structures. The use 
of intelligent machines can help enhance the efficiency and effectiveness 
of an institution’s operations. However, an intelligent system can also itself 
become a precise tool for improving an organization’s level of efficiency. 
Andrew Feenberg’s conception deserves attention in this regard, and will 
be discussed below.

The Technosystem in its Social and Cultural Context
We can construe the term ‘technique’ (techne) in four ways: (1) as tools, 
these being ones that did not arise naturally in nature; (2) as the ability to 
perform certain activities using the tools just mentioned (Heidegger 1977); 
(3) as products of action, in the sense of technical artefacts (machines, 
equipment), as well as procedures and rules specifying a certain correct 
model of acting (Lizut 2014); and (4) as a system of technology. This last 
way of understanding technology points to the close relationship between 
man, civilization, and the products of technology (Dusek 2006). This depen‑
dence involves the environment, culture, and individual humans. It is also 
a two-way relationship—we are constantly changing and improving the 
tools we use and seeking new ways to employ them. The use of techni‑
cal tools ultimately affects us: we change at the level of our functioning 
in the world and our social understanding of reality. By using such tools, 
we become participants in a technical way of life, and even define our 
own very identity through practices relating to their use (Feenberg 2006). 
We are currently experiencing such change with a particular intensity. 
The knowledge society needs constant and fluid access to information, and 
information that is appropriately selected. The products of technology and 
their use influence social, cultural and political change.

The issue of systems of technology was addressed in the 1960s by the 
French philosopher of technology Jacques Ellul. He mainly pointed out 
the dangers associated with the influence of technology on the human 
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understanding of reality. He believed the technical mindset was fundamen‑
tally directed towards calculating and achieving specific goals. The reason 
for introducing technical thinking into organizations was to eliminate what 
is accidental in human action and to anticipate future risks. What we have 
in mind here is not a full-scale anticipation of the future, but the prepara‑
tion of procedures for dealing with complex crises. According to Ellul, the 
fundamental purpose of setting up a system is to speed up and optimize 
the decision-making process and develop mechanical habits in employ‑
ees. In his view, what is human in the decision-making process is related 
to arbitrariness and the influence of emotional factors. Rationalizing the 
decision-making process means that we eliminate such subjective and 
arbitrary factors from human agency. Rationality is understood here as 
the pursuit of a technical model for exercising organizational power. For 
example, systemizing activities involves subjecting employees’ behaviour 
to procedures, and a specialized model for assessing task performance.

In Ellul’s view, systemic organizational management is supposed to lead 
to a mechanization of human behaviour that is not pleasing to employ‑
ees but is helpful for the organization. However, this reveals a critical 
danger in the form of the adiaphorization of action and the disappearance 
of the sense of responsibility (Ellul 1980, 35–40). Adiaphorization (from 
the Ancient Greek adiaphoron, meaning ‘morally indifferent act’) consists 
in a subject’s making a decision mediated by technical and systemic rules, 
treating their action as based on pragmatic utility and at the same time 
as morally indifferent. Sigmund Bauman analysed this issue, seeing it as 
an oppressive tool of the bureaucratic model of exercising power in an 
organization. The disappearance of any ethical consciousness associated 
with the work performed means that the decision is no longer analysed 
from a moral perspective. Instead, efficiency, functionality, and the achiev‑
ing of operational goals are introduced (Bauman 1991, 440–42). These are 
values reflecting a qualitatively lower level of axiological engagement, 
and in this way employees become cogs in the organization’s machine. 
Moreover, Hannah Arendt wrote about adiaphorization in similar terms, 
understanding it to be the cause of moral indifference to the mass exter‑
mination of the Jewish population. Adiaphorization causes the individual 
to embody a mechanical attitude, such that they follow orders/commands 
and are not responsible for the consequences. This involves an attitude 
of self-justification and moral indifference (Arendt 2003, 62–63).

An analysis of the system of technology from a social and cultural point 
of view has also been developed by the contemporary philosopher Andrew 
Feenberg. He distinguishes four main ways of understanding technology: 
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(1) as technical determinism, in which technological creations fundamen‑
tally influence human action and lifestyles; (2) as socio-cultural determin‑
ism, in which technology is adapted to social, political, and cultural changes; 
(3) in terms of interactionism, where it is assumed that technology and users 
constitute a specific whole within which it is difficult to determine which 
element is dominant; and (4) critical constructivism, in which the system 
entails the close interdependence of humans and technology, but is also so 
malleable that it can be modified (Feenberg 2009). In his later research, the 
American philosopher himself adopts this last position.

Feenberg recognizes that human activities, including technology-related 
ones, are embedded in a world of values. Some of this involves moral values, 
based on which we consider human behaviour right or wrong. The author 
of the book Technosystem poses an important question: does not technology, 
or its use, lead to the disappearance of our moral sensitivity?

Among other things, Feenberg analyses the value of the utility of technical 
tools. The subjective aspect of usability is based on the belief that using the 
device in question is correct. In contrast, the objective element of usability 
concerns knowledge of the device’s technical capabilities. In this case, practi‑
cal rationality is based on justifying for what purpose and to what extent the 
device should be used appropriately in a specific social, business, medical 
or political context. The purpose of use depends on the characteristics of the 
object itself, the individual beliefs of the subject, and also on culturally and 
institutionally approved ways of using it (Feenberg 2017).

This goal is linked to our mental map and our systemic imaginaries. Such 
imaginaries relate to the capabilities inscribed in the machine, the subjective 
skills involved in using these devices, and the social imaginary in which 
the creator and user of the device operate. For example, the smartphone 
we use is constantly equipped with new affordances. We can use them 
meaningfully when we have mastered specific skills, and when we func‑
tion in a developed technological society where individuals and institutions 
have produced appropriate strategies for using such devices. Here, forms 
of essential and occasional use should also be considered. Understood as 
a system, technology is more than the sum of its constituent parts: there is, 
in addition, whatever quality it has, qua part, that results from our human 
relationship with techne-related creations. It is generally recognized that we 
do change under the influence of technology, and certainly we are mindful 
of how we use devices now and how we used them in the past.

The culture surrounding techne-related creations fulfils an important 
role: namely, it points to a system of meanings and practices of technical 
use developed within a community. It is, therefore, not only about technical 
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feasibility, but also about the social justification and psychological credibil‑
ity of a particular use of techne-related artefacts. For example, we usually 
assume that we are safe using an app to carry out banking operations via 
a notebook or smartphone. In this case, we rely on our own ‘common sense,’ 
as well as a socially entrenched belief that such an action is right. Critical 
constructivism assumes that the use of technical tools depends on a cultural 
and axiological framework. The function of the tool is subject to interpre‑
tation. It depends on the technological imagination, socially established 
habits of behaviour, and approved action practices. Nowadays, the selection 
of artefacts of technology is primarily made within the framework of insti‑
tutions, associated procedures of action, and specific technical disciplines.

Feenberg refers to ‘instrumentalization theory’ to clarify the question 
of the functionality of contemporary technological artefacts. Identifying 
affordances requires a decontextualization of techne-related objects. Here, 
we have two levels of reflection—the technical and the cultural. In the 
process of interpretation, we determine the meaning of artefacts by refer‑
ring to legible values. For example, the usefulness of a thing means that 
we, as users, select the rules of its effectiveness. We do this because of our 
expectations. User preferences are embedded in an axiological background 
that determines in which situations a thing counts as functional, safe and 
sensible and under which conditions as a form of misuse—e.g., when it 
leads to dependence on the artefact. Values provide a cultural background 
giving credence to human practices. For example, when we use digital tools 
to work online, we recognize that this kind of work is just as productive as 
working in the office or at university.

In the process of interpretation, we consider the AI-equipped artefacts, 
their creators (in the case of AI, we are talking here about programmers 
and skills trainers), and the users of these tools. The meanings within these 
relationships are not fixed once and for all: every so often, we reinterpret 
our reading of the relationships between them (Feenberg 2017). In addition 
to the technical dimension, the design of tools also involves a recontextu‑
alization of their meaning. This process then equips the devices with new 
capabilities and meanings to justify their use. The next stage is to change 
our mental map, modify our conceptual models, and create imaginary sys‑
tems for the effective and meaningful use of our digital tools (Norman 2023). 
Behind all these technical proposals lies a set of background axiological 
commitments, which must often be articulated. This implies, among other 
things, a focus on improving the speed of access to information, communi‑
cative convenience, and a concern to be in control of one’s health. It is not 
just a matter of suggesting new possibilities related to the use of digital 
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devices, but also of overcoming individual and social fears, changing per‑
sonal habits, modifying the social and mental map, and creating a socially 
approved view that these devices are helpful and at the same time safe—that 
is, that our sensitive data is adequately protected.

Ways of using tools can result from imitation and the social compulsion 
to participate in certain practices. The relationship between the social and 
the technological compulsion to use tools is interesting. On the one hand, 
the range of professional, institutional activities that an individual can 
(and is now supposed to) carry out using digital tools is constantly expand‑
ing. On the other hand, the spread of these tools may widen the scope 
of exclusion, pushing large groups of people to the margins of social and 
professional life (Suchacka et al. 2021). Therefore, it is essential to design 
responsibly, equip devices with clear markers, and define understandable 
ways of using technical devices. What we have in mind here is a move away 
from a model based on compulsion, and toward creating positive habits 
of use. We should maintain a critical attitude towards technopression—the 
compulsion to use digital devices. Technological culture should lead to the 
development of human beings and their social and creative skills, and not 
to their objectification (Krzykawski 2023).

Techne and Moral Responsibility
Following Hans Jonas, we shall distinguish between moral responsibility 
and legal liability. The latter concerns compliance with rules laid down by 
a state, or by international law, while the former, in its legal sense, addresses 
the negative consequences of a subject’s conduct as these relate to some 
negative state of affairs resulting from their freely chosen actions. Legal 
liability concerns acts whose significance is determined post-factum—as 
well as, more generally, ones that have happened with specific conse‑
quences (Peno 2015). In this article, we shall focus on moral responsibility. 
Jonas (1984) highlighted several factors to consider when discussing moral 
responsibility as it relates to the use of traditional technical tools dating 
from the second industrial revolution. We, on the other hand, are now at the 
stage of the fourth and projected fifth industrial revolution (the use AI). 
In modernizing Jonas’ conception, we will relate it to the issue of the use 
of intelligent machines. It consists of three essential elements.

1) Reflecting on the future. Here we assume that we are dealing with 
probabilities of future events. Analysing scenarios pertaining to such pos‑
sible courses of events prepares us for their undesirable consequences. 
As long as the danger is unknown, we do not know how to protect our‑
selves—in this case, we identify the sources of risk and diagnose the causes 
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of user misbehaviour (Jonas, 1984). Describing and explaining the causes 
of wrongdoing is supposed to make us work out scenarios for counteract‑
ing the negative consequences of activities related to the use of intelligent 
machines.

2) Asymmetry of action. In defining the rules of moral responsibility, we 
cannot rely on the law of reciprocity. Reciprocity means that we expect 
behaviour of a similar kind to our own, whereas the intelligent machine 
is assumed not to be a conscious subject but rather an agent whose assis‑
tance we use. The intelligent agent is an integral part of the expert team, 
because the information it provides, or its skills, influence the decision-
making process and the action strategy adopted. The asymmetry is that we 
do not expect the intelligent machine to behave responsibly. It is a valu‑
able tool for acquiring and collecting data, but it is the human being who 
designs, trains and supervises the intelligent machine that is responsible 
for its actions, even when using AI.

3) Causal power. Moral responsibility is linked to the category of causal 
power. In using the term ‘power,’ we are describing the impact of an indi‑
vidual or organization on the external environment and the lives of others. 
Being responsible means that the subject can be considered a conscious exec‑
utor of their action: in other words, there is a causal relationship between 
the action and its consequences. By introducing intelligent machines, we 
increase the power of our impact on the environment. Still, paradoxically, 
we separate ourselves from the consequences of this action significantly 
when we systematically increase the autonomy of intelligent machines. 
This separation makes us systematically lose the ability to analyse the 
action in moral terms (Jonas 1984).

A good example of the adiaphorization phenomenon—the suspension 
of responsibility in the context of the use of technical tools equipped with 
artificial intelligence—is the Lavender program created by the Israeli army 
to eliminate Palestinian Hamas or Islamic Jihad fighters (Brigadier Gen‑
eral YS 2021). The Israeli military used AI to mark Gaza zones as suspected 
of carrying out attacks against Israelis. This included actual militants, but 
also those individuals who were Hamas or Islamic Jihad sympathizers. 
Human oversight of combat drone operations was reduced to a minimum. 
The machine was given significant autonomy regarding who to eliminate 
and what places to bomb. As a result of the indiscriminate bombing, many 
innocent people were killed who were in the firing zone of the bombs being 
dropped. The human supervisor of the Lavender system was limited to deter‑
mining the algorithm of people to eliminate, while agreeing to kill random 
victims of the attack. The Israeli army decided to use the intelligent system 
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even though it made the wrong decisions in about 10  percent of cases. 
Sometimes, it flagged as dangerous individuals people who had only a loose 
connection to militant groups. The operation of the Lavender intelligence 
program is an example of the systematic narrowing of the field of human 
responsibility through smart devices. Transferring this responsibility to 
algorithms means there is no connection between the person making the 
decision and the consequences of his/her action (Yuval 2024).

What gives moral responsibility its specificity is that it does not seek 
to analyse the consequences themselves, but rather to consider the over‑
all well-being of the persons associated with the action taken. Practical 
rationality involves considering what needs to be done to avoid moral evil, 
or how to restore the good that has been violated. We are concerned with 
identifying irresponsible behaviour in advance, as it were, before it is actu‑
alized. From this perspective, our aim is to consider possible consequences, 
not those already transpiring. Irresponsibility is an omission or failure 
to undertake certain activities: one from which negative consequences 
may arise. We do not expect moral reflection in this sense from intel‑
ligent machines. It is a peculiarity of human thinking and human ethical 
sensitivity. In a root sense, moral responsibility stems from the awareness 
that human well-being may be endangered by my actions or my inaction. 
The discovery of the causes of this threat makes it necessary to engage 
in activities to counteract it. We are not yet in a position to algorithmize 
this kind of awareness and transfer it to machine activity.

Conclusion
Technological mediation makes it increasingly difficult for us to identify the 
link between a conscious choice, the resulting action, and the consequences 
of that action. Autonomous devices distance the user from the consequences 
of their actions primarily when the machine determines the specific goal and 
the means of achieving it. It is essential to recognize that no command can 
enforce moral responsibility where the latter is based on voluntarily accepting 
a commitment to responsibility. While it is true that we are accountable for 
someone or something to someone or an institution, the key is the conscious 
acceptance of a commitment to a particular action. Moral responsibility 
is about acting freely and consciously. We do not expect this kind of action 
from animals or intelligent machines. When we think of responsibility, we 
consider the subject’s responsibility for the intentions and consequences 
of their actions. With this in mind, Feenberg invokes the concept of phronesis 
from Aristotle—practical reason associated with the subject’s trained ability 
to make accurate moral choices (Feenberg 2017).



211The Ethics of Responsibility in the Context

Currently, it seems that the exercising of such a skill only takes place 
in a cultural and social vacuum. We need a ‘frenetic background’ embedded 
in the ecosystem, in which the creation of functional and valuable machines 
is linked to responsibility for their use. A background of this sort often goes 
unarticulated, but this is surely a condition for any rational debate over the 
extent of individual and social responsibility for the rules governing the 
development of smart devices. In this sense, we need an institution with 
an appropriate organizational culture, in which the laws of responsible 
behaviour are followed out of habit—technical phronesis.

When analysing the issue of responsibility in the context of the cre‑
ation and use of intelligent devices, we are talking about the responsibility 
of programmers, trainers, robot builders, owners and users. The design 
and use of intelligent machines should be linked to responsibility for our 
quality of life and concern for future generations. Referring back to Jonas’ 
thought, when increasing the power of our actions through the design and 
use of intelligent artefacts we cannot overlook the issue of responsibility 
for the possible consequences of our actions. On the other hand, Feenberg 
emphasizes that the technosystem’s coherence not only refers to the utility 
of things but also has a normative significance: i.e., it speaks about what 
the system should be like.

In addition to practical values, a human-friendly technical system must 
consider values at the meta-level, such as concern for the quality of life, and 
responsibility for the well-being, of both those currently living and future 
generations. In a moral sense, practical reason must be employed not only to 
seek new solutions but also to define the limits of a model of technological 
development that otherwise would be undesirable for humanity. The social 
acceptance of intelligent machines should not lead its designers and users 
to lose sight of critical thinking and the ability to make independent moral 
judgments. If AI is an ethical tool, it is because its programmers, trainers 
and users are honest. If its development is done without analysing moral 
issues, it could lead to serious social problems.

The progress associated with the development of AI is exponential, so it 
is difficult to predict the future course of discoveries, or new applications 
of artificial intelligence tools. An important issue is the development of ethi‑
cal rules for AI. Currently, we think of these rules in terms of task regula‑
tions. However, this may not be enough: we associate moral responsibility 
with consciousness, and research into creating conscious AI is undergoing 
intensive development. AGI—a powerful form of AI/superintelligence—may 
be achieved soon, and then the task of artificial intelligence developers and 
trainers will be to create subjective rules of moral action for it.
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Abstract This article examines the compatibility between one of the central 
phenomena discussed in the literature on the theory and practice of secular mind‑
fulness, decentering, and one of the most influential contemporary philosophi‑
cal accounts of attention—namely, Wayne Wu’s theory of attention as selection 
for action. I begin by presenting and critically examining Victor Lange’s recent 
attempt to show that decentering constitutes a counterexample to Wu’s account. 
I then argue that Lange’s conception of decentering is inadequate, and propose 
an alternative understanding according to which decentering indeed serves as 
a counterexample to the view of attention as selection for action. Finally, I outline 
possible directions for further philosophical research on attention that accommo‑
date the findings of secular mindfulness, particularly those concerning decentering.
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Introduction
Across a growing body of literature concerned with the practice of mindful‑
ness 1 and its potential benefits for mental health and well-being, one can 
encounter the widely shared idea that the central aspect of this practice 
is a change in our attitude towards our thoughts and other mental states. 
This phenomenon is called “decentering” (see Segal, Williams and Teasdale 
2012), “reperceiving’” (Shapiro et al. 2006), or “defusion” (Hayes, Strosahl 
and Wilson 2011). 2

For Segal, Williams and Teasdale (2013, 91), to decenter “means to relate 
to thoughts, feelings, body sensations, and impulses to act as events passing 
in the mind and body, rather than identifying with them.” In the decentered 
perspective, “thoughts and feelings are seen as simply passing events in the 
mind that arise, become objects of awareness, and then pass away” (Segal, 
Williams and Teasdale 2013, 73). They draw on the idea of Jon Kabat-Zinn, 
who, inspired by Buddhist ideas and practices, has developed mindfulness 
exercises in which “we intentionally practice letting go of each thought 
that attracts our attention” and “just observe them as thoughts, as discrete 
events that appear in the field of our awareness . . . [and—P.S.] we intention‑
ally decline getting caught up in the content [of them—P.S.]” (Kabat-Zinn 
1990, 68). According to Shapiro and colleagues, who also draw on Kabat-
Zinn’s idea, having attained the ability to reperceive, “rather than being 
immersed in the drama of our personal narrative or life story, we are able 
to stand back and simply witness it” (Shapiro et al. 2006, 377).

On the other hand, another crucial notion used in accounts of the mind‑
fulness practice that leads to decentering is the notion of attention. The most 

1. I refer here, and throughout the paper, to the secular theory and practice of mindful‑
ness. While secular mindfulness is deeply inspired by Buddhist ideas and practices, there 
is considerable debate over the extent to which the former remains faithful to the latter—not 
to mention the internal Buddhist debates about how to understand and practice Buddhist 
meditation (Arbel 2016; Bodhi 2011; Dreyfus 2011; Dunne 2011; Fernell and Segal 2011; Gethin 
2011; Grossman and Van Dam 2011; Nyanaponika 1968; Olendzki 2011; Polak 2024). Entering 
into these debates not only lies beyond the scope of my paper, but is also unnecessary for my 
purposes, which are to identify a particular mental phenomenon and highlight its relationship 
to a particular theory of attention.

2. Below, I will treat these terms, borrowed from the literature cited, as synonyms. Engag‑
ing with those who interpret them as referring to slightly different mental phenomena lies 
beyond the scope of the present paper. What is important for my purposes is, once again, to 
identify a particular mental phenomenon that serves as a counterexample to a specific theory 
of attention. I take this phenomenon to be the one referred to by all three terms—decenter‑
ing, reperceiving, and defusion—yet my argument does not depend on the truth of this latter 
claim. It would remain valid even if only one of these terms referred to a phenomenon with 
the characteristics I outline in the final part of the paper.
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influential definition of this practice, formulated by Kabat-Zinn, states that 
mindfulness is defined as “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, 
in the present moment, and non-judgmentally” (Kabat-Zinn 1994, 4). This 
is why it is important to analyze how the phenomenon of decentering 
relates to philosophical accounts of attention. In this context, it is note‑
worthy that Victor Lange (2025) argues that decentering can be viewed as 
a counterexample to all those contemporary philosophical theories of atten‑
tion that assume that “attending to a phenomenon implies selecting the 
phenomenon for further processing” (Lange 2025, 1552), and, in particular, 
to one of the most prominent among them—namely, Wayne Wu’s theory 
of attention as selection for action (hereafter SfA).

Lange is not alone in his attempt: Wu’s account is hotly disputed, and 
several authors have identified phenomena—such as attentional capture 
or automatic actions—that can be regarded as counterexamples to SfA (see, 
e.g., Buehler 2019, 2022; Watzl 2017, 2023). Nevertheless, Wu has responded 
to these critics, seeking to show that the phenomena pointed out by them 
do not, in fact, undermine SfA. His responses are not decisive but, I think, 
do possess a certain plausibility, particularly in light of the later develop‑
ment of his theory (Wu 2019, 2023b, 2025). Decentering, however, to which 
Lange points, is not only much more thoroughly developed in the literature 
than the rather sketchily described other cases, but has also not yet been 
considered in the ongoing philosophical debate as a counterexample to SfA. 
For this reason, it deserves particular attention.

I think that Lange highlights the right problem and comes to the right 
conclusion: decentering does, in fact, pose a serious threat to SfA. His rea‑
soning is, however, flawed: if decentering were what he takes it to be, it 
would not constitute a counterexample to SfA. In this paper, I first sketch 
Lange’s argument and then show how Wu might respond to his reasoning. 
Finally, I present another account of decentering—one that is, in my opinion, 
much more faithful to what one encounters in the literature on mindfulness 
and experiences in its actual practice 3—and show why it challenges SfA.

3. See the caveat offered in footnote 1 above.
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I
Lange (2025, 1532–38) defines decentering as follows:

Undergoing a mental state, M, an agent, A, decenters from M if and only 
if A simultaneously

(a) introspectively attends to M (sub-operation 1)
(b) detaches from M (sub-operation 2). (Lange 2025, 1532)

According to him, decentering is to be deployed only in pathological 
mental states, 4 and is constituted by two simultaneous sub-operations, the 
first of which consists in the intentional focusing of attention on the rel‑
evant mental state, thereby increasing the subject’s awareness of that state, 
and the second of which results in an agent downregulating the influence 
the state has on her psychological processing. The second sub-operation, 
detachment, has two aspects. Lange, drawing here on Bernstein’s model 
(Bernstein et al. 2015, 2019), describes them as disidentification and non-
reactivity: “The process of disidentification involves an agent relating to 
the occurring mental state as external to herself and not as an expression 
of herself,” while non-reactivity “means that a subject does not act bodily 
on the basis of the relevant state” and “avoids any mental interference 
with the state.”

Lange understands disidentification from one’s mental states as a subjec‑
tive, practical stance toward those states. When a subject identifies with her 
mental state, “she views the state as a meaningful expression of herself,” 
taking the content of the mental state seriously, “which makes it more 
prominent in governing her mind and associated actions.” By contrast, when 
a subject disidentifies with a given mental state, “she (probably) does not 
view the state as meaningful or worth taking seriously,” and “such subjec‑
tive externalization (most likely) decreases a state’s influence on one’s mind 
and associated actions, compared to subjectively identifying with the state.” 
Disidentification leads to non-reactivity.

4. Given the Buddhist roots of secular mindfulness, it is worth making clear that Lange 
uses the term “pathological” in the contemporary Western, discriminative sense, in which 
only certain ordinary mental states are so classified—not in the Buddhist sense, according 
to which all mental states fall within the realm of samsara, meaning existence permeated 
by suffering (pathos). Later in this paper I show that, on this point (as on several others), 
Lange misreads the idea of decentering as it has been developed in the mindfulness litera‑
ture. Be that as it may, he states plainly that “disidentification and non-reactivity are ways 
of relating to the pathological mental state. They are not ways of relating to any other mental 
state” (2025, 1538; italics in the original).
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Lange criticizes the view—which he attributes to Puc (2019)—that bare 
attention suffices for decentering, 5 and argues for the claim that decentering 
should be understood as including the two conditions sketched above: i.e. as 
“something more than merely introspecting one’s mental states.” He holds 
that introspective attention and detachment may come apart; this is why 
he conceives decentering as “a complex operation where multiple, inter‑
related sub-operations work together,” and not as “exhaustively a matter 
of an epistemic change in how one introspects.”

Another crucial feature of decentering is, according to Lange, the direct‑
ness of the detachment. In cases in which detachment is indirect, “an agent 
detaches from a mental state, M, by upregulating another mental state, M*, 
such that her processing is determined by M* with the indirect effect or by-
product that she detaches from M.” But in decentering, Lange insists, detach‑
ment is direct: “in direct detachment, the downregulation of a mental state 
is not a side-effect of the upregulation of another mental state. The detach‑
ment is itself the instant operation performed by the agent.” Lange holds that 
“describing the detachment of decentering as direct is the best way to make 
sense of the instructions and the phenomenology of decentering.” Subjects 
who are taught how to decenter “receive no instructions in upregulating other 
. . . mental states. Neither does decentering involve the experience of upregu‑
lating another mental state. It involves the experience that the pathological 
state remains present but that there is an increased distance to it.”

II
Decentering, understood in the terms sketched above, constitutes, Lange 
holds, a counterexample to Wayne Wu’s theory of attention as selection 
for action (SfA).

Lange interprets Wu’s SfA theory as being based on two fundamental 
theses:

SfA – attention. An agent, A, attends to an input, P, if and only if A selects 
P for action.
SfA – attention control. An agent, A, executes attention control if and only 
if A’s relevant goals or intentions structure a selection of an input for action. 
(Lange 2025, 1540)

5. Later in the paper, I argue that, contrary to Lange’s view, bare attention suffices for 
decentering, albeit in a slightly different sense from that proposed by Puc. Engaging with 
Puc’s position on this issue, however, lies beyond the scope of the present paper. I leave this 
question to future research, the direction of which I outline in the paper’s conclusion.
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For the line of argumentation developed by Lange (2025, 1540–44), it 
is crucial that attention control be understood as “restricted to the structur‑
ing of the selection of an input for action, not the direct execution of the 
action.” Having interpreted SfA in this way, he points out that decentering 
involves attention but, at the same time, “this type of attention does not 
seem to be a matter of selecting the pathological state for an action.” By 
contrast, it is “a matter of attending to a state with the purpose of it not 
being selected for an action”: i.e. it amounts to selecting a mental state for 
non-action—which contradicts the SfA-attention thesis. A similar problem 
arises with respect to the second central thesis of SfA, namely SfA-attention 
control. In Lange’s view, “(1) the detachment of decentering is intentional 
and direct, and (2) the detachment is an execution of attention control.” 
This is why, “as an act of attention control, decentering is the operation 
of avoiding that a state produces or influences action”: that is, the subject’s 
intentions structure the selection of an input, but it is selected not for 
action—contrary to what SfA-attention control states.

Lange considers several possible replies on the part of the defender 
of SfA. The first one focuses on sub-operation 1, and consists in claiming 
that introspective attention is the selection of a given mental state (an 
input) for the action of increasing its conscious representation or salience. 
To this, he answers that “some philosophers have argued that it is hard to 
make sense of an increase in conscious representation or salience as a form 
of action.” His main argument tackles, however, sub-operation 2. He argues 
that defenders of SfA should show “that we can adequately describe sub-
operation 2 as an agent’s intentions or goals structuring the selection of the 
pathological state for some action,” and claims that they may try to do this 
in three ways—but none of those ways are successful.

One way is to claim that “sub-operation 2 involves the selection of the 
pathological state for the action of turning it off.” Lange—silently assuming 
that turning off the mental state amounts to the inhibition of its neural 
correlate—answers that this proposal is hardly reconcilable with the theory 
that inhibition at the neural level is never direct but always involves giving 
priority to other neural mappings over that which is to be inhibited. Given 
this fact, if sub-operation 2 amounted to turning off the pathological mental 
state a subject wishes to detach from, the detachment in this case would 
be of an indirect character. But even if this difficulty could be resolved, the 
defender of SfA faces another problem. According to Wu—as interpreted 
by Lange—“an input is selected for action only if it implies that the input 
produces further effects in processing,” whereas selection for turning off 
“involves that a state is selected for not producing further effects.”
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Another possible way of defending SfA considered by Lange is the claim 
that sub-operation 2 may be understood as “the structured selection of the 
pathological thought for the action of meta-representing it.” He answers 
that “such meta-representation would plausibly not be sufficient for the 
detachment involved in sub-operation 2.” According to him, it is possible 
for a subject to meta-represent a mental state as “external to me/not an 
expression of me” or “not to be reacted upon,” and still fail to execute the 
intended psychological control over that state—for example, to act upon 
a state even when it is represented as “a state not to be reacted upon.” From 
this perspective, decentering involves not only meta-representing but also 
some form of psychological control. He also rejects a further possible reply, 
according to which “the meta-representation involved in sub-operation 2 
is of a non-propositional format such that if a mental state is encoded in this 
format, it ensures detachment.” He is skeptical about the non-propositional 
character of meta-representation and, further, claims that even such non-
propositional meta-representation cannot help here, for the same reasons 
that undermine the third possible SfA defender’s reply—namely, that sub-
operation 2 of decentering involves selecting a pathological mental state 
for a stance of disidentification and non-reactivity.

Lange (2025, 1545–46) regards stance as a form of activity, and agrees 
that before a subject establishes the intended stance toward the pathologi‑
cal state, she must select the relevant state for this stance. Nevertheless, he 
holds that after the maintenance of the stance is established, the subject’s 
“mental operation is not primarily a matter of selection of the state for this 
stance,” but is “primarily a matter of her executing, or we might say acting, 
the stance.” He concludes that “it is by actively executing the stances that 
the subjects manipulate the grip the pathological state has in their process‑
ing and downregulates it. This is how sub-operation 2 involves phases that 
are not adequately described as a process of selection of pathological states 
for stances, but direct executions of the stances.” Lange rejects a possible 
reply on the part of the defender of SfA based on the analogy between 
maintaining the stance toward a mental state and keeping the body frozen 
in a “freezing dance.” He claims that even if keeping the body “frozen” may 
be explained as the selection of proprioceptive inputs for some action—
because preventing the body from moving may demand active engagement 
of the subject (e.g., actively rejecting impulses to move)—this is not an 
adequate analogue for decentering. This analogy suggests that decentering 
can be conceived as freezing one’s mental life. Lange remarks, however, that 
the analogy is flawed because “decentering is not about freezing or keeping 
your pathological state constant. It is about continuously downregulating 
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it. Upon successful decentering, the pathological state disappears over time 
and there is no need to introspect or detach from it.”

III
In the present section, I will argue that decentering, as Lange understands it, 
does not in fact constitute a counterexample to SfA—especially as the con‑
cept is developed in Wu’s more recent works. Lange’s argument amounts to 
the claim that decentering is a case of attention without action. Wu responds 
to such an argument by claiming that:

Once it is clear what acting comes to, namely input-output coupling in an 
action space, then it seems that guidance is present in every movement, even 
the subtlest movements of the mind.  .  .  . In general, my response to puta‑
tive counterexamples that attempt to show attention without agency is to 
ask whether the form of attention at issue can be part of intentional action, 
and then to uncover the structure of such expressions of intentional agency, 
revealing its component action-relevant capacities. Putative counterexamples 
will then be revealed to have the relevant structure, often unnoticed when 
we focus on the automatic forms but brought to light once we recognize that 
action has its own internal architecture. (Wu 2023b, 82)

When considering the (in)compatibility of SfA and decentering, it is cru‑
cial to understand Wu’s view on both action and selection. The basic struc‑
ture of action is connected to the fact that action is possible in situations 
in which a subject faces multiple possible behavioral paths. Action differs 
from mere reflexes in that reflexes occur when there are “no additional 
behavioral paths beyond the one path taken (this includes the path of not 
acting). Thus, the behavior space consists of a simple one-one mapping 
from target to response.” This passage indicates that, according to Wu, 
such a plurality of options includes situations in which the only possible 
alternative is between acting in a specific way or not acting at all. When 
one has to choose between acting or not acting in response to X, one selects 
X for action: “for agency to be possible, there must be behavioral options, 
even if it is just the option of not acting” (Wu 2014, 89–90).

While explaining the notion of behavioral space, Wu uses the notions 
of input and output. The behavior space “is constituted (1) by inputs, which 
are the agent’s psychological states at that time, such as her seeing, feeling, 
remembering, entertaining, and so on, and (2) by outputs, which can be 
further psychological states.” In the behavior space, there are many possible 
paths from inputs to outputs, so when a subject acts, “one of the potential 
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paths is actualized,” and her action is “a specific input guiding a response, 
given what the agent intends” The course of action is set by the intention—
“the agent responds in light of how she takes things” (Wu 2023a, 62–65).

In the case of mental action—what Wu calls “movement of the mind”—
such traversal along a particular path in the behavior space, from an input 
mental state to an output mental state, “is best depicted in terms of inten‑
tional content.” During the course of mental action, such content is trans‑
formed over time (Wu 2023a, 70–71). If the change in content is small, 
a movement of the mind may be considered “short.” Wu regards covert 
perceptual attention as “the shortest movement,” in which “the input state 
is modified in the output state.” Wu leaves open the question of “how one 
precisely draws a distinction between states that change and states that 
induce distinct states”; what matters for him is “changes in intentional 
content as a way to track the progress of a mental action” (Wu 2023a, 71). 
In the case of movement of the mind, “there can be a small distance between 
input and output, e.g., while the input might be the flashing of a specific 
visual image, the output would be the maintaining of that very image. 
Input and output are nearly identical, the latter simply involving a response 
to the image” (Wu 2014, 93). In other words, even if there is no change 
in intentional content, but there is some subjective response to the input 
state—such as maintaining that mental state—attention is still present, even 
in “the limiting case of maintaining attention on a target.” It can be counted 
as mental action because the subject, by maintaining a particular mental 
state, intentionally remains on a particular path in the behavior space. 
According to Wu, it is this case—not decentering—that can be considered 
analogous to keeping one’s body “frozen” (Wu 2023a, 75).

The question arises whether decentering, as Lange describes it, should 
be regarded as a mental action in the sense explained by Wu. Decentering, 
Lange holds, involves a particular intention: a subject identifies a particular 
mental state as a pathological one and intends to downregulate its influence 
on her processing—in other words, she intends to respond in some way 
to that state. Some initial taking up of mental states sets the introspective 
attention: the subject focuses on a pathological mental state as a particular 
input chosen from among many possible inputs. This is sub-operation 1, 
which, according to Lange, increases the subject’s awareness of that mental 
state. The subject then intentionally—in the light of how she takes things—
responds to that input by performing sub-operation 2. In this stage, she 
detaches from that state; to put it in Lange’s words, she performs an act 
of “not taking it seriously,” interpreting the relevant state as “not an expres‑
sion of herself” or “not meaningful,” and then actively executes the stance 
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of non-reactivity toward the relevant state. All of Lange’s descriptions 
of what occurs during both sub-operations constitutive of decentering indi‑
cate that it involves a change in intentional content sufficient, in Wu’s view, 
for detecting a movement of the mind. Moreover, as Lange explicitly states, 
this movement is brought about intentionally by the subject, as an actualiza‑
tion of one among many possible paths in the subject’s behavior space. This 
becomes even clearer when one considers what Lange insists on—namely, 
the directness of the downregulation of the relevant mental state.

Lange claims that detachment, being the direct execution of a stance 
toward a pathological mental state, excludes the possibility of understand‑
ing decentering as the selection of the state for this stance. The question, 
however, is what the role of sub-operation 1 is in decentering. In Lange’s 
view it is a necessary component of decentering. If so, then decentering 
involves the selection of the pathological mental state—attention to it (sub-
operation 1)—for the action, i.e., execution of the particular stance toward 
that state (sub-operation 2). Lange (2025, 1551–52) insists that SfA (like any 
other theory of attention) must take into account the two-dimensional, com‑
plex nature of decentering, which “involves agents intentionally manipulat‑
ing two causal relations of the same mental state at the same point in time”: 
i.e. “the causal relation of increasing conscious representation of the state 
and the causal relation of the state’s determination of further processing.” 
I think, however, that this conception of “decentering as a multi-dynamical 
unit of attention and attention control, in which agents relate to the same 
mental state in two different ways” poses no problem for Wu’s theory.

To see this, it is sufficient to notice that Wu distinguishes attention as 
(mental) action (attending) and attention in action (attention) (Wu 2023a, 75; 
Wu 2023b, 63). When we are considering attending as mental action “it will 
have the complex structure that is revealed by reflection on the behavior 
space and the non-deliberative Many-Many Problem” (Wu 2023a, 75), mean‑
ing that “attending as action involves a coupling of input to output” within the 
action space (Wu 2023b, 62). Wu acknowledges, however, that we frequently 
“isolate attention in the context of action, as when we speak of doing things 
in a way that depends on attention,” and in that case, when we treat attention 
as a component of action, “we need only have in view the input that will 
inform action” (Wu 2023a, 75). With the above distinction in place, one can 
easily explain decentering (as Lange presents it) in SfA categories. The whole 
process of decentering has the structure not of a reflex, but of an action—it 
is a particular path, intentionally taken by the subject, within a behavioral 
space constituted by many possibilities. Even if it may be disputable whether 
the whole process can be counted as attending as action, it—as Lange himself 
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insists—includes as its necessary component sub-operation 1, attention to 
the pathological state, where this guides sub-operation 2, detachment from 
that state (explained by Lange as downregulating the influence that this state 
has on the subject’s further mental processing).

The account of decentering (as Lange describes it) in SfA terms will 
be even clearer if one includes Wu’s development of the crucial notion 
of selection. Wu acknowledges that his slogan “attention is selection for 
action” has come in for critique (Watzl 2017) on the basis of the obser‑
vation that its grammar suggests accomplishment at a particular point 
in time (“I selected this mental state for action at noon”), whereas attention 
is instead a continuous process (“I’ve been attending to this mental state 
since noon”) (Wu 2023a, 66). Wu responds to this critique by acknowledg‑
ing the ambiguity of the slogan and explaining that the notion of selec‑
tion should not be understood as implying such a non-processual nature 
of attention. He agrees that attention is a process; this is why he consid‑
ers the very term “attention” to be unfortunate, since it suggests a state. 
Therefore, he prefers to use the term “attending” (Wu 2023b, 63–64). This 
is why, in his later writings, he uses the term “guidance” instead: “Attention 
is mental guidance in action, the agent’s taking things informing response” 
(Wu 2023b, 65). Or, to put it in more elaborate terms:

To speak of attention as selection for action is to speak of a way that the sub‑
ject is attuned during action to relevant information such that it is deployed 
to inform the subject’s response . . . action is constituted by a response guided 
by the agent’s attunement to certain features of the world, including fea‑
tures of the subject him- or herself. There are, then, two necessary “aspects” 
of attention so conceived: (1) the attunement (“selection”), and (2) the link 
between the response and that to which the subject is attuned (“for action”). 
(Wu 2023a, 67)

In light of the above explanation, one may account for Lange’s decenter‑
ing by saying that sub-operation 1 amounts to attunement to the relevant 
mental state, whereas sub-operation 2 constitutes the link between the 
response (detachment) and the mental state to which the subject is attuned.

If the line of reasoning offered here is sound, then Lange’s rejoinders to 
the possible SfA defender’s replies are questionable. His rejoinder to the 
idea that sub-operation 2 of decentering is the selection of a pathological 
mental state for a stance of disidentification and non-reactivity is based 
on an understanding of selection as taking place at a particular point in time. 
It is only such an understanding that enables one to say that a subject attends 
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to the pathological state towards which the stance of disidentification and 
non-reactivity is to be adopted just before establishing the intended stance 
toward that state, but not while maintaining the stance. If one understands 
selection as a continuous process of guidance, one should acknowledge that 
this process of selection (or, better, selecting) constantly guides the active 
execution of the stance. Similarly, with regard to the idea that decenter‑
ing may be conceptualized as the selection of a pathological mental state 
for turning off, it can be said that Lange (2025, 1544) wrongly perceives 
a discrepancy between the idea that “an input is selected for action only 
if it implies that the input produces further effects in processing” and the 
claim that selection for turning off “involves that a state is selected for not 
producing further effects.” The further effects the selected input produces 
in processing are changes to the input itself: i.e. changes in the intentional 
content of the relevant mental state—changes brought about during action 
(movement of the mind) guided by the input selected for that action.

IV
Lange’s failure to show that decentering challenges SfA does not mean that 
there is no discrepancy between decentering and Wu’s account of atten‑
tion. This is because Lange’s understanding of decentering is problem‑
atic: if decentering had the nature Lange claims it has, any attempts to 
decenter from one’s thoughts would have to fail. For, as the experience 
of many mindfulness practitioners suggests, and as empirical studies con‑
firm (Wegner and Erber 1992; Wegner 1994), attempts to directly detach 
from any mental state result not in downregulating the influence of that 
mental state—much less in turning that state off—but, contrary to the sub‑
ject’s intentions, in upregulating its role in further mental processing (and 
frequently in further outer behavior) on the part of the subject who tries 
to detach from it. This is why, in many mindfulness schools, the process 
of decentering is conceived and taught quite differently from how Lange 
describes it. And it is this process that, I will try to show, poses a serious 
challenge to the SfA theory of attention.

First of all, contrary to Lange’s claim, decentering does not apply only 
to pathological mental states. As Jon Kabat-Zinn writes, in mindfulness 
practice “we treat all our thoughts as if they are of equal value” (1990, 68). 
Moreover, as Segal, Williams and Teasdale (2013, 150) insist, “the issue 
is not learning how to switch thoughts off, but how best we can change 
the way we relate to them: seeing them as they are—simply—as streams 
of thinking, events in the mind, rather than getting lost in them.” The cru‑
cial point, however, is that the aim described above is not achieved by any 
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direct intervention on the part of the subject. On the contrary, the only 
way to decenter is to “leave the thoughts alone,” without creating even “a 
hidden agenda that will get rid of unwanted experience if we simply allow 
it” (Nairn, Choden and Regan-Addis 2019, 74). The process is aptly described 
through a metaphor used by Dahl and colleagues:

To illustrate the difference between meta-awareness and experiential fusion, 
let us consider an example. Imagine that you are watching an enthralling 
movie. In one moment, you might be experientially fused with the movie, 
to the point when you are no longer consciously aware that you are sitting 
in a movie theater. In the next moment, you might suddenly become aware 
of your surroundings and the fact that you are viewing images on a screen. 
In both moments, you may be attentive to the movie, but only in the second 
moment are you also aware of the process of watching the movie. (Dahl, Lutz, 
and Davidson 2015, 516)

The above image clearly illustrates what occurs during decentering/
reperceiving/defusion. In the “fused” state, one is focused on a particu‑
lar thought at the expense of other stimuli (especially present bodily and 
perceptual ones; Smallwood and Schooler 2006; Smallwood, Baracaia, et 
al., 2003; Smallwood et al., 2007; Schooler et al., 2011). A subject focused 
on that thought tends to experience its content as reality itself. For instance, 
if the thought is about an emotionally significant past event, the person 
reacts emotionally as if the event were occurring in the present. In extreme 
cases—such as flashbacks in post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)—the 
emotional reaction may be identical to that experienced during the original 
traumatic event. As described by Hayes and colleagues (Hayes, Strosahl, 
and Wilson, 2011), one looks at the world from the thought without look‑
ing at the thought itself; that is, while thinking about something, one loses 
awareness of the process of thinking—loses the awareness that these are 
merely one’s thoughts about something. This is why the core of the process 
of decentering/reperceiving/defusion is a broadening of the field of aware‑
ness. That is achieved by dispersing attention so that it is not focused on any 
particular stimulus (i.e. mental state), whether a thought, bodily sensa‑
tion, or perception of some external stimulus, but rather embraces as wide 
a range of experiences as possible. Such dispersed attention, which results 
in simultaneous awareness of both thought and bodily experiences (e.g., the 
breath) and the actual external surroundings of the subject, brings about 
the experience of the thought as merely a mental event passing through 
the mind, which in turn fosters an attitude of non-reactivity.
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As the experience of many mindfulness practitioners shows, attention 
is repeatedly captured by particular thoughts; that is, it becomes focused 
on a single thought at the expense of the rest of one’s ongoing experi‑
ence. Mindfulness practice consists in the subject’s gently broadening the 
focus of her attention whenever she notices that she is “lost in thinking.” 
A key strategy for avoiding “getting lost in thinking” or “getting caught up 
in thinking” is to use “mindfulness support”: i.e., to retain some peripheral 
awareness of, for example, one’s own breath (Nairn, Choden and Regan-
Addis 2019, 27–29; Choden and Regan-Addis 2018, 60–61). It is important, 
however, that awareness of one’s breath does not block out “awareness 
of other things going on in and around us”, because “maintaining peripheral 
awareness is a key element” of this process (Nairn, Choden, and Regan-
Addis 2019, 27). As a result of such repeated practice, one can develop 
the ability to stabilize dispersed attention. When such dispersed atten‑
tion is stabilized, and one simply registers all incoming stimuli in one’s 
awareness without any further bodily or mental reaction toward them, 
one can “let go of support” and “rest in the midst of all” (Nairn, Choden, 
and Regan-Addis 2019, 28–29 and 181–84). Contrary to Lange’s account, it 
is the broadening of the focus of one’s attention resulting in non-conceptual 
meta-awareness of the mental states being attended to (Dunne, Thompson 
and Schooler 2019) that, in turn, brings about decentering/reperceiving/
defusion without any additional actions on the part of the subject. In the 
context of this perspective, I suggest understanding these three terms as 
expressions of three simultaneous and interrelated aspects of one process: 
the broadening of the focus of one’s attention means that no mental state 
occupies the center of the attentional field (decentering); as a result, one 
becomes aware of one’s mental states as just mental events passing through 
one’s mind (reperceiving); this, in turn, results in not being fused with the 
content of those mental states (defusion).

	I think that even if, in  the practice leading to the decentered state 
of mind, one can detect some selection for action (in Wu’s sense), those 
periods in which one successfully rests in the decentered state of mind pose 
the real challenge for the SfA theory of attention. Wu (2014, 93) himself 
comments on the case in which “an embarrassing image of last evening’s 
faux pas might involuntarily flash in one’s head,” stating that “if the thought 
amounted to nothing more than that, no attention emerges. There is just the 
fleeting image.” From his perspective, “it is only when that image engages 
further activity—when one ponders it, laments it, or just sustains the image 
as one internally cringes—that attention emerges.” Indeed:
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[Even—P.S.] in attentional capture, attention enters the scene when the item that 
does the capturing not only alters the shape of one’s mental states, but does so 
in a way that engages a response. Otherwise, there is only the mental registering 
of a change but no attention to it. The point, then, is that attentional capture 
is more than one’s mental states changing in response to a sudden stimulus. 
Attention is not just a shift in consciousness or an alteration in one’s mental 
states given a new stimulus. Rather, it is only when this change in one’s mind 
engages with something further that attention comes on the scene. Without this 
further ingredient, attention is not present. The proposal is that this ingredient 
is selection for action: the change engages a response. (Wu 2014, 93)

Such a view, Wu admits, assumes that “one can be conscious of X without 
attending to X” (Wu 2014, 107)

I suggest that, in the above passage, Wu adequately describes what 
is going on in one’s mind when one successfully decenters or defuses from 
one’s thoughts. From his perspective, however, this is a case in which there 
is no attention involved in the process: one attends to nothing in particu‑
lar—that is, one does not attend at all. Why not agree with Wu, and why 
align oneself with the view of many authors writing on mindfulness, who 
describe such a decentered state as involving the work of attention?

There are several reasons to invoke the notion of attention here. First, 
it is necessary to distinguish the state of mindful decentering—defined as 
a state in which a subject possesses a vivid and clear awareness of what 
is occurring in her mind, a state that it is tempting to describe as an attentive 
one—from the dull state of mind in which a subject does not attend to any‑
thing in particular and, as a consequence, is (almost) unaware of her mental 
states. This seems to be the difference between not attending at all (attending 
to nothing) and attending to everything in a balanced way. The use of the 
notion of attention in explaining the above difference can be justified by 
the empirical, neuroscientific work of Posner and Petersen (1990; 2012), work 
on which Wu himself draws. As Wu himself remarks, “Posner and Petersen 
identified three networks associated with functions commonly attributed 
to attention: ‘(a) orienting to sensory events; (b) detecting signals for focal 
(conscious) processing; and (c) maintaining a vigilant or alert state’” (Posner 
and Petersen 1990, 26; cited in Wu 2014, 27–28). It is the necessity of taking 
into account the last function—maintaining a vigilant or alert state—that 
makes invoking attention in decentering indispensable.

Secondly, “resting in the midst of all” and remaining in the decentered 
state of mind is—even if it sounds somewhat paradoxical—a form of activity 
or action, albeit not an activity involving the selection of something for 
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action. 6 It is not a reflex (in Wu’s sense), for it occurs within a behavioral 
space that includes other possible behavioral paths. A mindfulness prac‑
titioner who, in the decentered state, rests in the midst of all can, at any 
moment, cease to do so and instead select a particular stimulus for further 
action—for example, she may select an unpleasant thought that has just 
arisen in her mind in order to downregulate it. This process can naturally 
be described as involving the narrowing of one’s previously dispersed 
attention and its focusing on a particular stimulus. From this perspective, 
both possible courses of action—continuing to rest in the midst of all and 
selecting something (for further action)—may be regarded as forms of the 
same activity: namely, the exercise of attention in different ways.

	Wu might try to answer that, in the case of mindful decentering (resting 
in the midst of all), a subject exhibits vigilance but not attention (one does 
not pay attention but is vigilant), but I think he will not succeed in this 
way. He presents us with two slightly different accounts of vigilance, but 
neither of them is suited to the task. In Wu (2014) he states that in most 
accounts of vigilance the notion of attention is used. He further remarks 
that “a change in vigilance is typically measured by the vigilance decre‑
ment, and the latter is tied to certain properties of task performance, namely 
changes in detection rate and reaction time,” and suggests that “it looks 
like vigilance, even if it is different from selection from action, supervenes 
on it,” for “changes in vigilance are measured by changes in selection for 
action as measured by behavioral outcomes” (2014, 94). His conclusion 
there is that “vigilance is a property of selection for action over time: vigi‑
lance is a measure of how effective subjects are in selecting for action. One 
assesses vigilance by assessing how subjects sustain selection for action 
in an experimental setting.” On the other hand, in Wu (2023b) he presents 
a slightly different account of vigilance, claiming that it is “a propensity 
to attend to task-relevant targets” and holding that “vigilance’s expression 
is attention . .  . but to be vigilant regarding X is not yet to attend to X” 
(2023b, 110). As an example of a vigilant person, he describes a detective 
who watches for a thief at a moment when the latter has not yet appeared 
at the crime scene. A vigilant person has a propensity to attend, but is not 
attending, for there is no item to attend to yet.

6. It is important to distinguish between the claim that attention is selection for action and 
the claim that attention—or, more precisely, attending—is itself an activity or an action. Wu 
endorses both claims (as I have discussed above), whereas some of his critics—for example, 
Watzl—accept only the second. This is why, in the case of decentering, one can indeed identify 
a form of activity: decentering may be conceived as a specific mode of attending. This is not, 
however, to suggest that this activity or action constitutes selection for action.
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It is evident that both of Wu’s accounts of vigilance fail to explain the 
alert state of a mindful subject. In both accounts, vigilance is connected 
with attention in such a way that the more vigilant a person is, the more 
probable it is that she will attend to—i.e. select for action—the particular 
stimulus. In the case of mindful decentering, a person is alert (vigilant, 
attentive) in a way that makes the selection of a particular stimulus for 
action (i.e. attention in the SfA sense) less probable. That is why, if alert‑
ness/vigilance is connected to attention—as Posner and Petersen hold, and 
as teachers of mindfulness suggest—attention should be explained in a way 
other than the one Wu proposes.

Conclusion
Mindfulness practice, and the mental phenomena that mindfulness prac‑
titioners experience during such practice, may provide important data 
for philosophical theories concerning issues connected with conscious‑
ness, attention and the like. But philosophers must adequately understand 
what is experienced during mindfulness practice. Otherwise, they may find 
themselves in a situation comparable to that of Lange, who highlights the 
real problem—namely, the discrepancy between decentering and SfA—but 
has come to the right conclusion for the wrong reasons. Nevertheless, his 
initial observation stands: decentering (even if conceived differently than 
in his account) constitutes a threat to Wu’s theory of attention as selection 
for action.

Given what has been written above about decentering—especially the fact 
that its key aspect consists in dispersing one’s attention as widely as pos‑
sible, as opposed to keeping it focused on a particular stimulus—I suggest 
that we look for a theory according to which attention is understood as an 
activity of structuring one’s mental life, such as Sebastian Watzl’s account 
(Watzl 2017) or certain phenomenological conceptions (see, e.g., Arvidson 
2006; Gurwitsch 2010). It is, of course, possible that these theories, too, will 
need to be refined in order to accommodate decentering—or perhaps other 
forms of mental experience characteristic of mindfulness practitioners. In 
any case, a broad field of research lies ahead.
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The issues of doxastic voluntarism and responsibility emerged in contem‑
porary analytic epistemology at the end of the twentieth century as part 
of the ethics of belief. Doxastic voluntarism is the view that we exercise 
freedom with respect to which beliefs we hold. Proponents of the opposite 
view—doxastic involuntarists—argue that we do not have such freedom. 
The debate between doxastic voluntarism and involuntarism is closely con‑
nected with the issue of doxastic responsibility since, according to a basic 
intuition about freedom in general, a subject can be held responsible only 
for something over which they had influence.

While the topic has not assumed the status of one of the central problems 
of epistemology, its importance for the discipline is often underestimated. If 
epistemology refers to the normative sphere, then a fundamental question 
is whether its normativity should be construed in deontological terms, as 
grounded in intellectual obligations. As William Alston has argued, one 
of the most basic concepts in epistemology—justification—already presup‑
poses both doxastic responsibility and freedom. Any full account of the so-
called third condition of knowledge must therefore engage with this issue.

This article is divided into two parts. The first has an expository charac‑
ter. It begins with a consideration of the philosophical significance of the 
issue of doxastic freedom and responsibility, before turning to the classic 
texts and debates that first drew epistemologists’ attention to the issue. 
I then examine Alston’s influential argument against doxastic responsibility, 
as well as the conceptual argument against doxastic voluntarism, which 
is often regarded as the strongest case against the possibility of doxastic 
freedom. The first part concludes with a discussion of the main strategies 
for rejecting Alston’s argument that have been presented in the extensive 
debates concerning his position. Finally, I point to important issues that 
require further examination in order to adequately address the problem 
of doxastic freedom and responsibility.

The second part is a presentation of my own position on the issue. 
I develop this view by beginning with four very similar examples of pro‑
cesses of belief acquisition. Two of them are appropriate from the perspec‑
tive of epistemic normativity, while the other two are inappropriate. I argue 
that the inappropriate cases of belief acquisition are instances of a phenom‑
enon I call “doxastic self-deception.” In presenting this concept, I make use 
of the notion of a “doxastic strategy,” understood as the subject’s balancing 
between two aspects of the epistemic aim. In this way, I arrive at the ques‑
tion of whether there can be non-epistemic reasons for belief. I introduce 
and defend a position on this matter that I call “alethic impurism.” This 
is a position concerning the possibility of pragmatic, that is non-epistemic, 
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reasons for beliefs. It parallels, to some extent, impurism (also referred to as 
“pragmatic encroachment”) in relation to the so-called threshold problem 
for fallibilism, with the key distinction that the form of impurism I defend 
pertains solely to standards of assertion rather than standards of knowl‑
edge. This perspective enables me to formulate a view on doxastic freedom 
and responsibility in which two elements play a central role: our capacity 
for doxastic self-deception and our metacognitive abilities.

Part I
1. The philosophical significance of the topic of doxastic voluntarism
Our ways of thinking and speaking about both our own and others’ beliefs 
frequently betray an underlying intuition that the domain of mental repre
sentation is normative in character. We commonly employ expressions 
such as, “you ought not to think that,” or “how could he have believed 
such a thing?” Such normative judgments may carry different meanings, 
but two are of central importance from an epistemological perspective: 
first, normativity as proper functioning of cognitive faculties, and second, 
normativity in the deontological sense, tied to the fulfillment of intellec‑
tual duties. The former notion is relatively uncontroversial—for instance, 
when a subject’s cognitive faculties (such as vision) fail to operate properly, 
perhaps due to biological deterioration, the subject forms beliefs about the 
world that she would not have had if those faculties had been functioning 
properly.

The issue of whether there exist distinctly epistemic duties is consider‑
ably more complex. One may ask whether the normativity of the cognitive 
domain reduces solely to the proper functioning of cognitive mechanisms. 1 
If such mechanisms are understood simply as biological functions of the 
organism, it becomes puzzling why we so often speak or think of some‑
one’s mental representation as subject to blame—captured, for example, 
in the indignant exclamation, “how could he have believed that!?” On the 
ordinary, intuitive conception, blame presupposes that the agent had some 
measure of control over that for which she is blamed. By contrast, we do 
not, in general, treat the biological functions of organisms as something 
for which a subject is (at least directly) responsible or which remains under 
their control.

1. The foremost advocate of such position within analytic philosophy was Alvin Plantinga 
(see, e.g., Plantinga 1993). It is noteworthy that Plantinga was both intellectually influenced 
by, and personally close to, William Alston—whose argument against epistemic responsibility 
is regarded as the classic starting point of the debate on this issue.



238 Ewa Odoj 

The problem acquires particular significance once we turn to beliefs that 
are connected with morally relevant actions. In typical situations, individu‑
als act in accordance with their own beliefs, and we intuitively regard this 
as appropriate. Taking this into account, and assuming that the domain 
of our beliefs is not something for which we are responsible, it becomes 
unclear how we can ascribe moral blame to anyone if that person does not 
themselves believe that they have done something wrong. Put differently, 
if agents act on what they take to be true, and if their beliefs are beyond the 
scope of responsibility, then objective moral blame collapses into merely 
subjective moral blame. Yet this contradicts our moral intuitions and the 
social practice of holding people responsible for their actions.

The problem that emerges here can be illustrated by means of the fol‑
lowing trilemma:

1.	 People have no influence over their own beliefs.
2.	 People have the right to act according to their own beliefs.
3.	 Sometimes people are blameworthy for their actions that 

resulted from their beliefs, even though they do not assign 
blame to themselves.

All three of the above theses seem to align with our intuitions, and at least 
prima facie, there are reasons to consider them true. Nevertheless, the con‑
junction of any two of the above theses entails the negation of the third. If 
people have no influence over their own beliefs and have the right to act 
in accordance with them, then they are not subject to objective moral blame 
if they do not assign themselves subjective blame. If people are morally 
blameworthy for their actions and have no influence over their beliefs, then 
they cannot always act in accordance with what they themselves judge. 
Conversely, if people are sometimes subject to objective moral blame and 
can act in accordance with their beliefs, this means they do have influence 
over their own beliefs. For if they can act in accordance with their beliefs, 
and we assign them blame for that action, then the blame concerns the 
beliefs they hold. From this perspective, it becomes clear why the debate 
on doxastic responsibility and freedom emerged under the banner of the 
ethics of belief.

The problem of doxastic freedom and responsibility is not limited to mat‑
ters that are explicitly moral in nature. Our actions are intimately connected 
to our representation of the world. The importance of this insight is not 
restricted to the moral domain. We are accountable for ourselves—both in our 
long-term and immediate decisions—and the ways in which we develop as 
persons depends on how we perceive reality. We identify with our beliefs, 
treating them as a core part of our identity. This is particularly true for 
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worldview beliefs, including religious, 2 moral, and political convictions. On 
the one hand, we regard these beliefs—especially our own—as the product 
of recognizing the truth about reality. On the other hand, we associate them 
with personal freedom and responsibility to a much greater extent than we 
do with other kinds of beliefs. Taken together, these observations raise the 
question: do we truly have grounds to ascribe responsibility and freedom to 
ourselves and others in the domain of our mental representation of the world?

2. The origin of the debate
Clifford and James

The classic texts that serve as reference points in contemporary discussions 
on the ethics of belief are William Clifford’s essay The Ethics of Belief (Clif‑
ford 2002) and William James’s critical response entitled The Will to Believe 
(James 2002). 3 Clifford addresses the issue of intellectual duties, and in his 
essay he presents the famous maxim: It is wrong, always, everywhere, and 
for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence. This statement 
became the earliest formulation of a position known as evidentialism, which 
postulates the existence of an epistemic obligation to accept beliefs solely 
on the basis of sufficient evidence. The thesis has since become one of the 
most widely discussed topics in the ethics of belief.

Evidentialism is, above all, a position that presupposes only epistemic 
deontologism—namely, the view that in our intellectual life we have duties 
regarding what we believe (the content of these duties being specified 
by the thesis of evidentialism). Some epistemologists, however, extend 
this position to the concept of epistemic justification, arguing that the 
essence of justification—as the third condition of knowledge—lies in fulfill‑
ing the epistemic obligation to possess sufficient evidence for one’s beliefs. 
Although Clifford’s formulation of the evidentialist thesis remains a key 
point of reference for many evidentialists, its precise formulation continues 
to be a matter of debate (e.g., Conee & Feldman 2004; Chignell 2018).

Clifford’s essay has sparked discussions concerning the relationship 
between epistemic and moral obligations. Clifford appears to defend the 
rather controversial thesis that all epistemic responsibility is, at the same 

2. The significance of the problem of doxastic responsibility and freedom is particularly 
pronounced from the perspective of religious doctrines that foresee reward or punishment 
for faith. If faith consists at least in part of beliefs (e.g., regarding the existence of a Creator 
of the world), how could believers and non-believers be held accountable for it if they had 
no influence over whether they possess such beliefs?

3. For a thorough review of doxastic voluntarism in earlier philosophical periods, see: 
Boespflug and Jackson (2024).
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time, moral responsibility. The question of the relationship between intel‑
lectual and moral duties is a complex and compelling issue at the intersec‑
tion of epistemology and ethics. 4 However, most proponents of epistemic 
deontologism regard intellectual duties (including the maxim of eviden‑
tialism) as sui generis epistemic obligations. Contemporary evidentialists 
tend to distance themselves from Clifford’s radical claim that the maxim 
of evidentialism is always of a moral nature.

Clifford does not formulate his accusations explicitly, but readers of his 
essay have little doubt that his charge of moral irresponsibility is directed 
primarily at religious individuals—specifically, those who rely on divine 
providence when making important decisions and who, according to Clif‑
ford, thereby act in violation of the evidentialist maxim. Shortly after the 
publication of Clifford’s essay, a defense of such religious individuals was 
formulated by William James in his essay The Will to Believe. According to 
James, there are situations in which it is not possible to fulfil the demands 
of the evidentialist thesis. In such cases, it is both intellectually and morally 
permissible to adopt a belief despite the absence of sufficiently strong evi‑
dence. James identifies three criteria that must characterize a belief in order 
for it to be considered a justified exception in respect of the evidentialist 
demand: the living option (the subject is psychologically predisposed to 
accept the belief), the forced option (there is no possibility of avoiding the 
decision, as suspending judgment is equivalent to rejection the belief), and 
the momentous option (the belief is of vital importance and has significant 
consequences). In such cases, if the subject lacks the opportunity to obtain 
strong evidence in support of a particular belief, they may still adopt it with‑
out violating their intellectual or moral obligations. According to James, 
a paradigmatic example of such a case is religious faith.

James’s classic essay is frequently cited by those who defend a more 
limited interpretation of the evidentialist thesis, highlighting a significant 
set of exceptions to the rule (e.g., Pace 2011). A common contemporary 
view holds that the range of exceptions to the evidentialist thesis is even 
broader. These exceptions concern not only religious beliefs but also other 
worldview-related beliefs, including those regarding morality, values, and 
even political preferences. Defenders of evidentialism, in turn, maintain that 
the thesis remains valid in its categorical form—provided that the concepts 
it involves (e.g., belief, evidence, sufficiency of evidence) are adequately 
specified (e.g., Feldman 2006).

4. On the relationship between moral and epistemic duty, see, e.g., Haack (2001); Shaffer 
(2006); Bergeron (2006); Booth (2012).
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Williams and Alston
The third classic text cited in discussions on doxastic voluntarism is Ber‑
nard Williams’ essay Deciding to Believe, in which he explicitly addresses 
the problem of doxastic freedom. Williams argues that we lack freedom 
concerning the beliefs we hold. His position is aptly captured in the fol‑
lowing passage from this essay:

If I could acquire a belief at will, I could acquire it whether it was true or not; 
moreover I would know that I could acquire it whether it was true or not. If 
in full consciousness I could will to acquire a “belief” irrespective of its truth, 
it is unclear that before the event I could seriously think of it as a belief, i.e. 
as something purporting to represent reality. (Williams 1973)

Williams’ reasoning appears to capture a fundamental intuition about our 
cognitive life, and as a result, it has gained many adherents and is often 
taken for granted. The authors note that Williams’ position can be inter‑
preted in two ways: as a logical impossibility of adopting beliefs by an act 
of will, or as a psychological impossibility. The most important defender 
of the psychological interpretation was William Alston. He argued that it 
is simply psychologically impossible to genuinely assert something whose 
truth one does not believe:

My argument for this, if it can be called that, simply consists in asking you to 
consider whether you have any such powers. Can you, at this moment, start 
to believe that the U.S. is still a colony of Great Britain, just by deciding to do 
so. If you find it too incredible that you should be sufficiently motivated to try 
to believe this, suppose that someone offers you $500,000,000 to believe it, 
and you are much more interested in the money than in believing the truth. 
Could you do what it takes to get that reward? (Alston 1988, 263)

The logical—or conceptual—interpretation refers to the nature of belief. 
It holds that truth, as the constitutive aim of beliefs, makes it impossible 
to adopt beliefs by an act of will. Given its significance, this topic will be 
addressed in a dedicated section of the present article.

The  fourth classic text concerning doxastic voluntarism is William 
Alston’s article The Deontological Conception of Epistemic Justification 
(Alston 1988). While addressing a topic closely connected to the ethics 
of belief, Alston goes beyond its scope. He observes that the standard 
epistemological understanding of justification typically assumes a deonto‑
logical framework, identifying justification with the fulfilment of epistemic 



242 Ewa Odoj 

duties. Alston challenges this tradition by arguing against the very existence 
of epistemic duties. His line of reasoning can be presented as follows:

1.	 If a subject is obliged to perform an action, then she must have 
the ability to perform it.

2.	 We do not have freedom over what beliefs we have.
3.	 So we cannot have duties in this respect.

Alston maintains that epistemic deontologism, understood as a concept 
of justification, cannot be sustained in view of the two intuitively compel‑
ling premises (1) and (2). Premise (2) appears to be true primarily in light 
of the argument against doxastic voluntarism as presented by Williams (in 
two variants—psychological and conceptual). Premise (1), on the other hand, 
pertains to the standard understanding of duty and seems to correspond 
to our basic intuitions. It is known as the Kantian principle “ought implies 
can.” Intuitively, it seems that we cannot ascribe to someone the obligation 
to do something over which she had no control.

Alston’s article has provoked increased interest in the problem of epistemic 
freedom and its relation to deontological concept/conception of justification 
and epistemic normativity The article received numerous responses from 
epistemologists. Some of them (mainly those sympathetic to externalism) 
endorsed his conclusion regarding the necessity of rejecting deontologism, 
at least as a condition of justification and a source of normativity in epistemic 
domain. In Section 4, I will present the different strategies that have been 
adopted to reject Alston’s argument. First, however, it is worth examining 
in more detail the conceptual argument against doxastic voluntarism, which 
offers the strongest support for premise (2) of Alston’s argument.

3. Truth as the constitutive aim of belief and the problem of doxastic 
voluntarism

To hold a belief that p is, by definition, to regard p as true—that is, to assert 
its truth. A mental state of a different character is not a belief at all, but 
rather a desire or an imagining. This observation is largely uncontrover‑
sial. Within the epistemological debate on the aim of belief, it is widely 
accepted that belief is constitutively connected to truth, which functions as 
its goal or norm. Proponents of the conceptual argument against doxastic 
voluntarism rely on precisely this point. Their claim is that a subject cannot 
simply choose which beliefs to hold, since for a mental state to qualify as 
a belief, the subject must remain responsive to how reality presents itself 
to her, rather than to how she wishes it to be.

The constitutive link between belief and truth is widely regarded as the 
strongest basis for rejecting doxastic voluntarism, and Williams’s statement 
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quoted in the previous paragraph is considered a classic argument of this 
kind. Yet Williams’s wording itself has faced serious criticism. Particularly 
controversial is his claim that “moreover I would know that I could acquire 
it whether it was true or not” [emphasis mine]. Advocates of the conceptual 
strategy against doxastic voluntarism have accordingly proposed refine‑
ments of Alston’s argument and advanced further considerations in sup‑
port of the necessary tie between belief and truth—a tie that, by its very 
nature, precludes voluntary control over one’s beliefs. The core of this 
conceptual approach to doxastic involuntarism is well expressed in a for‑
mulation defended by Barbara Winters: “it is impossible to believe that one 
believes p and that one’s belief of p originated and is sustained in a way 
that has no connection with p’s truth” (Winters 1979, 243).

Particularly noteworthy is the extended argumentation for the claim 
that we cannot believe at will by Pamela Hieronymi. These analyses are 
broadly in line with Williams’ thought, but go well beyond it (see Hieronymi 
2006; see also the discussion on Hieronymi’s argumentation in Setiya 2008 
and Hieronymi 2009). Hieronymi distinguishes two types of reasons for 
adopting a belief: constitutive reasons, otherwise called “content-related 
reasons,” and extrinsic reasons, which can also be described as “attitude-
related reasons”:

Of course, if you take certain reasons to show that p, you therein believe p. 
Thus the reasons taken to bear positively on whether p—those taken to be 
content-related reasons for the belief that p—are also what I will call “consti‑
tutive reasons” for the belief that p. They support the commitment constitu‑
tive of the belief. By finding such reasons convincing, you therein believe. 
(Hieronymi 2006, 51)

Extrinsic reasons for adopting the belief that p are, for instance, consider‑
ations such as its perceived usefulness, importance, or desirability, inde‑
pendently of whether p is in fact true. Yet the presence of such reasons does 
not suffice to make the subject affirm p as true. On this account, beliefs are 
not voluntary: their formation depends solely on the evidence to which 
the subject has access, and therefore, ultimately, on how the world actually 
is—rather than on how one might wish it to be, or on any other factors 
unrelated to the truth of p.

At this point, the close connection between conceptual doxastic involun‑
tarism and the principle of evidentialism becomes apparent. The latter holds 
that one is obligated to endorse only those beliefs for which one possesses 
adequate evidential support. The claim that only evidence can constitute 
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a genuine reason for belief received a robust theoretical grounding in Nishi 
Shah’s well-known thesis of transparency:

TrT 1		�  the deliberative question whether to believe that p is transparent 
to the question whether p (Shah & Velleman 2005, 497).

According to Shah: (1) belief differs from other cognitive propositional 
attitudes in that it is regulated for truth (the descriptive part of the concept 
of belief); (2) part of the concept of belief is also a standard of being correct 
if and only if it is true (the normative part of the concept) (see Shah 2003, 
2006; Shah & Velleman 2005).

This position provides a clearer grasp of the basic intuition underly‑
ing the conceptual critique of doxastic voluntarism. Shah’s analyses are 
also meant to support evidentialism and, at the same time, to undermine 
pragmatism, understood here as the view that reasons for belief may be 
of a non-epistemic kind—in other words, that they may consist in some‑
thing other than evidence. Shah’s account has generated extensive discus‑
sion (see, e.g., Sullivan-Bissett 2018; McHugh 2013). In the light of Shah’s 
attempt to exclude pragmatic reasons for belief, McHugh reformulated 
the transparency thesis in the following way, which will play a role in the 
second part of this article:

TrT 2		�  Pragmatic considerations cannot occur to a  thinker, within 
doxastic deliberation, as relevant to what to believe (McHugh 
2013, 448).

The discussions reviewed above indicate that the problem of doxastic vol‑
untarism is closely connected with the role of truth as the goal of belief, 
the validity and applicability of the evidentialist thesis, and whether there 
can be pragmatic (non-epistemic) reasons for belief.

4. Strategies for dealing with the problem of doxastic responsibility
Alston’s argument against the existence of epistemic duties rests on two 
key premises: (1) If a subject is obliged to perform an action, then she 
must have the ability to perform it; and (2) We do not have freedom over 
what beliefs we have. The possible responses to Alston’s argument can be 
divided into two groups: those that challenge the first premise, and those 
that challenge the second. Each of these lines of response can be developed 
in several distinct variants.
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Undermining the first premise
A widely discussed way of defending the thesis of the existence of doxastic 
responsibility is to either reject premise (1) or propose a different inter‑
pretation of it. The Kantian phrase “ought implies can” refers primarily 
to the fact that responsibility presupposes the subject’s ability to perform 
what is the object of responsibility. However, the question arises whether 
one can sensibly speak of responsibility with respect to something that the 
subject must do (rather than merely can). Alston assumes in his reason‑
ing that one cannot. As he writes: “one can be obliged to do A only if one 
has an effective choice as to whether to do A” (Alston 1988, 259). Some 
authors criticize Alston’s reasoning by rejecting this assumption, at least 
on epistemological grounds.

One way of rejecting Alston’s argument by undermining premise (1) is to 
recognize that not all areas in which we deal with responsibilities are 
governed by the “ought implies can” principle invoked in premise (1). For 
example, Richard Feldman argues that doxastic responsibilities are a type 
of role responsibility. Just as a teacher should clearly explain the material 
to their pupils, and a parent should take good care of their child, so people 
as cognitive agents should adopt their beliefs in an appropriate manner. 
Feldman emphasizes that, in the case of role obligations, it is not required 
that the subject be able to perform them or that they have voluntarily 
undertaken the role. A poor teacher may not be able to teach well, and an 
incompetent parent may not be able to care adequately for a child, yet they 
are still burdened with the obligation to fulfill their role properly. According 
to Feldman, deontology on epistemic grounds does not connect with such 
a duty, for which it is necessary that the subject possess freedom. Therefore, 
in his view, Alston’s argument is flawed (see Feldman 2001, 2008). 5

A strategy that gained considerable popularity was first proposed by 
Matthias Steup, who applied the compatibilist position known from the 
free will debate to the problem of doxastic responsibility. First, Steup points 
out that the libertarian notion of freedom as being uncaused is inapplicable 
on epistemological grounds. Beliefs are always directed toward the truth 
and cannot be a kind of mental coin toss. In relation to our actions, how‑
ever, we are also dealing with decision-making based on an examination 
of reasons for and against, which we regard as a kind of freedom. Steup 
argues that it is precisely this sort of freedom that we exercise in the process 

5. For a similar strategy to counter Alston’s argument, and for a discussion of Feldman’s 
position, see, e.g., Chuard and Southwood (2009); Altschul (2014); Chrisman (2008); McHugh 
(2012).
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of adopting beliefs. Beliefs are completely determined by the evidence, 
but this does not prevent them, according to compatibilist proponents, 
from being considered free. According to Steup, as an effect of doxastic 
deliberation we make doxastic decisions and execute them by adopting 
beliefs, and this constitutes a kind of doxastic freedom that we possess 
(see Steup 2000). 6 Steup’s position has met with considerable criticism. 
Critics, among others, point out that relatively few beliefs arise as a result 
of doxastic deliberation, while the vast majority arise spontaneously and 
unreflectively, for example, as a result of simple visual perception. This 
latter type of beliefs does not seem to fit the picture of doxastic freedom 
sketched by Steup.

The concept of doxastic compatibilism has received considerable atten‑
tion, although different authors emphasize different aspects of our epis‑
temic situation as sources of doxastic responsibility, despite the determi‑
nation of beliefs by evidence. For instance, Sharon Ryan highlights the 
intentionality of beliefs (see Ryan 2003; also Steup 2012, 2017). According 
to her, beliefs are not analogous to actions that are clearly involuntary, 
such as pathological compulsive behavior or blushing in an embarrassing 
situation. In such cases, it is more accurate to say that something happens 
to the subject rather than that the subject performs these actions. Ryan 
points out that, as with the acquisition of beliefs, our free actions are some‑
times performed unconsciously and automatically—for example, pressing 
particular keyboard keys while typing on a computer. 7

Williams, and with him many other authors, is guided by the intuition 
that truth as the aim of belief is incompatible with acquiring beliefs at will. 
Authors such as Shah and Montmarquet argue that Williams’ intuition 
wrongly presupposes that an action with a goal cannot be performed freely 
because it cannot be carried out independently of that goal. Shah reduces 
Williams’ argument to absurdity by formulating an analogous argument 
for the thesis that one cannot lie freely, since in order to lie it is necessary 
to pursue the goal of deceiving someone (see Shah 2002). As Montmarquet 
points out, an action is not rendered involuntary by the controlling influ‑
ence of reason. In the same way, in his view, the adoption of beliefs should 
not be considered deprived of freedom merely on the basis that, having its 

6. In the following years, Steup developed his concept of doxastic compatibilism; see Steup 
(2008, 2012, 2017).

7. For criticism of Ryan’s position, see Buckareff (2006a). See also other criticisms of doxas‑
tic compatibilism: Booth (2009, 2014); Buckareff (2006b); Schmitt (2015); Tebben (2014); Bayer 
(2015); Peels (2014); Wagner (2017).
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purpose—truth—it is directed by evidence (see Montmarquet 1986). 8 Many 
authors, especially those advocating doxastic compatibilism, present such 
reasons for the lack of conflict between freedom of belief and the evidence 
in favor of those beliefs.

Undermining the second premise
The second line of defense of epistemic deontologism is to reject premise 
(2), which holds that we lack freedom over what beliefs we hold. One 
option here is to identify those instances of belief for which we do in fact 
have freedom. Authors try to point to examples where the voluntary adop‑
tion of a belief is tied to a change in the world that makes the belief true. 
These are cases in which, on the one hand, the belief is adopted voluntarily 
in the strongest sense of the term, and on the other, the belief still stands 
in the right relation to truth as its aim. For instance, Feldman (2001) argues 
that I can bring about my belief that the light is on simply by switching 
on the light. Such examples, however, merely weaken Alston’s argument 
or show the need for certain qualifications. Since they are rare and highly 
specific, a conception of doxastic voluntarism resting solely on them would 
be of little interest for the issue of doxastic responsibility. Ginet, by contrast, 
draws attention to situations in which a subject has some, though not con‑
clusive, evidence for a belief (e.g., that he locked the door before leaving) 
but, due to the undesirable consequences of doubt (e.g., having to return 
home to check), chooses to adopt the belief (see Ginet 2001). However, it 
is doubtful whether in this case one should really speak of belief, and not 
merely of making a decision to act as if a certain state of affairs were true 
(see also Cohen 1992).

Another way to reject premise (2) is to point out that, although we 
cannot adopt beliefs through a direct act of will, we have several means 
available to indirectly influence our beliefs (see, e.g., Nottelmann 2007; 
Peels 2017b, 2017a). This position is called “indirect belief voluntarism.” 
For example, we can acquire additional evidence on a given topic, exercise 
our cognitive competence, or become aware of and avoid common reason‑
ing errors. According to some authors, the possibility of engaging in such 
activities is sufficient to make us responsible for our beliefs, providing 
an adequate basis for epistemic deontology. This approach is particularly 
popular among proponents of virtue epistemology (see, e.g., Audi 2008; 

8. This issue has developed into extensive discussions about the analogy—or lack of it—
between actions and reasons for actions, and beliefs and reasons for them. On this issue see, 
e.g., Buckareff (2006a, 2008); Cohen (2016); Roeber (2016).
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Kruse 2017; Montmarquet 1993, 2008a, 2008b). According to this approach 
in epistemology, doxastic responsibility is tied to the subject’s proper epis‑
temic virtue—a stance or attitude that ensures she appropriately engages 
in the pursuit of truth.

Importantly, advocates of indirect doxastic voluntarism share with invol‑
untarists the view that a subject must ultimately remain committed to 
the evidence available to them when forming beliefs. Indirect doxastic 
voluntarism is thus a position that, on the one hand, defends doxastic 
responsibility, but on the other hand acknowledges the central insight 
of the argument against the possibility of doxastic freedom. On the third 
hand, proponents of this position do not reject the principle of alternative 
possibilities, as doxastic compatibilists do. Their strategy for addressing 
the doxastic responsibility problem consists in relocating the locus of free‑
dom—the subject’s capacity to influence—from the moment of assertion 
itself to the preceding activities aimed at it: namely, the gathering and 
evaluation of evidence.

Another strategy for rejecting Alston’s argument can be understood 
as a reformulation of premise (2). According to several authors, epistemic 
deontologism should not be defined by the very vague notion of belief. In 
their view, we have duties with respect to more subtle epistemic attitudes, 
which they define as commitment, or—especially in recent years—credence. 
These attitudes fall within the scope of our influence, and therefore, when 
deontologism is understood in this way, the problem identified by Alston 
does not arise (see, e.g., Tebben 2018). Credence is the subjective assess‑
ment of probability that a subject assigns to a given proposition. It could 
be argued that although we have no control over our outright beliefs, we 
do have some influence over our degrees of confidence (see Jackson 2019a; 
Gaultier 2020). 9

5. Important issues to be addressed
Debates over the compatibilist approach highlight a deeper issue in the epis‑
temology of belief that needs to be clearly articulated and thoroughly exam‑
ined in order to adequately address the problem of doxastic freedom and 
responsibility. Our notion of freedom refers mainly to action, while beliefs 
are treated by epistemologists (e.g., when analyzing the notion of knowl‑
edge) as states. Consequently, some authors believe that only indirect 
doxastic voluntarism is possible, because only with respect to such types 
of actions as seeking new evidence can we speak of freedom (see, e.g., Audi 

9. On the relationship between belief and credence, see Jackson (2020).
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2001; Buckareff 2006a, 2006b). Others distinguish the moment of accep‑
tance of a belief as appropriate for the attribution (or denial) of freedom. 
For example, Shah and Velleman distinguish belief as a doxastic attitude 
and judgment as a cognitive mental act of affirming a proposition (see 
Shah & Velleman 2005; also McHugh 2011). On the other hand, Sosa, in his 
extended epistemological approach, formulates a position on epistemic 
normativity in which the comparison of beliefs to actions (such as the 
archer’s arrow) plays a key role, and he treats normativity in epistemology 
as a kind of performance normativity (see Sosa 2009, 2015). 10

In recent years, there have been voices in the literature arguing that 
responsibility for beliefs should be modeled not on  responsibility for 
actions, but on the subject’s responsibility for her states, such as emotional 
ones (see Schmidt 2020). There are also voices suggesting that the problem 
of doxastic voluntarism should be considered in terms of the subject’s free‑
dom of intention (see, e.g., McHugh 2014, 2017; Flowerree 2017; for critical 
discussion see also Shepherd 2018).

Another key issue within the epistemology of belief, and one that plays 
a decisive role in addressing the problem of doxastic responsibility, concerns 
the question of what type of belief should be regarded as exemplary. Some 
defenders of doxastic voluntarism treat doxastic freedom as if the typical 
case of belief acquisition were the situation of weighing evidence for and 
against, with other cases being merely more automatic and less conscious 
variants of this process (e.g., Steup 2000). Other authors strongly object, 
arguing that conscious evaluation of evidence applies only to an extremely 
narrow range of beliefs and cannot be treated as the paradigmatic case—or 
even as a significant type of belief acquisition at all. According to them, 
what is most typical is the spontaneous, unreflective emergence of new 
beliefs in our minds (e.g., Plantinga 1993). It is likely that doxastic freedom 
and responsibility must be theoretically conceived differently in the case 
of reflective beliefs and in the case of spontaneous ones, and that any 
attempt to develop a single theory encompassing all types of beliefs we 
hold is destined to fail due to its incompleteness.

Part II
1. Towards a conception of doxastic voluntarism
As noted in the first part of the article, some authors argue that, just as the 
presence of reasons for action does not deprive those actions of freedom, 
beliefs should not be considered unfree merely because they are supported 

10. On the criticism of Sosa’s position, see, e.g., Chrisman (2020).
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by evidence. This line of thought is developed in particular by advocates 
of a compatibilist approach to doxastic responsibility. On this view, the 
principle “ought implies can” requires only that the subject be capable 
of performing the action in question. The necessity of performing that 
action, they contend, does not undermine responsibility. Note, however, that 
even if there are extremely strong reasons for a certain action, the subject 
is still responsible for taking it because she may act otherwise. Even if it 
would be an extremely irrational choice, its realization remains possible for 
the subject. Meanwhile, the core of the intuition about the lack of doxastic 
freedom lies in the fact that the subject is incapable of consciously adopting 
beliefs against the reasons she perceives. Thus, there is a highly significant 
disanalogy between actions and the reasons for them, on the one hand, and 
beliefs and the evidence supporting them, on the other.

In defending the compatibilist conception of doxastic freedom, the afore‑
mentioned Steup contrasts compatibilism with libertarianism, according 
to which free choice means a completely arbitrary choice, unguided by 
anything. He then rightly rejects freedom so understood as the basis for 
formulating a conception of doxastic voluntarism (see Steup 2000). How‑
ever, this is not the only available alternative. Incompatibilism can also 
mean that the subject has the ability to go against even strong reasons 
available to her—that is, she has the ability to act irrationally. Doxastic 
incompatibilism, understood in this way, may imply that it is possible for 
a subject to accept a belief in spite of, or independently from, the available 
evidence. However, the core problem with doxastic freedom arises from 
the fact that, due to the constitutive character of truth as the aim of belief, 
this is not possible. 11 This suggests, I think, that doxastic freedom should 
be sought in the phenomenon I call “doxastic self-deception.”

The idea of truth as the aim of belief, which also grounds the transpar‑
ency thesis, suggests that, prima facie, if S states that a proposition p is true, 

11. Freedom of action arises in situations of dilemma: i.e. when a subject has very strong 
reasons both for and against taking a given action and must decide which reasons to follow. 
It seems that in such cases rationality permits different choices on the part of the subject. 
The question, then, is whether we encounter analogous situations in epistemology. Defenders 
of the position known as permissivism argue that there are circumstances in which rationality 
allows for different doxastic attitudes, such as accepting the belief that p or suspending judg‑
ment about p. The problem of doxastic voluntarism appears to have significant implications 
for the debate on the plausibility of the permissivist thesis. One possible form of doxastic 
freedom could consist in the subject’s capacity to choose among doxastic attitudes when faced 
with a similar body of evidence—for example, between accepting a belief and suspending 
judgment. On the relation between permissivism and the problem of doxastic voluntarism, 
see, e.g., Nickel (2010); Roeber (2019, 2020).
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then S  is not in a position not to believe it, and if S does not state that 
a proposition p is true, then S is not in a position to believe it. When the 
subject acts epistemically appropriately, it appears that she ultimately has 
no control over whether she adopts a particular belief, since her assertions 
must faithfully reflect the evidence she possesses. From this perspective, 
if doxastic freedom exists, it might manifest as a form of self-deception: the 
subject has evidence in favor of p, yet in accepting ~p or suspending judg‑
ment regarding p, she fails to recognize—or refuses to acknowledge—that 
she possesses such evidence. Following this reasoning, I begin my inquiry 
with an analysis of doxastic self-deception, a phenomenon that provides 
a crucial point of reference for the conception of doxastic voluntarism 
I defend.

2. Examples of doxastic self-deception
I will now present four examples of belief formation. Two of them illustrate 
epistemically proper belief acquisition, while the other two are analogous 
cases of doxastic self-deception, in which—as I will argue—doxastic free‑
dom becomes apparent. Comparing these examples will enable us to draw 
conclusions, in particular concerning doxastic voluntarism.

Christopher and the Unhealthy Chickens (Low-Stakes Example)
Several leading media outlets have reported that chicken meat available 
in stores poses health risks—particularly for young children—due to a new 
strain of virus affecting poultry in the country. Christopher, the father 
of a small child who regularly eats chicken, responds to this news by saying 
to his wife: “The media have reported that chicken meat is harmful to chil‑
dren, so we should not give it to our child.” Christopher generally accepts 
media reports as reliable sources of information, although he is aware that 
sometimes the media are focused on sensationalism rather than providing 
accurate knowledge.

Andrew and the Unhealthy Chickens (High-Stakes Example)
Several leading media outlets have reported that chicken meat avail‑
able in stores poses health risks—particularly for young children—due to 
a new strain of virus affecting poultry in the country. Andrew is the father 
of a small child with severe autism, which manifests, among other things, 
in extreme food selectivity. Andrew’s child eats only pasta with chicken. 
Andrew is aware that if he removes chicken from his child’s diet, the child 
will not receive adequate nutrition. Andrew says to his wife: “The media 
have reported that chicken meat is harmful to children. We need to check 
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this information in serious sources.” In other matters, Andrew generally 
accepts media reports as reliable sources of information.

Thomas and the Unhealthy Chickens (Example of Self-Deception Similar 
to Low Stakes)

Several leading media outlets have reported that chicken meat available 
in stores poses health risks—particularly for young children—due to a new 
strain of virus affecting poultry in the country. Thomas and his wife are 
vegetarians, but they must prepare chicken for dinner relatively often 
because their child insists on eating it. The parents are not happy with this 
situation. Thomas says to his wife: “The media have reported that chicken 
meat is harmful to children, so we should not give it to our child.” Thomas 
generally accepts media reports as reliable sources of information, although 
he is aware that sometimes the media are focused on sensationalism rather 
than providing accurate knowledge.

Gregory and the Unhealthy Chickens (Example of Self-Deception Similar 
to High Stakes)

Several leading media outlets have reported that chicken meat available 
in stores poses health risks—particularly for young children—due to a new 
strain of virus affecting poultry in the country. Gregory and his wife dis‑
like cooking and do not want to devote time to it. They have learned to 
prepare a quick chicken dish that their child enjoys and which they usu‑
ally serve. Gregory is unwilling to remove chicken from his child’s diet, 
since changing meals would require him to spend time on an activity he 
dislikes. Gregory says to his wife: “The media have reported that chicken 
meat is harmful to children. That is probably nonsense. Let’s wait until we 
see serious scientific evidence.” In other matters, Gregory generally accepts 
media reports as reliable sources of information.

3. Doxastic strategy
The cases outlined above are worth analyzing in terms of two dimensions 
of the epistemic goal. It is widely acknowledged that the epistemic goal—
truth—can be realized in two ways: by acquiring true beliefs and by avoiding 
false ones. An exclusive emphasis on either dimension inevitably distorts 
our doxastic practices. One who aims only at maximizing the acquisition 
of true beliefs risks accepting an excess of falsehoods, whereas one who 
concentrates solely on avoiding error is led into skepticism. The proper 
pursuit of the epistemic goal therefore requires that the subject strike a bal‑
ance between these two aspects in her cognitive life.
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Christopher and Andrew possess the same evidence. Christopher 
is  in  a  low-stakes situation. The  evidence he has—namely, the media 
reports—he regards as sufficient to adopt the belief that chicken meat should 
be withdrawn, although in some situations his attitude toward the reliability 
of media reports is more cautious. Christopher is guided by the first aspect 
of the epistemic goal, namely the acquisition of true beliefs. Andrew, by 
contrast, is in a high-stakes situation. For him, it is very important not to 
accept a falsehood concerning the presence of chicken meat in his child’s 
diet; therefore, he requires stronger evidence and, in the meantime, sus‑
pends judgment.

There are no strict epistemic rules determining how strong one’s evi‑
dence must be in order to be justified in making an assertion. How many 
instances must I observe before I am entitled to generalize? How many 
hypotheses, and with what degree of scrutiny, must I consider before I can 
conclude which is the most plausible? How vivid must a memory be before 
it can ground a belief? How much, and what kind, of testimonial evidence 
is required for me to adopt a belief on its basis? The thesis of evidentialism 
contains the key characterization of evidence as “sufficient,” but it does not 
specify what this precisely means. In each case, it is the subject who must 
determine whether the available evidence meets this standard. This gives 
rise to the threshold problem for beliefs. While analogous to the threshold 
problem for knowledge, the focus here is not on the standards for knowl‑
edge, but rather on the standards governing assertion. 12

In determining how strong the evidence must be in a given case, the 
subject must be guided by the two aspects of the epistemic goal men‑
tioned above. The balance between acquiring true beliefs and avoiding 
false ones is achieved by weighing satisfaction with the available evidence 
against exercising greater caution and demanding stronger evidence. In 
this way, in each instance of doxastic deliberation, the subject determines 
what counts as sufficient evidence. I refer to this as a “doxastic strategy.” 13

A doxastic strategy can be understood as an attitude of the subject that, 
under particular circumstances, guides them either to accept the available 
evidence as sufficient or to exercise greater caution and require stronger 

12. Assuming the Knowledge Norm of Assertion (KNA), which states that one should only 
assert a proposition p if one knows that p is true (Williamson 2000), the standards governing 
assertion are subordinate to the standards governing knowledge. However, in my position 
I focus exclusively on the doxastic responsibility of the subject: that is, I am only concerned 
with how the situation appears from the subject’s perspective. I do not address the question 
of whether the external conditions for knowledge are satisfied.

13. A similar idea can be found in Helm (1994).
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evidence. While this process is most apparent during doxastic delibera‑
tion, I contend that it often operates in a more automatic and unconscious 
manner, even when the subject is not consciously attending to the strength 
of the evidence. An doxastic strategy is primarily a dispositional stance 
or an attitude of the subject that may, but does not necessarily, involve 
deliberate reflection on the evidence.

It can be said that our epistemic circumstances often force us to adopt 
a doxastic strategy that takes into account the subject’s non-epistemic 
context, because, as I noted earlier: 1) the epistemic goal has two aspects 
that can pull the subject in opposite directions; 2) the subject must address 
both aspects, since focusing on only one leads to a distortion of cognition; 3) 
the evidentialist thesis does not specify precisely how strong the evidence 
needs to be to count as sufficient. A fourth reason can also be added: as 
skeptics have observed and, rightly, fallibilists take into account, the vast 
majority of our beliefs can never be completely infallible—that is, they may 
turn out to be false despite our best efforts.

4. Doxastic self-deception
Christopher finds himself in unremarkable circumstances, where little 
depends on whether he adopts a particular belief. He is likewise not in any 
particularly epistemically sensitive situation. He does not perceive either 
his own subject-related conditions or the surrounding environment as 
especially error-prone. Accordingly, he is content to rely on the available, 
generally reliable evidence. His epistemic stance prioritizes acquiring beliefs 
over avoiding falsehood. By contrast, Andrew faces high-stakes practical 
circumstances. Given that much depends on the adoption of his belief, he 
takes a very cautious epistemic stance, suspending judgment until stronger 
evidence becomes available. Due to his practical situation, his epistemic 
orientation leans more toward avoiding error than toward broadening his 
set of beliefs. In both cases, the doxastic strategies adopted by the men are 
oriented toward achieving the epistemic goal of truth, while also taking 
practical considerations into account. Neither Christopher’s nor Andrew’s 
epistemic attitudes raise concerns. Comparing their situations illustrates 
that epistemic normativity permits the influence of non-epistemic factors 
on a subject’s evidential expectations, and thus on their doxastic strategy.

Gregory’s case bears some resemblance to Andrew’s high-stakes situa‑
tion, as both are oriented toward the second aspect of the epistemic aim. 
Yet, unlike Andrew, Gregory’s stance stems from an unwillingness to accept 
a particular belief rather than from a heightened concern for truth. Thom‑
as’s case, in turn, appears analogous to Christopher’s. However, his reliance 
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on the first aspect of the epistemic aim is motivated by a desire to embrace 
the belief that chicken meat is unhealthy for non-epistemic reasons. These 
instances illustrate cases in which the influence of non-epistemic factors 
is inappropriate from the standpoint of epistemic normativity.

What distinguishes the cases of Thomas and Gregory from those of Chris‑
topher and Andrew? Intuitively, we evaluate the epistemic stance of Thomas 
and Gregory as improper. As in the other two cases, non-epistemic factors 
shape the doxastic strategies they adopt. The crucial difference, however, 
is that Thomas and Gregory select a strategy motivated by the desire to 
accept—or to avoid accepting—a particular belief, rather than by a genuine 
concern for truth in the matter at hand. Their stance, therefore, can aptly 
be characterized as a form of doxastic self-deception.

Building on the foregoing analyses, I propose to characterize epistemic 
self-deception as follows: 14

SD Low: 		� S desires to hold the belief that p, and thus settles for rela‑
tively weak evidence in its favor, adopting an doxastic strategy 
oriented toward the first aspect of the epistemic aim (acquiring 
true beliefs); or

SD High: 	� S does not wish to hold the belief that p, and thus requires 
stronger evidence for it, adopting an doxastic strategy oriented 
toward the second aspect of  the epistemic aim (avoiding 
errors).

In doxastic self-deception, then, the choice of doxastic strategy is guided 
by the subject’s preferences concerning a particular belief, rather than by 
the pursuit of the epistemic aim of standing in the appropriate relation to 
the truth of that belief.

14. The literature contains a considerable number of philosophical treatments of self-
deception, most of which aim to explicate the structure of the phenomenon and to resolve 
the paradoxes it generates. These discussions typically revolve around questions such as: Is 
self-deception an intentional act on the part of the subject, or rather a delusion driven by her 
desires? Does self-deception yield a genuine belief? Does the self-deceiver simultaneously 
entertain two contradictory beliefs? The most influential accounts have been developed 
by A. Mele and E. Funkhouser (see, e.g., Funkhouser 2019; Mele 2001; see also Baghramian 
& Nicholson 2013). I do not aim to enter these debates in detail, for my research has a different 
focus. I intentionally employ the term doxastic self-deception rather than simply self-deception, 
as I am not concerned with the phenomenon in its everyday, colloquial sense. Instead, the 
notion I advance is broader, encompassing all situations in which a subject, in a biased manner, 
influences how she evaluates the evidence available to her in support of a given belief.
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I term such situations “doxastic self-deception” because the subject, 
on the one hand, has preferences regarding the assertion (or suspension 
of judgment) of a particular belief, but in order for the belief to qualify as 
a mental state of an actual belief—rather than, for example, a desire—the 
subject must, in a sense, pretend to themselves that they are faithful to the 
evidence. Since the constitutive aim of beliefs is truth, the subject should 
adopt only those beliefs for which she has sufficient evidence. Yet our epis‑
temic circumstances not only permit, but often require, the subject to adopt 
a doxastic strategy that takes into account both epistemic and practical fac‑
tors. By manipulating the strategy according to personal bias, the subject 
can shape their beliefs in an intellectually dishonest manner. Given the 
nature of belief, this influence must occur through a form of self-deception.

5. Alethic impurism regarding beliefs
The cases of Christopher and Andrew demonstrate that assessing the 
required strength of evidence can legitimately involve considering the 
subject’s practical circumstances. Here, the issue of pragmatic reasons 
for belief comes into play: can non-epistemic factors influence whether 
a belief is adopted, or do only epistemic factors matter? 15 Comparing the 
four examples discussed above leads to the following conclusion:

AlI1		�  Pragmatic reasons may influence the doxastic strategy adopted 
by the subject—whether the subject expects stronger evidence 
or is satisfied with the available evidence—as long as the subject 
remains in an alethic stance, that is, cares about knowing the 
truth regarding the matter.

This thesis constitutes the central claim of  the position I call “alethic 
impurism.”

The alethic impurism I aim to defend corresponds, to some extent, to 
impurism regarding the conditions of knowledge. A notable account of such 
impurism has been developed by Fantl and McGrath, who operate within 
an evidentialist framework—a framework that resonates with the present 
line of inquiry. Drawing on their analyses, I propose the following defini‑
tion of evidentialist impurism:

15. Pragmatists about beliefs argue that there can be genuine practical reasons for beliefs, 
while opponents of this position argue that reasons for beliefs should always be of an exclu‑
sively evidential character (see, e.g., Reisner 2018; Rinard 2019; Sharadin 2018; Bondy 2019; 
Schmidt 2022).
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EvIK		�  How high the probability of p given S’s evidence e must be in order 
for S to know p may vary with S’s practical circumstances. 16

Alethic impurism, however, is a position solely regarding the standards 
of assertion, not of knowledge. 17 Therefore, the thesis should properly be 
reformulated in the following form:

EvIB		�  How high the probability of p given S’s evidence e must be in order 
for S to believe p may vary with S’s practical circumstances.

Comparing the cases of Christopher and Andrew with those of Thomas and 
Gregory reveals the need to add to the above formulation a qualification 
concerning the subject’s proper epistemic stance. With this modification, 
we can articulate a second formulation of the alethic impurism thesis:

AlI2	 	� How high the probability of p given S’s evidence e must be in order 
for S to believe p may vary with S’s practical circumstances, inso‑
far as the subject remains in an alethic stance.

According to the alethic impurist view, non-epistemic factors may influ‑
ence the formation of beliefs, but only under specific conditions: (1) exclu‑
sively by shaping the doxastic strategy the subject adopts—namely, the 
required strength of evidence she demands; and (2) only so long as the 
subject remain in an alethic stance. Thus, according to alethic impurism, 
Thomas and Gregory fail to act in an epistemically proper manner, for 
in choosing their doxastic strategies they do not remain oriented toward 
truth. Ultimately, only evidence can serve as a reason for belief, though 
non-epistemic factors may affect how strong the evidence must be, pro‑
vided the subject’s aim remains the pursuit of truth in the matter at hand. 18

The two conditions that must be met for non-epistemic circumstances 
to legitimately influence the subject’s assertion make alethic impurism 
compatible with the transparency thesis—for, within this framework, the 
deliberative question whether to believe that p is transparent to the question 

16. See Fantl and McGrath (2009).
17. I agree with Jennifer Nagel that the arguments advanced by impurists pertain to the 

standards of assertion rather than to those of knowledge. See Nagel (2008).
18. The analyses of alethic impurism presented here can be used to defend the position 

of permissivism: i.e. the claim that the same set of evidence can justify more than one epis‑
temic attitude.
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whether p. As cited above, McHugh reformulates the transparency thesis 
in the following way:

TrT2		�  Pragmatic considerations cannot occur to a thinker, within doxas‑
tic deliberation, as relevant to what to believe (McHugh 2013, 448; 
my emphasis).

Alethic impurism aligns with this thesis, yet it is also compatible with:

AlI3		�  Pragmatic considerations can occur to a thinker, within doxastic 
deliberation, as relevant to whether to believe.

Pragmatic factors can affect whether a subject will adopt a belief. For 
example, in a high-risk situation a subject might withhold belief because 
their doxastic strategy prioritizes avoiding errors. Pragmatic consider‑
ations, however, cannot serve as a reason to adopt a strategy that inherently 
favors a specific belief. In other words, the subject must remain unbiased. 
The alethic attitude I describe 19 can also be understood simply as intel‑
lectual honesty. 20

6. Doxastic freedom as doxastic self-control
Alethic impurism yields significant insights regarding doxastic respon‑
sibility. First, our epistemic conditions make us not function purely as 

19. As one of the reviewers has noted, an interesting comparison can be made between my 
position and the distinction proposed by Williamson in “Justifications, Excuses, and Scepti‑
cal Scenarios” (forthcoming). Williamson introduces three interdependent norms: “Let J be 
a truth-related norm of belief. Then DJ is the norm of being the sort of person who complies 
with J, and ODJ is the norm of doing in the given situation what the sort of person who 
complies with J would do.” (p. 12) There are two important truth-related norms for belief that 
I consider in this article. The first is the evidentialist norm of adjusting one’s beliefs to one’s 
evidence. As I argue, when analyzing the cases of doxastic self-deception, compliance with 
this norm is not sufficient for an agent to be a doxastically responsible. Alethic impurism 
also requires that the agent be in the alethic stance. The requirement concerns a disposition 
of the subject and, following Williamson, is thus a secondary norm, DJ. This suggests that 
there is some truth-related norm J, of which DJ is derivative, that is more fundamental than 
the evidentialist norm, and my examples of epistemic self-deception provide some support for 
this claim. One plausible candidate for that norm is to believe only what one knows. It should 
be emphasized, however, that my considerations concern doxastic responsibility rather than 
the epistemic justification, so they are related to Williamson’s analysis, but Williamson goes 
beyond the scope of my reflection when he examines the epistemic status of beliefs in the 
brain-in-a-vat scenario.

20. For interesting reflections on intellectual humility related to the issues addressed in the 
article, see Carter and Gordon (2020); Tanesini (2020).
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mechanisms in the epistemic domain. Rather, we act like agents—at least 
to a certain extent, autonomously setting our goals (whether to adopt 
beliefs or avoid error) and determining how to achieve them (by specify‑
ing the required strength of evidence). Situations in which this is clearly 
apparent also demonstrate that, in the epistemic realm, we are subject—at 
least in part—to normative evaluation appropriate for rational, free agents. 
Second, we are capable of doxastic self-deception, which consists in the 
subject acting much as she would in proper belief formation, and yet—so 
to speak—deceiving herself by concealing from herself the true motives 
driving her actions. This suggests that in the epistemic sphere, under cer‑
tain circumstances, one can speak of the subject’s “doxastic blame.” Third, 
properly fulfilling one’s epistemic duties crucially depends on the subject’s 
alethic attitude, which I have also referred to as “intellectual honesty.” This 
is a subjective factor in the sense that it cannot be pinned down by strict, 
intersubjectively measurable conditions, such as the strength of evidence. 
Furthermore, it is theoretically possible that the assessment of doxastic 
responsibility for subjects in two situations could differ radically, even 
if in both cases externally observable conditions were identical, provided 
that the subjects exhibited different epistemic attitudes. 21

The cases of Thomas and Gregory show that, depending on one’s prefer‑
ences, a subject can influence which beliefs she adopts. If, for some reason, 
a particular belief does not suit her, she can continually disregard the evi‑
dence and expect an ever stronger evidence for the relevant belief, whereas 
if the belief particularly satisfies her, she can quickly settle for the avail‑
able evidence. In this way, the subject can, to some extent, manipulate her 
beliefs while still grounding them in evidence, which is a condition for 
belief as such. But can the ability to self-deceive be considered an instance 
of doxastic freedom?

The notion of freedom involves two fundamental intuitions: conscious 
control and the ability to act otherwise. In the case of doxastic self-deception, 

21. The position presented here provides the tools for an interesting interpretation of a clas‑
sic text by William James, entitled “The Will to Believe.” This article is often interpreted as 
contradicting the evidentialist thesis and doxastic responsibility, or denying that truth is the 
aim of belief. Alethic impurism provides a way of interpreting James’ position in such a way 
as to resist these objections. The believer and non-believer could adopt different strategies 
concerning religious beliefs. One could be more focused on increasing the chance of having 
true beliefs, and the other could find it more important to protect himself from errors. Fol‑
lowing our “passions,” which James writes about, can be understood as taking up one of these 
two strategies, depending on the non-epistemic factors the subject is placed in. For this way 
of interpreting James’ position, see Odoj (2014), and for a similar interpretation of James’ 
position, see also Pace (2011).
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the condition of consciously undertaking an action and controlling it cannot 
be fulfilled. The subject, in a sense, must conceal from herself that she 
is influencing her own belief-formation process. She is at once both the 
deceiver and the deceived. From this perspective, understanding doxastic 
voluntarism through the lens of doxastic self-deception appears irreconcil‑
able with this intuition. Second, in line with the principle “ought implies 
can,” a free action is one that the subject could have performed differently, 
though she was not determined to do so. Put differently, a free action is one 
that could have been otherwise. As repeatedly noted above, this intuition 
appears at odds with the notion of doxastic freedom itself. I think, however, 
that a closer analysis reveals how both intuitions can be reconciled with 
the conception of doxastic freedom I defend.

The cases of Thomas and Gregory could have turned out differently 
if they had reflected on their own motives and the circumstances they 
found themselves in, leading them, contrary to their initial impulse, to 
adjust their stance. In doing so, they would have employed their capacity 
for metacognition—simplified, the ability to think about one’s own thinking. 
Metacognition is a higher-order cognitive ability that develops in humans 
(and, to some extent, in certain animals). Joëlle Proust defines it as follows: 
“Metacognition is the set of capacities through which an operating cognitive 
subsystem is evaluated or represented by another subsystem in a context-
sensitive way” (Proust 2013, 4).

Doxastic freedom is possible because we are capable of doxastic self
‑deception: that is, of acting in ways that are epistemically improper, even 
culpable. 22 Metacognition equips us with a capacity for self-control that, 
to some extent and within the limits of its development, allows the subject 
to act otherwise—to correct her stance and proceed in an epistemically 
appropriate way. Doxastic freedom, then, does not lie in choosing whichever 
beliefs one prefers, but in the ability to regulate the processes responsible 
for belief formation so that they accord with the norms of assertion. It arises 
because, while we are prone to doxastic self-deception, we are also able 
to monitor and control ourselves through metacognition. To that extent, 
which beliefs we hold does depend on us, and the conception of doxastic 
freedom defended here remains consistent with the principle that “ought 
implies can.” While the subject’s influence on her beliefs through doxastic 
self-deception cannot occur consciously, the capacity for regulating her own 

22. A similar intuition to the effect that what I call ‘doxastic self-deception’ is an example 
of doxastic freedom can be found in Booth (2007) and in Funkhouser (2003); see also Adler 
(2002) and McCormick (2015).
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cognitive processes can indeed be exercised in a deliberate and controlled 
way. Metacognition to a certain extent enables the subject to recognize her 
own biases. The conception of doxastic freedom I have defended is thus 
consistent with the two general intuitions about freedom discussed above. 
This, in turn, provides grounds for speaking of doxastic responsibility in the 
sense that Alston criticizes.

If responsibility requires the possibility of influence, then, on the pres‑
ent account, the scope of doxastic responsibility is defined by the extent 
of a subject’s metacognitive development. Thus, the doxastic responsibil‑
ity of a young child or of a person with significant cognitive impairments 
is diminished—or perhaps absent altogether—in comparison with that 
of a mature adult with well-developed metacognitive abilities. Furthermore, 
doxastic responsibility, so understood, varies in accordance with individual 
cognitive differences among persons. 23

7. Objections
Serious objections can be raised against the conception advanced here. 
One might contend, for example, that there is no substantive difference 
between unmotivated delusion or cognitive bias and motivated irratio‑
nality, i.e. self-deception. 24 Likewise, it could be argued that invoking the 
phenomenon of self-deception (or, more broadly, motivated irrationality) 
allows, at most, for the isolation of a limited class of beliefs that remain 
resistant to Alston’s objection. After all, not all of our beliefs can plausibly 
be construed as potential objects of self-deception. Perceptual beliefs, for 
instance, seem to arise in a way that precludes such influence on the part 
of the subject.

In the position I defend, however, the crucial element is the component 
of doxastic self-control through metacognitive abilities. Even if, in a given 
case, it is difficult to unambiguously identify the subject’s bias, for doxastic 
responsibility it suffices to point to the subject’s capacity for exercising self-
control over her own cognitive processes. If such capacities are present, they 
provide the subject with the possibility of influence, whether the source 
of error lies in an improper epistemic attitude—on which the preceding 
analyses have focused—or in an innocent mistake, such as an error made 

23. The phenomenon of doxastic self-deception might also be analyzed in terms of sub‑
jective probability and the propositional attitude called ‘credence.’ For interesting remarks 
on how the notion of degrees of belief affects the arguments against the evidentialism thesis 
formulated by proponents of pragmatic encroachment, see Ganson (2008); Jackson (2019b).

24. On the relationship between delusions, biased beliefs and self-deception, see Bayne 
and Fernandez (2010).
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in overly hasty calculation. Cases in which a subject’s bias is clearly visible 
serve as useful illustrations of a phenomenon that, within the complexities 
of life for beings such as ourselves, may manifest with varying degrees 
of clarity. For that reason, such cases are valuable in offering epistemologi‑
cal insight into important questions of doxastic freedom and responsibility. 
This does not mean, however, that doxastic responsibility applies only to 
cases as clear-cut as those exemplifying doxastic self-deception. 25

The conception of doxastic responsibility developed in this article seems 
to presuppose a relatively robust understanding of doxastic blame. One 
potential objection is that we frequently engage in self-deception when it 
serves to achieve a positive outcome, such as personal well-being or growth. 
A typical example is self-deception regarding one’s state of health: a person 
might believe they are healthier than they actually are, which can help them 
cope with the challenges of daily life. In response, it should be emphasized 
that the analyses presented here concern solely epistemic duties—also 
referred to as “intellectual duties”—which represent only one set of the 
many responsibilities associated with human life. Duties often conflict with 
one another. Even if self-deception about one’s health could be construed 
as blameworthy in relation to a person’s epistemic duties, it is evident that, 
all things considered, the individual should not be blamed, as she is fulfill‑
ing other, arguably more pressing personal duties, such as maintaining 
her well-being.

One might raise a doubt as to whether, in the examples of doxastic 
self-deception described, the men in fact hold an outright belief—assert 
something—rather than being in some other attitude such as, for instance, 
acceptance or merely a disposition to act (as in a situation in which I do 
not remember whether I locked the door, but in order not to waste time 
going back I assume that I did and simply drive on). 26 For my argument, the 
cases of Thomas and Gregory are particularly important, although this issue 
may concern all four men. I think that, from a psychological point of view, 
every option is possible in each of the four types of case and to varying 
degrees: a person’s attitude may range from full assertion, through partial 

25. On the subject’s responsibility for self-deception and more broadly ill-formed beliefs, 
see Holroyd, Scaife, and Stafford (2017); Ellis (2022); McHugh and Davison (2020); Dominguez 
(2020); Levy (2014, 2017); Sie and Voorst Vader-Bours (2016); Madva (2016); Washington and 
Kelly (2016); Frankish (2016). For critical discussion, see Bortolotti (2020). On the impact 
of biases on our belief-forming processes, see Siegel (2020). On the implications of positions 
on the structure of self-deception present in the literature for the problem of responsibility 
for self-deception, see Nelkin (2012).

26. I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for drawing my attention to this point.
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credence combined with a certain disposition to act, all the way to a mere 
disposition to act as if a given proposition were true, without asserting that 
it is in fact true. For my purposes, it is sufficient that cases of outright belief 
in two types of self-deception situation are psychologically plausible. From 
the perspective of the alethic impurism I defend, it is in fact desirable that 
the subject adopts only a certain disposition to act, rather than an outright 
belief. If this is so, then either they spontaneously display the appropriate 
alethic attitude, or they have managed to adopt this attitude by mastering 
their competing tendencies, thanks to their metacognitive capacities.

One might also object that my position does not differ from indirect 
doxastic voluntarism. 27 I do not dispute that exercising indirect control 
over our beliefs constitutes an important aspect of doxastic responsibility. 
Nevertheless, I contend that if epistemic responsibility were reduced solely 
to indirect doxastic voluntarism, a significant problem would emerge. As 
fallibilists rightly emphasize, almost none of our beliefs can be regarded 
as absolutely indubitable. There is always—even if only to the slightest 
degree—the possibility that new evidence will arise, or that the evidence we 
currently possess is flawed. Thus, if we were to assume that there is a duty 
to examine the available evidence and seek new evidence until absolute 
certainty is achieved, we would inevitably lapse into skepticism. Proponents 
of indirect doxastic voluntarism are thus obliged to clarify under what 
conditions a subject bears a duty of deeper inquiry. This raises the further 
question of what it means for evidence to be sufficient. When is it appropri‑
ate to trust evidence, and when must it be verified? This question marks the 
starting point of my investigation: I aim to show that the problem of doxa
stic responsibility ultimately depends on a more fundamental factor—the 
subject’s alethic stance. This stance cannot be reduced to additional acts, 
such as the verification of evidence or seeking for new evidence. Rather, 
the appropriate execution of such supplementary acts depends precisely 
on the underlying alethic attitude of the subject.

Summary
This paper has proposed an approach to understanding doxastic volun‑
tarism. The position can be characterized as strong, in the sense that the 
concept of doxastic freedom I defend is compatible with Kant’s principle 
of “ought implies can,” understood in an incompatibilist manner. To the 
extent that the nature of the cognitive domain allows, I have sought to 
preserve the intuition that the concept of freedom entails the principle 

27. I am grateful to a second anonymous reviewer for drawing my attention to this point.
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of alternative possibilities. In this way, my account offers a defense of epis‑
temic deontologism against the objection raised by Alston. Furthermore, it 
is sufficiently robust to support the attribution of doxastic responsibility, 
and even doxastic blame.

In developing this conception, I seek to reconcile both the intuition 
underlying the conceptual argument against doxastic voluntarism—with its 
strong emphasis on the constitutive role of truth as the aim of belief—and 
the intuitions supporting the existence of pragmatic reasons for belief. 
This is possible because I use the phenomenon of doxastic self-deception, 
with its paradoxical structure, as a foundation for articulating the concept 
of doxastic freedom. At the same time, I indicate that the sources of doxas‑
tic responsibility should be sought in the subject’s metacognitive abilities, 
which enable self-control of one’s own cognitive processes.
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Reading as an Affective and Discursive Event
Its Contribution to Reshaping Human Identity

Robert Grzywacz

Abstract This paper deals with a twofold understanding of the notion of event. 
The first construal of the latter draws upon the philosophical framework of Marc 
Richir, in which that concept event corresponds to a process of phenomenalization 
occurring within a schematism that serves as a transcendental matrix for individual 
phenomena. It enables access to a sphere of fluctuating phenomena correlated with 
the non-intentional activity of phantasia, which precedes their symbolic institution. 
According to Richir, the experience of reading literature can exemplify this kind 
of phenomenalization, one that activates interaction with human affective experience.
	 The second concept of event referred to in the study is derived from the thought 
of Paul Ricoeur, and may be characterized as a discursive one, since the latter thinker 
emphasizes the transcendence of the merely event-referring dimension of discourse 
in favour of the meaning it conveys. In his elaborated theory of reading, Ricoeur 
describes the process as both active and passive: a wandering point of view on the 
world opened up by the text, a dynamic synthesis of sentential retentions and proten‑
tions, a bidirectional modification of the reader’s expectations and memories, a search 
for meaning and a struggle with its absence, and a breakdown and reconstitution 
of narrative coherence. Yet Ricoeur’s category of the world of the text appears to 
suggest a certain kind of symbolic and ontological institution. At the stage of exis‑
tential appropriation of textual proposals, these proposals are directed toward the 
imagination (operating intentionally), not toward fantasy (non-intentional).
	 The paper examines some consequences of both views of the act of reading 
through the lens of two selected narratives from Difficult Loves by Italo Calvino. 
The aim of this final investigation consists in assessing, from the perspective 
of reading literature, the joint contribution of both thinkers to an event-oriented 
reshaping of human identity.

Keywords affective event; Calvino, Italo; discursive event; identity transformation; 
Richir, Marc; Ricoeur, Paul; reading
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Introduction
The aim of this text is to demonstrate, by means of selected examples, the 
dual operativity of the category of event within contemporary phenom‑
enological and hermeneutical thought, albeit at the cost of its concretiza‑
tion. First, it will be necessary to briefly sketch the genesis and context 
of the use of this category within the aforementioned philosophical current, 
where one speaks of events in a manner distinct from that of occurrences 
within the analytic tradition. Second, the category of event will be situated 
against the broader backdrop of two contrasting philosophical positions: 
Marc Richir’s transcendental phenomenology and Paul Ricoeur’s herme‑
neutical phenomenology. The choice of precisely these authors and their 
views is not accidental. Both elaborate important anthropological projects 
in which reference to human faculties related to the domain of aesthetics 
played a decisive role. Richir, in this regard, draws upon phenomenological 
analyses of phantasia (Richir 2000, 61–182; 2004), whereas for Ricoeur the 
imagination is of paramount significance (Ricoeur 1991, 168–87; Amal‑
ric 2013). Moreover, both thinkers decisively engage in their reflections 
with Immanuel Kant’s third Critique (the Critique of Judgment) (Richir 
and Carlson 2015, 79–92; Ricoeur 1998, 180), thereby creatively developing 
the insights of the Königsberg-based philosopher. As will become evident, 
each of them also proposes compelling theoretical accounts of the act 
of reading literature (more precisely, the novel) and of its significance for 
human identity.

Accordingly, the category of event will first be applied to the act of read‑
ing itself in both perspectives, to its unfolding and to the description of what 
transpires therein according to each of the selected thinkers. Subsequently, 
in terms of the event, we shall describe the effects that the accomplished 
act of reading exerts upon the reader in the light of both theories. This 
final moment—the consequences of reading upon the reader and his or her 
world—will be exemplified by the reading of a specific text: namely, two 
selected short stories by Italo Calvino from the collection Difficult Loves. 
All the stories in this volume include in their titles a reference to someone’s 
“adventure”: that of the traveler, the reader, the poet, and so forth. Yet more 
than to these various figures, the narrated “adventures” pertain to the play 
of gazes or of touch and their inherent polysemy (Wasilewska 2022). As 
such, they appear particularly susceptible to a twofold reading, inspired 
respectively by the perspectives of Richir and Ricoeur.



273Reading as an Affective and Discursive Event

The Concept of Event: A Glimpse
As is well known, the category of event, in its contemporary continental 
elaborations, has a Heideggerian provenance. It was, however, the author 
of Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis) (Contributions to Philosophy [Of 
the Event]) who, already in the very title of this work, employed the term 
Ereignis, which he further specifies in the following manner: “beings are 
brought into their constancy through the downgoing of those who ground 
the truth of beyng. Beyng itself requires this. It needs those who go down 
and has already appropriated them, assigned them to itself, wherever beings 
appear. That is the essential occurrence of beyng itself; we call this essential 
occurrence the event” (Heidegger 2012, 8). And further: “Beyng essentially 
occurs as the event” (ibid., 25). The event here signifies the very destiny 
of Being, its coming into unconcealment, its phenomenological concretiza‑
tion as though “of its own accord.” As such, it is originary, novel, and each 
time unique, unrepeatable. It comes forth or enters into manifestation not 
as conditioned by anything external, but rather as its own source or cause. 
It constitutes a gratuitous self-donation which, in its arrival or appearance, 
ruptures temporal continuity, insofar as it is unexpected, unheard of, and 
resistant to logical or systematic interpretation. Instead, the event itself 
opens new fields of possibility, and thus, for its recipient, provokes shock, 
wonder, and astonishment, since it disturbs the familiar order of things 
and exceeds every expectation as well as all that is recognizable (Gilbert 
2020, 285–313). In terms of temporalization, it could be compared to the 
ever-renewed effusion of primal impression that establishes the originary 
point of the living present in Husserl’s analyses of inner time-consciousness 
(Husserl 1989, 44–47), with the paradigmatic example being the fact of birth.

Among the thinkers who have developed the concept of the event—set‑
ting aside the manifold differences and significant nuances—one must 
certainly mention, in addition to Heidegger himself, Emmanuel Levinas, 
Jean-Luc Marion, and Claude Romano. The latter, in particular, distin‑
guishes between the event in its proper sense, briefly characterized here 
(événemential—for instance, mourning, encounter, illness), and so-called 
“intra-worldly” facts (événementiel—for example, rainfall, lightning, day‑
break). Both are impersonal; yet while the former personally engages its 
addressee or participant, the latter do not, exhibiting instead the impossibil‑
ity of unambiguously assigning them a subject (in that they happen to an 
open plurality of beings—Romano 2009, 23–31). The foregoing provisional 
list should undoubtedly be supplemented with at least the names of Henri 
Maldiney, Renaud Barbaras, Alain Badiou and Marc Richir (Prášek 2021, 
59–60).
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Even the foregoing, admittedly rather economical observations, allow us 
to surmise that within the traditions under examination the event is con‑
ceived in a manner quite different from its understanding in analytic phi‑
losophy, where the corresponding term designates that which either takes 
place or does not, occurs or fails to occur. At times it is equated with 
a kind of repeatable, or potentially repeatable, state of affairs; at other times 
it is construed as a particular—i.e., a contingent, datable, and localizable 
exemplification of a property. Such a momentary exemplification, accord‑
ing to some (J. Kim), exhibits a certain internal structure, while for others 
(D. Davidson) it is devoid of such structure and thus susceptible to multiple 
descriptions (Loux and Crisp 2017, 143–46). 

What distinguishes the category of the event in the approaches that 
will be developed below is its capacity to open up a new horizon in its 
concreteness and singularity—an aspect that requires, on the one hand, 
a phenomenological perspective and, on the other, a hermeneutical one. 
In Richir’s case, the event is defined primarily as the creation or formation 
of meaning (Sinnbildung—Richir 2000, 21–22; Schnell 2011, 69), whereas 
for Ricoeur it is above all discourse (Ricoeur 2016, 94–98, 107–08), which 
entitles us in this latter case to speak of a “discursive event.” Richir empha‑
sizes the evental character of meaning-formation by pointing to its instabil‑
ity (“flickering”) in the register that precedes symbolic institution, while 
Ricoeur underscores the dialectical structure of discourse, in which the 
evental aspect is bound to the semantic one (stabilizing the momentariness 
of the event within the symbolic order). Such constitution, in turn, gener‑
ates the necessity of interpretative pluralism. It therefore appears that the 
two positions under further consideration are not radically opposed, but 
rather that their complementary treatment may prove fruitful. Moreover, 
by introducing a distinction between contextual-evental understanding 
and an understanding that transcends given horizons of meaning, Romano 
suggests that the truly original work of art provides a paradigmatic example 
of such an event: 

A work of art cannot be understood within the artistic context in which it 
is born, which it necessarily transcends if it is an original work. In this respect, 
every interpretation of an event must draw on interpretative possibilities 
in the event itself: an event alone provides the key for its own deciphering. 
(Romano 2009, 62)

Let us now turn more closely to both approaches in their fundamental 
presuppositions, and in relation to the act of reading literature.
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The Transcendental Phenomenology of Marc Richir, and the Act 
of Reading
Marc Richir’s transcendental project of phenomenology assigns a pivotal 
role to phantasia 1 (Phantasie), carefully distinguished from imagination 
(Einbildung). At this point, the Belgian philosopher explicitly draws upon 
Husserl’s distinctions regarding image-consciousness (Husserl 2005, 1–200), 
as well as upon Kant’s transcendental schematism as presented in the first 
part of the third Critique (Richir and Carlson 2015, 80–91; Kant 2002, 103–
04, 149–58). The significance of this differentiation becomes apparent once 
one considers Richir’s radical methodological move, namely the hyperbolic 
phenomenological reduction, which extends beyond Husserl’s own ver‑
sions of the reduction at all its levels. For, in Richir’s account, the reduction 
excludes not only the moment of ontological positing of the investigated 
structures, but also encompasses the very intentional and eidetic structures 
themselves, thereby radicalizing Husserl’s determinations concerning “the 
retaining-in-grasp of the entire multiplicity of variations as the foundation 
of essential seeing” (Husserl 1973, §87c, 342). In this way, Richir seeks to 
reach a domain of inquiry more primordial than the symbolic and onto‑
logical orders.

In doing so, the Belgian phenomenologist makes extensive use of Kant. 
Beginning from the basic conception of transcendental schematism, Richir 
criticizes its conceptual and determining version from the Critique of Pure 
Reason as disappointing and unconvincing (Kant 1998, A137/B176–A147/
B187, 271–77). For him, this version constitutes an unpresentable mediat‑
ing presentation: an a priori mechanism—a “third term”—which orders 
the sensible manifold through the categories and thereby makes possible 
the constitution of scientific objects as such. As such, this determining 
version of transcendental schematism does not bear a phenomenological 
character. In the third Critique, by contrast, Kant speaks of another kind 
of schemata—reflective schemata—that the intellect draws from the imagi‑
nation (sic!) in order to apprehend the aesthetic object, creatively gather‑
ing impressions. Here, thus, emerges the concept of reflection without 
concept, which Richir regards as “genial.” On this basis, he develops his 
own account of schematism, now phenomenological, as a transcendental 
rhythm, a “music without sound” (Richir and Carlson 2015, 82–83).

It is precisely at this point that the particular role of phantasia, as dis‑
tinguished from imagination, comes into play. For according to Richir, 

1. 	The author deliberately preserves the Greek term, deeming its modern renderings 
inadequate on account of the semantic shifts introduced within the tradition.
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phenomenological schematism is unpresentable, yet it articulates phenom‑
ena in their dispersion and overlapping (in their primordial phenomenaliza‑
tion)—which, from the perspective of reduced experience, does not occur 
in time or space. Rather, this schematism has a proto-temporal character, as 
if temporalizing and spatializing what phenomenalizes within the primor‑
dial and likewise unpresentable chôra (a concept Richir borrows from Plato’s 
Timaeus: 48e–52e, which may be rendered as an originary “receptacle”; 
Stróżewski 2021, 305). In other words, it enables “the shadows of nothing” 
(phenomena as shadows deprived of internal consistency, or, as Richir 
also puts it, as mere phenomena) to relate to one another in dispersions, 
condensations, and explosions. The non-intentional register of primitive 
(sauvages) essences does not constitute pure chaos; rather, it organizes itself 
according to a specific rhythm—the phenomenological schematism—which 
manifests itself as a flickering: a dynamism of oscillation between appearing 
and disappearing. What sets these primitive essences into motion, however, 
is affectivity, which originally constitutes a dimension of absolute inward‑
ness, yet displays an activity akin to a blind, anonymous motor (Richir and 
Carlson 2015, 164–65, 171–76).

For Richir, this primordial register of phenomenalization—that is, pheno
menological schematism—constitutes precisely the domain of non-inten‑
tional phantasia, whose significance, in his view, surpasses that of inten‑
tional imagination. To better grasp this position, it is worth bearing in mind 
such examples as the process of humanization in the sense given by Donald 
W. Winnicott, 2 the sudden dazzling thought that comes to mind, or the 
emotional absorption induced by the reading of a fascinating novel (Richir 
and Carlson 2015, 238–42; Richir 2007). Phantasia represents for Richir 
the most archaic form of phenomenalization, whose transposition into 
the order of symbolic institution (language), and simultaneously into the 
domain of ontology and its simulacra (sign-substitutes of reality), only 
occurs through acts of intentional imagination. He conceives of “pure phan‑
tasia” as strictly intertwined with affectivity: we encounter it when the 
phenomenological concreteness of primitive essences is stirred by affectiv‑
ity within the realm of lived corporeality or intercorporeality (Leiblichkeit), 

2. 	The matter finds its clearest articulation in the author’s own words: “I am proposing 
that there is a stage in the development of human beings that comes before objectivity and 
perceptibility. At the theoretical beginning a baby can be said to live in a subjective or con‑
ceptual world. The change from the primary state to one in which objective perception 
is possible is not only a matter of inherent or inherited growth process; it needs in addition 
an environmental minimum. It belongs to the whole vast theme of the individual travelling 
from dependence towards independence” (Winnicott 1984, 151).
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but without this experience being counterbalanced by its object-side (as 
Leibkörper). And yet, already here a preliminary distinction between inte‑
riority and exteriority becomes possible, for “perceptive phantasia” in turn 
allows the phenomenological field to transcend itself toward alterity.

This primordial phenomenological field denotes, in fact, a multiplic‑
ity of living “absolute Heres” that, not yet situated in objective space nor 
mediated by it, unfold a primordial “receptor” (chôra), opening proto-space. 
At the same time, this originary spatial dissemination is accompanied by 
an equally originary temporalization, which consists, as it were, in a kind 
of perceiving:

“Perceptive” phantasia is in fact a concreteness of language, as if the phan‑
tasiai were “perceiving” one another. And this is indeed what occurs: when 
one thinks, one “perceives” in phantasia what is still to come (a protention 
of language) in the temporalization of sense, just as one “perceives,” in the 
same manner, what has already come (a retention of language) in the same 
temporalization—but this without any assignable present: what has been 
thought has meaning only in relation to what is still to be thought. There 
is thus already a gaze, but a gaze of the invisible within and upon the invisible. 
In other words, for me, the “perceptive” phantasia par excellence is the gaze 
that “sees” the unfigurable living “behind” the figured: and it is the extraordi‑
nary power of language to hold itself together in pro- and retro-“perception,” 
this power whereby it is capable of reflecting itself and thus of gazing upon 
itself, but from within, with a kind of distance vis-à-vis sense in its search for 
itself. (Richir and Carlson 2015, 175)

In this manner, the originary multiplicity of “absolute Heres,” simultane‑
ously “perceiving” and being “perceived,” realizes a reciprocal “empathy” 
(Einfühlung) within the proto-spatial sphere of transcendental inter-factic‑
ity (Zwischenleiblichkeit). This means that each living body (Leib) is at once 
an actual and irreducible bearer and recipient of gazes—not in the sensory 
sense, but precisely in the sense of phantasiatic “perceiving”—gazes both 
actual and virtual. In this sense, it is not only a living tissue of corporeal‑
ity, but also phantasized corporeality (Phantasieleib—Richir and Carlson 
2015, 240–41; Richir 2006, 36–38). Empathy, moreover, functions as follows:

It is not that I somehow “leave behind” my lived body (Leib) as my absolute 
Here, but rather that, in glimpsing the other lived body (Leib) and its abso‑
lute Here which is over there, it is as if I were there myself. I am therefore 
not “really” (reell) there with my lived experiences, for I cannot, so to speak, 
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leave my lived body (and my absolute Here) “behind me.” And yet I am there 
nonetheless as if, that is to say, not ipso facto through intuitive representation 
in imagination (for in that case the other would be nothing but a “projection” 
of my lived experiences into its interiority, a mere imaginary duplication 
of myself). What is at issue is an intuitive representation that seems to be 
induced by the as if which, in Husserl, generally signals the modification 
through imagination—but here, for us, by the mobilization of phantasia, which 
must be carefully distinguished from imagination. This, first of all, insofar as 
it is not from the outset a figuration of an intentional object. Or, insofar as 
. . . the intentionality of phantasia is not, originally, an object-intentionality, 
but rather, as we have implied, a spatializing “intentionality.” (Richir 2006, 37)

This new phenomenological approach of Richir—outlined here only 
schematically and in its essential contours—has given rise to an intriguing 
conception of the act of reading literature (Richir 2003, 24–26; 2011, 15–24). 
At this point, as well, the thinker emphasizes a significant phenomenologi‑
cal distinction between imagination (Einbildung) and phantasia (Phantasie). 
Imagination, referring to the concept of “image,” has historically generated 
much ambiguity, intensified by the contemporary dominance of audiovisual 
technologies. Husserl posits that imagination is an intentional act that aims 
at an object. This object is endowed with an intentional sense, but it is not 
present “in flesh and blood” like a perceived object. This object (called 
Bildsujet) is nevertheless present in the act of aiming itself, but as unreal. 
It is quasi-posited as present by and in the act of imagining, rather than 
posited as actually present. Two cases may occur: either the object is quasi-
posited through an “image” (Bildobjekt) that has a physical support, such as, 
for example, a photograph, or the object is quasi-posited through an “image” 
that lacks a kind of physical support. In the latter example, without any 
physical support, when one imagines something, one aims at it and “sees it 
in the mind,” not its “image.” The proof is, for example, that some details are 
not countable in imagination, which would be possible if one perceived the 
object directly. Then, the “image” cannot be considered to be an imperfect 
reproduction of reality; rather, it is an unreality that fundamentally eludes 
us, yet paradoxically serves as a figuration (Darstellung) of the intentional 
object. Richir adds that the fidelity of the figuration to the perceptual origi‑
nal is of little importance; the essence of the act of imagining lies in its 
intentionality towards the object, and the intuitive figuration of this object 
is not what is properly aimed at. Figuration is never posited for its own 
sake, but mediates a positing or a quasi-positing. It is a “perceptive sem‑
blance,” a perception distinct from intentional aiming or passive (sensual) 
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reception. Richir explains that without the imaginative intentionality of the 
object, the physical support would be reduced—for example, in the case 
of a picture—to a collection of spots. The physical support is thus merely 
a support, and the intuitive figuration of the object acts as a simulacrum 
between the subject of the imaginative act and its object. A character is not 
present in their portrait, nor a landscape in its photograph; they are present 
in the intentional act of imagining (as noematic correlates), but they are 
not there, in presence, in the world. 

Conversely, phantasia emerges and vanishes in flashes (blitzhaft), inter‑
mittently and discontinuously; it is protean and, crucially, non-present. 
Richir draws consequences from this, stating that phantasia does not fall 
under a classical (Husserlian) temporalization into presents equipped with 
their protentions and retentions, but rather under a different type of tem‑
poralization in presence, without an assignable present. Furthermore, its 
protean character renders it non-figurative of (intentional) objects, making 
it nebulous, internally mutable, more or less intense, and thus simultane‑
ously non-positional (in that it is not posited by an Ego and does not posit 
an object) and non-intentional (in the classical sense), it being unable by 
itself to mediate the positing of any object.

The  fact that some of  these characteristics also appear in  intuitive 
figuration within imagination suggests, according to Richir, that the act 
of imagination is instituted on the phenomenological basis of phantasia, 
through a kind of immobilization of temporalization in presence. Phantasia 
is transposed in the (intentional) act of imagining in the form of a “per‑
ceptive semblance,” which is the semblance of the object intentionally 
aimed at by the act of imagining. This explains, for instance, why a dream 
is always a mixture of nebulous phantasiai that have remained in their 
original phenomenological status, and (intentional) imaginations in which 
one recognizes a particular place, character, or action. The intentionality 
“projected” onto phantasia transmutes it into a “perceptive semblance” that 
functions as the simulacrum of the quasi-presentation of an object (e.g. an 
animal seen in a cloud). This intimate, though often hidden, connection 
between phantasia and imagination also explains the fundamental instabil‑
ity of intuitive figuration in imagination. By contrast, the attempts to fix 
this instability can even destroy the vivacity of phantasia and impoverish 
it to the level of stereotypes.

Richir’s theory of reading is elaborated against the background formed 
by the paradox of theater (Richir 2003, 27–29; 2011, 25–32). As Husserl 
observed, on stage, the character, like Richard III, for instance, “is” present, 
though not (sensually) perceived “in flesh and blood.” What is perceived 
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is the actor, the stage, the scenery. A good actor does not provide an intui‑
tive figuration of an intentionally aimed object; if the actor is good, the 
character they embody is alive. The magic of theater lies in unfolding 
an intrigue among living characters. If the actor is poor, the spectator 
is forced to imagine the character, leading to boredom or the projection 
of their own phantasms. The paradox of theater is that the actor “lends” 
their entire living body (Leib) to the living body of the character they 
embody, without any intuitive figuration of that character in imagina‑
tion. The character is in presence, within the temporalizing flow of the 
intrigue, but never truly present in an intentional act of imagination. If well 
“embodied” by the actor, the character is not present in an act of percep‑
tion or imagination; it is in presence, intuitively non-figurable, in phan‑
tasia. And if it is there, in presence but not present, it is nevertheless the 
“object” of a “perception” in a different phenomenological sense, through 
phantasia itself. The “perceptive” phantasia in question differs from any 
sensual perception. In this case, it is a “perception” not of unreality or real‑
ity, but of a “consistency” or “concreteness” (Sachlichkeit) belonging to the 
character, which is indeed there, in presence, but outside of any assignable 
present. Thus, theater is effective if  it engages phantasia, but degener‑
ates if it appeals to acts of imagination. While imagination only ever aims 
at imaginary objects, “perceptive” phantasia opens up to a “concreteness” 
whose internal horizon is reality, even if that reality never existed. This 
“consistency” is in infinite transition (it being a kind of transitional object 
in a sense echoing that of Winnicott) between “pure” phantasia and reality, 
in a free play of phantasia, which explains the many possible interpreta‑
tions of theatrical characters. A good actor achieves empathy (Einfühlung) 
for the character through non-positional and non-figurative phantasia. It 
is through the actor’s “perceptive” phantasiai that they pass into the specta‑
tors’ phantasiai, revealing “perceptive” phantasia as the most archaic basis 
of intersubjective encounter.

In literature, the case is analogous (Richir 2003, 29–33). The novel, like 
theater, is a temporal unfolding of an intrigue among living characters, but 
without the necessity of being embodied by actors. Any intuitive figuration 
of these characters (e.g., in film adaptations) is immediately disappoint‑
ing, because no actor, however talented, can convey the complexity of the 
character as it imposed itself on the novelist and as it imposes itself on the 
attentive reader. Like in theater, the key in literature is the experience 
of “living” characters. Both art forms combat the threat posed by imagina‑
tion, understood as a drive for detailed, fixed figuration that invalidates 
vivacity. When literary experience is effective, it engages “perceptive” 
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phantasia rather than acts of imagination. Temporality occurs in presence 
without an assignable present. Thus, characters attain a “concreteness” that 
is in presence but not in the present, and has reality as its horizon. Both 
the writer and the reader (analogous to the actor and spectator) undergo 
a process of empathetical involvement (Einfühlung) with the character. 
The intrinsic life and affectivity of characters are intuitively non-figurable, 
but “perceptively” apprehended through phantasia. In literature, there is no 
physical embodiment of the character; any visual adaptations are inher‑
ently disappointing, because an actor can never capture the complexity 
of a novel’s character. The novel’s freedom from theatrical conventions 
grants “perceptive” phantasia a significantly greater freedom in the novel 
than in the theater. The novelist “interprets” their characters in the course 
of writing; they do not invent them from scratch. Characters become alive 
as they begin to live their own lives, which the writer must follow and 
develop amidst the infinite, indeterminate possibilities of phantasia. Unlike 
in theater, where the actor’s “perceptive” phantasiai are transmitted to the 
spectators, in literature it is the novelist’s art, contained in the text, that 
awakens “perceptive” phantasiai in the reader.

When we read a novel (well), we imagine only in ephemeral and fleeting 
moments. By contrast, the essence of our activity as a reader lies para‑
doxically in both the concern for understanding the text and in the activity 
of phantasia. Crucial are the intrinsic lives of the characters, meaning the 
“movements of the soul” or “labyrinths of affectivity” (Richir 2003, 31), where 
affections are intimately linked to phantasiai and “perceptive” phantasiai, 
and these movements are grasped “live.” This is why the role of the reader 
turns out to be quite particular. The reader must experience empathy for 
the concrete life of the characters—meaning achieving their “perception” 
in phantasia. This requires time—the time of temporalization in presence, 
without an assignable present. If the reader maintains integrity towards the 
reading and the writer, they will be incapable of creating a physical portrait 
of characters, and any proposed portrait will seem false, or even horrifying 
in its poverty. Many indeterminacies are needed for phantasia to be able to 
live, somewhat like in a dream. Hence, the reader should avoid the “traps 
of imagination” (Richir 2003, 32)—especially overly meticulous descriptions, 
which destroy phenomenological vivacity and lead to boredom. A sensitive 
and intelligent reader can feel and understand these plays in a non-positional 
manner: i.e., without positing them in reality. For the above reasons, the text 
should not contain overly detailed descriptions of places or characters, as 
these appeal to imagination rather than phantasia, disallowing “phenomeno‑
logical vivacity.” Rather, through its indeterminacies, the text creates space 
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for the reader’s phantasia to freely operate and animate the characters and 
the depicted world. The text becomes a vehicle for “perceptive” phantasiai 
that awaken “life” in the reader. Thus, Richir corrects the definition of the 
novel, stating that beyond the romantic intrigue, what matters is the intrin‑
sic life of the characters, which makes the story aesthetically interesting. 
The text, rather than being a document or testimony, allows us to “feel” the 
depicted world in phantasia better than a history handbook. Such an interest 
in the extreme lability and fluidity of affections, and how they can shift from 
one modulation to another, as well as in the reader’s experience of the “life” 
of characters by means of empathy and “perceptive” phantasiai, qualifies 
the mimesis that is at work here as non-reflective, active and internal. This 
is why, in the case of reading, as the act is viewed by Richir, we have to do 
with an affective event:

One grasps an intimacy not truly at a distance, but in the chôra, in another 
seat, anterior to extension, to space. This can, moreover, be verified when 
one reads literature: in reading Stendhal, for example, one indeed seizes upon 
something of Stendhal himself, in his singularity. And yet one can never gain 
access to the man as he was: that belongs to the domain of intersubjectiv‑
ity, but it is lost forever—even if one may look upon portraits. (Richir and 
Carlson 2015, 242) 

Paul Ricoeur’s Hermeneutic Phenomenology and Its Account 
of Reading
Quite differently, in Ricoeur we have to do with a stance that could be 
characterized, in Richirian terms, as transposition into the order of symbolic 
institution. Actually, in his philosophy, Ricoeur makes a crucial distinction 
between the epistemological and ontological functions of the life-world 
(Lebenswelt—Ricoeur 2004a, 371–77). This distinction highlights the dif‑
ference between the validation and obligatory character of scientific ideas 
on the one hand, and the ultimate referent of all scientific and cultural 
idealizations on the other. In the epistemological order, the idea of science 
takes precedence, yet the ontological priority of the Lebenswelt, as the 
ultimate referent of all utterances, undermines consciousness’s claim to 
absolute authority over the universe of meanings. The separation of these 
two aspects of the Lebenswelt helps to recognize the twofold belonging 
of humans: to the Lebenswelt (given prior to the question of obligation) and 
to the world of symbols and rules, which forms an interpretative framework 
for the former, giving meaning to the practical, situational human condition. 
This twofold belonging entails, in Ricoeur’s view, valuing interpretation 
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over descriptive accounts of immediate data. Since interpretation becomes 
unavoidable due to the insurmountable distance that language establishes 
from what it expresses. The reflective use of language implies an irreversible 
departure from immediacy, and the universe of signs and logic becomes 
the domain of validity.

Ricoeur’s philosophical project, deeply rooted in the philosophy of reflec‑
tion, existentialism, phenomenology and hermeneutics, posits that self-
understanding is progressively mediated by texts. This ongoing process, 
framed by a “hermeneutic circle,” begins with a non-critical self-understand‑
ing, moves through a critique involving objectifications, and culminates 
in a more critical and enriched self-understanding, often summarized as 
“more explanation for better understanding” (Ricoeur 2016, 94–126, 159–
83). One of the pivotal concepts permeating this thought is that of discourse. 
Ricoeur defines discourse as a meaningful event belonging to the sphere 
of social communication, inherently involving the dynamic: “someone says 
something to someone about something” (2016, 101). This comprehensive 
definition integrates all constitutive elements of linguistic communication, 
including sender, receiver, medium, code, message and context. His work 
navigates the complexities of meaning and addresses interpretive conflicts 
through hermeneutical reflection.

Discourse unfolds through an internal dialectic of event and meaning, 
where the ephemeral utterance is reidentified as stable meaning, possessing 
both sense (its objective aspect) and reference (its connection to an extra-
linguistic world). Thus, “if all discourse is realised as an event, all discourse 
is understood as meaning” (Ricoeur 2016, 96). Furthermore, writing is con‑
sidered the full manifestation of discourse, introducing distanciation. This 
includes the meaning surpassing the event of saying, emancipation from 
the author’s intention and original audience, and emancipation from osten‑
sive reference, opening up the “world” of the text (Ricoeur 2016, 94–105).

These forms of distanciation are central to Ricoeur’s understanding 
of semantic innovation, particularly in poetic discourse, where metaphor, 
by suspending literal meaning, projects new possibilities of seeing and 
being in the world, serving as a heuristic fiction that “redescribes real‑
ity” (Ricoeur 2016, 54, 104, 236, 256). This framework extends to narrative 
discourse, encompassing both historical and fictional narratives, which 
Ricoeur views as dependent on emplotment for organizing events into 
meaningful wholes. These observations lead us directly to his conception 
of the threefold mimesis.

As it has already been stated, Ricoeur’s philosophy fundamentally posits 
that self-understanding is progressively mediated by texts, a process framed 
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by a “hermeneutic circle” moving from non-critical self-understanding 
through textual objectifications to a richer, critical self-understanding. 
This profound engagement with language, time and human experience 
is articulated through his theory of threefold mimesis, which is central 
to his understanding of the act of reading literature. Ricoeur articulates 
the mediation between time and narrative through three interconnected 
moments of mimesis: prefiguration (mimesis 1), configuration (mimesis 2), 
and refiguration (mimesis 3), with the moment of emplotment (configura‑
tion) constituting the pivot of this analysis (Ricoeur 1984, 52–87).

The initial stage of prefiguration refers to the pre-understanding of the 
world of action. This means that the composition of a plot is grounded 
in a prior familiarity with human acting, its meaningful structures, sym‑
bolic resources, and temporal character. These features are described rather 
than deduced, emphasizing that “to imitate or represent action is first to 
pre-understand what human acting is” (Ricoeur 1984, 64). This pre-under‑
standing, common to both poets and their readers, is crucial, for although 
literature “institutes a break,” it would be “incomprehensible if it did not 
give a configuration to what was already a figure in human action” (ibid.).

The moment of configuration or emplotment is the “kingdom of the as if” 
(ibid.), the realm of narrative composition where emplotment (muthos) takes 
center stage. As the pivot of the analysis, configuration is the rule-governed 
composition of a tale. The plot’s primary function is to “grasp together” and 
integrate into “one whole and complete story multiple and scattered events, 
thereby schematizing the intelligible signification attached to the narrative 
taken as a whole” (Ricoeur 1984, x). This process creates a “synthesis of the 
heterogeneous,” achieving a “discordant concordance” (Ricoeur 1984, 66, 
69–70) by bringing together diverse elements such as circumstances, goals, 
means, interactions and results. Ricoeur explicitly compares this configur‑
ing act to Kant’s productive imagination and schematism, understanding it 
not as a psychological faculty but as a transcendental one that engenders 
a “mixed intelligibility” (1984, 68) between a story’s themes and its intuitive 
presentation of events. Ricoeur extends the notion of an imitated action to 
novels oriented toward character or toward an idea, and applies the model 
of emplotment analogously to historical narrative through concepts like 
quasi-plot, quasi-character and quasi-event (1984, 181–225). Thus emplot‑
ment serves a crucial mediating function, operating within its own textual 
field to integrate and mediate between the pre-understanding characteriz‑
ing the moment of prefiguration and the subsequent refiguration. It is here 
that the “literariness” of the work of literature is instituted, as the creative 
imitation produces “quasi-things” and invents the “as-if.”
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The third moment of mimesis, termed refiguration or application, repre‑
sents the return from the world of the text to the reader’s world, where the 
narrative configuration is applied to real-life experience. The act of reading 
is the “operator” that links refiguration to configuration, and it is in this 
act that the work acquires a meaning in the full sense of the term, at the 
intersection of the world projected by the text and the life-world of the 
reader. The text, by suspending the reference of ordinary language and 
deploying “poetic reference,” effects a “redescription of reality” and “aug‑
ments it with meanings.” It thereby unfolds a “world in front of itself,” which 
the reader can inhabit and project their “ownmost powers” into (Ricoeur 
1984, 80–81). This textual world is “the whole set of references opened by 
every sort of descriptive or poetic text .  .  . read, interpreted, and loved. 
To understand these texts is to interpolate among the predicates of our 
situation all those meanings that, from a simple environment (Umwelt), 
make a world (Welt)” (Ricoeur 1984, 80). Reading involves appropriation, 
a terminal act of self-understanding where the reader makes one’s own 
what was initially alien. This is not a passive reception but a creative act 
that expands the reader’s horizon of existence. Ricoeur emphasizes the 
dynamic interplay between the reader’s historico-cultural context and 
the text, leading to a “fusion of horizons” (Gadamer) and the generation 
of new questions. Reading, especially fictional narratives, offers “imagina‑
tive variations” (Husserl) on time, enabling the exploration of nonlinear 
features of phenomenological time that historical time might obscure. This 
refiguration can have a cathartic effect, transforming negative emotions 
into pleasure and enabling new evaluations of reality, thereby providing an 
impetus to action. Ultimately, this process leads to the formation of narra‑
tive identity, where the self is dynamically reshaped by cultural narratives 
and its own life-story. The moment of application, therefore, makes explicit 
the “interweaving reference” between history and fiction in the refigura‑
tion of human time, ultimately revealing and transforming human action 
(Ricoeur 1984, 76–87).

The transformation in question becomes possible by means of certain 
writing and textual strategies, as well as through the reader’s response 
to them. These three moments might be referred to as, respectively, the 
rhetoric of fiction, poetics, and the phenomenological and hermeneutical 
aesthetic of reading (Ricoeur 1988, 160–79).

The first moment focuses on the author’s techniques aimed at persuading 
the reader and creating an “intensity of the illusion” (Ricoeur 1988, 161). 
Rhetoric of fiction distinguishes between the real author (the biographi‑
cal figure) and the implied author (the “second self” projected within the 
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work). The implied author takes the initiative in the “show of strength” that 
governs the relationship between writing and reading, employing persua‑
sive strategies to impose a fictional world upon the reader. This includes 
techniques like “showing” rather than “telling” and establishing a reliable 
narrator. Even when history is read as a novel, the fiction-effect lowers the 
reader’s guard, suspending mistrust and establishing confidence, thereby 
facilitating the “reenact[ment]” or “rethink[ing]” of situations and trains 
of thought by giving them “vividness” (Ricoeur 1988, 186). The “dramati‑
zation” of the narrator, in turn, introduces “credibility,” which functions 
analogously to documentary evidence in historiography. An unreliable 
narrator can serve an ethical function, calling the reader to freedom and 
responsibility by challenging them to decipher the unreliability.

The stage of poetics or textual configuration concerns the inscription 
of the author’s strategy within the literary configuration of the text itself. 
For Ricoeur, drawing on Roman Ingarden, a text is inherently incomplete, 
offering “schematic views” and “places of indeterminacy” that require the 
reader’s active “concretization.” Wolfgang Iser further developed this idea 
with the concept of the “wandering viewpoint,” which acknowledges that 
the text’s totality is never perceived at once and that reading is a journey 
through the text. This involves a continuous interplay between modified 
expectations (protentions) and transformed memories (retentions) (Ricoeur 
1988, 167–69). Literary texts “depragmatize” objects, transforming them 
rather than merely denoting them, which allows them to offer new per‑
spectives on reality. Reading, in this sense, is not passive reception but 
a “creative act replying to the poetic act that founded the work” (Ricoeur 
1988, 320, n. 58). Moreover, temporalization procedures employed in nar‑
rative involve the relationship between the act of enunciating and the 
uttered statement, and their connection to the non-fictional time of life and 
action. Meaning is created through the divergence and mutual shifts of the 
time needed for narration and the time of the narrated things. The actual 
refiguration of human temporal experience is the work of the combined 
intentionalities of historical and fictional narratives. Historical intentional‑
ity, aiming to grasp the past “as it really was” (Ricoeur 1988, 207), cannot do 
so without an imaginative component. This imagination simulates seeing, 
making the past appear as “what I would have seen, what I would have 
witnessed if I had been there” (Ricoeur 1988, 185). Fictional intentionality 
becomes “historicized” by adhering to rules of “probability or necessity” 
in plot construction, making its unreal events “past facts for the narra‑
tive voice” (Ricoeur 1988, 190). This crossing of intentionalities happens 
in reading, creating an imaginative figuration of a certain state of affairs.
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The act of reading involves a moment of stasis, where the reader immerses 
himself or herself in the fictional world, “un-realizing” themselves to the 
extent of the unreality of the fictional world they enter. This immersion 
facilitates the subsequent refiguration of their own experience. Ricoeur sug‑
gests that “the more readers become unreal in their reading, the more pro‑
found and far-reaching will be the work’s influence on social reality” (1988, 
179). This refiguration involves a profound transformation of the reader. 
The cathartic moment of application frees the reader from everyday expe‑
rience, enabling a clarifying understanding that empowers them to make 
new evaluations of their own reality. This emotional-cognitive transposition 
of meaning allows the reader to re-evaluate their own world in light of the 
poetic vision. The dialectic of refiguration manifests itself in the tension 
between the freedom of imaginative variations and the author’s persua‑
sive strategies, between identity and difference, and between referentiality 
and communicability. While the implied author projects a world and guides 
interpretation through rhetorical strategies, the reader actively actualizes 
the text’s meaning. This involves a “dispossession” of the reader’s immedi‑
ate ego, leading to a self-understanding reshaped by the text’s revelatory 
power. There is an asymmetry where the real author is effaced in the implied 
author, but the real reader embodies the textual suggestions and concretizes 
the implied reader (Ricoeur 1988, 170–71). The act of reading is not solitary: 
it is deeply embedded in a community of readers. Indeed, the community 
establishes norms and canons, framing the textual world beyond purely sub‑
jective interpretation. The ideal outcome is a “fusion of horizons” that results 
in an analogous relationship between the textual world and the reader’s life, 
providing a new impetus for action (Ricoeur 1988, 179, 247).

The above findings clearly establish that, for Ricoeur, unlike in Richir, 
imagination is essential for “concretizing” characters and events and for 
imaginative variations on time. While fiction offers freedom of imaginative 
variations, this freedom is internally constrained by the author’s implied 
vision, creating a force of conviction. Consequently, the effect of catharsis 
is not just emotional cleansing but “clarification,” leading to new assess‑
ments of reality. Thus, in Ricoeur’s conception of the act of reading and 
of the mimetic and cathartic processes intertwined with it—processes more 
cognitive than merely affective—we are, in essence, confronted with an 
event that merits the designation of “discursive.”

Two Readings of Two “Adventures” by Italo Calvino
In the final part of the present study, we shall briefly relate both theories 
of reading to two short stories by Italo Calvino, contained in the collection 
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Difficult Loves (Calvino 2017), in order to examine the complementarity 
of these philosophical approaches when applied. The collection Difficult 
Loves is one of particular interest since it presents a notable articulation 
of the author’s “fascination with the empire of the senses” and the “materi‑
ality of expression” (Cavallaro 2010, 14). The stories in this collection often 
highlight the “ineradicable absurdity haunting humanity’s feeble attempts 
at communication” and “people’s perverse proclivity to erect barriers, 
both consciously and unconsciously, against the possibility of embarking 
on forms of emotional exchange that could alter their lives radically and 
thus alleviate their daily exposure to loneliness and tedium” (Cavallaro 2010, 
191). The “adventure” in the titles frequently points to internal processes 
of recognition, the shattering of illusions, and confrontations with one’s 
own reality, rather than external heroic deeds. Let us turn our gaze more 
attentively to two narratives drawn from the aforementioned collection.

In “The Adventure of a Traveler” (Calvino 2017, 77–96), Federico V., 
a diligent man from northern Italy, frequently travels by night train to Rome 
to meet Cinzia U., his beloved. During his journey, he meticulously plans 
their future conversations and relishes the anticipation of their intimacy, 
considering the pillow he buys as a “daily letter to Cinzia” (Calvino 2017, 
81). He deliberately ignores other passengers, like a salesman, to immerse 
himself in his romantic fantasies, humming French love songs. Later, his 
compartment is invaded by boisterous soldiers speaking an unintelligible 
dialect, with whom he surprisingly feels a sense of identification, perhaps 
to enhance his coming reunion with Cinzia. Upon arriving in Rome, he 
calls Cinzia, whose sleepy voice makes him realize the profound, incom‑
municable significance of his night’s journey, which now fades with the 
“cruel explosion of day” (Calvino 2017, 96).

It seems that with this story we have to do with a deeply internal, almost 
entirely mental, “adventure,” where the physical journey serves as a canvas 
for Federico’s rich inner life and fervent anticipations. It is an “inner con‑
centration” (Calvino 2017, 79) and a “travel in love,” a “release of euphoria” 
that he feels “harmonized with the race of the train” (Calvino 2017, 84). 
The “adventure” is in the intense, subjective world Federico constructs, 
which ultimately proves untranslatable into external reality. The story 
highlights the gap between internal experience and outer reality, and the 
inherent difficulty in communicating profoundly personal feelings. Fede
rico’s rich inner world, filled with “loftier heavens” (Calvino 2017, 85), 
cannot be fully conveyed to Cinzia. This aligns with Calvino’s broader 
concern about the “plague afflicting language” that “tends to level out 
all expression” and deaden “the spark that shoots out from the collision 
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of words and new circumstances” (Cavallaro 2010, 10). Federico’s inability 
to recount “the significance of that night” (Calvino 2017, 96) mirrors this 
linguistic limitation, where the richness of his subjective experience is lost 
in the ordinariness of spoken words.

One might say that, from the perspective of affective life, of lived sen‑
sitivity, where we encounter the emergent sense of a nocturnal journey 
in the ceaseless interplay between Federico’s inner world and external 
circumstances, Richir’s theory of reading makes it possible to grasp the 
dynamism of empathy and the efficacy of immersion into the world of his 
experiences, so as to undergo something of them oneself. On the other 
hand, Calvino, through Federico’s journey, questions the nature of “pres‑
ence” and “absence.” Federico’s journey is a state of “vague anticipation 
of tomorrow” (Calvino 2017, 87), where the imagined presence of Cinzia 
is more vivid than any immediate physical reality. This also touches upon 
Calvino’s “ongoing concern with the coexistence of absence and presence, 
invisibility and visibility, by intimating that the observable is at all time 
traversed by the imperceptible” (Cavallaro 2010, 130), suggesting that the 
true essence of Federico’s love exists in this invisible, internal dimension. 
From the perspective of the games with time, which take into account the 
interplay between narrated time, the time of narrating, and the time of read‑
ing, as well as the effect of the historicization of fiction and the cognitive 
import of iconic augmentation, one can appreciate the complementary 
contribution of Ricoeur’s theory of reading. Indeed, what we encounter 
here is a certain cognitive gain with regard to the character of the relation 
between Federico and Cinzia, insofar as it is lived by him.

In another story, “The Adventure of a Motorist” (Calvino 2017, 171–80), the 
anonymous narrator drives at high speed at night on the highway, heading 
towards “Y” (a woman), in city “B,” from his home in “A.” He questions his 
true desire—whether he wants to find her or for her to rush towards him. He 
also suspects his rival, “Z,” might be on the same road, and perceives passing 
cars as potential signals from either of them. He fears that a direct meeting 
would lead to “communication that is already difficult on the telephone” 
becoming “even more obstructed, suffocated, buried as if under an avalanche 
of sand” (Calvino 2017, 176). He wishes to transform himself and his message 
into a “cone of light launched at a hundred and forty kilometers an hour” 
(ibid.), believing such a signal could be understood. After an unsuccessful 
phone call to Y, he joyfully assumes she is driving towards him, so he turns 
back, searching for her among the anonymous flashes of cars. He concludes 
that the “price to pay is high . . . not to be able to distinguish ourselves from 
the many signals that pass along this road, each with a meaning of its own 
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that remains hidden and indecipherable, because there is no longer anyone 
outside of here who is able to receive us and understand us” (Calvino 2017, 
179–80). This “adventure” is a metaphorical quest for connection and love 
in a modern, technologically mediated, and fast-paced world. It is a quasi-
philosophical reflection on the nature of identity and communication in an 
era where interactions are often reduced to anonymous “flashes.” The “adven‑
ture” lies in the pursuit of an elusive, reciprocal signal, driven by hope and 
uncertainty, in a landscape of constant, impersonal movement. The story 
profoundly comments on the challenges of authentic connection and com‑
munication in contemporary society, where human interactions are often 
mediated and depersonalized by speed and technology. Individuals become 
like “beams of light,” their identities blurred in a “digital noise.”

Richir’s account of the act of reading provides a conceptual framework 
within which it becomes possible to apprehend, in terms of “perceptive” 
phantasia, the motorist’s desire to become a “cone of  light”—perfectly 
encapsulating the transformation “in which individual subjectivities are 
transformed into the anonymous glimmers and luminous flashes,” and 
where “the symbiotic relationship between body and automobile is con‑
ducive to a metamorphosis of the human into almost incorporeal, beaming 
and flickering effects” (Cavallaro 2010, 60–61). This highlights Calvino’s 
interest in the “unstoppable metamorphosis” (Cavallaro 2010, 154) of nar‑
ratives and identities. The driver’s uncertainty about “Y” and “Z” makes 
them anonymous “flashes,” reducing them to fragments within a system 
of fleeting signs. By contrast, according to the Ricoeurian conceptualiza‑
tion of reading, the story deals with the progressive narrative apprehension 
of the whole, an unceasing play with time enacted through anticipations 
and retrospections in the narrator’s consciousness. Moreover, this inter‑
pretation resonates with Calvino’s concern for the limitations of human 
discourse, where communication is “obstructed, suffocated, buried” (Cal‑
vino 2017, 176). This suggests a profound loneliness at the heart of modern 
connection, where even if a message is sent, there might be no one truly 
capable of receiving and understanding it, unless our solitude is trans‑
gressed by the wonder of communication:

The incommunicable is the psychic as such, that is to say, that non-intentional 
dimension of life, that manner in which lived experience chains itself together 
with itself, that sequence of events transversally bound by time, that belonging 
of events to the same series, the same sphere, the same closure. The psychic, 
in a word, is the solitude of life, which at intervals is rescued by the miracle 
of discourse. (Ricoeur 2004b: 67)
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Conclusion
By way of conclusion, we may say that both philosophical conceptions 
of reading have proven their fertility and complementarity in concrete 
application. The non-figurative and non-reflective, yet active and inter‑
nal mimesis through empathy appears to be more operative on the plane 
of affective life, of shifting moods and flashes of sensation at the threshold 
between inner and outer worlds, where the psyche enters into ceaseless 
interactions with its changing environment and circumstances. By contrast, 
the re-figurative threefold mimesis—narratively restructuring experience 
and enriching it cognitively—demonstrates its functionality on the level 
of discursive reconstruction of identity. Both are indispensable, for, as 
Prášek observes, on the one hand:

The proper subjective dimension of the self—its identity—is constituted by the 
living body feeling itself from inside through “synaisthesis,” a sort of unifying 
archaic kinesthesis. It is only thanks to this identity that the process of phe‑
nomenalization (events of sense) can sediment and form a personal or internal 
history—his or her ipseity in the sense of personal uniqueness. (2021, 76).

On the other hand, he states that “the concrete subjectivity, a person, 
is nothing but the result of this sedimentation finally modified through 
the symbolic institution into a ‘personal story’ one can narrate” (Prášek 
2021, 76). In other words, a comprehensive account of identity, as well as 
of the experience of our freedom (Romano 2020, 50–58, 66–70), requires 
the cooperation of these two approaches, these two conceptions of mimetic 
processes. For not only is reading itself a play of belonging and distanc‑
ing—where the former seems to be more adequately grasped by Richir, 
and the latter by Ricoeur—but a similar struggle, an oscillation between 
proximity and distance, also characterizes our identity-transformations 
and our lived experience of freedom. The problematic moment in Richir 
concerning distance and the critical verification of experience—its confor‑
mity with the textual schema—is aptly articulated by Ricoeur, while the 
Belgian phenomenologist, in turn, complements him with conceptualiza‑
tions of the moment of affective belonging and of the motivational sources 
of subjective transformation. In this context, Calvino himself declared that 
his efforts were not “merely aimed at making a book but also at changing 
myself, the goal of all human endeavor” (Cavallaro 2010, 174–75). This 
conviction profoundly echoes the inner metamorphoses undergone by his 
characters in Difficult Loves.
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Discussions

Second Reply to Fr. Chaberek: On Why Merely 
Biological Humans Can Survive, and on When 

Merely Traditional Doctrine Can Be Abandoned

Kenneth Kemp

I do not want to repeat what I have already said in response to Fr Cha‑
berek’s critique of the articles in which I argued that recent scientific work, 
even if sound, does not constitute a challenge to theological monogenism. 
I think that he continues to misread the relevant texts and that his argu‑
ments generally do not get him where he needs them to go, but whether 
this is so can be evaluated without much further comment from me. Why, 
for example, he does not see that showing that a term has two slightly dif‑
ferent meanings is making a distinction, not committing an equivocation 
(Chaberek 2025, 281), or why he thinks that two different beings with dif‑
ferent powers due to one having only a corporeal and the other a spiritual 
substantial form show only an accidental difference (ibid., 283–84), can be 
left as exercises for the reader.

I do think that there might be some value in a response to two points 
new to his latest article—first, the alleged impossibility of what it is (pace 
Chaberek), for reasons I have already explained, perfectly reasonable to 
call merely biologically human beings and, second, his overly restrictive 
conditions for when merely traditional theological beliefs 1 may be modi‑
fied or abandoned.

1. 	 In a sense, all revealed truths, in virtue of having been passed on to us, are “traditio‑
nal.” By “merely traditional” I mean ideas not revealed, but nevertheless of long standing: for 
example, ideas originating in a too literal interpretation of “simple and metaphorical language 
adapted to the mentality of a people but little cultured” (Pius XII 1950, 38), or of passages 
in which Scripture “described and dealt with things in more or less figurative language, 
or in terms which were commonly used at the time” (Leo XIII 1893, 18).
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Polygenism did not begin with the theory of evolution (see La Peyrère 
1655; Agassiz 1850), but Darwin’s version of that theory gave it more sci‑
entific respectability than it had previously had, an acceptability only rein‑
forced by later discoveries in genetics (Ayala 1998). The scientific thesis, as 
usually presented, contradicts Catholic doctrine. What should a Catholic 
scholar do? St. Augustine’s advice is this: “When [critics] are able, from 
reliable evidence, to prove [veracibus documentis demonstrare] some fact 
of physical science, we shall show that it is not contrary to our Scripture” 
(Augustine [415] 1982, 1.21.41). So, following Augustine’s advice, I wrote 
several articles (Kemp 2011, 2020, 2023) in which I offered, as a consistency 
proof, a four-point scenario demonstrating that what science actually shows 
(thought not necessarily all that some scientists think it shows) is not con‑
trary to our Scripture (or to doctrine). Central to the proof were four theses:
T1.	 Adam and Eve were the first rational beings.
T2.	 All other rational beings were descendants of Adam and Eve.
T3.	 The body of Adam was a product of evolution.
T4.	� Some of the descendants of Adam and Eve interbred with the not-

fully-human beings in the population from which fully human beings 
emerged.

The first three, I think, are true. The fourth is possible, which is all that my 
consistency proof requires.

T1 and T2 are a statement (a complete statement) of theological monogen‑
ism. 2 Pope Pius XII rightly said that “it is in no way apparent how such an 
opinion can be reconciled with [Church teaching on] original sin” (Pius XII 
1950, 37). I made the same point (e.g., Kemp 2024, 393). I did not anywhere 
say, despite what Chaberek (2024, 274) implies, that the truth of these is an 
open question. Indeed, I have published my reasons for thinking that vari‑
ous proposed versions of theological polygenism fail to resolve the problem 
articulated by Pope Pius (see Kemp 2011, 229).

T3, although contrary to a traditional belief, was recognized as theologi‑
cally acceptable both by Pius XII (1950, 36) and by St. John Paul II ([1986] 
1996a, 1996b). 3 It was included in the scenario because it is presupposed 
by the genetics-based argument for scientific polygenism that I had con‑
sidered (as well as by others). It is logically independent of the doctrine 

2. 	Pius (1950, 37) formulated this as the rejection of two ideas—“[that] after Adam there 
existed on this earth true men who did not take their origin through natural generation 
from him as from the first parent of all” and “that Adam represents a certain number of first 
parents.”

3. 	 Statements, one might add, that have at least as much theological weight as Chaberek 
attributes to Pope Pelagius I’s sixth-century letter to King Childebert.
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of original sin. Indeed Pius said that accepting it was not forbidden imme‑
diately before his rejection of polygenism.

T4 is what is most important here. My scenario includes T4 as its expla‑
nation of the genetic variability on the basis of which scientific polygen‑
ists make their case. I say about it that “[T4] being scientifically possible 
and theologically orthodox, any scientific arguments over polygenism are 
theologically irrelevant” (Kemp 2024, 393).

T4 presupposes a  distinction between rational beings (Pius’ “true 
humans,” which I called “philosophically, and theologically, human beings”) 
and what I called “merely biologically human beings,” beings like us with 
respect to reproductive and sensory powers” but lacking rational souls. 
The existence of something like such beings is at least suggested by T3, 
even if reproductive compatibility across the transition to rationality (at 
infusion of a rational soul), crucial to T4, is not guaranteed by it.

It is this distinction which requires greater clarity about Chaberek’s asser‑
tion that Adam and Eve are “the exclusive origin of humanity” (2024, 159 and 
164) than his article provides. He says that that means “there were no ‘pre-
Adamites,’ ‘co-Adamites,’ and ‘post-Adamites,’ i.e. that all people that are alive 
and ever lived, or will ever live, descended from a single pair of Adam and Eve” 
(Chaberek 2025, 278). I presume that his “post-Adamites” and “people” are to 
be understood to be rational animals. The ambiguity centers on “descended 
from a single pair.” Does it mean only (T2) that Adam and Eve were among the 
ancestors of all other rational beings, or does it mean, in addition, that (T2*) all 
the biological ancestors of rational beings going back to Adam and Eve (other 
than Adam and Eve themselves) were descendants of Adam and Eve (i.e., 
contra T4, every biological ancestor of rational beings in every post-Adamic 
generation was a descendant of Adam and Eve)? The sources he cited do not 
get him beyond T2, but Chaberek’s rejection of T4 requires T2*.

Chaberek seems to think that T4 constitutes polygenism. It could be 
called a merely biological polygenism, but it does not challenge theologi‑
cal monogenism, T1 and T2, which are sufficient to ensure consistency 
with the doctrine of original sin, Pius’ ground for rejecting polygenism. So 
in a theological context, it should be recognized as a form of monogenism.

Chaberek raises three objections to T4.
First, he argues that the beings that T4 presupposes could not have existed. 

He seems to think that human beings have no adaptations conducive to 
survival and therefore depend entirely on their rationality (2025, 284). It 
is not, however, clear why the merely biological human beings would have 
had any more trouble surviving in their ecological niche than do, say, vervet 
monkeys or baboons in theirs. Chaberek has made two mistakes here.
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His first is his paying exclusive attention to “adaptations in . . . bodily 
structure,” as though nothing in an animal’s behavioral repertoire could 
contribute to survivability. In fact, some of  the very features which 
zoologists would list as adaptations in the primates I just mentioned are 
features that we human beings also have—sociability, resilience in the 
face of environmental variation, and complex communication patterns. 
Since those traits (at the animal level) are not dependent on rationality, 
there is no reason to doubt that merely biological human beings had 
them as well.

In addition, it is important to note that non-rational animals vary in intel‑
ligence (e.g., in learning and in problem-solving). Merely biologically human 
beings were surely very intelligent in the sense just specified. Although 
knowledge of God, and even language, would have been beyond their reach, 
applying these skills in ways conducive to survival would not have been.

Chaberek’s second mistake is his claim that the human body has no 
physiological adaptations that contribute to survivability. The idea that 
human beings have “unadapted, unspecialized” bodies is a product of Cha‑
berek’s imagination, not of the close look at reality that he rightly says 
is important. If it is something like “natural weapons” that Chaberek wants, 
here are two—those that make it possible for us to make fists (Morgan: 2013) 
and to throw things (Darlington: 1975): “fists increase the peak stresses 
that are imposed on the target and, therefore, the potential for injury [to 
the target]” (Morgan 2013, 241); “the human arm [is] an efficient unique 
sling. No other animal can throw as man does.  .  .  . A skillful man has 
a good chance to break the skull of another with one stone at 30 meters” 
(Darlington 1975, 3750). Neither fist-making nor stone-throwing require 
reason. Virgil may never have said “Beware of merely biological human 
beings bearing stones,” but if he had thought of it, he probably would have.

Second, Chaberek objects that the difference between merely biologi‑
cally human beings and fully human beings is scientifically undetectable 
(Chaberek 2025, 286). Of course there are important differences that are 
scientifically undetectable, such as between the baptized and the unbap‑
tized. This, for the most part, is not one. Rational beings can generally be 
distinguished from non-rational beings by their behavior (e.g., use of lan‑
guage). The fact that this is not yet true in infancy (or perhaps not at all 
in other cases of severe cognitive disability) just shows that not everything 
of importance can be established by science. Since the merely biological 
human beings are long gone, it is not entirely clear what moral problems 
he thinks come with my ideas; he does not say. The only thing I can think 
of is the level of respect due to fossil bones.



299Second Reply to Fr. Chaberek

Third, he claims their existence is contrary to Church teaching. It is not. 
The documents Chaberek cites affirm T1 and T2, points included in the 
scenario. Earlier ones denied T3, but nothing he cites shows that T4 is con‑
trary to Church teaching. The most he can say is that, T4 being motivated 
by T3 plus something like the very recent genetic evidence of trans-specific 
polymorphisms, no one who did not already accept those two points would 
have any reason to think T4 was true. But even the idea that T4 might have 
been an implicit merely traditional belief will not help Chaberek here.

Chaberek concedes that sometimes “a given interpretation of Scripture 
or Catholic belief . . . should be abandoned,” but wrongly says that this may 
be done only when “a certain claim (i.e., proven beyond any doubt) about 
nature would oppose [it]” (2024, 274), or “when things that contradict our 
belief are ‘certain from reason and experience’” (2025, 275). The criterion 
“proven beyond any doubt” is too strong, as will be shown from Church 
practice below. The phrase “certain from reason and experience” he found 
in St. Augustine ([415] 1982, 1.19.39 4), but in Augustine’s text it does not 
play the role in the justification of revision that Chaberek gives it. 5

Chaberek’s argument seems to depend on first distinguishing observable, 
and therefore allegedly certain, facts from allegedly uncertain theories, 
and then emphasizing (by italicization) the word “theory” in a quotation 
from St. Augustine (Chaberek 2025, 277), despite the fact that neither that 
word nor anything like it occurs at all in the original text. 6 St. Augustine 
distinguishes what is asserted to be contrary to faith but can be shown not 
to be so from what really is contrary to faith. In any case, the “reason and 
experience” (emphasis mine) of Chaberek’s criterion includes more than 
the “direct observation” to which Chaberek reduces it.

Chaberek cites as an example of a justifiable abandonment of a merely 
traditional belief the acceptance of heliocentric astronomy, which, he says, 
is “directly observed in real-time” (275). This he contrasts with claims 
about the origin of the human race, which, he says, are not. What these 
direct astronomical observations were or who made them he never says. 
He cannot, because there never were any such observations. The certainty 
of heliocentrism is based not on direct observation of the motion of the 

4. 	Chaberek’s citation, “1.19.3,” is a typographical error.
5. 	The context is a characterization of certain matters as ideas which a non-Christian 

would “hold to as being certain from reason and experience.”
6. 	 “Quidquid autem de quibuslibet suis voluminibus . . .” (Augustine, [415] 1982, 1.21.41). 

Taylor did add the word “theory” in his translation of the passage in question, but its absence 
in the original is sufficient to make Chaberek’s italicization, and reliance on it in connection 
with his fact-theory contrast, misleading.
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Earth, but on inference. It is the best explanation of the retrograde motion 
of the superior planets (Copernicus [before 1514] 1959, Ass. 7), of stellar 
aberration (Bradley 1728, 646–49), and of stellar parallax (Bessel, 1838). It 
is, that is to say, inferred, not directly observed.

Merely traditional beliefs can be called into question, indeed sometimes 
be modified or even abandoned, in the face of sufficiently convincing 
inference, even if only under the guidance of the Church’s Magisterium 
(Catechism ¶83). One can see this in the history of T3, which, unlike T4, does 
challenge a merely traditional belief. Pius XII allowed discussion of “the 
origin of the human body as coming from pre-existent and living matter” 
even while asserting that there were reasons both for that opinion and for 
its contrary (Pius XII 1950, 36)—so, in his judgment, before it met Chaberek’s 
condition of having been “proven beyond any doubt.” Thirty six years later, 
John Paul said that “there is no apparent difficulty in explaining the origin 
of man, as far as concerns the body, by the hypothesis of evolutionism,” even 
though “that hypothesis puts forward only a probability, not a scientific 
certainty” (John Paul II [1986] 1996a).

In conclusion: magisterial documents show that scientific arguments 
in favor of animal origins of the human body (T3) have at least opened up 
the question of, if not forced a revision of, a traditional theological belief 
connected with anthropogenesis. My consistency proof shows that scien‑
tific arguments for biological polygenism would not, no matter how strong 
they might be, require any revision of the Church doctrine of theological 
monogenism (T1 and T2), which (though Chaberek does not always seem 
willing to acknowledge this point) I have consistently affirmed as true. 
The distinctive thesis of the consistency proof (T4) is inconsistent neither 
with the doctrine of original sin as traditionally understood, nor with theo‑
logical monogenism, nor with anything that can be found in magisterial 
documents.
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Is Saruman a “Peacemaker,” 
and Abortion “Murder”?

Report from the Debate

Michał Zalewski

On November 8th, 2024, another of the online debates organized periodi‑
cally by Ignatianum University in Cracow took place. The subject of the 
discussion was the book Argumenty Semantyczne: Pojęcie, Podział, Kryte‑
ria Oceny [Semantic Arguments: The Concept, Classification, and Criteria 
for Assessing] by Jakub Pruś, published by Ignatianum University Press 
in 2023. The main idea of the book is that semantic arguments should be 
distinguished as a special type of argument, with a separate scheme and 
critical questions for assessing them. The book was debated by three invited 
guests: Prof. Agnieszka Lekka-Kowalik (The John Paul II Catholic Univer‑
sity of Lublin), Prof. Adam Jonkisz (Ignatianum University in Cracow), and 
Dr. Szymon Makuła (University of Silesia in Katowice).

In the book, a “semantic argument” is defined as “an argument in which 
the meaning of a given term is established in order to support the persuasive 
goal of the speaker.” Pruś explains that he has borrowed this term from the 
Polish logician Teresa Hołówka, but has elaborated it in terms very different 
to those she originally had in mind. To illustrate this type of arguing, he 
provides several examples supporting the conclusion that “Julius Caesar 
was a criminal.” One appeals to historians’ opinion (argument from author‑
ity), another compares Caesar to Stalin (argument from analogy), and the 
final one is constructed by establishing the criteria for correct employment 
of the term “criminal” (e.g., “if someone kills or orders the killing of many 
thousands of people, then he is a criminal”). This last argument would 
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count as semantic, since it fixes the meaning of a particular term in order 
to support its claim. 1

The debate started from a short presentation of the book, falling essen‑
tially into two parts that were concerned, respectively, with argumenta‑
tion schemes for semantic arguments and criteria for assessing semantic 
arguments. Once the presentation had finished, each of the invited guests 
presented a short review of Pruś’s work and made some critical comments.

1. Semantic Arguments: Argumentation Schemes and Critical 
Questions
Pruś distinguished two basic schemes for semantic arguments: arguments 
using definition (including Peter of Spain’s distinction between arguments 
to and from definition) and arguments from classification. 

Arguments to definition aim to include certain objects within the exten‑
sion of a given definition, with this sometimes being the very end served 
by the reasoning in question (“this is racism”). Obviously, the semantic 
modification will be introduced through persuasive definition, 2 via the 
definition’s premise:

•	 Individual Premise: A possesses some property F.
•	 Definition Premise: For all x, if x possesses some property F, then x fits 

definition  D (where such a  definition is, in  the given context, 
controversial).

•	 Conclusion: A fits definition D.
It may happen that the argument can start out from a definition, and 

include a certain property in it, in order to attribute this property to a cer‑
tain object (“All forms of racism should be prosecuted, therefore this given 
action also should be prosecuted”). Thus, the arguments to definition and 
from definition can be used together. 

•	 Definition Premise: A fits definition D.
•	 Classificatory Premise: For all x, if x fits definition D, then x is classi‑

fied as having the property G (where such a classification is, in the 
given context, controversial).

•	 Conclusion: A has the property G.
However, persuasive definitions are not the only way of modifying 

meaning: one may also modify meaning simply by linking two properties 

1. The first formulation of the concept of semantic argument, and its definition, were pre‑
sented in (Pruś 2019, 2020). The first typology of semantic argument was presented in (Pruś 
2021), and the criteria for assessing semantic arguments in (Pruś and Macagno 2024).

2. “Definition is persuasive if it is put forward to support one”s claim in the discussion and 
there is an alternative definition of a given term” (Pruś and Aberdein 2022, 33).
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together, 3 and then attribute a new property to a given object (“if something 
is prosecuted, then it is morally wrong, therefore racism is morally wrong”).

•	 Individual Premise: A possesses some property F.
•	 Classificatory Premise: For all x, if x possesses property F, then x can 

be classified as possessing property G (where such a classification is, 
in the given context, controversial).

•	 Conclusion: A possesses property G.
These are the three most common types of semantic argument. Pruś 

provided three examples of such arguments. The first one refers to Tolkien’s 
novel Lord of the Rings:

P1. �(Hobbes’s definition): Peace is the absence of war.
P2. �(by definition): A warmonger is one who seeks to bring about acts 

of war.
P3. �(by definition): A defender of peace is one who seeks to avoid acts 

of war.
P4. Théoden seeks to bring about acts of war.
P5. Saruman seeks to avoid acts of war.
C. �Therefore, Théoden is  a  warmonger, and Saruman is  a  defender 

of peace.
The fixed meaning of “peace” in P1 (which implies P2 and P3) serves here 

to support the main conclusion, which seems rather controversial. This 
argument parallels a similar debate over whether Chamberlain or Churchill 
should be classified as a peacemaker (see: Harold 2013). In this case, one 
can clearly see that there is something wrong with that definition. 

Another example is provided by a debate between three medical doctors 
in the Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology. In the article “A Consideration 
of Therapeutic Abortion,” Samuel A. Cosgrove and Patricia A. Carter state:

The fetus is a human individual with all the potentialities of every human 
being, and that its destruction is murder, only justifiable in the most extreme 
circumstances involving direct and imminent threat to the mother’s life. 
(1944, 299)

In the next issue of the journal, T.W. Jones responded with the following:

In my belief, murder is an unpleasant and ugly word. His [Cosgrove’s] defi‑
nition of murder, premeditated destruction of human life, is excellent as far 

3. Douglas Walton calls this an Argument from Verbal Classification (Walton 2008, 2005; 
Walton and Macagno 2009).
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as it goes, but it does not go far enough. One word is needed for completion, 
namely, malice. (1944, 895)

He then went on to offer the dictionary definition of murder to support 
his view:

I substantiate my viewpoint with definitions from Webster’s International 
Dictionary: “Murder—n—The offense of killing a human being with malice, 
pretense, or aforethought, express or implied; intentional and unlawful homi‑
cide.” (1944, 895)

In his reply, Cosgrove arrives at the opposite conclusion, albeit starting 
from the same definition of murder. He argues that while murder does 
indeed require malice, abortion itself entails an implied form of malice. 
To substantiate this claim, he appeals to the same dictionary definition 
of “malice” used by Jones. On this basis, Cosgrove concludes that abortion 
does, in fact, fall under the definition of murder.

So what do these two arguments, one on peace (and war) and the other 
on murder and abortion, have in common? In both of them we encounter 
a fixing of meaning (via persuasive definition), which latter is used to sup‑
port the conclusion. How to assess such arguments? Pruś described the six 
main criteria for evaluating semantic arguments, presenting these in the 
form of critical questions:

1.	 The transparency criterion: “Is the person establishing the 
meaning doing so in a transparent way?”

2.	 Consistency with usage:  “Does the established meaning 
correspond to some common linguistic practice? Are we 
in some way violating established usage?”

3.	 Consequences:  “Does the established meaning support 
acceptable values and interests? What will happen if we adopt 
such a meaning?” (This refers to social, political, and moral 
consequences.)

4.	 Authority: “Does the person establishing the meaning have 
the authority to do so? Is this required by some relevant office 
or document?” (This is especially important in legal definitions.)

5.	 Alternatives: “Are there any alternative ways of understanding 
the meaning in  question, or  could the given meaning be 
understood differently?”

6.	 Individual premise criterion: “Does the given object really 
have the property that qualifies or disqualifies it from falling 
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within the scope of the definition?” (e.g., in the case of a ban 
on vehicles in a park, is the given object actually a vehicle?).

In the wake of the presentation (summarized above) of the general notion 
of semantic arguments, along with their types and critical questions, the 
debate commenced. 

2. Key Themes and Discussions
Instead of presenting its contents in their original chronological sequence 
we will group the comments made by the invited guests and the author 
himself into a few key themes.

2.1. Rationality in Argumentation and the Pragmatic Assumption
Agnieszka Lekka-Kowalik asked whether considerations pertaining to argu‑
mentation presuppose the rationality of the subject. Pruś responded that he 
did not believe argumentation contains rationality in its definition, although 
reasoning (a part of argumentation) may of course be flawed. He stressed 
that the pragmatic definition of a semantic argument, with the added note 
about the controversiality of the definition, is essential. Without it, even 
the Socratic syllogism could be wrongly classified as a semantic argument.

2.2. “Getting at the Essence of Things” vs. Language Manipulation
Lekka-Kowalik raised the problem of  distinguishing “uncovering the 
essence of things” from manipulating language. Referring to Aldous Hux‑
ley’s Eyeless in Gaza  (about “true freedom” and “true abstinence”), Pruś 
noted that adding adjectives such as “true,” “real,” or “authentic” can serve 
manipulative purposes. He argued that those who manipulate concepts (by 
subtly altering meanings under the guise of citing dictionary definitions) 
are essentially reshaping arguments in a way that makes them tautologi‑
cal. For Pruś, definitions should be treated as arguments subject to critical 
evaluation, not as unquestionable “revelations.”

2.3. Rational vs. Irrational Justifications for Changing Definitions
In the debate about Pluto’s planetary status, Pruś pointed out that the 
“irrationality” of the justification lay in weighing pragmatic consequences. 
The  International Astronomical Union’s decision to redefine “planet” 
stemmed from the discovery of many celestial bodies larger than Pluto. 
The choice boiled down to whether to recognize 9, 12, or perhaps 20+ 
planets. The decision, though not “rational” in the sense of capturing the 
“essence of a planet,” was pragmatic, focusing as it did on the largest and 
most important bodies in the Solar System. He called this approach “soft 
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pragmatism,” encompassing both essentialists and constructivists, since 
ultimately both appeal to consequences. Even appeals to the “essence 
of things” can be reframed as consequences (e.g., the consequence of being 
inconsistent with the cognitive value of truth).

2.4. The Problem of Defining Eristic and Terminological Consistency
Adam Jonkisz identified a terminological inconsistency in the book: namely, 
that certain concepts were defined in terms of activities—such as argumen‑
tation and persuasion—whereas eristic was characterized as an art or skill. 
This discrepancy, he argued, undermines the internal coherence of the 
conceptual framework. In response, Pruś acknowledged the inconsistency 
and conceded that defining eristic as an activity would have been more 
appropriate. Such a redefinition ensures uniformity across the set of terms, 
thereby enabling the substituting of these concepts in more complex defini‑
tions. This, in turn, makes it possible to assess whether the terms mutually 
correspond, and whether the resulting system of definitions yields a com‑
prehensive and coherent theoretical framework.

2.5. The Strength of Semantic Arguments and Critical Questions
Szymon Makuła raised the issue of  the lack of a  theory of “argument 
strength” in argumentation studies. He proposed using critical questions 
as a tool for assessing argument strength and asked why these particular 
questions, and not others, were chosen. He suggested that critical ques‑
tions should be designed so that their answers also address other questions, 
thereby maximizing informational value. Specifically, he proposed replac‑
ing the first critical question (“Was the change in meaning made trans‑
parently?”) with “Does the argument provide justification for the change 
in meaning?” Justification implies transparency, but not vice versa. Pruś 
agreed that this proposal was “elegant,” stressing that changes in meaning 
(e.g., of the word Negro) require justificatory reasons, and that without justi‑
fication the argument will be weak. He also added that in cases of unsettled 
meanings (e.g., abortion, gender), unjustified semantic arguments may still 
be considered, though his framework focuses on usefulness.

2.6. Pragmatism vs. Essentialism: Reality and Definitions
Agnieszka Lekka-Kowalik repeatedly raised the following issue: if defi‑
nitions do not reach as far as reality, are we condemned to a  “battle 
of definitions,” with disputes settled by force rather than by reality itself?

T h e   “ w e t l a n d s ”  e x a m p l e: Pruś noted that in the case of “wet‑
lands,” the decision to narrow the definition was political, it being aimed 



309Is Saruman a “Peacemaker,” and Abortion “Murder”?

at enabling development. Even if scientists provided factual information, 
the final decision was political.

T h e  “ w o m a n ”  e x a m p l e: Lekka-Kowalik countered with the exam‑
ple of defining “woman” as “a sexual object serving to provide men with 
pleasure.” She questioned whether such a definition can be accepted if it 
lacks any connection to the “essence of things.”

Pruś maintained that agreement or disagreement with such a definition 
stems from rejection of exploitation of one half of humanity by the other 
half, not from appeals to “essence.” He stressed that reality “speaks to us” 
through science and through others’ voices, and that his framework aims 
to furnish evaluative criteria that will prove useful across a range of philo‑
sophical positions (be they essentialist or constructivist).

Makuła added that definitions are logical tools for resolving disputes 
about meaning or regulating ambiguity. Language changes for various rea‑
sons, including the discovery of new phenomena (e.g., depression, gender 
issues). This does not imply abandoning reality, but acknowledging its 
presence in usage, scientific data, or empirical testing of operational defi‑
nitions. He noted that in everyday life people often act without strict 
definitions (e.g., of “trash”).

In conclusion, Pruś emphasized that his proposal was not a  theory 
of truth, but a practical tool for evaluating arguments—analogous to evalu‑
ating arguments from authority, which also do not require adopting a spe‑
cific theory of truth or metaphysics. The focus should be on “applicability” 
and “usefulness.”

The  debate revealed the complexity of  semantic arguments, which 
underlie many disputes—scientific, political and social. The key insight 
that emerged was that definitions have consequences, and their acceptance 
often stems from pragmatic considerations, interests and values, rather 
than from uncovering the “essence of things.” Pruś’s proposal offers tools 
for the systematic evaluation of these arguments, taking into account their 
context and consequences, and linguistic usage. The challenge is to find 
a way to balance pragmatism with appeals to reality, in order to avoid 
purely power-based resolutions in debates.
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Report from the 3rd International Christian 
Philosophy Conference, “Christian Philosophy 

Facing Naturalism”

Oskar Lange

The international conference “Christian Philosophy Facing Naturalism” 
took place at Ignatianum University in Cracow from September 24th to 25th, 
2024. This is the third event in the Christian Philosophy conference series 
organized by the Institute of Philosophy at UIK. Conference participants 
included philosophers from all over the world, including Poland, the United 
States of America, India, Great Britain, Hungary, Italy, the Czech Republic, 
Germany, and France. Among the guests were keynote speakers Robert 
C. Koons, Charles Taliaferro, Jacek Wojtysiak, Włodzisław Duch and Georg 
Gasser. Over two days, dozens of scholars discussed Christian philosophy, 
naturalism, and the complicated relationship between these two perspectives. 
Appropriately construed, a range of topic areas associated with science, arti‑
ficial intelligence, logic, history, theology and politics were also discussed.

The project was co-financed with state budget funding from the Minister 
of Education and Science, within the framework of the “Scientific Excel‑
lence II” Programme (for Poland) and the City of Cracow.

The conference featured a debate entitled “The controversy over the 
naturalistic image of  the world and man” between Georg Gasser and 
Włodzisław Duch. At the outset, Gasser differentiated between reductive 
and non-reductive, metaphysical and methodological, and “hard” and “soft” 
naturalisms. In the context of the humanities, hard naturalism, in which 
we reduce all phenomena to natural phenomena, is most often spoken of. 
According to Gasser, this type of approach is limiting when we talk about 
human beings (for example, in a therapeutic context). Duch, meanwhile, 
described himself as agreeing with Popper about the existence of three 
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worlds: more precisely, on his view, mental phenomena result from physical 
phenomena. Referring, for example, to the operation of GPT-4o networks, 
he held that science can produce systems that exhibit characteristics analo‑
gous to the human mind. 

In the subsequent discussion, the speakers revealed the more nuanced 
aspects of their positions. Gasser pointed to the permeating, holistic nature 
of the mind, which is in constant relation to reality. Duch, on the other hand, 
agreed that the physical processes corresponding to thinking are subject 
to interpretation, and even a full understanding of the physical structure 
of the brain is not enough to fully understand the human being.

In addition to this official debate, we may mention at least one more, 
which arose between Peter van Inwagen and Charles Taliaferro. In his 
presentation, Inwagen analyzed, among other things, the problems of dual‑
ism, theism and the simulation hypothesis, starting from an ontological 
definition of naturalism. On this definition, naturalism is a view according 
to which everything consists only of fundamental entities lacking mental 
or teleological properties. 

Charles Taliaferro, in his lecture, referred to Peter van Inwagen’s critique 
of the argument from reason. Taliaferro placed himself in the tradition 
of the Cambridge Platonists, and in this spirit reinterpreted the argument 
from reason by going all the way back to its Platonic roots. He also referred 
to contemporary critics of the argument, including Inwagen. For Inwa‑
gen, as interpreted by Taliaferro, the argument from reason refers to the 
principle of reason, which is an abstract object, and abstract objects have 
no effect on things. The author of the paper expressed a different position 
towards the nature of form and abstract objects by giving a classic example 
of solving a mathematical problem that requires both abstract and material 
conditions to be taken account of.

In his lecture, Robert C. Koons presented the Aristotelian-inspired argu‑
ment from the First Mover of St. Thomas, supplemented with a temporal 
perspective describing God as an out-of-time, unchanging mover, being 
outside of the chain of infinite causes and effects. To illustrate this concept 
and fend off possible objections, he drew an analogy between the author 
of a book who, in creating a certain narrative, is outside of its time, and God. 
In his lecture he showed how such a perspective avoids the most popular 
arguments levelled against Aquinas’ First Mover argument. In his view, the 
approach of St. Thomas serves to prove the existence of an extra-temporal 
cause, and extra-temporality is a quality possessed only by God. 

In his lecture, Jacek Wojtysiak analyzed the concepts of naturalism, reli‑
gion and explanation with a view to properly elaborating the question 
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“Does naturalism explain religion?”—which was the title of his talk. In his 
argument for the existence of God, he proposed two possible alternatives: 
the N-world, in which God does not exist, and the T-world, in which He 
does. He then asked the question “In which world is religion more likely to 
occur?” and argued that this is more likely in the T-World. He referred in his 
argument to such aspects as motivation (in the T-world, there is a God who 
wants religion to exist), realization (in the T-world, religion is necessary), 
and harmony (there is a correspondence between the epistemic and onto‑
logical aspects of religion). Toward the end of the presentation, Wojtysiak 
also presented an additional argument for belief in a deity by showing that, 
assuming a naturalistic definition of religion, there are rational reasons for 
religious belief (e.g., utility, coherence, non-contradiction).

Among the presentations by other participants were critical studies and 
presentations of many other arguments and positions in the debate between 
naturalism and Christianity. These included the following: A. Plantinga’s 
argument against naturalism (Christopher Oldfield, Piotr Biłgorajski, Piotr 
Bylica, Norbert Heger and Andrzej Zabołotny) Wittgenstein’s philosophy 
(Carl Humphries, Ines Skelac and Christian Kanzian), non-religious anti-
naturalism (Maciej Jemioł, Oskar Lange and Bartosz Wesół), cognitive sci‑
ence and psychology (Stanisław Ruczaj, Szilvia Finta and Evelina Deyneka) 
and many others (Walter Menezes, Adam Świezynski, Miroslaw Rucki, 
Alexander Barrientos, Miles Kenneth Donahue, Luca Gasparinetti; Mar‑
gherita Moro, Piotr Mazur, Jiří Baroš, Antonios Kaldas, Krzysztof Piętak, 
Piotr Duchliński; Jaroslaw Kucharski, Guido J.M.  Verstraeten, Marcin 
Podbielski, Robert B. Tierney, Tymoteusz Mietelski, Jacek Surzyn, Finley 
I. Lawson, Andrzej Karpinski, Przemyslaw A. Lewicki). All of the presen‑
tations are available on the YouTube channel of Ignatianum University 
in Cracow.
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Christian Philosophy:
 Between Christian and Post-Christian Worldviews,

22–23 September 2026,
Ignatianum University in Cracow

The term “post-Christian” is increasingly appearing in philosophical and 
cultural discourse, employed to describe various phenomena that suppos‑
edly follow on after Christianity. Most often, the term is used to describe 
a contemporary world in which Christianity either is no longer the domi‑
nant religion or is not recognised as such in the way that it was until 
recently. At the same time, although there is a post-Christian world, the 
Christian world has not ended. The problem of the “post-Christian picture 
of reality” therefore provokes discussion amongst both supporters and 
opponents of Christianity – especially because what is “post-Christian” 
cannot be understood in isolation from Christianity itself.

In a globalised world, we are witnessing a clash between Christian and 
post-Christian images of the world. While some recognise the permanence 
and validity of the picture of reality founded on the Christian religion, 
others are convinced that this has, for various reasons, been deformed 
or destroyed and belongs to an irreversible past, both in terms of cognition 
and at the level of social practice.

While within Western civilisation broadly construed a post-Christian 
worldview founded on ecological, gender-based or technological natural‑
ism would seem to be dominating, in other parts of the globe the Christian 
worldview is only just gaining ground.

The situation in which Christian and post-Christian worldviews clash 
within culture and social life poses a serious challenge for philosophy. 
Christianity-inspired philosophy must define its place in relation to not only 
worldviews, but also phenomena, trends and concepts with anti-Christian 
overtones. At the same time, the post-Christian worldview raises many 
questions that need to be addressed.
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Proposals
We invite proposals that address the problems of Christian and post-Chris‑
tian worldviews. Our interests lie especially in the following topics and 
questions, but are not limited to them:

Selected Problems
•	 What are the main historical and systematic problems of the Christian 

worldview?
•	 Is an evolution of the Christian worldview possible, or even necessary?
•	 What is the difference between post-Christian worldviews and non-

Christian or post-religious worldviews?
•	 What are the main aspects and characteristics of the relationship 

between Christian and post-Christian worldviews?
•	 Is the transition between Christianity and post-Christianity itself an 

irreversible phenomenon?
•	 In what way is post-Christianity influencing debates in ethics and/

or politics?
•	 Does the post-Christian worldview lead to a dissolution of our deep 

need for religious truths or values?
•	 Why is the post-Christian worldview mostly dominated by material‑

istic and relativistic perspectives that reject God as a person and the 
spiritual values of Christianity?

•	 What kind of personal identity and individual existence is being pre‑
sented within the post-Christian worldview?

•	 Why is it that, in the post-Christian world, religion is becoming a tool 
of political mobilisation and/or manipulation?

•	 What is the function of religion within the Christian and post-Chris‑
tian worldviews?

•	 Is the very meaning of Christianity dissolved in the post-Christian 
worldview into a set of broad ideals about human behaviour and 
society?

•	 What is the position of the Christian and post-Christian worldviews 
on the truth-falsehood opposition?

Submissions
Proposal Submission: Please submit a 500-word abstract of your paper 
(in PDF format) by March 31, 2026, via EasyChair, using the following link: 
https://easychair.org/conferences?conf=chp26

Language: only proposals in English will be accepted for consideration.

https://easychair.org/conferences?conf=chp26


317Call for Papers

We will be delighted to encounter all participants in person here at Igna‑
tianum University in Cracow. However, the organisers plan to conduct 
this conference in  h y b r i d  m o d e, combining both online and on-site 
elements. Each conference participant will receive a certificate indicating 
also the mode of participation.

Keynote speakers
We are pleased to announce that the following individuals have agreed 
to give a lecture or participate in a panel discussion during the conference:

J e f f r e y  B l o e c h l  – Boston College, USA
C h a n t a l  D e l s o l  – University of Paris-Est Marne-la-Vallée, France
P i o t r  G u t o w s k i  – John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin, Poland
J o h n  M i l b a n k  – University of Nottingham, UK
L i n d a  T r i n k a u s  Z a g z e b s k i  – University of Oklahoma, USA

Fees
The conference is open to the public (also via social media). Presenting par‑
ticipants will be charged a fee to help cover costs (materials, dinner, coffee 
breaks, etc.). For the exact amount of the conference fee, see below. Early 
submission (up to December 31, 2025) will attract a reduced fee (so-called 
‘Early Bird registration’).

Regular participants
60/80/100 EUR (Early Birds/PhD Students/Regular Participants)

Online participants
30/40/50 EUR (Early Birds/PhD Students/Regular Participants)

Publication
We plan to record all presentations and then publish them on conference 
YouTube chanel and on the conference Facebook fanpage. After the confer‑
ence we plan to publish a special issue in a philosophical journal, containing 
articles based on the conference presentations. With this in mind, speakers 
are encouraged to prepare a paper (up to 10,000 words) and submit it by 
December 31, 2026. Each article will be subject to a process of double-blind 
peer review. Forum Philosophicum, an international journal for philosophy 
(listed in SCOPUS), has already agreed to publish a special issue in 2026 
including materials from the conference. However, we are also open to 
collaboration with other journals.
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Deadlines
•	 Submission of Proposals (Early Birds): December 31, 2025
•	 Submission of Proposals: March 31, 2026
•	 Notification of Acceptance: April 30, 2026
•	 Registration Deadline and Payment: June 30, 2026
•	 Conference Dates: September 22–23, 2026
•	 Paper Submission Deadline: December 31, 2026

For video materials documenting previous editions of our conference, go to:
“Christian Philosophy: Its Past, Present, and Future”, September 22–23, 2020:
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAmJWEvkKKt6
0Kj_ET8sE03s
“Christian Philosophy and its Challenges”, September 20–22, 2022: https://
www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAn5Dj9XIZBE7LYYGiV
qmL96
“Christian Philosophy facing Naturalism”, September 24–25, 2024:
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAlyPFTTeKfUAtN
_7Sb5Jgwy
More information can be found on our website:
https://christianphilosophy.ignatianum.edu.pl
...or on our Facebook profile:
https://www.facebook.com/christianphilosophyconference/
If you have questions, please contact the Conference Secretary at:
christianphilosophy2026@ignatianum.edu.pl

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAmJWEvkKKt60Kj_ET8sE03s
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAmJWEvkKKt60Kj_ET8sE03s
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAn5Dj9XIZBE7LYYGiVqmL96
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAn5Dj9XIZBE7LYYGiVqmL96
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAn5Dj9XIZBE7LYYGiVqmL96
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAlyPFTTeKfUAtN_7Sb5Jgwy
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2RdbxAZiEAlyPFTTeKfUAtN_7Sb5Jgwy
https://christianphilosophy.ignatianum.edu.pl/
https://www.facebook.com/christianphilosophyconference/
mailto:christianphilosophy2026@ignatianum.edu.pl
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Note about Forum Philosophicum

Forum Philosophicum is a scholarly journal that seeks new insights into 
philosophical discussions concerning the relationship between philosophy 
and faith. The tradition we are rooted in is that of Christian philosophy, 
understood as the independent exercise of reason in the context of the 
faith. However, we also welcome proposals that flow from the concerns 
important to philosophers shaped by other religious traditions, in particular 
those of Jewish or Muslim heritage. We seek articles that are able to engage 
in critical debate with evolving views on rationality and its relationship 
to the irrational, the indeterminate, and the nonbinary, and look forward 
to receiving analyses that discuss the place of faith and the rationality 
of faith in such contexts. We encourage discussions of human nature and 
spirituality that seek to address the proposals of neuroscience and con‑
front the declarations of posthumanists, as well as inquiries into that mode 
of philosophizing which, while resting on the hermeneutics of culture, 
gives special emphasis to the hermeneutics of sacred texts. We would like 
to distinguish our journal by means of its unique approach, rather than 
through the specificity of the subjects we are prepared to see raised in it: 
an approach that allows faith to shape, enlighten, and strengthen rational‑
ity itself. In this way, we want to offer a true Forum for the community 
of philosophers who view their faith as a source of inspiration, especially 
when seeking to face up to the new and challenging forms being given to 
the ageold problems of philosophy.

Forum Philosophicum is published in English by Ignatianum Univer‑
sity Press, part of the Ignatianum University in Cracow. Its two annual 
issues, published in June and December, together furnish around 30 papers. 
Until recently, these were published in a range of languages recognized as 
appropriate for international conferences, but as of 2011 the journal has 
accepted papers exclusively in English. It is, in its basic version, a traditional 
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printbased journal, but also has a parallel online version, available via 
the EBSCO Academic Search Complete electronic database (since vol. 6, 
2001) and the Philosophy Documentation Center online subscription ser‑
vice (since vol. 1, 1996). Since vol. 23, 2018, all articles have been published 
in full openaccess model based on Creative Commons Attribution (CC-BY) 
license. Selected earlier articles are published in open access on the journal’s 
website. The journal is also indexed in, among others, The Philosopher’s 
Index, Atla Religion Database, and the PhilPapers database.

Submissions
Forum Philosophicum only accepts submissions in English. We publish 
papers, cycles of papers, discussions and book reviews. Papers submitted for 
consideration in Forum Philosophicum cannot exceed 15,000 words, includ‑
ing footnotes and bibliography. They should be preceded by an abstract not 
exceeding 200 words. Manuscripts should be submitted via our website at:

https://czasopisma.ignatianum.edu.pl/fp
All papers accepted for publication will go through a linguistic review 
process to ensure the utmost clarity and accessibility of submissions.

Editorial Board
Jakub Pruś, Editor‑in‑Chief,
	 Ignatianum University in Cracow, Poland
Szczepan Urbaniak SJ, Deputy Editor,
	 Ignatianum University in Cracow, Poland
Maciej Jemioł, Editorial Secretary,
	 Ignatianum University in Cracow, Poland
Férdia StoneDavis, International Assistant Editor,
	 Margaret Beaufort Institute of Theology, Cambridge, UK
Daniel Spencer, International Assistant Editor,
	 University of St Andrews, UK
Rev. Mark Sultana, International Assistant Editor,
	 University of Malta, Faculty of Theology, Malta
Magdalena Jankosz, Language Editor,
	 Pontifical University of John Paul II, Poland
Michał Zalewski SJ, Associate Editor for Reviews,
	 Ignatianum University in Cracow, Poland

Advisory Board
Andreas Wilmes,
	 West University of Timisoara, Romania

https://czasopisma.ignatianum.edu.pl/fp
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Christopher Wojtulewicz,
	 Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Belgium
Marcin Podbielski,
	 Ignatianum University in Cracow, Poland
Petr Dvořák,
	 Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic
Dariusz Łukasiewicz,
	 Kazimierz Wielki University in Bydgoszcz, Poland
David Pratt,
	 Georgetown University, WA, USA
Andrey Tikhonov,
	 Southern Federal University at RostovonDon, Russia
Elizabeth Burns,
	� Department of  Theology and Religious Studies, King’s College 

London, UK
Alex R Gillham,
	 St. Bonaventure University, NY, USA
Joeri Schrijvers,
	 NorthWest University of Potchefstroom, South Africa
Till Kinzel,
	 Technische Universität Braunschweig, Germany

Contact Information
Forum Philosophicum
Ignatianum University in Cracow
ul. Kopernika 26, 31501 Kraków, Poland
(main building, room 310)
E-mail forum.philosophicum@ignatianum.edu.pl
Phone +48 12 39 99 661 
Fax +48 12 39 99 501
Website https://czasopisma.ignatianum.edu.pl/fp

Publisher information
Ignatianum University Press
ul. Kopernika 26, 31501 Kraków (Poland)
Wydawnictwo WAM (main building, room 358)
Phone +48 12 39 99 620
Fax +48 12 39 99 501
Email: wydawnictwo@ignatianum.edu.pl

mailto:forum.philosophicum@ignatianum.edu.pl
https://czasopisma.ignatianum.edu.pl/fp
mailto:wydawnictwo@ignatianum.edu.pl
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Review process
The review process for papers submitted to Forum Philosophicum adheres 
to the following guidelines:

1.	 A paper submitted to the Editor may be returned to the 
author if  it does not meet the criteria described in  the 
section Sumbissions, or if it does not discuss a topic within 
a subjectarea of interest to Forum Philosophicum.

2.	 Each paper will be sent to two reviewers for blind review. At 
least one of the reviewers must be affiliated to an institution 
in a different country than the author.

3.	 Members of the Board, including the Editor, are not allowed to 
write reviews. No specialist who is known to be related to the 
author or who may reasonably be thought to have collaborated 
with the author or supervised his / her work is eligible as 
a reviewer.

4.	 Reviewers are explicitly asked to focus on the research and 
philosophical merits of a paper; they are told that any linguistic 
and/or technical deficiencies pertaining to an otherwise good 
paper may be dealt with separately by the editors.

5.	 The  reviewers are asked to conclude their review with 
a clear opinion, stating that a paper is (a) publishable without 
revisions, or  (b) may be published after minor revisions 
have been introduced, or (c) may be resubmitted after major 
revision, or (d) should not be considered for publication at all.

6.	 The final decision concerning which of the papers that have 
obtained at  least one positive review are to be published 
is taken by the EditorinChief, in consultation with the Editorial 
Board.

7.	 The names and affiliations of  all reviewers are published 
annually on the website of the journal.

Legal issues
Copyright Forum Philosophicum is published by Ignatianum University 
Press under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. 
Authors of papers that have been accepted will be asked to grant the pub‑
lisher the royaltyfree right to first publication, as well as a nonexclusive 
right to distribute and archive the paper in electronic format, includ‑
ing through organizations specializing in the distribution and archiving 
of scholarly journals. It should be understood that the fact of publication 
constitutes the sole form of remuneration to be received by authors.
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Financing
All authors whose research is supported by special sources of financing, 
such as grants, research programs, etc., are asked to prepare an information 
note mentioning the support they have received. Originality Forum Philo‑
sophicum will only accept manuscripts of papers not previously published 
in, or submitted to and still currently under review by, another journal 
or collection.

The Polish Ministry of Science and Higher Education requires the edi‑
tors of all Polish journals which they evaluate to follow certain basic rules 
of scientific honesty, as defined by Committee on Publication Ethics. While 
we strongly believe that the authors submitting papers to Forum have no 
intention whatsoever of breaking those rules, and while the rules pertaining 
to joint authorship are rarely applicable to papers submitted to a philosophi‑
cal journal, we consider it important to reiterate some of those rules to our 
authors. Thus, we remind authors that it is not acceptable to submit papers 
that reflect anything other than original research or reflections conducted 
by the author himself / herself. Concealing the true authorship of a part 
of a paper, even if the paper is in itself an original contribution, also con‑
stitutes a breach of such rules. Since all papers are reviewed by specialists, 
those seeking to make a submission should work on the assumption that 
any and all instances of plagiarism or ghostwriting will be detected. For 
jointly authored papers, a clear indication must be given in the paper itself 
of the manner and extent of each and every author’s contribution. Papers 
with socalled “guest authors,” whose contribution to the thesis of the paper 
is actually minimal, cannot be accepted. All cases of academic dishonesty, 
if detected, will be reported to the organizations with which the authors 
are affiliated.
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