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Introduction

Tyron Goldschmidt and Kenneth L. Pearce

Idealism is difficult to define precisely. In this it is similar to other general and rival 
approaches to metaphysics, including materialism and dualism. Roughly speaking, we 
may say that idealists endorse the priority of the mental. This definition needs some 
unpacking and different versions of idealism will unpack it differently. As we will see, 
different idealistic theories attribute very different sorts of priority to the mental.

George Berkeley’s view that minds and their ideas are all the beings there are is 
the most famous version of idealism. According to Berkeley, minds enjoy ontological 
priority: minds alone are fundamental and everything else depends on them. Berkeley 
particularly emphasizes the ontological priority of minds over bodies. However, there 
are many other versions of idealism. Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, and Bradley, for instance, 
each espoused a different version.

While many of these philosophical views are plausibly interpreted as attributing 
some kind of ontological priority to minds over bodies, they also often include other 
idealistic theses. For instance, Kantian transcendental idealism attributes a distinctive 
kind of explanatory priority to the mental: Kant argues that the structure of the under-
standing explains the structure of the empirical world. Idealism, in one or another of 
these versions, was the dominant philosophical view in Western philosophy through-
out the nineteenth century.

But then idealism was given up. In the contemporary metaphysical debate about the 
contents of concrete reality, the two opposing camps are materialism and dualism. 
Materialism takes the world to be fundamentally material (or physical). Dualism takes 
a part of the world to be fundamentally mental and another part to be fundamentally 
material. In each case, the assumption is usually that the world or a part of it cannot at 
once be fundamentally mental and fundamentally material. These views then reject 
Berkeley’s claim of the ontological priority of the mental. Typically, they also reject 
other idealistic claims, holding that the mental is either posterior to or coordinate with 
the physical in any metaphysically interesting priority ordering.

In recent years, many books on materialism and dualism have been written, but 
hardly any on idealism. We regard this situation as unfortunate because we do not 
know of any serious reason for regarding idealism as less viable than dualism or 
 materialism. While different versions of idealism may face certain specific problems or 
be counterintuitive in various ways, the same is true for both materialism and dualism. 
This volume aims to correct the unjustified neglect of idealism by presenting a variety 
of arguments for and against various versions of idealism.
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Most of the arguments are for idealism, since the volume tries to show that idealism 
is indeed a serious contender. But there are also essays against idealism (Chapters 4 
and 16). Since idealism was taken more seriously historically, some of the essays draw 
on historical material (especially Chapters 6, 9, 10, and 11). However, the main point 
in each case is to contribute to contemporary debate.

Each chapter is self-standing, and they can be read in any order. There are a number 
of natural orders, but we have organized the chapters as follows. The volume begins 
with three chapters defending broadly Berkeleyan versions of idealism:

Chapter 1: ‘Parrying Parity’ by Todd Buras and Trent Dougherty argues for idealism 
from the nature of the qualitative features of things. The argument updates a line of 
reasoning from Robert Adams so as to avoid historically influential objections.
Chapter 2: ‘A New Epistemic Argument for Idealism’ by Robert Smithson argues 
for idealism from our verdicts about skeptical scenarios, updating a traditional epis-
temological argument. The version of idealism the argument motivates is then care-
fully framed.
Chapter 3: ‘The Necessity of Idealism’ by Aaron Segal and Tyron Goldschmidt 
argues for idealism by eliminating physicalist and dualist alternatives, drawing from 
problems levelled against physicalism and dualism in the contemporary debate 
about consciousness.

The next two chapters explore the relation between idealism, theism, and atheism:

Chapter  4: ‘Against Idealism’ by Graham Oppy argues against idealism on the 
grounds that naturalism is a better because more parsimonious theory: idealism 
needs to posit a God to make sense of the order of the universe whereas naturalism 
does not.
Chapter 5: ‘Idealism Without God’ by Helen Yetter-Chappell argues for an ideal-
ism that does not posit a God. She updates Berkeley’s theory in a more naturalistic 
way, and points out its various metaphysical and epistemological advantages.

The versions of idealism argued for and against in the chapters listed above all resem-
ble the form of idealism advocated by Berkeley. The next four chapters are concerned 
with versions of idealism similar to those that are associated with Kantian and post-
Kantian philosophy:

Chapter  6: ‘Transcendental Idealism Without Tears’ by Nicholas Stang frames 
Kantian idealism in contemporary idiom and shows its bearing on contemporary 
debates about metaphysics.
Chapter 7: ‘Signaling Systems and the Transcendental Deduction’ by Arif Ahmed 
argues for the Kantian thesis that the unity of the self entails the objectivity of 
 experience. This is explained in terms of abstract signaling devices, and shown to 
cause difficulties for certain versions of Berkeleyan idealism.
Chapter  8: ‘Conceptual Idealism Without Ontological Idealism’ by Thomas 
Hofweber distinguishes ontological from conceptual idealism, arguing against the 
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former and for the latter: our minds are central for reality understood as the totality 
of facts, but not for reality understood as the totality of things. Like Kant’s, this 
 version of idealism is motivated by questions about the nature and limits of possible 
representations.
Chapter 9: ‘The Idealism of Mary Whiton Calkins’ by Kris McDaniel explores 
absolute idealism, focusing on the neglected philosopher Mary Whiton Calkins. 
Her version of idealism is framed and evaluated, especially in comparison with the 
versions of Bradley and McTaggart.

In addition to the Berkeleyan, Kantian, and post-Kantian forms of idealism familiar 
within the Western philosophical canon, forms of idealism have been developed and 
defended in a number of other intellectual and religious traditions. The following 
chapters explore two of these:

Chapter 10: ‘Hassidic Idealism’ by Samuel Lebens explores a version of idealism 
developed by early Hassidic rabbis who taught that the created world could be 
understood as a dream God is dreaming or a fictional story God is telling. It then 
marshals that form of idealism, in conjunction with certain claims about truth in 
fiction, in order to solve certain theological problems, especially doctrinal tensions 
within Jewish mysticism.
Chapter 11: ‘Buddhist Idealism’ by Bronwyn Finnigan examines how idealism 
was developed within Buddhist traditions. The principles of Buddhist idealism are 
framed, and metaphysical and epistemological arguments from Indian and Chinese 
philosophers are evaluated.

The next two chapters turn away from global versions of idealism to explore idealist 
answers to specific metaphysical questions:

Chapter  12: ‘Mereological Idealism’ by Kenneth Pearce argues for an idealist 
answer to the question of when objects compose wholes: commonsense views are 
best preserved by taking the mind to do the work of forming composite objects.
Chapter 13: ‘Causal Idealism’ by Sara Bernstein argues that causal idealism is a 
serious competitor to more popular views that take the mind to be crucial to the 
causal relation. Causal idealism turns out to be at least as plausible as contextualism, 
contrastivism, and pragmatism about causation.

The last four chapters discuss the relationship between idealism, explanation, and science:

Chapter 14: ‘Explanation, Idealism, and Design’ by Daniel Greco frames idealism 
as a view about grounding. Theistic arguments, especially design arguments, are 
then shown to presuppose idealism in a problematic way.
Chapter 15: ‘Idealism and Fine-Tuning’ by Jacob Ross argues from the evidence of 
fine-tuning to a non-theistic form of explanatory idealism: ordinary finite con-
sciousness like ours is taken to be the final cause of the universe’s existence.
Chapter  16: ‘Idealism and Incommensurability’ by Marc Lange frames the 
Kuhnian doctrine of the incommensurability of competing scientific paradigms 
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as a form of idealism in which truth is relative to a paradigm. Galilean examples are 
used to argue that this form of idealism fails.
Chapter 17: ‘Idealism, or Something Near Enough’ by Susan Schneider argues 
that physicalism cannot make sense of the mathematical nature of physics. Physics 
can therefore be accommodated more naturally within either idealism or a related 
kind of panprotopsychism and this provides good reason for favoring these views 
over physicalism.

The chapters of this book are mostly concerned to argue for or against idealist meta-
physical views by drawing from particular areas of philosophy: epistemology, philoso-
phy of language, philosophy of mathematics, philosophy of mind, ontology, philosophy 
of religion, and philosophy of science. They also represent a variety of philosophical 
traditions, including Buddhist philosophy and Jewish philosophy. We hope that the 
volume thus appeals to a wide audience across the philosophical spectrum.
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Behold one of the most egregiously dismissive acts of pseudo-philosophy in history:

After we came out of the church, we stood talking for some time together of Bishop Berkeley’s 
ingenious sophistry to prove the non-existence of matter, and that every thing in the universe is 
merely ideal. I observed, that though we are satisfied his doctrine is not true, it is impossible to 
refute it. I never shall forget the alacrity with which Johnson answered, striking his foot with mighty 
force against a large stone, till he rebounded from it, “I refute it thus.” (Boswell 2013 [1791])

It is not so easy to refute Berkeley—not even with the much more philosophically 
sophisticated stone-kicking we will examine. This is, in its widest scope, the thesis of 
this essay. In particular, we will examine Thomas Reid’s attempt to foil a certain strategy 
for defending idealism, which he encountered in Berkeley, and which Robert M. 
Adams has recently advanced. We argue, contrary to prevailing conventional wisdom, 
that, given the updated argument for idealism, the modern Reidian who wishes to 
refute idealism with more substance than Dr. Johnson has considerable work to do. 
We thus identify a research project for modern discussants of idealism.

The three main sections of this essay are as follows. In the first section, we regiment 
Adams’s recent attempt to vindicate idealism, and fend off a natural objection. We then 
identify one respect in which Adams’s argument is stronger than Berkeley’s develop-
ment of similar themes, namely that Adams’s argument survives Reid’s critique. In 
order to defend this thesis, the second section delves in some depth into the role of the 
Parity Thesis in the Berkeley v. Reid debate. We look at the parity objection Berkeley’s 
Hylas raises against idealism. Hylas asks Philonous why he treats our ideas of spirit and 
matter differently. Reid presents his realism about matter as simply asking for the same 
treatment of both ideas. Hume’s irrealism about spirits, on the other hand, treats the 
ideas similarly in the other direction. Berkeley’s ability to fend off attacks from either 
direction depends on the credibility of his answer to the parity issue. What emerges 
from this historico-philosophical investigation is that a contemporary Reidian would 
have much work to do to transpose her objections to Berkeley into good objections to 

1
Parrying Parity
A Reply to a Reidian Critique of Idealism

Todd Buras and Trent Dougherty
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Adams’s argument. Finally, in the third section, we briefly treat how idealism sits with 
theism, since all our discussants are theists and since our response to Reid intensifies a 
familiar point of tension between theism and idealism.

1. Adams’s Argument
In his little-treated 2007 piece “Idealism vindicated,” Robert M. Adams argues for, 
among other theses, the thesis that “all intrinsic non-formal qualities must be qualities 
of consciousness or strongly analogous to qualities of consciousness” (2007: 46).1 This 
section will take the argument he sketches there and regiment and extend it. Then one 
natural objection will be addressed.

1.1 Whence Bodies?

It is instructive that we model the behavior of bodies using systems of mathematical 
dynamics. A pool cue hits the cue ball, the cue ball hits the racked-up balls, which shoot 
about in various directions. This simple process, as well as much more complex pro-
cesses, can be modeled in some form or other of formal dynamics. The story at the 
microphysical level is more complex, naturally, but not ultimately different in kind from 
the macro level with respect to our ability to fully characterize the behavior of bodies 
using equations. As a toy model, we can consider how the billiard ball can be modeled as 
a sphere in a three-dimensional space or as a spacetime worm of a certain shape in a 
spacetime block (with sufficiently complex math, we can describe the imperfections of 
the surface in arbitrary detail). As it moves, we can model this as either a series of 
spheres at different adjacent locations or as a particular shape of a spacetime worm. The 
point is just that we can model the motion of bodies with fairly simple geometry. The 
more complex the body or property, the more complex the math, but there is no trouble 
about the relevant properties outstripping math. One might well wonder: what more is 
there to bodies than the formal features and relations that the math models?

One reason this question is so important is that we know some of the sensible qual-
ities of bodies are not in any straightforward sense qualities of public objects, which 
raises the possibility that none are. The possibility achieves considerable likelihood in 
light of reasoning like the following. We host phenomenal green when light waves 
from the grass impinge upon our visual organs. Creatures who evolved differently 
could host any phenomenal state—including non-color phenomenal states—when 
impinged upon by the light reflected by grass. But the same goes for all phenomenal 
states that result from electronic signals within the brain, which are caused by external 
stimuli. Given that, one might hope to characterize public objects in terms of their 

1 He introduces the thesis more elaborately: “everything that is real in the last analysis is sufficiently 
spiritual in character to be aptly conceived on the model of our own minds, as experienced from the inside” 
(2007: 35). This thesis he calls “mentalism.” One might express it more economically like so: Fundamentally, 
everything is mindlike.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/16/2017, SPi

Parrying Parity 3

causal powers. But when macro objects resolve into their subatomic constituents, we 
find only formal characterizations of their interactions in a system. So what there is to 
the public objects themselves remains a mystery. Apart from the wan hope that funda-
mental particles can be characterized as extended simples ‘filled’ with some kind of 
basic ‘matter,’ it is hard to see just why we should posit a world beyond our conscious-
ness at all. These brief thoughts serve the purpose of getting the ball rolling, so to speak. 
We will return to them again in sections 2.2 and 2.3.

1.2 The Argument Somewhat Regimented

Adams concludes from similar ruminations that “the only intrinsic and not purely 
 formal qualities known to us are qualities of consciousness” (2007: 46). For Adams a 
formal quality is a purely structural or relational quality. We will look a little more in 
depth at what ‘intrinsic’ properties are in this context, but for present purposes we can 
take them to be, approximately, properties of a thing that are in no important way rela-
tions to anything other than that thing. This is not intended as an analysis. There are 
known problems with trying to define ‘intrinsic property’ in this way (see Weatherson 
and Marshall 2014). The relevant notion will be fleshed out in its relation to the histor-
ical material in section 2. However, the relevant notion is tied to an intuitive idea of 
what it is to be a substance or a subsistent thing. There has to be something it is to be a 
substance that is not derived from another thing.

What kinds of things have such properties? Clearly enough qualities of conscious-
ness do. Qualities of consciousness are intrinsic par excellence. Plausibly, there is noth-
ing more to being phenomenal green than phenomenal greenness. The green cube in 
the imagination, the intentional object, is no more than that green in that shape. 
Nothing more enters into the content of the experience. If you can say nothing of a 
thing except in reference to other things, you have a very good reason to think you do 
not actually have a thing. A thing with only relational properties is a no-thing.

Adams reasons from such observations as follows:

1. “[T]hings in themselves must have intrinsic, non-formal qualities.”
2. “[S]uch qualities must be conceived as qualities of consciousness or analogous 
to qualities of consciousness.”

Therefore,

3. “[T]hings in themselves must be conceived as all having qualities of conscious-
ness or qualities analogous to qualities of consciousness” (2007: 42).

Premise 1 Adams derives from extended thoughts like those that begin this section. 
It is not uncontroversial, but we doubt it will be the main target of the argument, and it 
is not the focus of our defense here. Premise 2 sounds stronger than Adams intends it 
to be, we think. The “must” involved is fairly weak. The basis of the claim is that all 
known intrinsic qualities are qualities of consciousness, that we are aware of no such 
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qualities outside conscious qualities. Thus we have no model at all for how external 
world objects could have such qualities.2

Here is a version of the argument that is somewhat streamlined. We switch to lan-
guage of substance rather than “things in themselves” for two reasons. First, the notion 
is at least a little bit more delineated in the literature. Second, we endorse a view of things 
as existing in virtue of causal powers, with causal powers residing in substances.

1´. X is a substance only if X has non-formal qualities.
2´. Only qualities of consciousness are non-formal qualities.
3´. X is a substance only if X has qualities of consciousness.

The justification for premise 2´ is, again, essentially a straight induction.

2*. All known non-formal properties are mental.3

So, probably,

2**. All things with non-formal properties are mental.

We could also defend 2´ by an inference to the best explanation, since we can exhaust 
the character of extra-personal objects in terms of formal properties. This claim will be 
defended by way of illustration in replying to Reid below.

We can recast this argument as a simple Aristotelian syllogism:

1˝. All substances have non-formal properties.
2˝. All non-formal properties are properties of consciousness.
3˝. So all substances have properties of consciousness.

If we add the lemma that everything that has qualities of consciousness is a conscious 
being, then we can conclude the following:

3*. All substances are conscious beings.

Naturally, some realists about matter have challenged 2* or similar theses. We will 
enter into the details of that debate in section 2.

1.3 A Natural Objection

Framing the argument in terms of substances and causal powers might seem to open 
our version of Adams’s argument up to the following natural objection.

Take some ordinary rock and call it ‘Rocky.’

4. If X has occurrent causal powers, then X is a substance.
5. Rocky has occurrent causal powers.
6. So Rocky is a substance. 4, 5 MP

2 This conclusion is consistent with panpsychism, which has actually seen tentative defense recently. 
See, for example, Chalmers (2015; and 1996: 276–308).

3 “Mental” here is simply supposed to be an abbreviation of “qualities of consciousness or relevantly 
similar phenomena.”
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7. Further explanation of 6 is redundant.
8. Qualities of consciousness play no role in 4 or 5.
9. If 7&8, then qualities of consciousness play no role in explaining Rocky’s 
causal powers.

10. So qualities of consciousness play no role in explaining Rocky’s causal 
powers. 7,8,9

10 would cause problems for our version of Adams’s argument. It would call into ques-
tion the necessity of qualities of consciousness for substancehood—3˝ above—because 
there would be a sufficient condition for substancehood that had no need of qualities 
of consciousness.

Adams notes that even the act of exercising causal powers (“acting causally in the 
world”) is not enough to secure substancehood for an object, for the act might merely 
be formal: contributing to the momentum of some other object, for example. This is 
insufficient because motion is merely a formal property.

In general, Adams says, the kind of occurrent causing that is clearly sufficient for an 
ascription of substancehood is essentially an Aristotelian energeia, which Adams calls 
an ‘activity.’ Here is how he describes what he is intending to capture:

An activity is an action whose present reality does not consist merely in producing, or tending 
to produce effects distinct from the action itself. The content of an activity, accordingly, should 
not need to be completed by the content of an effect distinct from it. (Adams 2007: 45)

Clear cases of this are intellectual activities such as deciding, understanding, and 
grasping. For each of these occurring intellectual activities, there is something it is like 
to be in those states and what it is like can be characterized in non-formal terms.

The occurrent causal powers that make 5 true are not non-formal, and so are not 
activities in the relevant sense. Adams would therefore never consent to 4 unless “non-
formal” were specified. This leaves much unsaid, obviously, but the objection is a very 
natural one, so it is well to point out where it would be disputed.

2. Reid’s Revenge?
In section 1 we regimented Adams’s argument and set aside a natural objection. Our 
next goal is to see how such an argument would affect the historical debate between 
Berkeley and Reid to show that the modern Reidian must update Reid’s arguments 
considerably. In this section we delve into that historical debate to show that this is the 
case. In section 3, we will consider one more general objection to idealism concerning 
the theism that tends to attend it.

2.1 The Insubstantiality Argument

Consider a virtual object—a sword in a videogame, say. Assuming the game is well 
designed, the sword will have a number of properties. It will have a virtual spatiotemporal 
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location; it will be discoverable at some time and place in the game, and other points in the 
game will be more or less near to it, in virtual space and time. The sword will also have a 
certain shape and size, and will bear consistent relations to other shaped and sized things 
in the virtual world; it will present a distinctive appearance from a variety of angles and 
distances, and it will be capable of coinciding with some objects but not others. The phys-
ics of the game will also dispose the sword to a certain range of changes in its properties; it 
may fall when dropped, be sharpened by stone, or glow with secret inscriptions when 
heated by fire. The sword may have still other functionally specifiable properties in rela-
tion to other aspects of the story, including the psychology and sociology of various char-
acters; it may be the sort of thing that certain characters dread, and others prize, above all 
else; it may drive the narrative arc of the virtual world in countless ways. In short, a virtual 
sword may be thoroughly realized. But that, of course, does not make it real. Virtual 
swords, for all there may be to them, are virtual.

Adams’s reasoning reveals why. Adams reasons from the simple (and plausible) 
metaphysical premise that, in order to be real—to be a thing in itself, to be a substance—
an object must have some intrinsic, non-formal properties. “Nothing can be anything in 
itself without being something for itself ” (2007: 47). All the properties listed above are, 
in his terms, extrinsic, relational, and merely formal. Virtual spatiotemporal properties 
and all manner of complicated relational properties do not characterize a virtual sword 
as it is in itself; they rather define one node of a complicated structure in relation to 
other aspects of the structure. We understand the sword only as something that plays a 
certain role in a certain context—a context that ultimately produces colors on a screen 
in a pattern that causes us to have certain visual experiences. Adding more properties of 
this sort—extrinsic, relational, and merely formal properties—to our characterization 
of a virtual object is incapable of making it any more real.

We could understand completely how the object relates to every other thing in the 
virtual world, and understand completely how the virtual world relates to our percep-
tual experiences, while being completely in the dark about what the sword is like in 
itself; indeed, without there being anything at all that the sword is like in itself. “[A] 
system of spatiotemporal relationships constituted by sizes, shapes, positions, and 
changes thereof is too incomplete, too hollow, as it were, to constitute any ultimately 
real thing or substance. It is a framework that, by its very nature, needs to be filled in by 
something less purely formal” (2007: 40). But there is nothing less formal about virtual 
swords to fill the framework; our grasp of the object is entirely exhausted by relational, 
extrinsic, and formal features. Virtual swords are therefore not things in themselves. 
Such objects do not merit a place in our catalogue of fundamental realities. They are 
too insubstantial.

2.2 The Problem of Positive Properties

How far does such reasoning reach? Could ordinary physical swords be similarly insub-
stantial? Adams recounts a similar pattern of reasoning about swords in the material 
world, a pattern that has considerable intuitive appeal for thinkers informed by modern 
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science, and especially for the theists among them. Since the scientific revolution of the 
seventeenth century, our concept of bodies has treated their most familiar qualities in 
extrinsic, relational, purely formal terms. As schoolchildren we are taught that the color, 
odor, and flavor of a blade of grass, to use Adams’s example, are not features of the object 
in itself, but aspects of the way the object relates to other things, namely our mental lives 
(see Adams 2007: 36). The modern concept of corporeal substance ascribes nothing 
over and above geometrical properties and motions to bodies in themselves. But even 
these features of bodies can be understood as extrinsic, relational, and purely formal 
properties. We can understand occupying a certain location as standing in certain rela-
tions, say, to points in a space. We can understand having a certain shape in terms of 
certain nodes in a structure standing in certain relations to other nodes of the structure. 
Perhaps none of the familiar properties of corporeal substances characterize bodies as 
they are in themselves. Perhaps all their properties are merely formal, extrinsic, rela-
tional features. It could be that there is nothing that a physical object is like in itself. 
Perhaps there is nothing more to such things than the relational features they bear to 
other things, particularly perceiving minds. Once the possibility is raised, it can take on 
a default position in that one realizes, in raising the possibility, that we are nearly devoid 
of reasons to think allegedly extramental entities have positive properties.

The thought is especially appealing to theists—like Berkeley, Adams, and us. Anything 
God can do by means of secondary causes, God can do without them. Theists will there-
fore not judge secondary causes (material swords) to be, strictly speaking, necessary. 
Since one should not multiply entities without necessity, realism about bodies becomes 
extravagant. Idealism about bodies is simpler, and, with God in the picture, realism 
confers no obvious explanatory benefits to offset its costs in complexity.

In order to show that ordinary physical objects earn their keep in a catalogue of fun-
damental realities, while virtual swords do not, we would need to establish that there 
is more to physical swords than virtual swords. “The central problem about supposed 
unperceiving objects,” Adams says, “is what intrinsic qualities they would have” 
(2007: 37). We call this the Problem of Positive Properties. To solve the Problem of 
Positive Properties realists about mind-independent bodies need to show that there is 
something to such objects over and above their extrinsic, relational, and purely formal 
properties. To show this, they will need to defend a thesis about our concepts of mater-
ial objects. The only things to which the insubstantiality argument will not apply are 
things whose intrinsic nature is to some degree manifest to us, things we understand or 
conceive of not merely in terms of their structural features and effects on other things 
but as they are in themselves. The challenge the insubstantiality argument poses to 
realists about bodies, therefore, is to identify something in the content of our concepts 
of bodies over and above how they relate to other things.

2.3 The Disparity Thesis

So far, the insubstantiality argument only threatens the metaphysical status of bodies. 
Perhaps nothing withstands the force of the Insubstantiality Argument. Perhaps all 
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objects are virtual—internal and external, objective and subjective, bodily and spirit-
ual. Adams pauses briefly over the Kantian idea that we understand nothing as it is in 
itself; but he does not pause long. For he holds, quite plausibly, that the Problem of 
Positive Properties is not a global problem; “our conception of our minds seems richer 
and fuller than our conception of bodies” (2007: 41). Call this The Disparity Thesis.

Qualities of consciousness are our best answer to the Problem of Positive Properties. 
Adams is thinking, here, of things like the irreducibly qualitative character of subjective 
sweetness or blueness. We apprehend such qualities of consciousness not merely in 
terms of their relations to other things, their extrinsic or structural features. We cer-
tainly can think of such qualities in terms of the relations they bear to other things. 
Functionalists about qualia have taught us at least this much; and Adams is not claiming 
otherwise. The important point is that we do not know such qualities only in terms of 
the relations they bear to other things. We understand the experience of sweetness, for 
example, not only in terms of the role it plays in the production of behavior and other 
thoughts, we know what the experience is like in itself. We have extrinsic, relational 
concepts of the experience of sweetness. But we have intrinsic, qualitative concepts as 
well. Because we have some grasp of the positive, non-formal properties of conscious 
experiences, we have some reason to take the things that have such experiences (i.e., 
minds) to be things in themselves. Minds thus earn a place in Adams’s catalogue of what 
there is. “[M]inds or thinking things derive from such qualities of consciousness . . . 
the kind of positive, non-formal, qualitative content that they need if they are to be sub-
stances or complete things in themselves” (2007: 41).

In sum, substances must have intrinsic, non-formal features. The qualities of con-
sciousness are the only intrinsic, non-formal qualities known to us. Minds (i.e., things 
that have qualities of consciousness) are therefore the only substances. This is Adams’s 
central case for idealism.

The key premise rests on a disparity in our cognitive grasp of the qualities of minds 
and bodies: “The only intrinsic and not purely formal qualities known to us are qualities 
of consciousness” (2007: 46). If realists about the material world are to resist his reason-
ing it will have to be at this point. They will have to establish (or restore) parity between 
our grasp of what minds and bodies are like in themselves. They will have to do so, 
further, not by downgrading our understanding of mental qualities, but by upgrading 
our concepts of matter.

Adams’s disparity thesis is worded above in terms of knowledge. But the disparity he 
identifies is deeper still; it is conceptual. He is not suggesting that we have the concepts 
required to represent the material world as it is in itself and simply do not know 
whether the material world is as represented by our concepts. He is claiming instead 
that we do not have the conceptual wherewithal to represent bodies as they are in 
themselves. Our conceptual repertoire is too thin. We can’t even represent the material 
world in intrinsic, qualitative, non-formal ways. When it comes to the qualities of con-
sciousness, by contrast, we seem to be endowed with concepts that represent these 
qualities in intrinsic non-formal ways.
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2.4 The Parity Gambit

In section 2.2, we observed that alleged extramental objects lack any clear positive 
properties; this was the Problem of Positive Properties. In section 2.3 we observed that 
our mental ontology does not suffer from this problem. This we called the Disparity 
Thesis. In this and section 2.5 we set up and assess the Reidian reply.

Like Berkeley before him, Adams’s case for idealism turns on a disparity between 
our concepts of matter and of mind. Berkeley’s own disparity thesis is deeply embed-
ded in terms specific to his project. Berkeley’s negative assessment of our concept of 
matter is based largely on his conceptual empiricism. He held that all our concepts (or 
ideas) must be copied or collected from sensations (or simple ideas of sense). John 
Campbell takes Berkeley to be endorsing a principle he calls the explanatory priority 
of experience (2002). The basic idea is that all our concepts are, in some sense, made 
available by experience.

Our concepts of bodily qualities do not fare well in such a framework. Whatever it is 
for experience to make a concept available, experience presumably cannot make avail-
able what it does not have. Material qualities, of course, are precisely what experience 
does not have. So the only concepts of material qualities we will be able to collect or 
acquire, given the explanatory priority of experience, are extrinsic and relative. We will 
be able to understand hardness, for example, not as it is in itself but only as it is in rela-
tion to something else, i.e., the sensations it causes in us. On this scheme, the only con-
tent there can be to our concept of hardness is something like this: hardness is 
something that causes tactile sensations whose intensity varies with variation in the 
proprioceptive sensations associated with pressing firmly. Such a concept is completely 
silent on what, if anything, a hard object is in itself.

Interestingly, Berkeley’s conceptual empiricism cut similarly against his own under-
standing of our concept (or, as he says, “notion”) of spirit. Experience fails to make 
available an intrinsic, non-relational concept of matter. Since experience (as Berkeley 
understands it) is inherently passive, and since spirits are active, experience also fails to 
make available a concept of spirit. Hylas’s parity objection is thus a particularly press-
ing challenge to Philonous:

You even affirm that spirits are a sort of beings altogether different from ideas. Consequently 
that no idea can be like a spirit. We have therefore no idea of any spirit. You admit nevertheless 
that there is spiritual substance, although you have no idea of it; while you deny there can be 
such a thing as material substance, because you have no notion or idea of it. Is this fair dealing? 
To act consistently, you must either admit matter or reject spirit. (1998/1713: 116)

Fortunately, the details of this cumbersome historic form of the parity gambit can be 
sidestepped for present purposes.4 For Adams’s disparity thesis does not rest on any 
suspect doctrine about the origin of our concepts (or exceptions to the same). His path 

4 For an overview of the philosophical issues and historical context of the parity gambit in Berkeley see 
Cummins (1982) and Pearce (forthcoming).
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to the conclusion that realists have no solution to the Problem of Positive Properties 
does not go by way of the thesis that positive concepts of material qualities are not pos-
sible. This makes his case for the disparity thesis more formidable to realists. He is not 
defining potential counterexamples away. Adams simply catalogues the contents of 
our concepts of matter, and finds our conceptual repertoire wanting. Our concepts of 
matter are exhausted by spatiotemporal and broadly causal properties. But spatiotem-
poral and causal properties can be understood in purely formal terms, as relations 
among nodes in a structure. We can know everything there is to know about such 
properties and relations in such a system without knowing anything at all about what 
(if anything) stands in the relevant relations. Thus there is but one, and that a simple, 
method for realists to rebut Adams’s disparity thesis and resolve the problem of posi-
tive properties: produce a concept of a qualitative, intrinsic, and not purely formal fea-
ture of matter.

2.5 The Realist’s Bulwark

When responding to Berkeley’s original parity gambit, Thomas Reid identified a family 
of concepts of material qualities he characterized as “direct,” which he distinguished 
from “relative” concepts.5 Relative concepts do not present or describe their objects as 
they are in themselves; rather, they characterize their objects in terms of a relation 
these objects bears to something else. One cannot apprehend an object by means of a 
relative concept without also thinking of the thing to which it is related. Understanding 
pain, for example, as something that generates certain behaviors is a relative concept of 
pain. Thinking of pain in this way implies nothing at all about the intrinsic character of 
the state, and thinking of pain in this way cannot be done without thinking of the 
behaviors to which it is related. Direct concepts, by contrast, characterize their objects 
not in terms of a relation they bear to other things but as they are in themselves. One 
need not think of anything else in order to apprehend an object by means of a direct 
concept. A phenomenal concept of pain, for example, is direct. Thinking of pain in this 
way implies nothing at all about the relation of the state to anything else (e.g., pain 
behaviors), and it therefore can be done without thinking of anything else.

Picking up on a theme from Descartes, Reid argued that we have direct conceptions 
not only of mental states but of a few bodily qualities as well. The concepts in question 
feature prominently in the perception of the primary qualities of bodies. Consider the 
difference between the primary and secondary qualities of bodies, as Reid understands 
it (2002/1785: 200–11). Reid grants that we have only a relative conception of the sec-
ondary qualities. He thinks the content of our concept of a quality like the smell of a 
rose, for example, is something like the unknown cause of known olfactory sensations. 
Our concepts of these qualities do not reveal what the qualities are in themselves; we 

5 Reid introduces the relative/direct distinction in chapter 1 of the first of his Essays on the Active Powers 
of Man (2010/1788: 7–13). In the fourth section of the concluding chapter (chapter VII) of his Inquiry into 
the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense, Reid frames his response to Berkeley in terms of the 
parity gambit (1997/1764: 212–13).
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know only how they relate to other things. The other things, in this case, are our own 
sensations. Our conception of these qualities is therefore sensational—i.e., not just 
relative, but relative to our sensations.

Our conception of circularity, by contrast, is nothing like this. We do understand to 
some degree the complex ways circular objects affect our sensations, both tactile and 
visual. But we also understand, claims Reid, what such objects are like independently of 
these relations. To be circular is to have parts spread out on a plane and circumscribed 
by an arc all of whose points are equidistant from a point inside the arc. To think of an 
object in this way, Reid thinks, is not to think at all about the way it affects other things, 
least of all our sensations; it is rather to think of the quality as it is in itself. Hardness is 
Reid’s own favorite example. To think of a body as hard is to characterize it as having 
extended parts that firmly adhere, or resist change in relative location. The direct char-
acter of our conception of these qualities explains, for Reid, why we inquire into what 
causes a body to exhibit hardness or circularity, but not into what these qualities are in 
themselves. We know what they are and not just how they relate to other things.

Direct conceptions of the primary qualities of bodies were, for Reid, the realist’s 
bulwark—the rock on which Berkeley’s reasoning foundered. In the experimentum 
crucis of his Inquiry, his immediate concern was to show that they stand as counter-
examples to the Berkeleyan copy principle (1997/1764: 70). Direct concepts do not 
characterize their objects in terms of their relations to other things. Therefore they do 
not present their object in terms of their relations to our sensations. Therefore they are 
not sensational concepts; their content does not resolve into terms that make reference 
to sensations. Therefore they cannot be copied from sensations; sensations cannot 
make these concepts available.6 For present purposes, however, the important ques-
tion is not about Berkeley’s conceptual empiricism but whether direct conceptions of 
bodily qualities restore parity between our understanding of mind and matter. If Reid 
is right about the content of concepts like hardness, then we do have some grasp of the 
intrinsic and non-relational features of matter. We understand something of what 
matter is like in itself and not merely how it relates to other things. Material things are 
more or less hard. Their parts stick together with more or less force. That is what they 
do. Indeed, one could argue that Reid’s example identifies what Adams calls an activity. 
Activities, as we noted in section 2.4, are actions that we understand independently of 
the effects they produce or tend to produce. Adams’s examples of activities are all 
mental: deciding, trying, understanding. The idea is that we have some grasp of what is 
going on in a thing that does these activities. We understand activities directly, and not 
merely in relation to the range of effects it tends to produce. Reid’s suggestion is that we 
have at least one similar concept of a material quality.

The significance of our direct concepts of bodily qualities is that we have them at all. 
The realist therefore need not deny that we have (or can form) the relational, extrinsic, 
and purely formal concepts of material qualities Adams identifies, or the sensational 

6 See Buras (2015) for an exposition and defense of Reid’s critique of Berkeley’s conceptual empiricism.
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concepts that Berkeley constructs. Reid can grant that we can understand hardness 
and circularity in terms of the way certain nodes in a structure relate to other nodes, or 
in terms of the complex patterns of interdependent sensations caused in us. The cen-
tral contention is not that we lack such relational concepts of qualities like hardness, 
but that relational concepts are not our only concepts of these qualities. We have rela-
tional (viz., functional) as well as qualitative (e.g., phenomenal) concepts of mental 
states like pain. It is by virtue of the latter that we resolve the problem of positive 
properties for minds. Just so, the Reidian realist is suggesting that we have both a rela-
tional concept of hardness (viz., something that causes a certain pattern in our sensa-
tions) and direct concepts of this quality (viz., the firm adhesion of the parts of a 
body). Adams’s mistake, from the Reidian point of view, is to conclude that we have 
no concept of the intrinsic character of material qualities from the fact that we also 
have extrinsic, relational concepts of these qualities. In fact we have both. Even if 
these two concepts of hardness are extensionally equivalent, there is still a difference 
between thinking of the qualities in one way rather than the other—just as there is a 
difference between thinking of pain in terms of its distinctive qualitative character 
and thinking about it in terms of the relation it bears to behavior.

Suppose we have direct concepts of bodily properties. They are not the same as rela-
tive, or relational concepts of the same qualities. The question is whether these direct 
concepts of material properties are sufficiently qualitative, intrinsic, and non-formal to 
characterize a complete substance or thing in itself. Do these concepts falsify the crucial 
claim of the insubstantiality argument that the only intrinsic, non-relational properties 
we know of are qualities of consciousness?

2.6 Does the Bulwark Hold?

Adams’s disparity thesis rests on the claim that our concepts of material qualities are 
relational, extrinsic, and purely formal. Let’s grant that the notion of firm adhesion of 
parts and resistance to distortion is non-relational and intrinsic in the relevant sense. 
That would at best be two-thirds of the way toward the goal line. The remaining ques-
tion is whether the notion of firm adhesion of parts and resistance to distortion is 
sufficiently non-formal. Reid’s notion of hardness describes a property in terms of an 
internal relation the parts or constituents of an object bear to one another. The direct 
concept of hardness, for example, characterizes its object in terms of the way the parts 
of an object stick together more or less firmly. But we can know that the constituents of 
an object stand in these internal relations without knowing anything at all about what 
the constituents are. So our direct concept of hardness seems purely formal, in the 
sense that it tells us the way nodes in a structure interrelate without telling us what 
fills in the structure. Adding that the parts of a hard object that stick together are 
extended makes no difference. To describe the parts of a hard object as extended is to 
pick out a similarly internal relation; it is to say that the parts of a hard object them-
selves are divisible into parts that occupy different points in a structure. Nor is the 
situation fundamentally changed by thinking of hardness as an activity that the 
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 constituents of a hard object engage in. Even if we know something of what is going 
on in a hard object independently of its effects, our grasp of the activity remains 
purely formal. We remain uninformed as to the nature of the things that are doing the 
activity of sticking together.

Reid’s direct concepts notwithstanding, we thus remain bereft of a non-formal 
concept of the properties unthinking things must have to merit substancehood. The 
realist’s bulwark appears to crumble. Direct concepts of the primary qualities may 
pick out intrinsic and non-relational features of objects, which is two-thirds of what 
Adams sought. But by characterizing their target properties in terms of relations the 
constituents of an object bear to one another, direct concepts fail to solve the Problem 
of Positive Properties. They do not pick out sufficiently rich, positive properties to 
give us any grasp of what an unthinking substance is in itself. Two out of three is not 
bad—as the saying goes. But in this case it is not good enough to solve the Problem of 
Positive Properties.

A final gambit for the Reidian realists might be to rally to a weaker claim. Perhaps 
the realist’s bulwark can bar the way to idealism without solving the Problem of 
Positive Properties. Our direct concepts of material qualities may not inform us as to 
what the ultimate bearers of material qualities are like in themselves, but they may be 
sufficiently informative to tell us what they are not. To bar the way to Adams’s idealistic 
conclusion, we need only understand enough about matter to know that the things 
that fill out the structure are not qualities of consciousness or sufficiently like qualities 
of consciousness to be considered mind-like.

Our direct concepts, e.g., hardness, pick out a role not just anything can play. In order 
to satisfy the concept, to fill out the structure, something must have parts, the parts 
must be nearer and further to one another in three dimensions, and they must stick 
together more or less firmly. Qualities of consciousness are fundamentally ill-suited to 
play this role. Tastes, smells, sounds, and tactile feels arguably have no parts; so they 
have no parts spread out through three dimensions and stuck together. Such qualities 
of consciousness are therefore not the sort of thing that can satisfy the direct concept 
of hardness. Visual sensations—think of an experienced array of colors—arguably 
have parts that are in some sense nearer and further from one another. Patterns in vis-
ual experience can therefore satisfy a direct concept like circularity. But, arguably, not 
even visual sensations have parts spread out through three dimensions. Nothing in 
visual experiences is hard. In a world in which everything real is characterized only by 
qualities of consciousness, therefore, nothing is hard. This is not to say that in such a 
world there could be no things (e.g., ideas in the mind of God) that cause the very same 
tactile and visual experiences that hard objects cause. The point is rather that in such a 
world the things causing patterns in experience associated with hardness do not satisfy 
the concept or fill out the structure picked out by the direct concept of hardness. If any-
thing in reality answers to our direct concept of hardness, it is not likely to be qualities 
of consciousness or very mind-like. Assuming there are hard objects, then, in addition 
to mental substances there are substances that are not at all mind-like.
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The problem, of course, is with the assumption that there are hard objects. To 
assume there are hard objects—objects with parts extended in three dimensions and 
‘holding on’ to one another—is to beg the question against the idealist. Reid believed 
there were hard objects because he believed we were endowed by nature with a direct 
concept of hardness, and that we deployed those concepts in natural beliefs, beliefs we 
have no rational option but to trust. But the idealist need accept this account neither of 
the content of our natural beliefs nor of the significance of the alleged naturalness of 
the beliefs. The claim that our data obviously include hard objects rests on contro-
verted theoretical commitments. The Reidian should therefore expect the idealist to 
grant no more than this: our data include only that when we try to exert force we feel 
resistance and the shape of the target object does not change—our visual sensations 
remain constant and our tactile sensations have a characteristic pressure. A theoretic-
ally neutral characterization of our data poses no threat to idealism.

We conclude then that there is no easy answer to Adams’s argument. You cannot 
just kick a stone, and you cannot otherwise press hard objects into service. The mod-
ern Reidian needs a robust theory of primary qualities that yields a sufficiently rich 
conceptual repertoire of non-formal characterizations of physical objects and their 
relevant properties. So far no one has done this. Until this is provided, the disparity 
thesis has not been answered, and Adams’s argument remains a very plausible case for 
idealism.

3. Divine Deceiver?
While the Reidian case for realism does not, as yet, answer Adams’s argument, it does 
lend added importance to a familiar issue idealists in the West have faced having to do 
with the fit between theism and idealism. By far most Western idealists have been the-
ists, as our main interlocutors in this essay are. Therefore, the bearing of theism on 
 idealism is worth considering briefly, since, as we think, idealism deserves more care-
ful study than it has received in the last century. Idealism is arguably more ‘stable’ when 
combined with theism.7 If fundamental reality is spiritual (or ‘mental’ if you prefer) in 
nature, then the proposition that all substances are fundamentally spiritual is not very 
surprising. And, as with Berkeley and Adams, we may explain the otherwise remark-
able consistency of perceptions much more easily.

However, there is a very natural objection to this addition, especially if Reid is right 
about the content of our direct concepts of bodily qualities. For does it not make God a 
deceiver? After all, one may be pardoned for thinking, the world sure looks like it’s a 
nexus of interacting external objects. But this form of the objection will not do, for 

7 By ‘stable’ we have in mind a fairly formal property. Very roughly, one view V is more stable when set 
within another, V*, when V* does things like providing a foundation for V, explaining, with V, data D that 
V leaves unexplained or poorly explained, and, especially when the conjunction (V & V*) is more proba-
bilistically coherent with D than V alone. One way this can be observed is if Pr(D|V & V*) > Pr(D|V).
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what would it be for the world to ‘look’ like it was on the ‘outside’? That is not a way 
things look. An apple may look reddish and roundish, but it does not look ‘outsideish.’ 
We may very naturally take an object to be external; we may see it as outside, but these 
are theory-laden states in a way that reddishness and roundishness simply aren’t.

Maybe it is better to say that things look extended. This is more plausible, for objects 
do appear to have depth and breadth. Even there, though, we must pay careful atten-
tion to the term ‘looks.’ The most sensible paraphrase in the present case is that we 
‘take’ things to be so in light of our sensations. We have a certain kind of sensation and 
then we take it that the object has depth and breadth. But the way sensations lead us to 
take things is highly dependent on how we are wired and socialized. Certainly at the 
very least we must have the requisite concepts. The arborist looks at the elm and has a 
certain sensation that causes him (perhaps probabilistically) to take it that there is an 
elm. But the amateur who has never heard of an elm can have a qualitatively identical 
sensation and will have no such taking.

You might sensibly think that simple geometric concepts are different from taxo-
nomic concepts in important ways, but there are plenty of examples outside of classifi-
catory concepts. We have a certain sensation of a friend and we take it they are sad.8 But 
another culture might have the exact same sensation but, due to different background 
experience, take it that the person is happy. There is not space to build a well-paved 
bridge of cases, but hopefully the present discussion suffices to illustrate some of the 
problems with the idea that objects ‘look’ external.

But is this a case of ‘out of the frying pan, into the fire?’ For we so easily—even nat-
urally—take it, on the basis of our sensations, that objects are outside of us. And the 
naturalness of this way of taking the world seems to justify laying it at God’s door; for 
is not God responsible for our basic nature? In a sense, of course, the answer for the-
ists is, Yes. However, there are ever so many ‘natural’ (read ‘spontaneously occurring 
and widespread’) properties of humans that we should not attribute to God’s special 
action. It is not clear, in fact, that enough natural properties of humans should be 
attributed to God’s special action that there is even any need for defense of the prop-
osition that taking objects to be extramental is not among them.

So far this is all quite negative, however, and some positive theory would be more 
satisfying. To make progress here it is not necessary to do more than to consider the 
sunrise. The sun, we might sensibly say, certainly ‘appears’ to rise above a fixed hori-
zon, solid as can be. What is more, the land between here and the horizon certainly 
‘appears’ to be essentially flat. Stars ‘appear’ to all still be in existence, and, in a way, the 
firmament in which they are fixed appears to be infinite. This leads us back quite 
 naturally to the story with which Adams opens his essay: learning that apparently 
solid, colored objects are in fact mostly empty space. Perhaps the most striking example 
we are aware of is the fact that when we are burned by a very hot object, it appears to us 
that the pain involved causes us to withdraw our hand. However, the withdrawal reflex 

8 Yes, this is a classificatory concept in some sense, but it is clearly not the kind of mere label elm is.
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is processed distally, and the pain—processed in the brain—serves only as a warning 
against such action in the future. All these are examples of our sensations leading us to 
take things a certain way the world is not, yet none of them at all lend themselves to the 
objection that God is somehow responsible for misleading us.

Like the astronomical perspective, fundamental physics, and neurology, our epistem-
ology is open to revision, growing from a simple, naïve state to a state of seeing the deeper 
underlying structure of things, seeing things that require a great level of sophistication. 
There are many goods that come from living in a world where accumulated efforts to 
comprehend the world lead to paradigm shifts and revelations. There is no reason to 
think these goods are outweighed by the goods of having a more simplistic universe, so 
there is nothing we can see wrong with God choosing this way of doing things.
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1. Introduction
Many idealists have worried about the epistemological assumptions of realism.1 The 
worry is that, if it is possible for truths about ordinary objects to outstrip our experi-
ences in the ways that realists typically suppose, we could never be justified in our 
beliefs about objects. In response to this argument, philosophers have offered a variety 
of proposals to defend the epistemology of our object judgments under the assump-
tion of realism. But in this essay, I will offer a new type of epistemic argument against 
realism to which the standard responses in the literature do not apply.

The new epistemic argument can be seen as an inversion of the traditional epistemic 
argument. The traditional argument (see section 2) considers our actual experiential 
evidence and argues that it does not, under the assumption of realism, justify judg-
ments about objects. But in the new argument (see section 3), I consider possible 
situations where we receive evidence that—by the realist’s lights—reveals our object 
judgments to be false. I argue that, even in these possible cases where—according to 
the realist—we learn that our object judgments are mistaken, we would continue to 
talk about objects just as we always had. I then argue that the best explanation of this 
behavior is that, in fact, truths about objects do not outstrip our experiences in the way 
that realists suppose.

In addition to raising a challenge for realism, the epistemology of our object dis-
course has implications for the idealist’s own positive metaphysical view. In section 4, 
I discuss how the idealist must understand the dependence between objects and our 
experiences of them if she is to secure epistemic advantages over the realist.

1 See, e.g., Berkeley (1948: 227–30) and Foster (2008: chs. 1–4).

2
A New Epistemic Argument  
for Idealism
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2. Background
I will begin by providing background on the dispute between the realist and the idealist 
over ordinary objects.2 I will present the new epistemic argument against realism in 
section 3.

2.1 The Dispute over Idealism

For the purposes of this essay, I will characterize the dispute over idealism as a dis-
agreement over the following thesis:

Ordinary Object Idealism (OI): Truths about ordinary objects and their manifest3 
properties supervene on truths about actual and counterfactual human experiences.

Of course, there are other ways of characterizing idealism that may be more useful in 
other theoretical contexts. In particular, it may sometimes be more useful to characterize 
idealism in terms of a stronger relation of metaphysical dependence between objects 
and experiences (see Greco (this volume)) instead of OI’s characterization in terms of 
supervenience.4

But as I explain below, OI is still strong enough to distinguish realists from idealists.5 
And given my aims in this essay, it will be most useful to focus on this weaker thesis. 
While there are many different versions of idealism, proponents have often shared a 
worry that realism threatens the epistemology of our object judgments. My goal in this 
essay is to provide a new epistemic argument against realism that is available to many 
different types of idealists. To this end, OI provides a way of framing the debate that is 
neutral on many underlying metaphysical issues. For example, each of the following 
versions of idealism entails OI:

•	 An	 identity view on which ordinary objects are identified with collections or 
bundles of sensations (as on one popular interpretation of Berkeley 1948)

•	 A	constitution view on which ordinary objects are constituted by our phenomenal 
experiences (see Foster 2008)

•	 A	phenomenalist view on which ordinary objects are logically constructed from 
experiences (see Russell 1985)

2 N.b.: throughout this essay, I will restrict attention to the dispute between realists and idealists as it 
concerns ordinary objects—items like tables, trees, and human bodies. This dispute may also arise for other 
types of items, such as the causal relation (see Bernstein (this volume)) or numbers (see Warmke 
(manuscript)).

3 The scope of OI is restricted to truths about objects’ manifest properties: the types of basic properties 
we seem to be directly acquainted with in experience. Examples of such truths include: ‘x is blue’, ‘x is cube-
shaped’, ‘x and y are twice as far apart as x and z’, etc. In contrast, the scope of OI excludes theoretical truths 
(e.g., ‘x is negatively charged’) and ‘higher-level’ truths (e.g., ‘x is a zebra’).

4 A set of truths A supervenes upon another set B iff there can be no difference in the A-truths without 
some difference in the B-truths.

5 To be more precise: OI will distinguish realists from idealists so long as there is a certain restriction on 
the types of experiences considered relevant to the thesis. I will discuss this issue in 2.2.
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In contrast, because she believes that truths about objects depend (at least in part) 
on truths about some external reality independent of human minds, the realist will 
deny OI. To see this, consider a Cartesian evil demon scenario: a scenario where our 
experiences are caused not by a world of material objects, but instead by an evil demon 
intent on deceiving us. According to the (typical) realist, this is a case where all actual 
and counterfactual experiences are just as we normally think, but truths about objects 
are radically different from what we take them to be.6

It is worth noting that OI may not always conform to our intuitive judgments about 
which views do and do not count as idealist. In addition, I will consider later (see 3.6) 
whether certain ‘non-standard’ realist views may actually accept OI. But these poten-
tial discrepancies are no genuine concern. As I mentioned earlier, there are many ways 
we might characterize idealism; OI just happens to be the most useful thesis to consider 
when presenting the new epistemic argument. Suffice to say that this argument will 
only support versions of idealism that entail OI.

2.2 Counterfactual Experiences

Any viable form of idealism must allow for the existence of objects that are not actually 
experienced by human subjects. Since one prominent strategy for accounting for such 
objects is to appeal to counterfactual experiences,7 I have appealed to counterfactual 
experiences when formulating OI.

‘Counterfactual experiences’ should be understood broadly to include all ordinary 
experiences subjects consider relevant to assessing the truth of judgments about objects. 
For example, in the case of S* ≡ ‘There is a cup on the table,’ the counterfactual 
experiences might include: the experiences we would have if we were to look towards 
the table, the experiences we would have if we were to attempt to lift up the apparent 
cup, the experience we would have if we were to look into a mirror reflecting the 
table, the experience we would have if we were to use a drone to photograph the 
table, and so on.8

The appeal to counterfactual experiences raises several questions:

•	 If	the	idealist	rejects	the	existence	of	mind-independent	material	objects,	then	
what supports the counterfactual experiences mentioned in OI?

6 Of course, certain types of realists deny the coherence of this demon scenario. Will these realists also 
reject OI? The answer is ‘yes,’ but for simplicity, I will postpone discussing such realists until 3.6. For now, 
I will continue to appeal to the demon scenario to intuitively illustrate the disagreement over OI.

7 See, e.g., Berkeley (1948: 250–6), Dummett (2004: ch. 4), Mill (2009: ch. 11) and Pelczar (2015).
8 On the other hand, it’s worth emphasizing the restriction to ‘ordinary’ experiences: the types of experi-

ences of objects we are accustomed to having in everyday life. To see the need for this restriction, suppose 
it turns out that a demon is causing our experiences. The restriction to ordinary experiences would rule 
out, e.g.: the experience I would have if the demon revealed its presence to me. If OI allowed for this kind 
of non-standard experience, then realists might also accept OI.

This restriction will also rule out certain trivializing mechanisms, such as: the experience I would have 
if there was a God who told me the truth about P. Again: if we allowed for such experiences, then realists 
might accept OI as well.
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•	 How	will	the	idealist	account	for	truths	about	objects	in	environments	where	
human experiences are not nomically possible (e.g., truths about the insides 
of stars)?

•	 Can	the	idealist	appeal	to	counterfactual	experiences	without	falling	into	circu-
larity or regress?9

These are important questions, but it is outside the scope of this essay to address 
them. For now, I will simply assume as a working hypothesis that the idealist has satis-
factory responses to these objections.10

2.3 The Traditional Epistemic Argument

Many idealists have worried about the epistemological assumptions of realism.11 
Suppose that truths about objects outstrip truths about our experiences in the way that 
realists suppose. Then there could be a world just like ours with respect to all actual and 
counterfactual experiences but with different truths about objects (for example: a 
demon scenario). According to traditional idealists, such a possibility would show that 
our experiences do not justify our judgments about objects. But it is obvious that our 
experiences do	justify	many	such	judgments.	So	realism	is	false.	Here	is	the	traditional	
argument as it specifically applies to the thesis OI:

Traditional Epistemic Argument
Let S be a sentence about objects and their manifest properties that we judge to be 
true on the basis of our experiences.
Premise 1: If truths about objects do not supervene on truths about actual and 
counterfactual experiences, then our experiences cannot epistemically justify our 
judgment that S.
Premise 2: Our experiences can epistemically justify our judgment that S.
—————
Therefore: truths about objects supervene on truths about actual and counterfac-
tual experiences.

Despite its historical prominence, few contemporary philosophers accept the above 
argument. Most realists will reject premise 1 by claiming that, even if it is coherent to 
suppose that there could be a world with the same actual and counterfactual experi-
ences but with different truths about objects, such possibilities do not threaten the 
justification of our object judgments.

There are different ways one might resist this premise. For example, Vogel (1990) 
claims that we can justify the existence of material objects using inference to the best 

9 See Sellars (1963) for a version of this objection applying to early twentieth-century versions of 
phenomenalism.

10 In particular, I will ignore potential counterexamples to OI involving environments where human 
experiences are not nomically possible.

11 See, e.g., Berkeley (1948: 227–30) and Foster (2008: chs. 1–4).
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explanation. Another strategy (see DeRose (1999)) is to give a contextualist defense of 
our knowledge of material objects, claiming that skeptical hypotheses do not threaten 
our judgments about objects in ordinary contexts. A third response (see Pryor (2000)) 
is dogmatism: the view that our object judgments enjoy a default justification that is not 
threatened by skeptical hypotheses.

I think that each of the above proposals provides the realist with a plausible response 
to the traditional argument. But in this essay, I will raise a new epistemic argument 
against realism which is not threatened by the standard responses in the literature.

2.4 A New Epistemic Argument

The realist views our object judgments as ‘hostage to fortune’ in the following sense: it 
is coherent to suppose that all actual and counterfactual experiences are just as they 
are, but due to facts about some external reality independent of human minds, object 
truths are different. An evil demon scenario might be an example of such a case.

But there is a problem: when we consider our actual linguistic behavior, it does not 
seem that object judgments are hostage to fortune in the way that realists suppose. This 
can be seen with a simple thought experiment.12 Suppose we travel to the all-knowing, 
perfectly trustworthy Oracle to settle once and for all whether there is an external 
world of material objects. There, we receive a disheartening report: our experiences are 
caused not by material objects, but rather by a malicious demon intent on deceiving us.

This testimony would surprise and dismay us. We might say things like “Apples and 
books don’t really exist!” and “We don’t have bodies after all!” But this immediate shock 
would pass. And after several minutes, we would go back to saying things like “There is 
an apple in the kitchen” or “I’m walking to the bus stop” just as we always had. This is 
because we would have to return to the ordinary concerns of human life: buying 
groceries, taking the bus to work, and so on.

This thought experiment raises a puzzle. Ordinarily, when we receive evidence E 
that contravenes our judgment that P, we abandon our judgment that P. But in the 
above thought experiment, we continue to make judgments about objects even after 
receiving evidence that—by the realist’s lights13—falsifies those judgments.

There are various ways that we might try to explain this puzzling behavior. But in the 
next section, I argue that the best explanation of the thought experiment is that realism 
is false: truths about objects are not hostage to fortune in the way that realists suppose. 
Here	is	the	argument	step	by	step:

New Epistemic Argument
Premise 1: Even if we were to receive evidence E about some (alleged) external 
reality that—by the realist’s lights—falsifies our object judgments, we would con-
tinue to make judgments about objects on the basis of our experiences.

12 See Smithson (manuscript a: 4.1) for a different version of this thought experiment.
13 As I mentioned in fn. 6, there are some realists who reject the coherence of the demon scenario. For 

ease of presentation, I will postpone discussing these realists until 3.6.
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Premise 2: If we would continue to make judgments about objects even after 
receiving E, then truths about objects supervene on truths about actual and coun-
terfactual experiences.
—————
Therefore: truths about objects supervene on truths about actual and counterfac-
tual experiences.

The new epistemic argument can be seen as an inversion of the traditional argument 
presented in 2.3. The traditional argument considers our actual experiential evidence 
and argues that it does not, under the assumption of realism, justify judgments about 
objects. But in the new argument, I consider possible situations where we receive 
evidence that—by the realist’s lights—reveals our object judgments to be false. I argue 
that, even in these possible cases where—according to the realist—we learn that our 
object judgments are mistaken, we would continue to talk about objects just as we 
always had. I then argue that the best explanation of this behavior is that, in fact, truths 
about objects do not outstrip our experiences in the way that realists suppose.

I have already made the case for premise 1 with the Oracle thought experiment. 
I will defend premise 2 in section 3.

3. Defending Premise 2
As I mentioned above, I think that the proper response to the Oracle thought experi-
ment is to abandon the epistemological assumptions of realism. But to establish 
premise 2, we must rule out ways of responding to the thought experiment that are 
compatible with realism. I will consider two such proposals in this section.

3.1 Fictionalism

In the thought experiment, we continue making judgments about objects even after 
learning that our experiences are not caused by material objects.14 One explanation of 
this behavior is fictionalism. As I will use the term, fictionalism encompasses views on 
which our object judgments do not aim at the literal truth, but instead involve fiction, 
pretense, or non-literal speech.15 As a response to the Oracle thought experiment, 
fictionalism is compatible with realism: even though our object judgments are literally 
false in the demon scenario, we continue making object judgments because we are 
pretending or using non-literal speech.

While fictionalism provides an attractive response to the Oracle puzzle, it faces a 
number of independent objections. One issue is that the standard types of evidence 
indicative of fictional or non-literal speech are absent from our object discourse. For 
example,	if	a	speaker	says	“I	have	butterflies	in	my	stomach”,	and	a	child	asks	“How	do	

14 The discussion of 3.1 parallels the discussion of Smithson (manuscript a: 4.2).
15 I address an alternative form of fictionalism—revolutionary fictionalism—in fn. 18.
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you know they aren’t moths?”, the original speaker will explain that she was not speaking 
literally.16 The same goes for all other clear cases of non-literal or fictional discourse. 
But in any ordinary context, speakers have no inclination to retract their object 
judgments in response to questions like ‘Is there really a chair?’

In addition, the present proposal conflicts with our self-understanding of the dis-
tinction between fictional and non-fictional discourse. As the terms ‘fictional’ and 
‘non-fictional’ are used by ordinary speakers, they mark a clear distinction between 
judgments like ‘Romeo loved Juliet’ and judgments like ‘There is a bicycle’ (when, 
e.g., one is pointing to a bicycle). So any theory on which all of our object discourse is 
fictional fails to respect this distinction as it is actually used.17	Says	Hirsch	(2005:	90):

distinctions themselves must be based on a charitable interpretation of what people say. . . . 
If you simply set yourself the task of interpreting in the most charitable way possible the language 
of our community, you cannot avoid the conclusion that the ontological sentences typically 
accepted by the community are true in that language, in the strictest and most literal sense.

While fictionalism deserves further discussion,18 the above shortcomings should 
motivate us to look for a better response.

3.2 Conceptual Change

Suppose that, in our sleep, we are magically transported to Twin-Earth.19 Upon 
waking, and still unaware of our journey, we might turn on a faucet and say “This water 
is cold.” Suppose that the Oracle then tells us about our journey, and tells us that the 
watery	substance	from	the	faucet	is	XYZ,	not	H2O. We would react by saying things 
like: “So this liquid isn’t really water after all!”20

But if we were to remain on Twin-Earth for a long time, we would probably return to 
using the term ‘water’ much like we did before. After all, we would need to communi-
cate with Twin-Earthlings whenever a faucet leaked, and so on.

The Twin-Earth case is very similar to the original Oracle thought experiment. In 
both cases, subjects initially retract their judgment in response to the Oracle’s testi-
mony but later return to speaking as they did before. In the Twin-Earth example, it is 

16 See Burgess and Rosen (2005: 532–4) for more detailed discussion of this example.
17 Similar remarks apply to views on which object judgments involve pretense or non-literal speech.
18 To resist the above arguments, the realist might claim that, while subjects do not actually use object 

judgments non-literally, they would decide to do so after receiving the Oracle’s testimony. In response: 
while we can certainly imagine subjects behaving this way, we can also imagine subjects who would simply 
revert to object judgments without making any such decision. For this reason, I do not think that a ‘fiction-
alist revolution’ provides a general solution to the puzzle. I raise an additional problem with this response 
in fn. 26.

19 See Putnam (1975) for the original Twin-Earth thought experiment. In this thought experiment, 
Twin-Earth is a planet indistinguishable from Earth at the macroscopic level; for example, there is a Twin-
Earth duplicate of every person and thing on Earth. The only difference is that, whereas the clear, tasteless 
liquid	in	the	oceans,	lakes,	etc.	on	Earth	has	the	chemical	structure	H2O, on Twin-Earth this liquid has some 
other chemical structure (abbreviated ‘XYZ’).

20 This will be the response of anyone who shares Putnam’s intuition that the watery substance on Twin-
Earth is not water.
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natural to diagnose this as a case of conceptual change: our term ‘water’ first referred to 
H2O, but later referred to XYZ. It is worth considering whether this response might 
also apply to the original puzzle. If the meanings of our terms have changed, we can 
uphold the realist’s assumption that our original judgments about objects are false in 
the demon scenario.21

Against this proposal, there does not seem to be any evidence for conceptual change 
in the original thought experiment. There are three major factors thought relevant to 
reference determination: the speaker’s environment, the speaker’s referential inten-
tions, and usage. Environment explains why the term ‘water’ shifts reference after 
spending time on Twin-Earth. But in the original puzzle, we remain in the same envir-
onment. As for intentions: we can certainly imagine subjects that, after the Oracle’s 
testimony, stipulate that they will hence forth use object terms with a different mean-
ing. But we can also imagine subjects who simply return to speaking of objects as they 
did before. So a change in referential intentions does not provide a general solution to 
the puzzle.22 As for usage: we are assuming that hearing the Oracle’s testimony does not 
affect subjects’ use of object terms in ordinary contexts. So none of the characteristic 
evidence for conceptual change is present in the Oracle case.

Summary: On the proposals considered in 3.1 and 3.2, our original judgments about 
objects are literally false in the demon scenario. In this sense, the above explanations 
are each compatible with the epistemic assumptions of realism (see 2.4). But unfortu-
nately, these proposals seem to suffer independent shortcomings. Perhaps there is 
some other way for the realist to explain the continued assertibility of object judg-
ments.23 But in section 3.3, I will argue that we should take our linguistic behavior in 
the Oracle thought experiment at face value: in the demon scenario, our object judg-
ments are literally true.

3.3 Idealism

I think that what the Oracle puzzle really shows is that the realist is simply mistaken 
about the epistemology of our object discourse. The realist supposes that the truth of 
our object judgments hinges on facts about some external reality independent of 
human minds. But there is no evidence that our object judgments are actually hostage 
to fortune in this way.24

21 On this proposal, the realist would have to provide some story about what our object terms refer to 
after the Oracle’s testimony (e.g., ideas in the demon’s mind).

22 The realist might claim that, nonetheless, our implicit referential intentions change after the Oracle’s 
testimony (thanks to Kenneth Pearce for this suggestion). For ease of presentation, I will set this proposal 
aside until section 4 (see fn. 26).

23 One further proposal worth considering is functional identification: identifying ordinary objects with 
whatever items in the mind-independent ‘external world’ cause our experiences of objects. I address a 
version of this proposal in 3.6. I discuss some additional responses in Smithson (manuscript a: section 4).

24 What about the fact that subjects retract their object judgments in the immediate aftermath of the 
Oracle’s testimony? I consider this issue below.
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The real lesson from the Oracle thought experiment is that, in any ordinary con-
text, we do not care about whatever external reality gives rise to our experiences; this 
is why we continue to make judgments about objects even after receiving the Oracle’s 
testimony. But if this is right, why would we ever think that the truth of these judg-
ments hinges on facts about the nature of some external reality? Such facts could 
only threaten our object judgments if we cared about this external world. But we 
don’t: in ordinary contexts, we make object judgments in complete indifference to 
such a world.25

What we do care about is the world as it appears to us: the world presented by our 
ordinary experiences. So, as long as our actual and counterfactual experiences coher-
ently indicate that there are tables and chairs, we will continue to judge that tables and 
chairs exist. And there is no reason to regard such judgments as anything less than true 
in their most literal sense.

A question remains: if OI is true, what explains our initial inclination to retract our 
judgments upon hearing the Oracle’s testimony?

I think this initial reaction is explained by the fact that we—or those of us initially 
sympathetic to realism—have false theoretical beliefs about our object judgments. We 
initially retract these judgments because we assume that they purport to describe some 
external reality fully independent of human minds. But we soon return to our object 
talk because this assumption is mistaken. When doing philosophy, we often treat our 
ordinary judgments as if they are theoretical hypotheses: hypotheses that aim at a cer-
tain objectivity or a certain explanatory power. So when we consider a case (such as the 
demon scenario) where our discourse apparently fails to meet these standards, we are 
tempted to conclude that our ordinary judgments are defective. But when the concerns 
of everyday life impinge upon us, we return to speaking as we did before. This is because 
the use of our language is driven by our interests and concerns, and what matters to us 
in everyday life is the world as it appears to us.26

25 Of course, we can imagine a community that responds to evidence differently than we do. We can 
suppose that, when members of this community hear the Oracle’s testimony, they give up their object dis-
course and never return to it again. But this community is not our community.

26 I will now consider the realist response mentioned in fn. 22: that our implicit referential intentions 
would change after the Oracle’s testimony. I’ve argued in this section that, in ordinary life, subjects go on in 
complete indifference to questions about the existence or nature of any external reality independent of 
human minds. For this reason, I think that all the linguistic dispositions that actually matter to the ordin-
ary use of our object terms would remain the same after the Oracle’s testimony.

This indifference also raises a problem for revolutionary fictionalism (see fn. 18). Even speakers who 
actively decided to begin treating object discourse as fictional would soon revert to using the fictional/
non-fictional distinction as they did before. This is because a distinction on which all object discourse 
counts as fictional would be of no use to us. And we would hardly give up this useful distinction because 
of concerns about some external reality we are completely indifferent to in ordinary contexts. This sug-
gests that any decision to treat our object judgments as fictional would be semantically idle; it would have 
no bearing on our actual linguistic behavior and would not provide a real explanation of our response to 
the Oracle.
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3.4 Summary

I have argued that the best explanation of the Oracle puzzle is to reject the epistemic 
assumptions of realism. This supports premise 2:

Premise 2: If we would continue to make judgments about objects despite 
receiving evidence about some (alleged) external reality that—by the realist’s 
lights—falsifies our object judgments, then truths about objects supervene on truths 
about actual and counterfactual experiences.

Together with premise 1, this supports OI:

Ordinary Object Idealism (OI): Truths about ordinary objects and their manifest 
properties supervene on truths about actual and counterfactual human experiences.

3.5 Objection 1: An Illegitimate Focus on Language

I have argued that the realist’s mistaken epistemological assumptions are the result of 
her mistaken metaphysical assumption that truths about objects fail to supervene on 
truths about actual and counterfactual experiences. It is common for philosophers to 
use results from epistemology to derive metaphysical conclusions. But some theorists 
will be unhappy with this style of argument. There are different forms this objection 
might take. For example, it is sometimes emphasized that metaphysical theories are 
not about our concepts or the epistemic connections between them; instead, they are 
about what is out in the world.27

But if this claim is taken to imply that we can ignore the epistemology of our object 
judgments when theorizing about objects, it is too simplistic. This is because the epis-
temology of object judgments places constraints on what can count as an object. If a 
theory T of objects is incompatible with the epistemology of our object discourse, T is 
simply failing to talk about objects: the things like tables and chairs that interest us in 
ordinary life.

A more interesting objection is to claim that our metaphysical theories need not 
consider the actual epistemology of our object judgments; instead, they need to con-
sider how subjects should use object terms. For example, one might think that subjects’ 
failure to modify their object discourse in response to the Oracle’s testimony merely 
betrays a failure of imagination, a failure of nerve, or perhaps even a psychological 
 disability.28 One might insist that the proper response to the Oracle’s testimony would 
be for subjects to permanently give up their object discourse.

While this objection is interesting, I doubt that there is any viable way to under-
stand the normative force of the ‘should’ in this objection. The main lesson of the 
Oracle case is that we do not care about some external reality giving rise to our experi-
ences (see 3.4). But then, given these interests and concerns, it is difficult to see why 
we should use our object terms different than we actually do.

27 For related discussion, see Dowe (2000: 3).   28 Thanks to Marc Lange for this suggestion.
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3.6 Objection 2: ‘Non-Standard’ Realists

When defending premise 2 of the Oracle thought experiment, I used the demon scenario 
as a case where—according to the realist—all actual and counterfactual experiences are 
the same, but truths about objects differ. But not all realists adopt this stance. For example, 
some realists have argued that our object judgments are actually true in a demon scen-
ario because, in such a case, our object terms would refer to (say) ideas in the demon’s 
mind.29 This conclusion can be motivated by a causal or use-based theory of reference.

Given this possible stance, there is a worry that the new epistemic argument does 
not succeed in undermining all versions of realism. To address this worry, we can 
replace the demon scenario with a new case that should be troubling even to non-
standard realists.30 We can begin by imagining a classical, atomistic Newtonian 
world—call it WN—populated by n fundamental particles. Roughly speaking, when 
these particles densely populate certain regions, an appropriately located subject has 
an experience of an object occupying that region.

WN is not itself troubling to the realist. But I will use WN as a model to construct a 
more difficult case, which I will call ‘W*’. In W*, only a small set of particles are relevant 
to generating all of our conscious experiences. One of these particles—the ‘mass 
particle’—has n fundamental properties whose magnitudes at a given time mirror 
the masses of the particles in WN (at the corresponding time in WN). Similarly, W* 
contains a ‘position particle’ whose properties mirror the positions of WN’s particles. 
Going on in the same way, a small set of particles in W* ‘encodes’ the entire physical 
state of WN. In addition, we can suppose that the psychophysical laws in W* act on 
these particles in such a way as to support the same actual and counterfactual experi-
ences as in WN. The upshot is that, in W*, all of our normal experiences of objects are 
caused by a very small set of particles.

What makes this case especially troubling for the realist is that, unlike in the demon 
scenario, there do not seem to be any concrete items in W* for our object terms to refer 
to. For this reason, even non-standard realists will say that our object judgments are 
false in this case.31 So, by replacing the demon scenario with W* in the defense of 
premise 2, the new epistemic argument undermines non-standard realisms as well.32

29 For related discussion, see Putnam (1981: ch. 1) and Chalmers (2012: E15).
30 See Smithson (manuscript a: section 3) for other examples.
31 I consider some ways a non-standard realist might resist this argument in Smithson (manuscript a, 

4.4–4.5).
32 Incidentally, W* also shows why OI excludes even ‘non-standard’ realists—see fn. 6.
Are there any other non-idealist views that might accept OI? One possibility is Dummett’s (2004) anti-

realism. Because Dummett denies that truths about objects are recognition-transcendent, he would likely 
accept the supervenience of object truths on truths about actual and counterfactual experiences. But on the 
other hand, Dummett (1978: 19) explicitly contrasts anti-realism with idealism, claiming that anti-realism 
shows how “we can abandon realism without falling into subjective idealism.”

This is no serious concern. As discussed in section 2, there is no single best way to characterize idealism. 
So I am happy to simply grant that Dummett’s anti-realism counts as a form of idealism as I use the term 
in this essay.

Similar remarks apply to other borderline cases: any theorist willing to accept the supervenience in OI 
is idealist enough to count as such on the usage of this essay.
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4. Idealism and Ordinary Epistemology
Throughout this essay, I have remained neutral on how the idealist should develop her 
positive metaphysical view; this is because I wanted the new epistemic argument to be 
available to different types of idealists. Nonetheless, the epistemology of our object 
judgments has implications for the idealist’s positive metaphysics. In this section, I will 
discuss how the idealist should understand the dependence between objects and 
experiences if she is to secure an epistemic advantage over the realist.

4.1 The Deference Principle

The epistemic problems for realism arise because the realist assumes that object truths 
fail to supervene on truths about our experiences. By denying this assumption, the 
idealist hopes to avoid these problems. But to actually secure this epistemic advantage, 
there are constraints on how the idealist can view the relation between objects and 
experiences. In particular, the idealist must endorse the following principle:

Deference Principle: Let Si be a sentence concerning ordinary objects and their 
manifest properties. Let si be the set of (contextualized) counterfactual experiences 
ordinary subjects would (ideally) consider relevant to assessing the truth of Si. Then 
an experience e contributes to determining the truth of Si just in case e is a member 
of si. In particular, Si is true just in case ordinary subjects would (ideally) judge that 
Si is true when presented with all of the experiences in si.

Before clarifying the above terminology, it will be useful to provide an intuitive grip on 
the Deference Principle by considering some examples:

Case 1: S1 ≡ ‘The opposite side of the book is blue.’33

Which experiences do ordinary subjects consider relevant to assessing the truth of S1? 
One set are the visual experiences I would have if I were to rotate or flip the book 
around. Another set are the experiences I would have if I were to walk around to the 
other side of the book, looking at it from the opposite direction. Another set are the 
experiences other subjects would have when looking at the book from the opposite 
direction. Another set are the experiences I would have if I were looking into a mirror 
placed behind the book. All of these experiences will be members of s1. And this merely 
scratches the surface: any competent subject can imagine (and recognize) countless 
other examples.

The Deference Principle describes how all of the experiences just mentioned 
determine the truth of S1. In particular, the Deference Principle stipulates that S1 is true 

33 With the Deference Principle’s restriction to sentences concerning manifest properties, the term 
‘book’ in S1 should technically be replaced by a more neutral expression (e.g., ‘book-shaped object’). 
See fn. 3 for discussion. This being said, I will continue to use terms like ‘book’ as abbreviations in the 
discussion ahead.
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just in case ordinary subjects presented with the set of the above experiences would 
judge that S1 is true.34	Here	is	a	second	example:

Case 2: S2 ≡ ‘The bicycle is green.’
(Assumption: it is night and nothing is visible)

Since it is too dark to see, s2 will not include ordinary visual experiences of the bicycle. 
But s2 will include: the experience we would have if we were to shine a flashlight on the 
bicycle, the experience we would have if the sun were overhead, the experiences we 
would have if we scraped some paint off the bicycle and brought it to a well-lit area, 
and so on. According to the Deference Principle, S2 is true just in case ordinary sub-
jects presented with the set of these experiences would judge that S2	is	true.	Here	is	a	
final example:

Case 3: S3 ≡ ‘The stick is straight.’
(Assumption: the stick is partially submerged in water)

It is useful to think of this as a case where the experiences in si do not form a mutually 
coherent set. s3 will include many experiences that indicate that S3 is true: the tactile 
experiences of the stick, the experiences of the stick when it is taken out of water, and 
so on. But s3 will also include many experiences that indicate that S3 is false, such as the 
visual experiences of the stick when it is halfway submerged in water. So what is the 
truth value of S3, given that s3 is not a mutually coherent set?

The answer is built into the Deference Principle: S3 is true just in case ordinary sub-
jects would judge that S3 is true when presented with all of these experiences. In this 
case, subjects would certainly judge that the stick is straight. After all, we make this 
judgment on the basis of similar evidence in ordinary contexts all the time. So the 
idealist will say that S3 is true and that sticks partially submerged in water remain 
straight.35

While it is outside the scope of this essay to present any further cases, the above 
examples should help provide a working grip on the Deference Principle. There are two 
key features of this principle worth emphasizing.

34 There are a few types of experiences that, for simplicity, I will not mention in this or subsequent 
examples. These include: experiences of memories, experiences involving testimony (either from people, 
or encyclopedias, or other sources), and experiences that are only relevant to si insofar as they support 
inductive generalizations that subsume Si. There is no need to mention these experiences since their rele-
vance to Si is plausibly ‘screened off ’ by the inclusion of other experiences in si. For example, there is no 
need to mention experiences of memories given that the experiences on which those memories are based 
are also in si.

35 With this example, I’ve gestured at how the idealist should distinguish illusions from non-illusions. 
Ordinary subjects are able to draw this distinction on the basis of the normal types of experiential evidence 
available to them. Even if they are unable to make a judgment about veridicality on the basis of their actual 
evidence, subjects recognize how further possible evidence would bear on such judgments. But if ordinary 
subjects can distinguish illusions from non-illusions, so can the idealist. This is because ordinary epist-
emology is directly built into the Deference Principle: whatever criteria ordinary subjects use to identify 
illusions, the idealist uses the same criteria.
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First: with the Deference Principle, truths about objects are determined by the 
 counterfactual experiences included in si (as well as, perhaps, facts about our epistemic 
practices). In contrast, the principle never invokes truths about an external reality 
independent of human minds. In this sense, the Deference Principle is incompatible 
with realism.36

Second: with the Deference Principle, the idealist does not offer an analysis of which 
specific types of experiences are included in si. For example, I did not try to give an 
exhaustive list of the types of experiences relevant to determining the truth of S1. 
Instead the strategy is to defer to ordinary epistemology. This feature ensures that the 
Deference Principle will not conflict with our intuitions about cases, and will therefore 
not be subject to counterexamples. Because ordinary epistemology is built right into 
the Deference Principle, an idealist endorsing this principle is guaranteed to respect 
the epistemology of our object discourse.

4.2 Clarificatory Notes

In this subsection, I’ll provide several clarificatory notes on the Deference Principle.

(i) Contextualized experiences: The experiences relevant to the principle must be 
contextualized—that is, presented to a subject with a description of what types of 
experiences they are. Each experience in si should be paired with a description that 
includes (at minimum): (a) the subject in question and (b) a description of the coun-
terfactual situation relevant to the experience. Without this information, a subject 
would be unable to interpret how the experiences in si bear on the truth of Si.

37

(iii) The Cosmoscope: There are various ways to explicate the idea of a subject being 
‘presented with the experiences in si.’ One option is to invoke Chalmers’s (2012) notion 
of a ‘Cosmoscope.’ The Cosmoscope is a hypothetical virtual reality device that allows 
a user to select a certain counterfactual experience and which then induces that 
experience in the user.38 For example, a user might select: the experience I would have 
if I were in position p at time t and were to look toward the book. After appropriate 
warning, the Cosmoscope would induce this experience in the user. We can think of 
the subjects in the Deference Principle as using a Cosmoscope to learn about all of the 
counterfactual experiences in si.

(iv) Idealizations: The Deference Principle appeals to the experiences ordinary sub-
jects ‘ideally’ consider evidentially relevant to a given assertion Si. To see why this 
idealization is needed, consider S2 ≡ ‘The bicycle is green.’ s2 cannot be viewed as the 

36 Related to this point, the experiences invoked by the Deference Principle should be viewed as the 
types of ‘ordinary’ experiences of objects we are accustomed to having in everyday life—see fn. 8.

37 When describing the experiences in s1–s3, I directly referred to ordinary objects (e.g., the book, the 
bicycle). This may seem puzzling, since the experiences in si are themselves supposed to determine truths 
about objects. This worry is closely related to a famous circularity objection to phenomenalism raised by 
Sellars (1963). I discuss how the idealist should respond to this objection in Smithson (manuscript b).

38 In fact, the Cosmoscope described by Chalmers is more complex. But the other features of the 
Cosmoscope will not be relevant to this essay.
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experiences considered relevant to S2 given our actual evidence; after all, our actual 
evidence may suggest that the bicycle is in the closet when, in fact, it is outside. Instead, 
s2 includes the experiences considered relevant to S2 after a certain process of idealized 
evidence-gathering. I describe how the idealist should understand this process in 
Smithson (manuscript b).39

The Deference Principle also requires an idealization for the judgment about Si that 
abstracts away from our contingent cognitive limitations. For example, the idealiza-
tion should give subjects the ability to remember an infinite number of experiences 
and allow subjects to entertain thoughts of infinite complexity.40

(v) Counterfactual conditionals: The Deference Principle should not be interpreted 
as saying that Si is true in some possible world W iff human subjects in W would (ideally) 
judge that Si is true when presented with si.

41 On this reading, the Deference Principle 
would make truths about objects very subjective; it would imply, for example, that if 
humans were to make different judgments about an object’s color, then the object’s 
color would be different. The correct reading is: Si is true in some possible world W iff 
actual human subjects—using their concepts as they actually do—would (ideally) 
judge that Si is true in W when presented with si.

(vi) Neutrality: The Deference Principle constrains how the idealist views the relation 
between objects and experiences. But this constraint can be met by different underlying 
metaphysical views. For example, a phenomenalist might view the Deference Principle 
as implicitly specifying how objects are logically constructed from sense data. Other 
idealists might instead view the Deference Principle as specifying how facts about 
experiences metaphysically ground facts about objects. On my own preferred 
semantic version of idealism (“edenic idealism”—see Smithson (manuscript a)), the 
Deference Principle specifies how counterfactual experiences select a certain possible 
world as the one our object discourse is about.

4.3 A Correspondence between Truth and Judgment

With the Deference Principle, the idealist assumes that truths about ordinary objects 
correspond to subjects’ (fully informed, idealized) judgments about objects. In this 
sense, the idealist assumes that judgments about objects are similar to judgments 
about games.

Suppose we are told all of the relevant details about the rules, aims, history, etc. of a 
practice X. Suppose that, on the basis of all of this information, we judge that X is a 
game. It is implausible that, nonetheless, X could fail to be a game. For example, when 
told all of the details about the rules, aims, history, etc. of chess, we judge that chess is a 

39 I note that the experiences in si may not be those we explicitly believe to be relevant to Si. It is possible 
for subjects to have mistaken beliefs about the epistemology of our judgments.

40 For an example of an idealization that would work in the current context, see Chalmers (2012: 63–71).
41	 Here,	si is the relevant set of counterfactual experiences supported in W.
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game. It is not coherent to suppose that, nonetheless, chess might not really be a game 
after all. So we can motivate the following principle:

Deference Principle for Games: Let Gi be a sentence of the form ‘X is a game.’ Gi is 
true just in case ordinary subjects would (ideally) judge that Gi is true when given a 
full description of the rules, aims, history, etc. of the practice X in question.

Similarly, the idealist’s Deference Principle asserts that, if subjects were presented with 
all of the experiences ordinarily considered relevant to assessing Si, and thereby judged 
that Si is true, it could not be the case that, nonetheless, Si is false.

That there is such a correspondence between truth and judgment is the main lesson 
of the Oracle thought experiment (see 2.4). This thought experiment shows that, 
when making judgments about ordinary objects, we do not care about whatever 
mind-independent external reality gives rise to our experiences; instead, we care 
about the world as it appears to us. For this reason, we should not expect truths about 
ordinary objects to outstrip judgments about objects made on the basis of all of the 
counterfactual experiences in si.

42

5. Conclusion
In this essay, I have presented a new epistemic argument for idealism. I have argued 
that, even if we were to receive evidence that—by the realist’s lights—falsifies our judg-
ments about ordinary objects, we would continue to make judgments about objects 
just as we did before. I then argued that the best response to this puzzle is to conclude 
that truths about objects do not outstrip truths about our experiences in the ways that 
realists typically suppose.

In the second half of the essay, I discussed how ordinary epistemology constrains 
the idealist’s own positive metaphysics. If the idealist is to respect ordinary epistemol-
ogy, she must endorse the Deference Principle as specifying how truths about our 
experiences determine truths about objects.43
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1. Introduction
We formulate a version of idealism and argue for it. Sections 2 and 3 explicate this 
 version of idealism: the world is mental through-and-through. Section 2 spells this out 
precisely and contrasts it with rival views. Section 3 draws a consequence from this 
formulation of idealism: idealism is necessarily true if true at all. Sections 4 and 5 make 
the case for idealism. Section 4 is defensive: it draws from the conclusion of section 3 
to reply to a central, perhaps the central, anti-idealist argument. Section 5 is on 
the  offense: it develops a new argument for idealism based on the contemporary 
debate in philosophy of mind. The contemporary debate in philosophy of mind has 
been  dominated by physicalism and dualism. While idealism has been historically 
 influential, the contemporary debate has neglected it. If the reason is that defenses of 
idealism have not engaged so much with the rest of philosophy of mind, we hope to 
rectify that a little.

2. Idealism
Idealism is the view that the world is in some sense mental. But not just mental: 
 thoroughly mental, wholly mental, mental through-and-through. It is inconsistent with, 
e.g., a contemporary panpsychist view that while everything, from humans to amoe-
bas to quarks, has thoughts, those things also stand at some distance from one another 
and move over time and do other things that are not to be understood mentalistically. 
The panpsychist world isn’t thoroughly mental. On the other hand, idealism is consist-
ent with there being physical things; indeed, it is consistent with the world being 
 thoroughly physical, wholly physical, physical through-and-through. Or, at least, it’s not 
trivially inconsistent with those claims. It’s not obviously incoherent to suppose that 
the world is both thoroughly mental and thoroughly physical. That would be the case if 
every mental aspect of the universe were itself physical, and vice versa.

To fix ideas, we introduce some terminology. A thing is concrete if and only if it is 
spatiotemporal. A thing is mental if and only if it has some mental feature, and purely 

3
The Necessity of Idealism
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mental if and only if it has only mental features.1 Likewise, a thing is physical if and only 
if it has some physical feature, and purely physical if and only if it has only physical 
features.

Idealism is the view that all concrete things are purely mental. Physicalism is the view 
that all concrete things are purely physical. Impurism is the view that no concrete thing 
is purely mental and no concrete thing is purely physical. While impurism isn’t very 
well known, property dualism is, and the latter is just a specification of the former. We 
will soon explain why it is that those who describe themselves as ‘property dualists’ are 
indeed committed to impurism, and how their view is a specification of impurism. We 
will also soon explain why we have grouped just these views together with idealism, 
and not, say, substance dualism.

If idealism is true, if all things are purely mental, then either eliminative idealism 
is true, according to which there are no physical things, or non-eliminative idealism is 
true, according to which there are physical things, but they are purely mental. Of 
course, according to the latter, all physical features are mental features.

We do not define mental feature and physical feature, and the debate about these 
terms is too big to cover here (see Stoljar 2010). But we do make two assumptions about 
the concepts they express. First, we assume that if a feature entails being a mental 
(physical) thing, then it is a mental (physical) feature, where one feature entails 
another if it is not possible for something to instantiate the first and not the second. 
This seems quite natural. At any rate we will use the terms mental feature and physical 
feature in such a way that this constraint holds. Second, we assume that if a feature 
is mental (physical), then necessarily it is mental (physical). This seems to us an 
innocuous assumption: the sort of thing a property says is presumably intrinsic to the 
 property, and a property’s intrinsic nature does not vary from possible world to 
 possible world.2

3. Idealism is Necessarily True (If True At All)
While it might appear that idealism, physicalism, and impurism are contingent claims 
about concrete reality, they are stronger than that. Each is a claim about how all of 
 reality must be (even in non-modal ways). Or, more cautiously, each is equivalent to 
such a claim.

Berkeley would likely contend that idealism is necessarily true. In many places 
Berkeley rejects matter as somehow contradictory. For example, “the very notion of 

1 We use feature to cover both (monadic) properties and (polyadic) relations. Thus, one can say “John 
has the feature of being six feet tall” and “Harry and Sally have the feature of being in love.” Thus, a thing is 
mental if and only if it has some mental property or stands in some mental relation, a thing is purely mental 
if and only if it has only mental properties and stands in only mental relations, and so on.

2 As it happens, our second assumption implies the converse of our first assumption. If a feature is men-
tal (physical), then, per our second assumption, necessarily it is mental (physical). So necessarily anything 
that has the feature is a mental (physical) thing. So it entails being a mental (physical) thing.
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what is called matter or corporeal substance, involves a contradiction in it.” And matter 
here means something non-mental, an “unthinking substance” (1982: Section 9). Any 
non-mental property would be impossible. Idealism would thus be necessarily true. 
Berkeley is even prepared to give up idealism if anyone could show the mere possibility 
of “compages of external bodies.” He sets the bar for his opponents very low: “I say, the 
bare possibility of your opinion’s being true, shall pass for an argument that it is so” 
(Section 22).3

There’s much to be said for Berkeley’s arguments. But ours is new. Here is a quick 
argument for the conclusion that idealism is necessarily true if true at all. You have the 
feature existence. If idealism is true, then existence is a mental feature, since you are 
concrete and thus have only mental features. Now, necessarily everything has exist-
ence. Since it is a mental feature, and hence necessarily a mental feature, necessarily 
everything is a mental thing. So then any feature whatsoever entails being a mental 
thing, and so any feature whatsoever is a mental feature. If that’s true, then necessarily, 
everything has only mental features.4 So: if idealism is true, then necessarily, every-
thing is purely mental.

You might try to escape this implication by denying, with Kant, that there is any 
such feature as existence. Or you might accept that existence is a feature but reformu-
late idealism as the claim that for every concrete thing, each of its non-trivial features is 
a mental feature. But neither of these maneuvers will work. The authors of this essay, 
despite sharing much in common, are also different in many respects. Thus there is 
some feature that Aaron has that Ty lacks. Call it Bob. We can give the following argu-
ment: if idealism is true—even the reformulated idealism—then Bob is a mental 
 feature, since Aaron is concrete, and yet he has Bob. But so too is Bob’s negation. For 
Ty is concrete, and yet has Bob’s negation. Now, necessarily everything has either Bob 
or Bob’s negation. Since both are mental features, and hence necessarily are mental 
 features, necessarily everything is a mental thing. So then any feature whatsoever 
entails being a mental thing, and so any feature whatsoever is a mental feature. If that’s 
true, then necessarily, everything has only mental features. So: if idealism is true, then 
necessarily, everything is purely mental.

You might try to escape this implication yet again by denying the existence of Bob or 
Bob’s negation. Perhaps there are no ‘negative features,’ and one or the other is nega-
tive. Or you might accept their existence but reformulate idealism as the claim that for 
every concrete thing, each of its positive non-trivial features is a mental feature. But 
even if we accept this added bit of ideology, neither of these maneuvers will work. 

3 Berkeley is also quite open to our talk of non-mental things being unintelligible: “I insist . . . that the 
‘absolute existence of unthinking things’ are words without a meaning, or which include a contradiction” 
(Section 24).

4 We assume throughout that what features there are is not a matter that varies from possible world to 
possible world—just which features are instantiated so varies—that necessarily all features exist necessarily. 
We could assume otherwise without sacrificing any of the essential points in our arguments. But doing so 
would complicate some of our formulations.
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There are sets of features all of which are positive and whose disjunction is trivial. 
Consider, for example, these features: having exactly one (proper or improper) part, 
having exactly two (proper or improper) parts . . . , having exactly aleph-null (proper 
or improper) parts, having exactly aleph-one (proper or improper) parts . . . , having 
exactly aleph-omega (proper or improper) parts . . . If there are any positive features, 
these are presumably all positive. None is trivial. And if one of these is a mental feature, 
then all are. They all, after all, ‘say the same sort of thing.’ Or if you think that one of 
those—perhaps the first—is not positive, consider these features: numbering exactly 
one, numbering exactly two . . . , numbering exactly aleph-null, numbering exactly 
aleph-one . . . , numbering exactly aleph-omega . . . Some xs have the first when there is 
just one of them, they have the second when there is exactly two of them, and so on. 
Even more clearly now, if there are any positive features, these are presumably all posi-
tive. None is trivial. And if one of these is a mental feature, then all are. They all, after 
all, ‘say the same sort of thing.’

So we can give the following argument: if idealism is true—even the doubly refor-
mulated idealism—then (at least) one of them is a mental feature, since you are a 
 concrete thing and you have one of them. So all of them are mental features, and hence 
necessarily all of them are mental features. Now, necessarily everything has one of 
these features, and thus necessarily everything is a mental thing. So any feature 
 whatsoever entails being a mental thing, and so any feature whatsoever is a mental 
feature. If that’s true, then necessarily, everything has only mental features. So: if ideal-
ism is true, then necessarily, everything is purely mental. Indeed, our argument shows 
something even stronger: if anything is purely mental, then necessarily everything is 
purely mental.5

We do not see room for any further escape maneuvers. Every further reformulation 
of idealism that avoids our argument collapses into some other view from which it 
ought to be distinguished. If we reformulate idealism as the view that every concrete 
thing is a (perhaps impurely) mental thing, then idealism is too weak: it collapses into 
panpsychism, and is consistent with the denial of all traditional forms of idealism 
(such as Berkeley’s).6 If we reformulate idealism as the view that every concrete thing is 
a mental thing and not a physical thing, then idealism is too strong: it collapses into 

5 Originally, we defined idealism as the view that all concrete things are purely mental—leaving open the 
possibility of non-mental abstract things. This possibility is now foreclosed. We have shown that idealism 
entails that absolutely all things are purely mental.

6 Given the ideology of perfect naturalness, you might reformulate idealism as the claim that for every 
concrete thing, each of its perfectly natural non-trivial features is a mental feature. And then you might go 
on to claim that the ‘numbering features’—numbering one, numbering two, etc.—are not all perfectly 
natural; and, moreover, that none of those that is instantiated—which is presumably every one of them—is 
perfectly natural (without that assumption, our argument still goes through, as we continue to assume that 
all are mental if one is). We fail to see why we should think that none of these features is perfectly natural. 
What is more, idealism so formulated is again too weak. Any view according to which none of the numbering 
features is mental is not one according to which the world is mental through-and-through, and is consistent 
with the denial of traditional forms of idealism.
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eliminative idealism, according to which there are no physical things, and is inconsistent 
with all traditional forms of idealism (such as Berkeley’s).

So idealism is a necessary truth, if true at all. Indeed, since each of the premises in 
our argument is necessarily true, we can conclude that necessarily, if idealism is true, it 
is necessarily true.7 And so idealism is either necessarily true or necessarily false.8 Let 
us therefore call it a necessary proposition. It is in this respect like many, although by no 
means all, metaphysical views.

Our arguments for the claim that idealism is a necessary proposition also makes 
clear why it is. It is because idealism, like physicalism, is equivalent to a view wholly 
about what possible features there are—not just about what features are instantiated, 
but about what features are available to be instantiated. Idealism is equivalent to the 
view that all features are mental. Physicalism is equivalent to the view that all features 
are physical. A third view says some features are not mental and some features are not 
physical. These views exhaust logical space.

And the third view is equivalent to impurism. If there is some feature that is not 
mental, then possibly something is not purely mental.9 But then, as we argued earlier, 
nothing is purely mental. And, if there is some feature that is not physical, then possibly 
something is not purely physical. But then, in light of what we argued earlier, nothing is 
purely physical. Impurism, recall, is just the view that no concrete thing is purely 
 mental and no concrete thing is purely physical. So impurism follows from the third 
view. The other direction is straightforward. Impurism is thus equivalent to a view 
about what features there are: the view that some features are not mental and some 
features are not physical. As we noted earlier, property dualists are committed to 
impurism. They are committed to impurism because they are committed to there 
being some features that are not mental and some that are not physical.10 And as we 
noted earlier, property dualism is a further specification of impurism: it specifies that 
there are physical features, some of which are not mental, and mental features, some of 
which are not physical.

The upshot: idealism, physicalism, and impurism exhaust logical space. Each is 
 necessarily true if true at all. And each is at least equivalent to a claim wholly about 

7 Our premises are necessarily true only if the empty world—a world in which there are no concrete 
things—is impossible. This is inessential to what follows, but dispensing with it would introduce significant 
complications into our formulations.

8 This follows assuming the characteristic axiom of the modal system S5.
9 Every impossible feature, if such there be, is mental (and physical), given the assumption (nt. 2) that 

any feature that entails being a mental thing is mental (and that any feature that entails being a physical 
thing is physical). So a non-mental feature is a possible feature.

10 One might take issue with this claim about property dualists, at least taken in conjunction with our 
assumption that if a feature entails being a physical thing, then it is a physical feature. For some property 
dualists might hold that necessarily everything is a physical thing, which together with our assumption 
implies that every feature is a physical feature. We think property dualists, properly so-called, are commit-
ted to the possibility of spirits along with the possibility of zombies. But we invite so-called property dual-
ists who deny the possibility of spirits to (a) state what property dualism amounts to and (b) characterize 
physical property in such a way that the conjunction of that statement and that characterization does not 
commit them to the possibility of spirits. The task seems to us very difficult.
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what features there are. They are to be contrasted with other claims in the vicinity that 
are about what features actual things have and that have no implications for the (non-
modal) character of possible worlds other than our own.

Panpsychism is the view that every concrete thing is a mental thing. Weak physical-
ism, sometimes called just physicalism, is the view that every concrete thing is a  physical 
thing. Strong impurism is the view is that there are concrete things that are not physical 
and there are concrete things that are not mental. While strong impurism isn’t very 
well known, substance dualism is, and the latter is just a specification of the  former: it 
specifies that there are physical things, some of which are not mental, and mental 
things, some of which are not physical.11

Panpsychism, weak physicalism, and strong impurism exhaust logical space. But 
none of them is equivalent to any claim wholly about what features there are. And 
none has any implications for the (non-modal) character of possible worlds other 
than our own.

In a nutshell, there are two debates: one about what kinds of things there are (featur-
ing panpsychism, weak physicalism, and strong impurism), and another about what 
kinds there are for things to be (featuring idealism, physicalism, and impurism). Since 
our topic is idealism, our focus is the latter debate.

4. A Wrongheaded Argument against Idealism
There are various arguments against idealism; Berkeley dealt with more than a dozen. 
But what we have shown—that idealism is a necessary proposition, that it is equivalent 
to a proposition about the whole of modal space—undercuts a particular argument 
against idealism: the argument from parsimony. This argument is plausibly the  strongest 
anti-idealism argument.

The argument from parsimony appeals to the alleged fact that idealism—at least 
Berkeleyan non-eliminative idealism—asks us to believe in more entities, or more 
complicated laws, than does physicalism. After all, Berkeleyan non-eliminative ideal-
ism asks us to believe in all the physical things and souls and a supreme mind whose 
thoughts constitute all those physical things, while physicalism asks us to believe in 
just the physical things. And the laws that physicalism asks us to believe are much 
 simpler, at least when formulated in the language of mathematics, than those that 
idealism will have us believe. But, goes the argument, we ought rationally to assign 
greater prior probabilities to more parsimonious theories. So, setting aside other argu-
ments on behalf of Berkeleyan non-eliminative idealism, we should believe physical-
ism, rather than Berkeleyan non-eliminative idealism.

This argument is dubious. First, the premise that we ought rationally to assign 
greater prior probabilities to more parsimonious theories is controversial, especially 

11 Most, if not all, substance dualists would accept the stronger claim that there are physical things and 
mental things and no physical thing is a mental thing (equivalently, no mental thing is a physical thing).
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since the usual rationales for preferring parsimony do not so obviously apply to grand 
metaphysical theories (see Huemer 2009). Secondly, one might suggest that it’s 
 parsimony at the fundamental level that ought to be correlated with our priors, and 
Berkeleyan non-eliminative idealism is more parsimonious at the fundamental level 
than physicalism, since fundamentally there is one simple supreme mind.12 Thirdly, 
the argument, even if successful, doesn’t tell against idealism, period, just against a 
specific version of idealism. Fourthly and finally, the argument doesn’t tell against even 
that specific version, since Berkeleyan non-eliminative idealism is consistent with 
physicalism.13 It makes little sense to suggest that (ceteris paribus) we should believe 
A rather than B on the grounds that we ought rationally to assign a higher prior prob-
ability to A than to B, when A is consistent with B.

There’s much to be said about these objections: for example, we might skirt the final 
two objections by reformulating the argument from parsimony so as to compare the 
degrees of parsimony of idealism and its negation. The argument still fails for there are 
two more objections, each based on idealism being a necessary proposition.

The first is that, if parsimony is ever a guide to rational priors, it seems to us to be so 
only with regard to contingent propositions, not necessary ones. What bearing could 
parsimony have on the prior probability we ought assign to a theory about the extent 
and character of the whole of modal space? We have reason to accept that for a given 
contingent proposition, if it is more parsimonious than its negation, we ought to assign 
it a higher prior probability than its negation (and hence a prior greater than 0.5). The 
reason we have is that (a) more parsimonious contingent propositions have a higher 
intrinsic probability—they ‘take up’ more of modal space—and (b) one’s priors ought 
to align with intrinsic probabilities. But we see no reason to accept that for a given 
necessary proposition, if it is more parsimonious than its negation, we ought to assign 
it a higher prior probability (and hence a prior greater than 0.5).

An analogue of our reason about contingent propositions would be that (a’) more 
parsimonious necessary propositions have a higher intrinsic probability and (b’) one’s 
priors ought to align with intrinsic probabilities. But necessary propositions have an 
intrinsic probability of 1 or 0, so (a’) would amount to the claim that more parsimoni-
ous necessary propositions have an intrinsic probability of 1 and less parsimonious 
necessary propositions have an intrinsic probability of 0. But that’s incoherent. 
Consider three necessary propositions, each more parsimonious than the next. We 
would have the contradictory verdict that the middling one has an intrinsic probability 
of 1 and an intrinsic probability of 0: the latter because it is less parsimonious than the 
most parsimonious of the three, and the former because it is more parsimonious than 

12 It is true that there are some views, such as Jonathan Schaffer’s (2009), according to which there is only 
one fundamental thing and which are nonetheless versions of (a non-idealist) physicalism. On Schaffer’s 
view, for example, the whole of spacetime is the one fundamental thing. But we can still say this: Berkeleyan 
non-eliminative idealism is no less parsimonious at the fundamental level than is physicalism.

13 Berkeley would not countenance souls or God being physical, but a Berkeleyan non-eliminative 
 idealist might.
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the least parsimonious of the three. Moreover, given that necessary propositions 
have an intrinsic probability of 1 or 0, (a’) and (b’) jointly imply that we ought to assign 
a prior probability of 1 to the simplest theory about the extent and character of 
modal space. That is, not only ought we assign a prior of greater than 0.5 to whatever 
the  simplest theory of modal space is, we ought to be certain of it. That strikes us as 
highly implausible.

This objection runs against the current of contemporary metaphysics, where neces-
sary theories are often preferred on grounds of parsimony. David Lewis (1986), for one 
prominent example, prefers his modal theory partially on grounds of parsimony. 
However, the preference for parsimony is as often had as it is left unjustified.

The second objection is that, even if we grant that parsimony is a guide to rational 
priors with regard to necessary propositions, idealism is a more parsimonious theory 
than its denial. The denial of idealism says nothing (non-modal) about how the actual 
world is. One could consistently deny idealism and accept that all physical things are 
constituted by the thoughts of a supreme mind and governed by the very same laws 
the idealist believes. Where idealism differs from its denial is with regard to what’s 
 possible. But here the idealist is more parsimonious. Let a stripped-down possible world 
be a set of propositions such that for every non-modal proposition—every proposition 
wholly about how things in fact stand—either it or its negation is in the set, and such 
that the conjunction of all the propositions in the set is possible. Every set that the 
idealist takes to be a stripped-down possible world, the denier of idealism does as well, 
but not vice versa. Intuitively speaking, the non-idealist modal space outstrips the 
 idealist one. This is because idealism is or is equivalent to the view that every property 
is a mental  property; and that is equivalent to the view that every property entails being 
a mental thing. So idealism is the view that such-and-such an entailment holds. Its 
denial is therefore the denial of such-and-such an entailment. It says there are  possible 
worlds in which something has some property, in which something exists, and isn’t a 
mental thing. Idealism, therefore, is stingier with possibilities than its denial. On parsi-
mony, it wins.14

5. Arguing for Idealism
There are many arguments for idealism; a few can be distilled from Berkeley, and there 
are many more throughout this volume. We present an argument drawing on the 
debate in philosophy of mind; the argument piggybacks on the anti-physicalist and 

14 At least with respect to how simple reality is if it’s true. That is the sort of parsimony at issue in the 
anti-idealist argument from parsimony. There is another sort of parsimony that has to do with the simplicity 
of the statement of the view (when stated in some canonical or metaphysically perspicuous language): thus 
Lewis’s Principle of Plenitude, for example, might be more parsimonious than its denial, with respect to 
this second sort of parsimony, even though it guarantees more possibilities. But that was not the sort 
of parsimony at issue in the anti-idealist argument. There was never any reason to think that a statement of 
idealism (in some canonical or metaphysically perspicuous language) need be more complex than that 
of its denial.
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anti-dualist arguments there. This is similar to the argumentative strategy Chalmers 
(2015) employs for panpsychism or panprotopsychism: the problems facing standard 
forms of physicalism and property dualism put some pressure on us to find a third 
option in panpsychism or panprotopsychism. Chalmers, however, neglects the idealist 
implications. The argument for idealism is negative: idealism is left standing after the 
alternatives of physicalism and impurism are eliminated. The argument runs as 
 follows: Either physicalism or impurism or idealism is true; if impurism is true, then 
property dualism is true; so either physicalism or property dualism or idealism is true; 
physicalism is false; property dualism is false; therefore, idealism is true.

To be sure, there are other versions of impurism besides property dualism. After 
property dualism, we find the most plausible versions to be the view that every mental 
feature is a physical feature, but not vice versa; that every mental feature is a physical 
feature, and vice versa; and that every physical feature is a mental feature, but not vice 
versa—and in each case there is some other non-mental, non-physical feature. The first 
and second views would be eliminated by the argument against physicalism addressed 
below. The third view we could live with: it would require a complication of the 
 argument of section 3. For example, if we take the other features to be moral features, 
then we could let idealism be the view that everything is purely mental-or-moral, and 
conclude that, necessarily, everything is mental-or-moral. The only other impurist 
possibilities eliminate the mental or the physical. We find both utterly implausible, and 
we could in any case live with the latter version of impurism.

Generally, we’ve framed the whole argument as a very definitive elimination of alter-
natives: various versions of physicalism and property dualism won’t do, and so only 
idealism remains. That’s neat. But more realistically and for most readers, the argument 
should be a more modest cost-benefit analysis: the various versions of physicalism and 
impurism face certain big, even if not definitive, problems whereas idealism doesn’t. 
That’s powerful reason to favor idealism.

Against Physicalism. There are two main contemporary arguments against 
 physicalism. The first is the knowledge argument. The argument describes a subject 
knowing everything physical about a domain without knowing everything about 
the domain. It concludes that there are mental facts beyond the physical facts. 
Jackson (1982)  portrays the subject as a future neuroscientist and the domain as 
color vision: Mary learns all the physical facts about color vision, but she learns 
them in a black-and-white environment. When she leaves the environment and has 
the sensation of color for the first time, she learns something new. Since she already 
knew all the physical facts, what she learns must be some non-physical fact. Assuming 
there could be such a subject as Mary and the basic physical features in her environ-
ment are the same as in ours, the physical features in our environment are not 
all the  features of concrete things; in  particular, the mental features of color vision 
are not physical features. Thus, not all concrete things are purely physical. Thus, 
physicalism is false.
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The second argument is the zombie argument. The argument describes the possibility 
of beings that are physically identical to us, but mentally short of us: they lack certain 
mental features altogether. Chalmers (1996) has them lacking the same kinds of men-
tal features of sensation Mary learns about. The argument concludes that there are 
mental facts beyond the physical facts. The possibility of zombies is supported by con-
ceivability arguments: roughly, zombies are conceivable; if they are conceivable, then 
they are possible; thus, they are possible. There could have been beings with the same 
basic physical features as us but without all the mental features. There must be some-
thing to us over and above the physical features. Certain mental features of concrete 
things are not physical features. Thus, not all concrete things are purely physical. Thus, 
physicalism is false.

What the Arguments Show. The arguments against physicalism are usually taken to 
be arguments for property dualism, and by eliminating an alternative view, the argu-
ments can indeed be a part of a case for property dualism. However, if they help 
 support dualism, then they also help support idealism. For idealism is as much an 
alternative to physicalism as is dualism. The arguments are supposed to show that 
property dualism is true, but all they really show is that physicalism is false.

The arguments leaves three options open. The first two are versions of idealism. The 
first is that absolutely no concrete things are physical, that all concrete things are purely 
mental. This is an eliminative idealism which denies the existence of the physical. 
The second option is that concrete things have both physical and non-physical 
 features, and that the physical and the non-physical features are all mental. This is a 
non- eliminative idealism that countenances the existence of the physical. Just as non-
eliminative physicalism takes thoughts and feelings to be physical, so non-eliminative 
idealism takes mass and charge to be mental.

The third option is that some things are mental and physical, but not purely mental 
or purely physical. This property dualism is indeed inconsistent with idealism. 
However, property dualism in no way follows from the arguments as stated. For prop-
erty dualism to follow the arguments would have to assume both that there are  physical 
things and that they are not purely mental. That is a mere assumption. In taking the 
arguments to show that property dualism is true, idealism is assumed to be false. Most 
readers make that assumption. But, so far as the arguments go, there’s nothing to 
 support this. Simply: the arguments in each case try to show that the mental cannot be 
reduced to the physical. They then just assume that the physical cannot be reduced to 
the mental. The latter claim is just as crucial for the dualist conclusion. However, it is 
never defended.

Property dualists devote no time to arguing that some things are not purely mental; 
as we have just seen, this is taken for granted. In contrast, they devote all their time to 
arguing that some things are not purely physical. If it is ever because the property 
 dualist is most interested in the fundamentality of the mental, then idealism gives the 
property dualist what they most want.
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Against Property Dualism. The main contemporary argument against property 
 dualism is the causal closure argument. The basic idea here is that the physical causal 
nexus leaves no room for distinct mental causes; if the mental does any causal work, it 
must be physical. The instantiation of mental features of all kinds—experiencing, feel-
ing, believing, desiring, both what Chalmers (1996: 11–12) calls the phenomenal and 
what he calls the psychological—have physical effects. That’s supposedly common 
sense. But next comes the closure premise: every physical effect has as a sufficient cause 
the instantiation of some physical features. That’s supposedly what science tells us. So if 
some mental features were distinct from the relevant physical features, then the 
physical effects would be systematically overdetermined, having distinct yet sufficient 
mental and physical causes. And that would be a crazy cosmic coincidence. So all the 
mental goings on are purely physical; that is, every mental feature must be identical to 
some physical feature (see Papineau 2001).

We’re often told that there is a problem about understanding how diverse kinds of 
things could causally interact. Berkeley himself appeals to the problems of causation in 
defense of idealism: “But how matter should operate on a spirit, or produce any idea in 
it, is what no philosopher will pretend to explain. It is therefore evident, there can be no 
use of matter in natural philosophy” (Section 50). The problem usually comes down to 
sheer puzzlement about how distinct mental and physical features could interact. This 
doesn’t make for much of an argument. After all, diverse kinds of things often causally 
interact; if you think about it, the moon and the tides are quite different. There are, 
however, more worked-out arguments, and the closure argument locates the puzzle 
and does so with scientific support.

What the Argument Shows. The knowledge and zombie arguments show that 
physicalism is false, without showing that property dualism is true. In contrast, the 
closure argument, if successful, shows not only show that property dualism is false, 
but that physicalism is true. Thus, the closure argument is not consistent with the 
knowledge and zombie arguments; we cannot consistently believe the premises of the 
closure argument along with those of the knowledge or zombie arguments. However, 
our strategy does not require as much. We require merely the truth of the closure argu-
ment’s premises conditional on property dualism.

The idealist need not accept the closure argument. After all, if idealism is true, then the 
closure premise is unmotivated. If idealism is true, then every physical feature is a 
mental feature; the physical is reducible to the mental. And we then have no reason to 
believe that being a physical thing is fundamental, or a natural kind, or carves nature 
at the joints. We have no reason to believe that the set of physical things is any less mis-
cellaneous than the set of things God likes to imagine. And that means that our total 
empirical evidence does not support the closure premise; the evidence supports only 
the weaker claim that every mental effect has as a sufficient cause the instantiation of 
some mental features.
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Compare: a second-century sage realizes that all the tongs he has ever seen that are 
brought into existence, are brought into existence with the aid of tongs. But suppose he 
has no reason to believe that being tongs is fundamental, or a natural kind, or carves 
nature at the joints: the set of tongs, after all, are a relatively miscellaneous set of things. 
Then it seems that his tongs-related empirical evidence does not support the claim that 
all tongs that are brought into existence by something are brought into existence by 
tongs. He might reasonably conclude that some tongs, perhaps the first ones, were 
brought into existence directly by God.

In both of these cases—the case of being a physical thing according to the idealist 
and being tongs according to everyone—the properties (or relevant predicates) are 
not ‘projectible.’ And they are not projectible because they do not carve nature at the 
joints (Quine 1969: 114–38, Sider 2011: 35). Or at least we have no reason to think 
they do.

However, the property dualist does think being a physical thing is fundamental, 
that it is a natural kind, that it carves nature at the joints. And so she cannot bypass the 
causal closure argument in this way.15 If property dualism is true, then the causal 
 closure argument succeeds, and physicalism is true. But physicalism entails that 
 property dualism is false. Thus, if property dualism is true, then property dualism is 
false. Thus, property dualism is false.

Uncharming Chalmers. As noted, David Chalmers deploys a strategy very similar to 
ours, in order to argue for panpsychism or panprotopsychism. Panpsychism is the view 
“that some fundamental physical entities have mental states” (2015: 246) and panpro-
topsychism is the view that “fundamental entities . . . have certain special properties that 
are precursors to consciousness and that can collectively constitute consciousness in 
larger systems” (2015: 247).

At the heart of his maneuver is the distinction between dispositional features and the 
categorical features that confer them, or, more broadly, between roles and realizers of 
those roles. Narrow physical properties (in our terms, narrow physical features) are 
“microphysical role properties, such as the dispositional property associated with 

15 What of a property dualist who thinks that physical features are reducible to some third kind of x-ish 
feature, so that being x-ish is fundamental while being a physical thing is not? This property dualist faces 
a dilemma. Either some mental feature is not reducible to an x-ish feature, or all mental features, like 
physical features, reduce to x-ish features. If some mental feature is not reducible to an x-ish feature, then 
the closure argument tells against the view. For our empirical evidence supports the claim that every x-ish 
effect has as a sufficient cause the instantiation of some x-ish features, since being x-ish is fundamental. If, 
on the other hand, every mental feature is reducible to an x-ish feature—but, per property dualism, there 
is some physical feature that is not a mental feature—then extended versions of the knowledge and zombie 
arguments tell against the view. For those arguments suggest not just that there are mental features that are 
not physical features, but that there is no natural kind, other than the kind, being a mental thing, such that 
every mental feature is a feature of that kind. (See our discussion of panprotopsychism at the end of this 
section.) So being x-ish is just being a mental thing, and physical features are reducible to mental features 
after all.
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 having a certain mass, or the second-order property of having a property that plays the 
mass role” (2015: 255) while broadly physical features are the microphysical role 
 features together with the features that play those roles. Narrow physicalism is the view 
that all features reduce to narrowly physical features, while broad physicalism is the 
view that all features reduce to broadly physical features.

Chalmers appeals to both the zombie and closure arguments. By his lights, the zom-
bie argument establishes the falsity of narrow physicalism, not of broad physicalism. 
For when we conceive of beings that are physically identical to us, but mentally short of 
us, we are conceiving of beings that are only narrowly physically identical to us, not 
broadly physically identical to us. The closure argument, on the other hand, establishes 
the truth of broad physicalism, not of narrow physicalism. For we can  easily reject the 
causal closure of the “narrowly physical domain,” but we cannot very easily reject the 
causal closure of the “broadly physical domain.” Thus, we can accept the premises of 
both arguments, as long as the term physical is properly disambiguated.

What emerges from this maneuver is that all features, including mental ones, are 
reducible to broadly physical ones, while there are some features, mental ones in par-
ticular, that are not narrowly physical. So there are mental features, or features to 
which mental features reduce, that realize the microphysical roles, and are not them-
selves the roles. Chalmers takes this to establish panpsychism or panprotopsychism. 
But if it establishes that disjunction, then it establishes panpsychism. And if it estab-
lishes panpsychism, then it establishes idealism—or, as explained above, something 
near enough. So Chalmers should take his case to support idealism or something near 
enough, as we do, not just panpsychism, as he does.

If it establishes either panpsychism or panprotopsychism, then it establishes pan-
psychism. Since if panprotopsychism is true, then panpsychism is true. For, according to 
panprotopsychism, mental features reduce to protophenomenal features. However, 
mental properties do not reduce to any properties other than mental properties. This is 
shown by extended versions of the knowledge and zombie arguments: Mary could 
know everything about the non-mental properties and still learn something new when 
she has her first sensation of color (see Nagasawa 2008: 108–12); zombies could still be 
non-mentally identical to us, but mentally short of us. Chalmers denies that such 
extended arguments will work: we cannot so positively conceive of, and come to ver-
dicts about, the relevant scenarios with the protophenomenal features. However, so far 
as we can tell, once we realize that the protophenomenal features are, taken individu-
ally, no more mental than narrowly physical features, the extended arguments are just 
as plausible as the original arguments.16

For what it’s worth, idealism also has the advantage of avoiding the inscrutability of 
the categorical features of things panprotopsychism saddles us with. If idealism is true, 
we know what all features reduce to—mental features. We have some idea of what such 

16 The point is beyond the scope of this essay, and we’d be happy enough to leave a few readers with the 
options of idealism and panprotopsychism.
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features are like, and idealists have detailed views about how all features might reduce 
to the mental. In contrast, if panprotopsychism is true, we have no idea what kind of 
categorical features there are or how mental features reduce to them. Whereas it was 
always regarded as an advantage of idealism that it makes the nature of things more 
transparent, panprotopsychism lands us in total mystery.

So we should settle with panpsychism rather than panprotopsychism. But if 
Chalmers’s maneuver establishes panpsychism, then it establishes idealism. For either 
narrow physical features are fundamental or they are not. If they are fundamental, then 
the maneuver fails. For now we cannot very easily reject the causal closure of the nar-
rowly physical domain, and systematic overdetermination looms. So then the maneu-
ver does not establish panpsychism. If, on the other hand, narrowly physical properties 
are not fundamental, then, if the maneuver succeeds, they reduce to those features that 
are broadly physical but not narrowly physical. And if the maneuver establishes 
panpsychism, then the only such features are mental features. So all narrowly physical 
features reduce to mental features; and all physical features that are not narrowly 
 physical are mental. So all physical features, period, reduce to mental features. And 
that’s idealism, or something near enough.

The Moral. There is much to be said for and against the knowledge and zombie argu-
ments. There is much to be said for and against the closure argument and, thus, for and 
against our conditionalized closure argument. But we can hardly enter these debates 
here; a fortiori we can hardly show that the arguments against physicalism and the 
arguments against dualism work. We set forth the arguments only to show how they 
can be used as a part of the case for idealism that we sketched at the beginning of this 
section: if the arguments against physicalism work and the arguments against dualism 
work, then idealism, or something near enough, remains.

Nevertheless, many do think the arguments on both sides are quite persuasive; if 
you’re persuaded by the arguments on both sides, then our job is pretty much done. 
However, many who would otherwise find the arguments against physicalism and 
the arguments against dualism persuasive feel forced to reject the arguments on one 
side. Some reject the arguments against physicalism because they find the arguments 
against dualism more persuasive, and see no alternative to physicalism, whereas 
others reject the arguments against dualism because they think the arguments against 
physicalism are more persuasive, and see no alternative to dualism.

Take, for example, Joseph Levine who ultimately gives up dualism for physicalism:

What makes the mind-body issue a problem is that both positions seem to have excellent consid-
erations in their favor. On the dualist side, one need only point to just how distinctive [mental] 
features are, and how difficult it is to see how mere matter and energy could support them . . . On 
the other side, there are deep reasons for supposing that minds must really be natural, physical 
things after all, and [mental] features must really be ultimately natural, physical features. 

(2001: 4; italics in original)
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Take, for another example, the earlier version of David Chalmers who ultimately gives 
up physicalism for dualism:

Temperamentally, I am strongly inclined toward materialist reductive explanation, and I have 
no strong spiritual or religious inclinations. For a number of years, I hoped for a materialist the-
ory; when I gave up on this hope, it was quite reluctantly. It eventually seemed plain to me that 
these conclusions were forced on anyone who wants to take consciousness seriously. Materialism 
is a beautiful and compelling view of the world, but to account for consciousness, we have to go 
beyond the resources it provides. (1996: xiv)

Take, for a final example, Colin McGinn, who ultimately concludes that the respective 
cases for dualism and physicalism leave us with an insoluble mystery:

When we think reflectively of mental phenomena we find that we acknowledge them to possess 
two sets of properties: one set which invites us to distinguish the mental realm from the physical, 
the other which firmly locates the mental within the physical world . . . It is impossible not to be 
impressed with the applicability of both sets of properties to the mind, and to admit that both 
must find a place in any account of the relation between mind and body. The problem is that the 
two sets of truths seem to be in fundamental tension, since one set makes us think the mind 
could not be physical while the other tells us that it must be. It is this tension that makes it appro-
priate to speak of the mind-body problem. (1996: 17–18)

These are typical statements of the mind-body problem. These philosophers, along 
with many others, feel forced to choose between two impossible options. However, 
since there is an idealist way out, they are actually free to accept the arguments on both 
sides. Pointing out that there is an idealist alternative can thus help support the argu-
ments against physicalism and the arguments against dualism.

6. Conclusion
Berkeley and others have argued that idealism provides us much of what we 
want:  from a problem-free metaphysics to a problem-free epistemology. We argue 
that  idealism also gives us what we want in philosophy of mind: a way out of the 
 problems facing physicalism and property dualism. The main arguments in contem-
porary philosophy of mind, when considered together, point toward idealism. 
Idealism gives dualists what they want, maybe what they most want: irreducible 
 mentality. Idealism gives the physicalist what they want, maybe what they most 
want:  seamless monism. If we are right, idealism is doubly necessary then: it 
could not have failed to be true, and it is indispensable in solving the mystery of 
the mental.17

17 Thanks to Daniel Greco, Ralph Kennedy, Win-Chiat Lee, Christian Miller, Kenneth Pearce, Patrick 
Toner, and Helen Yetter-Chappell for comments.
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Given the title of this essay, you may think that I must be the kind of person who enjoys 
torturing small furry animals. How could anyone but a psychopath be against warm, 
fuzzy idealism?

I start with consideration of naturalism. I go on to argue that naturalism is more 
theoretically virtuous than idealism. I conclude that idealism is an unwelcome and 
unwarranted kind of skepticism.

1. Naturalism
One of the central commitments of naturalism is that minded entities are late and 
local: minded entities are latecomers in global causal reality, and minded entities have 
highly localized spheres of influence in global causal reality. The only minded entities 
that we know about are relatively recently evolved biological organisms on the surface 
of our planet. If there are other minded entities in our universe, then they are also 
either biological organisms that evolved relatively recently on the surfaces of other 
planets, or they are downstream causal products of the activities of such organisms. If 
there are other universes in which there are minded entities, then they, too, are either 
relatively late-evolving biological organisms or downstream causal products of the 
activities of such organisms. According to naturalism, there are no minded entities 
other than relatively recently evolved or late-evolving biological organisms, and 
downstream causal products of the actions of such organisms. Moreover, according to 
the kind of naturalism I favor, there could not be minded entities other than relatively 
recently evolved or late-evolving biological organisms, and downstream causal 
products of the actions of such organisms.

Minded entities can be described using a range of mental vocabulary. Minded 
entities are conscious entities; are agents; perceive their more or less immediate sur-
roundings; and suffer. Some—perhaps all—minded entities believe, and desire, and 
intend. Some—perhaps all—minded entities remember, and learn, and predict. While 
there are contentious cases—both among contemporary organisms and among ancestral 
organisms in evolutionary history—there are many cases of uncontroversially minded 

4
Against Idealism
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organisms: organisms that are conscious, that perceive their environments, that suffer, 
and so forth. Moreover, while there are the contentious cases already mentioned, there 
are many cases of uncontroversially non-minded entities: organisms that do not have 
nervous systems—bacteria, amoeba, paramecia, and the like—and non-organisms—
sofas, sculptures, cars, cities, rivers, planets, stars, and so on. It is currently controver-
sial whether there could be artificial minded entities, e.g. androids. If there could be 
artificial minded entities, then there could be minded non-organisms; else, not.

It is more customary to talk of ‘entities that have minds’ than it is to talk of ‘minded 
entities.’ I prefer the latter kind of talk to the former because the default view—at least 
for the purposes of the kind of discussion to which this essay contributes—is that talk 
of ‘entities that have minds’ is merely idiomatic variation of more strictly accurate talk 
of ‘minded entities.’ It is not controversial that there are conscious organisms that are 
agents, that perceive their more or less immediate environments, that suffer, that 
remember and learn and predict, and so forth: human beings are uncontroversially 
minded organisms in all of these respects. However, it is extremely controversial to 
claim that minded organisms have minds, if talk of ‘entities having minds’ is taken to 
be something other than idiomatic variation of strictly more accurate talk of ‘there 
being minded entities.’

According to the type of naturalism that I prefer, the mindedness of organisms is 
explained entirely in terms of natural properties. The natural properties in question 
certainly include properties of minded organisms, but may also include properties of 
their environments, and properties of their evolutionary, social, and local histories. 
On the one hand, that minded organisms are conscious—when, indeed, they are 
conscious—is plausibly explained in terms of neural processes: for organisms to be 
conscious just is for them to be undergoing certain kinds of neural processes. On the 
other hand, that minded organisms are perceiving—when, indeed, they are perceiving—
is plausibly explained partly in terms of their immediate environment, partly in terms 
of their undergoing certain kinds of neural and other biological processes, and partly 
in terms of their local, social, and evolutionary histories: for organisms to perceive 
their more or less immediate environments just is for them, in those environments, to 
be undergoing certain kinds of neural and other biological processes that have been 
appropriately shaped by local, social, and evolutionary history.

2. Alternatives to Naturalism
Almost everything in the naturalism that I prefer is controversial. Some think that, 
while the naturalism that I prefer is true, it is merely contingently true: it could have 
been, for example, that some minded entities are not both late and local. Some think 
that the naturalism that I prefer is false, perhaps even necessarily so. Some think that 
not all minded entities are late; that whatever universes there are were created ex nihilo 
by a minded entity; that not all minded entities are local; that entire universes are 
minded; that minded entities have minds, where talk of ‘entities having minds’ is not 
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mere idiomatic variation on talk of ‘there being minded entities’; that, while there are 
minds, only minded organisms have minds, and this only while the minded organisms 
in question are alive; that while only minded organisms can have minds, the mind of an 
organism that dies can become the mind of another, different organism; that minds are 
ubiquitous: each and every thing that exists is minded; that, although minds are not 
ubiquitous, minds can exist independently of minded organisms; that, while minds 
exist, they are not located in our universe (though they do, perhaps, interact with 
entities that are located in our universe); that minds can exist even if there is nothing 
else that exists; that there is nothing that exists that is not either a mind or else the 
“content” of one or more minds.

Among views that are opposed to the naturalism that I prefer, idealist views diverge 
from the naturalism that I prefer to the greatest extent. Idealists suppose that the 
 naturalism that I prefer is necessarily false. Idealists suppose that minded entities just 
are minds, where talk of ‘minds’ is not mere idiomatic variation on talk of ‘minded 
entities’; that our being conscious is something quite other than our undergoing 
 certain kinds of neural processes; that our perceiving is something quite other than 
our undergoing certain kinds of neural and other biological processes that have been 
appropriately shaped by local, social, and evolutionary history; that there is some sense 
in which minds (or minds and their ‘contents’) are fundamental: all causal entities 
other than minds (or minds and their ‘contents’) are grounded in—i.e., constructed 
from, or constituted by, or reducible to, or supervenient upon, or identifiable with—
minds (or minds and their ‘contents’).

In my characterization of naturalism and idealism, and in my account of the ways in 
which they diverge, I have restricted my attention to ‘causal entities.’ On my character-
ization, near enough, whereas naturalists suppose that fundamental causal reality is 
entirely natural, idealists suppose that fundamental causal reality is entirely mental. 
This characterization is silent on questions about ‘abstract’ entities, ‘ideal’ entities, and 
the like. While many naturalists repudiate ‘abstract’ entities, ‘ideal’ entities, and so 
on—and while many idealists enthusiastically embrace such entities—I think that it is 
an open question whether naturalists ought to repudiate them, and that it is also an 
open question whether idealists ought to enthusiastically embrace them. In a more 
comprehensive discussion, I would need to allow for idealists who suppose that minds 
and abstract entities are jointly fundamental: all entities, other than minds (or minds 
and their contents) and abstract entities, are grounded in minds (or minds and their 
‘contents’) and ‘abstract’ entities. However, for present purposes, I am happy to set 
aside considerations about ‘abstract’ entities, ‘ideal’ entities, and the like.

3. Varieties of Idealism
There are many varieties of idealism, i.e. varieties of the view that all causal entities 
other than minds (or minds and their ‘contents’) are grounded in minds (or minds and 
their ‘contents’).
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Idealists disagree about the number of minds. Some idealists suppose that there is 
just one mind, and that all other causal entities are grounded in the ‘contents’ of that 
single mind. Some idealists suppose that there are many minds, and that all other 
causal entities are grounded in the ‘contents’ of those many minds. Some idealists who 
suppose that there are many minds suppose further that one among these minds is the 
cause of the existence of all of the other minds, and the (ultimate) source of the 
(perceptual) ‘contents’ of all of the other minds (see Berkeley 1982 [1734]).

Idealists may disagree about the primary ‘contents’ of minds. Some idealists may 
think that the primary ‘contents’ of minds are thoughts: entities with propositional 
content. Some idealists may think that the primary ‘contents’ of minds are concepts: 
ingredient constituents of thoughts. Some idealists may think that the primary ‘con-
tents’ of minds are ‘ideas’: feelings, sensations, percepts, and the like (see Berkeley 1982: 
Section 1). Some idealists may think that there is a diverse range of primary ‘contents’ 
of minds, including thoughts, concepts, ideas, and perhaps more besides.

Idealists disagree about relations between the ‘contents’ of minds and familiar non-
minded causal entities: sofas, sculptures, cars, cities, rivers, planets, stars, and so forth. 
Some idealists who claim to be ‘realists’ about familiar non-minded causal entities 
maintain that familiar non-minded causal entities are grounded in the ‘contents’ of 
minds. Some idealists are hermeneutical or revolutionary fictionalists about familiar 
non-minded causal entities: on their view, it is merely true according to fiction that 
there are familiar non-minded causal entities (see Stanley 2001). Some idealists are 
hard-line eliminativists about familiar non-minded causal entities: on their view, it is 
incoherent to say or suppose, even according to a fiction, that familiar non-minded 
causal entities exist (for a range of idealist options see Foster 1982: ch. 1).

Idealists disagree about whether minds are causally related. Some idealists suppose 
that there is unmediated causal influence of minds upon other minds: some ‘contents’ 
of minds are unmediated causal consequences of ‘contents’ of other minds. Some 
idealists suppose that there is a mixture of mediated and unmediated causal influence 
of minds upon other minds: some ‘contents’ of minds are unmediated causal conse-
quences of ‘contents’ of other minds, and some ‘contents’ of minds are merely mediated 
causal consequences of ‘contents’ of other minds (see Berkeley 1982: Sections 25–9 
and 145–9). Some idealists suppose that there is no causal influence of minds upon 
other minds: the ‘contents’ of minds are never causal consequences of the ‘contents’ of 
other minds (see Leibniz 1982 [1714]: Section 7).

4. Method of Assessment
There are three stages in the comparison of philosophical positions. First, there is articu-
lation: setting out the positions in sufficient detail to allow fair comparison. Second, there 
is internal or non-comparative review: examining each position for internal consistency. 
Third, supposing that each position survives non-comparative review, there is compara-
tive review: determining which of the positions is most theoretically virtuous.
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Articulation is the most important stage: there is no prospect of worthwhile 
comparison of philosophical positions without full and accurate articulation of those 
positions. On the one hand, without full articulation of positions, there is no prospect 
of gauging the true theoretical costs of those positions: significant costs may well 
remain invisible in less-than-full articulations of positions. On the other hand, given 
inaccurate articulation of positions, there is no point in proceeding to assessment: an 
examination of ‘strawman’ positions is of no value to anyone.

Internal review is, I think, the least interesting stage, though it is often the stage 
which claims the most attention. Obviously enough, if a particular position can be 
shown to be inconsistent, then that suffices to remove that particular position from the 
field of play. But, for any broad philosophical view—‘naturalism,’ ‘idealism,’ etc.—
there are many fully articulated variants. Typically, establishing that one fully articu-
lated variant of a view is inconsistent does nothing toward establishing that other fully 
articulated variants of that view are also inconsistent. Furthermore, it often turns out 
that attempts to establish the inconsistency of a fully articulated position illicitly 
import claims that belong only to competing positions.

Comparative review, even for consistent, fully articulated positions, is a very difficult 
matter. On the one hand, we need to identify the theoretical virtues that are properly in 
play in the comparative assessment of positions. On the other hand—and far more 
controversially—we need a method for turning a point-by-point comparison of com-
peting positions in terms of individual theoretical virtues into an overall assessment of 
those positions. Even if we accept that there is a relatively small range of relevant 
theoretical virtues—minimal ontological commitment, minimal ideological commit-
ment, minimal nomological commitment, maximal explanatory power, maximal 
explanatory breadth, maximal fit with established science, etc.—we may be skeptical 
that there is any general algorithm that turns judgments about those theoretical virtues 
into a judgment about the relative overall merits of competing positions. However, if 
we accept that there is a relatively small range of relevant theoretical virtues, then we 
will recognize that there must be special cases in which we can turn judgments about 
those theoretical virtues into judgments about the relative overall merits of competing 
positions: namely, cases in which there is point-by-point domination on the part of 
one of the competing positions. If, compared to a second position, a position has 
weaker ontological commitments, weaker ideological commitments, weaker nomo-
logical commitments, greater explanatory power, greater explanatory breadth, better 
fit with established science, and so on, then the one position is more theoretically 
virtuous than the second.

In practice, it is impossible to give full articulations of positions; in practice, the 
most that can be done is to articulate competing positions to the same level of detail. 
Thus, any results of comparative review of positions are bound to be somewhat uncer-
tain. It is always possible in principle that further articulation of competing positions 
may change the results of theoretical comparison of those positions. It is always pos-
sible in principle that further articulation will reveal that a position is inconsistent. It is 
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always possible in principle that further articulation will change the overall assessment 
of the relative virtue of competing positions. None of these outcomes is surprising: 
there would not be widespread philosophical disagreement if the assessment of 
competing philosophical positions were a straightforward matter.

5. Articulation
For the purposes of the discussion to follow, I shall suppose that Naturalist is commit-
ted to the following claims:

(1N) Fundamental causal reality is entirely natural.
(2N) Mindedness is late and local in the causal order.
(3N) Mindedness is fully explained in terms of neural and other biological pro-
cesses that occur in natural organisms in natural environments with appropriate 
natural histories.
(4N) Human beings are minded organisms.

For the purposes of the discussion to follow, I shall suppose, further, that Idealist is 
committed to the following claims:

(1I) Fundamental causal reality is entirely mental.
(2I) Minds are neither late nor local in the causal order.
(3I) ‘Non-mental objects’ are fully explained in terms of the ‘contents’ of minds.
(4I) Human beings are minds.

For the purposes of the discussion to follow, I shall suppose that it is an open question 
on both views exactly what is required for ‘full explanation’ (in (3N) and (3I)). In par-
ticular, I shall suppose that it is an open question whether ‘full explanation’ invokes 
identity, or reduction, or constitution, or supervenience, or something else.

I shall also suppose that both parties agree: (a) that there are sofas, sculptures, cars, 
cities, rivers, planets, stars, and so on; and (b) that there are organisms that are con-
scious, perceive, act, suffer, believe, desire, intend, and so forth.

Given the preceding characterizations, it is plausible to suppose that Idealist is 
committed to the existence of supernatural causings whose existence is denied by 
Naturalist. On the one hand, it is immediate that Naturalist denies that there are any 
supernatural causings. On the other hand, when Idealist casts around for causes of the 
contents of human minds, it seems more or less inevitable that Idealist will settle on 
a supernatural mind, i.e. on a mind that is not the mind of a natural organism. Without a 
supernatural mind that causes the ‘contents’ of human minds, Idealist is unable to 
explain the contents of human minds, communication between human beings, the 
interpersonal stability of non-mental objects, etc. (Note that my characterization of 
Idealism may be doing some real work at this point: Schopenhauer’s view that ‘blind 
will’ or ‘striving’ is more fundamental than minds and their ‘contents’ does not count 
as Idealism on my characterization. Perhaps I should add that, at least as far as that 
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suggestion goes, it seems obvious to me that it is impossible for ‘will or striving’ to be 
fundamental. ‘Will’ and ‘striving’ are just not the kinds of things that can ground 
everything else.)

6. Internal Review
Naturalists may be tempted to argue that idealism is incoherent. Here, however, I shall 
try to argue for the consistency of idealism relative to naturalism.

To simplify exposition, let’s suppose that there is just one universe (rather than a 
multiverse). That universe began with a bang about 13.82 billion years ago, and has 
been expanding ever since. Our sun formed about 4.57 billion years ago, and the earth 
formed about 4.54 billion years ago. Life emerged on the earth at least 3.5 billion years 
ago; eukaryotes emerged at least 2 billion years ago. The simplest animals date back at 
least 600 million years; the earliest mammals appeared at least 200 million years ago. 
The earliest hominids—who had brains the size of contemporary chimpanzees, and 
who used simple stone tools—appeared around 2.3 million years ago. By the time of 
the first appearance of Homo Erectus—around 1.5 million years ago—there had 
been a doubling in cranial capacity, matched with the use of fire and more complex 
stone tools. Homo Sapiens—the forerunner of anatomically modern human beings—
appeared around 400,000 years ago; anatomically modern human beings themselves 
appeared no more than 200,000 years ago, and started to spread from Africa no more 
than 100,000 years ago. However we slice the pie, some forms of mindedness have had a 
long presence on the surface of the earth, perhaps dating back beyond 600 million years.

According to Naturalist, our universe is causal reality: there is nothing in causal 
reality that does not figure in a more detailed telling of the history recounted in the 
previous paragraph.

According to Idealist, the centerpiece of causal reality is a supernatural mind. That 
supernatural mind contains a developing representation that exactly matches the 
account of the universe given two paragraphs back. The temporal domain that the 
supernatural mind inhabits is also populated by other minds: one for each minded 
organism that figures in the completed account of the universe sketched. Within the 
temporal domain that the minds inhabit, there is two-way transmission of information 
between the supernatural mind and the organismic minds: transmission from the 
supernatural mind to the organismic minds is ‘perceptual input’ to the organismic 
minds; and transmission from the organismic minds to the supernatural minds is 
“behavioral output” from the organismic minds. The developing representation of the 
universe in the supernatural mind is both responsive to, and determinant of, transmis-
sion of information between the organismic minds and the supernatural mind.

I do not think that there is any obvious inconsistency in the view that I have just 
attributed to Idealist. The view is plainly no more vulnerable to experiential defeat 
than the view that is held by Naturalist. Moreover, the account of a temporal domain in 
which there is passage of information between minds looks consistent: we can model it 
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with diagrams, and describe it using formally consistent sentences. True enough, 
Naturalist—or, at any rate, my kind of naturalist—thinks that it is impossible for there 
to be minds; impossible for there to be a merely temporal domain; impossible for 
there to be distinct causal entities that do not occupy distinct spatial locations; impos-
sible for there to be unmediated transmission of information between distinct causal 
entities; impossible for there to be storage of information in entities that occupy no 
spatial volume, and so forth. But that Naturalist takes these things to be impossible is 
not enough to establish incoherence or inconsistency. In just the same way, that Idealist 
takes it to be impossible, that organisms’ being conscious just is their undergoing 
certain kinds of neural processes, is insufficient to establish that Naturalist’s position is 
incoherent or inconsistent.

There are idealists who have tried to argue for the inconsistency of naturalism, or its 
materialistic precursors. Famously, Berkeley asserts that materialism involves “mani-
fest contradiction” (1982 [1734]: Section 23). He argues that one cannot coherently 
conceive of material objects that exist outside one’s mind, since, in the very act of con-
ceiving of such things, they are present to one’s mind. However, it seems pretty clear 
that, if Berkeley’s argument were good, it would be no less a strike against God, other 
minds, and ideas in the mind of God—e.g. the developing representation of the uni-
verse that I mentioned a few paragraphs back—than a strike against material objects. 
After all, it is no more the case that God, other minds, and God’s developing represen-
tation of the universe are in my mind than it is that material objects are in my mind. I 
have no greater ability to conceive of God, other minds, and ideas in the mind of God 
existing outside my mind than I have ability to conceive of material objects existing 
outside my mind: if it is true that, in the very act of conceiving of material objects they 
are present to my mind, then it is no less true that, in the very act of conceiving of God, 
other minds, and God’s developing representation of the universe, they, too, are 
present to my mind!1

Just as we can argue for the consistency of idealism relative to naturalism, so, too, we 
can argue for the consistency of naturalism relative to idealism. Suppose that we start 
with the idealist picture, according to which there is nothing but minds and their 
contents. Somehow, from the contents of the minds, we can recover the account of the 
universe that we gave a few paragraphs back. We can be sure that idealists will allow 
that we can do this. After all, that account just is the serious scientific account of the 
history of our universe; not even idealists claim to dispute it. But, once we have that 
account of our universe, it is a very short step to a consistent naturalism: we simply 
strip away the idealist theory of minds and their contents, leaving just the minded 
organisms that feature in the canonical account of the history of the universe. And 
then we declare that causal reality is fully and accurately described by that canon-
ical history. True enough, Idealist supposes that it is impossible for that history to 

1 The secondary literature contains some ingenious responses to this kind of objection; for example, 
see Adams (1973). But I do not think any of them succeeds.
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be true without the supporting idealist account of minds and their contents. But that 
Idealist takes this to be impossible is simply not enough to establish incoherence or 
inconsistency.

7. Comparative Review
Given that Naturalist and Idealist both have consistent views, the only question that 
remains to be addressed is whether one of Naturalist and Idealist has a more theoret-
ically virtuous view than the other. Perhaps unsurprisingly, I shall attempt to argue 
that Naturalist has a more theoretically virtuous view than Idealist. Since I have already 
conceded that Naturalist and Idealist are tied when it comes to the question of fit with 
established science, I shall not consider this aspect of theoretical virtue in the subse-
quent discussion.

First, let’s consider the ontology of the two positions. On the one hand, Naturalist is 
committed to the denizens of the universe—minded organisms, sofas, sculptures, cars, 
cities, rivers, planets, stars, and so on—and to nothing else. On the other hand, Idealist 
is committed to all of the denizens of the universe—minded organisms, sofas, sculp-
tures, cars, cities, rivers, planets, stars, and so on—as well as to a supernatural mind, to 
minds for all minded organisms, and (perhaps) to ‘contents’ in all of the minds. Of 
course, it is true that Naturalist and Idealist have radically different conceptions of the 
denizens of the universe: Naturalist supposes that none of the things that exist are 
minds or things that exist in minds, whereas Idealist supposes that all of the things that 
exist are minds, or things that exist in minds, or things that exist ‘across’ minds. 
However, Naturalist and Idealist agree on the existence of minded organisms, sofas, 
sculptures, cars, cities, rivers, planets, stars, and so on. So, on point of ontological 
commitment, Naturalist is a clear winner: Idealist is committed to all of the ontology 
to which Naturalist is committed, and more besides.

Second, let’s consider the ideology of the two positions. On the one hand, Naturalist 
is committed to the ideology needed to characterize the universe and its denizens, and 
to nothing else. On the other hand, Idealist is committed to the ideology needed to 
characterize the universe and its denizens, and to the ideology needed to characterize 
supernatural minds, minds for minded organisms, and ‘contents’ of minds. According 
to Naturalist, there is just one kind of causation: natural causation within the universe. 
However, according to Idealist, there are two kinds of causation: natural causation with 
the universe, and the type of causation that underwrites transfer of information 
between minds in the purely temporal domain in which minds are ‘located.’ Of course, 
it is true that Naturalist and Idealist have radically different conceptions of the applica-
tion of ideology: Naturalist supposes that none of the ideology has application to 
minds, or to things that exist in or across minds, whereas Idealist supposes that all of 
the ideology has application only to minds, or to things that exist in or across minds. 
Nonetheless, Naturalist and Idealist both make use of all of the ideology that has 
application to minded organisms, sofas, sculptures, cars, cities, rivers, planets, stars, 
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and the like. So, on point of ideological commitment, Naturalist is a clear winner: 
Idealist is committed to all of the ideology to which Naturalist is committed, and more 
besides.

Third, let’s consider the principles or laws that are invoked in the two positions. On 
the one hand, Naturalist is committed to just those principles and laws that are required 
for the universe. On the other hand, Idealist is committed to those principles and 
laws that are required for the universe as well as to the laws and principles that 
are  required for the domain of minds and ‘contents’ of minds. As before, it seems 
that Naturalist is a clear winner: Idealist is committed to every principle and law to 
which Naturalist is committed, and more besides. Hence, on the combination of 
theoretical commitments—ontological commitments, ideological commitments, and 
nomological commitments—Naturalist is a clear winner: on each of the dimensions of 
theoretical commitment, Idealist is committed to everything to which Naturalist is 
committed, and more besides.

I suspect that many readers will be thinking that the arguments that I have just 
made cannot be any good. In particular, many readers will recall that I noted earlier 
that Idealist does not agree with Naturalist that for organisms to be conscious just is 
for them to be undergoing certain kinds of neural processes. How can it be that 
Naturalist defeats Idealist on each of ontological commitment, ideological commit-
ment, and commitment to principles and laws, when Naturalist is committed to this 
claim and Idealist is not? Given that Naturalist accepts this claim and Idealist rejects 
it, doesn’t Naturalist thereby incur some kind of theoretical commitment that Idealist 
does not have?

No. When Naturalist denies that there is a supernatural mind, Naturalist does not 
incur a theoretical commitment that Idealist does not have. Of course, if the postula-
tion of a supernatural mind increases the explanatory power of Idealist’s position, or 
the explanatory breadth of Idealist’s position, or the fit of Idealist’s position with estab-
lished science, then it may be that the additional theoretical commitment of Idealist 
leads to an overall increase in theoretical virtue. But it will still be the case that 
Naturalist does better than Idealist on the count of theoretical commitment.

When Idealist insists that organisms’ being conscious is something over and above 
their undergoing certain kinds of neural processes, Idealist is taking on an additional 
bunch of theoretical commitments that Naturalist does not take on. If the postulation 
of minds and their ‘contents’ increases the explanatory power of Idealist’s position, or 
the explanatory breadth of Idealist’s position, or the fit of Idealist’s position with estab-
lished science, then it may be that Idealist’s additional theoretical commitments lead to 
an overall increase in theoretical virtue. But it will still be the case that Naturalist does 
better than Idealist on the count of theoretical commitment.

Some readers may protest that there are compelling arguments for the claim that 
organisms’ being conscious is something over and above their undergoing certain 
kinds of neural processes. Consider zombies. If it is possible for there to be zombies—
creatures whose neural processing is just like ours but who do not have the conscious 
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experiences that we have—then it is not the case that for organisms to be conscious just 
is for them to be undergoing certain kinds of neural processes (see Chalmers 1996). 
Consider Mary. If Mary acquires new non-physical knowledge when she leaves her 
black and white room and sees a ripe tomato, then it is not the case that for organisms 
to perceive their more or less immediate environments just is for them, in those 
environments, to be undergoing certain kinds of neural and other biological processes 
that have been appropriately shaped by local, social, and evolutionary history (see 
Jackson 1986).

These arguments cut no ice in the present context. Naturalist and Idealist disagree 
about whether it is possible for there to be zombies. Naturalist and Idealist also dis-
agree about whether it is possible for there to be someone like Mary; according to 
Naturalist, no organism can have complete physical knowledge of the universe that it 
inhabits. Given that Naturalist and Idealist disagree about the possibility of zombies 
and the possibility of ‘physically omniscient’ organisms, arguments that appeal to 
these alleged possibilities are powerless to decide between their views. If the respective 
modal commitments were primitive, there would be no uncontroversial way of deter-
mining whether the costs are greater on one side than the other. (Should we suppose 
that primitive possibilities are less expensive than primitive necessities? All else 
being equal, should we seek to minimize primitive possibilities?) But, in any case, the 
respective modal commitments are not primitive; rather, they are tied to other 
 theoretical commitments of the respective views.

Even if it is granted that, when we consider theoretical—ontological, ideological, 
and nomological—commitments, Naturalist’s view trumps Idealist’s view, it does not 
follow that, when all theoretical virtues are taken into account, Naturalist’s view trumps 
Idealist’s view. For all that has been argued to this point, it may be that Idealist’s view 
bests Naturalist’s view in the trade-off between theoretical commitments and fit with 
data; that Idealist’s view has greater explanatory power than Naturalist’s view; and that 
Idealist’s view has greater explanatory breadth than Naturalist’s view.

But, given the construction of Idealist’s view, it is hard to see how Idealist’s view 
could trump Naturalist’s view on any of these further considerations.

On Naturalist’s view, there is just the natural universe and its denizens. If there is an 
initial state of the universe, then either the existence of that initial state is contingent 
and there is no explanation of its contingent existence, or the existence of that initial 
state is necessary and there is no explanation of its necessary existence. If there is an 
initial state of the universe, then either the nature of that initial state is contingent and 
there is no explanation of the contingent nature that it has, or the nature of that initial 
state is necessary and there is no explanation of the necessary nature that it has. 
Similarly for any laws related to the causal evolution of the universe and for any powers 
driving the persisting existence of the universe. If there are chance events, then, a forti-
ori, there is no explanation of why those chance events play out as they do. And, on 
Naturalist’s view, there are no other explanatory surds: the universe evolves chancily 
from its initial state under the laws (or as driven by the relevant powers).
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On Idealist’s view, there is the supernatural mind, the contents of the supernatural 
mind, the other minds, and the contents of the other minds. Even on the most econom-
ical version of this view—in which the existence and nature of the other minds and the 
existence and nature of their contents are explained in terms of the supernatural mind 
and its contents—we still need to consider all of the following points. If there is an 
initial state of the supernatural mind, then either the existence of that initial state is 
contingent and there is no explanation of its contingent existence, or the existence of 
that initial state is necessary and there is no explanation of its necessary existence. If 
there is an initial state of the supernatural mind, then either the nature of that initial 
state is contingent and there is no explanation of the contingent nature that it has, or 
the nature of that initial state is necessary and there is no explanation of the necessary 
nature that it has. Similarly for the existence of the contents of the supernatural mind, 
for the nature of the contents of the supernatural mind; for laws related to the causal 
evolution of the supernatural mind; and for powers driving the persisting existence of 
the supernatural mind. If chance plays a role in the evolution of state of the supernatural 
mind, then, a fortiori, there is no explanation of why those chance events play out as 
they do. If chance plays a role in changes to the contents of the supernatural mind, 
then, a fortiori, there is no explanation of why the chances play out as they do. On 
Idealist’s view there are no fewer explanatory surds than there are on Naturalist’s view: 
on Idealist’s view, the supernatural mind and its contents evolve chancily from an 
initial state under the laws (or as driven by the relevant powers).2

Even if it is granted that Idealist’s view achieves no better than parity with Naturalist’s 
view when it comes to explanatory surds, it might be claimed that there is particular data 
that is better explained by Idealist’s view than by Naturalist’s view. Each of the following 
claims is data, i.e. a claim that is uncontroversially agreed between Naturalist and Idealist: 
there are conscious organisms; organisms that reason; that engage in science; that engage 
in politics; that are virtuous; that practice religion; that pursue mathematics; that act from 
conscience; that are musical, poetic, storytelling, philosophical; and so on.

Is there good reason to suppose that Idealist offers explanations of this kind of data 
that is better than the explanations that are offered by Naturalist? It is hard to see how 
there could be. On the one hand, it is uncontroversial that certain kinds of appropri-
ately embedded neural activation are necessary for organisms to be conscious, to rea-
son, to pursue science, and so on. No organism that lacks appropriately embedded 
neural activation—or that has suffered sufficiently serious damage to what would 
otherwise be appropriately embedded neural activation—has ever done any of these 
things. On the other hand, there are many limitations on the ability of organisms to 
reason, to pursue science, and so on: organisms do all of these things very imperfectly. 
Any serious view is required to explain both the abilities and the limitations of minded 
organisms.

2 The argument of the previous two paragraphs is developed at greater length in the context of a com-
parison between naturalism and theism in Oppy (2013).
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How should we suppose that Naturalist and Idealist fare when it comes to explanation 
of the abilities and limitations of minded organisms?

On the one hand, Idealist’s explanation must appeal to the creative intentions of the 
supernatural mind: minded organisms have the abilities and limitations that they have 
because the supernatural mind intended for them to have these abilities and limita-
tions. This is a weak kind of explanation: essentially, it invokes new theoretical com-
mitments each time a new piece of data is considered. Organism O has ability A just in 
case its mind has ability A’. Organism O’s mind has ability A’ just because the super-
natural mind intended for organism O’s mind to have ability A’. The supernatural mind 
intended for organism O’s mind to have ability A’ just in case the model of reality in the 
supernatural mind had features that modeled O’s mind as having ability A’. And the 
features of the model of reality in the supernatural mind that modeled O’s mind as 
having ability A’ are theoretical primitives in Idealist’s explanation of organism O’s 
possession of ability A.

On the other hand, Naturalist’s explanation appeals to the immediate, local, social, 
and evolutionary histories of organism O: organism O’s possession of ability A is 
explained in terms of O’s genetic endowment and upbringing; but, in turn, O’s genetic 
endowment and upbringing are explained in terms of the social and biological evo-
lution of O’s ancestors. Unlike the explanation given by Idealist, the explanation given 
by Naturalist does not invoke new theoretical commitments each time a new piece of 
data is considered. Of course, at present, there is much that Naturalist does not know 
about social and biological evolution; in many cases, the details of the explanation of 
the abilities and limitations of minded organisms are not to hand. However, there is no 
reason to suppose that there is any in-principle objection to the suggestion that 
Naturalist could explain the abilities and limitations of minded organism without 
invoking more theoretical commitments that Idealist invokes in explaining those abil-
ities and limitations. I conclude that there is no reason to suppose that Idealist offers 
better explanations than Naturalist of the abilities and limitations of minded organisms.

When we consider all of ontological commitment, ideological commitment, nomo-
logical commitment, trade-off between overall commitment, and fit with data, 
goodness of explanation, breadth of explanation, and fit with established science, we 
see that naturalism wins clearly in some categories, and at least breaks even in all 
other categories. In other words, when we consider the full range of theoretical virtues, 
we see that Naturalism trumps Idealism. Or so it seems to me.

8. Stocktake
Even if the argument that I have just sketched is not otherwise defective, there is a 
serious question about how much it can accomplish. I began with fairly condensed 
articulations of naturalism and idealism, summarized in four short principles. I then 
gave quite compact arguments for the consistency of the two views relative to one 
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another. Finally, I gave a slightly more complex argument for the claim that, on 
point-by-point comparison of theoretical virtue, the version of naturalism under con-
sideration trumps the version of idealism under consideration. If the argument holds 
up, the most that I can have established is that one kind of naturalism is more theoret-
ically virtuous than one kind of idealism.

If you are an idealist who accepts the kind of idealism that has figured in my discus-
sion, then—if my argument holds up—you have been given a reason to think that there 
is a kind of naturalism that is theoretically superior to the kind of idealism that you 
accept. Does it follow that you should abandon idealism and become a naturalist? 
Hardly! For all that has been explicitly argued here, there may be some other kind of 
idealism that is more theoretically virtuous than the kind of naturalism that has fig-
ured in my discussion; some other kind of idealism that is more theoretically virtuous 
than any kind of naturalism; some kind of non-idealistic non-naturalism that is more 
theoretically virtuous than the kind of naturalism that has figured in my discussion; 
some kind of non-idealistic non-naturalism that is more theoretically virtuous than 
any kind of naturalism. Even if the argument that I have given is in no way defective, it 
falls well short of establishing that there is a version of naturalism that is more the-
oretically virtuous than all versions of idealism, and it falls even further short of 
establishing that all idealists ought to become naturalists.

Of course, it is also controversial whether the argument that I have sketched is not 
otherwise defective. There are several points on which it may be open to challenge. 
First, the argument depends substantively on assumptions about the markers of the-
oretical virtue: if there are theoretical virtues other than those considered, then the 
argument is incomplete and requires reconsideration. Second, the argument depends 
substantively on the claim that the version of naturalism under consideration is 
point-by-point at least as theoretically virtuous as the version of idealism under 
consideration: if there is even one point on which it is not clear that naturalism is at 
least as theoretically virtuous than idealism, then the argument breaks down. Third, 
the argument depends substantively on the assumption that decision between world-
views is—and should be—entirely a matter of weighing theoretical virtues: if one can 
rationally maintain a worldview that one holds to be less theoretically virtuous than a 
competing worldview, then the argument that I have given breaks down entirely. These 
three assumptions all look solid to me; but I should acknowledge, at least, that these three 
assumptions may not seem quite so solid to everyone else.

Perhaps some may wish to object that, since my argument is an argument from 
point-by-point dominance, it is vulnerable to well-known objections to decision-
theoretic arguments from point-by-point dominance. But it should be noted that my 
argument is not a decision-theoretic argument; the style of argument from point-
by-point dominance that I have employed seems to me to be entirely unproblematic.

Perhaps some may wish to object that arguments from theoretical virtue depend 
upon a very controversial kind of epistemological internalism. Suppose that Idealist 
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thinks that the supernatural mind causes all other minds to be such that, when they are 
functioning properly, they accept the central tenets that characterize Idealist’s pos-
ition.3 If Idealist’s position is correct, then all properly functioning minds accept that 
Idealist’s position is correct even if Idealist’s position is less theoretically virtuous than 
Naturalist’s position. Of course, at this point, Idealist is depending upon a very contro-
versial kind of epistemological externalism. If Naturalist is correct in thinking that 
naturalism is the most theoretically virtuous position, then, in fact, if Naturalist’s pos-
ition is correct, all maximally virtuous theorists accept that Naturalist’s position is 
correct because Naturalist’s position is the most theoretically virtuous position. 
Moreover, if Naturalist’s position is the most theoretically virtuous position, then that 
is overwhelming reason to think that Naturalist’s position is correct: for, if Naturalist’s 
position is the most theoretically virtuous position, then there is simply no reason to 
believe in anything that does not find a place in Naturalist’s worldview.4

No doubt many will wish to object to the ‘identity theory of mind’ that I have attrib-
uted to Naturalist. I anticipate that some will claim that one must ‘feign anaesthesia’ in 
order to adopt this position. It seems to me that this claim is a travesty. Naturalist says 
that, for organisms to be conscious just is for them to be undergoing certain kinds of 
neural processes; and Naturalist says that for organisms to perceive their more or less 
immediate environments just is for them, in those environments, to be undergoing 
certain kinds of neural and other biological processes that have been appropriately 
shaped by local, social, and evolutionary history. Since Naturalist accepts that organ-
isms are conscious and that organisms perceive their immediate environments, it is 
obvious that Naturalist does not ‘feign anaesthesia.’ True enough, Naturalist rejects 
entities that Idealist postulates in order to describe or account for consciousness, 
perception, and the like: but it is one thing to reject entities postulated in order to 
describe or account for consciousness, perception, and the like, and quite another 
thing to reject consciousness and perception themselves.

It is a very curious thing that proponents of idealism have considered it to be a satis-
factory counter to ‘skepticism,’ ‘nihilism,’ and the like. On the contrary, it seems to me 
that idealism is a very close cousin to ‘brain-in-a-vat’ skepticism and other anti- 
naturalistic fantasies. Moreover, it seems to me that idealism is inferior to naturalism 
for much the same kinds of reasons that ‘brain-in-a-vat’ skepticism and other anti-
naturalistic fantasies are inferior to naturalism: a proper weighing of theoretical 
 virtues  discloses that naturalism is the most virtuous worldview. There is nothing 
‘warm and fuzzy’ about Idealism.

9. Concluding Observation
No small furry animals were harmed in the writing of this essay.

3 This kind of epistemological position is defended by Plantinga (1993).
4 This is analogous to the standoff which obtains between the Christian and the atheist according to 

Plantinga (2000).
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What would a non-theistic Berkeleyan idealism look like? God plays a crucial role in 
Berkeley’s metaphysics, (i) explaining how to make sense of the common-sense view 
that objects continue to exist even when no (finite) mind is perceiving them, and hence 
(ii) accounting for the regularity of our perceptions. Without God, we might abandon 
the intuitive idea that the tree in the quad exists even when no (finite) mind perceives 
it. But this involves a radical departure from common sense. Alternatively, we might 
grant it a kind of counterfactually grounded existence, such that what it is for the tree 
to exist is for it to be the case that were someone appropriately situated, they would 
have the relevant sensory impressions. But without God, we lack an explanation for 
these regularities. And it might seem unsatisfying to leave such regularities as brute, 
particularly if they are serving to ground the continued existence of objects.

In this essay, I explore a different way of resolving these explanatory challenges 
without appealing to a god. My aim is to first sketch a coherent non-theistic 
(quasi-)Berkeleyan idealism, which preserves the common-sense claims Berkeley 
was concerned to capture, and then to assess the distinctive virtues and challenges 
faced by the view.1

1 Margaret Atherton (1995) and Tom Stoneham (2002) also explore the question of what Berkeleyanism 
without God would look like, arriving at very different (and less explanatorily robust) theories from the one 
I shall develop.

Atherton argues that the metaphysical picture emerging from An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision 
(i) makes no reference to God, and (ii) is compatible with the Principles and Three Dialogues, and hence 
(iii) could be taken to be a kind of Berkeleyanism without God. On this (non-theistic) view, we “can accept 
that we live in a world in which, thanks to the regular and orderly nature of our experience, we perceive 
distance or cherries or trees in the quad. Without God, we obviously lack a cause or an explanation for the 
theory of sensory representation, but the theory itself stands” (247–8, emphasis added). (See also Charles 
McCracken’s (1995) reply, questioning whether this is sufficient to deliver a genuinely immaterialist or 
Berkeleyan theory.)

Tom Stoneham suggests that, without God to sustain the external world when finite beings aren’t per-
ceiving it, the best way for the atheist immaterialist to go is to argue that the regularities in our experi-
ences are simply brute. “If sensible things do spring in and out of existence, then there is no more problem 
in accepting as unexplained facts that they do not do so randomly than there is in accepting regularities 
in matter.” The real problem, he thinks, is that we “would like . . . to explain things coming into existence,” 
but Stoneham suggests that the atheist immaterialist simply rejects this intuition (132).

5
Idealism Without God

Helen Yetter-Chappell
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The rough idea is this: We want something outside of our finite minds to sustain 
objects when (finite) minds are not perceiving them, and to account for the regularity 
of our perceptions. But, even for the idealist, this does not need to be a god in any rec-
ognizable sense. There is no reason it must contain desires, intentions, or beliefs. It 
needn’t be an agent. On the view I offer, external reality—the tables, chairs, brains, stars, 
quarks around us—is constituted by a complex phenomenal unity, governed by laws of 
nature, structurally analogous to those materialists posit. This accounts for both the 
stability of the world external to us, and the regularity of our own experiences.

While this version of idealism is inspired by Berkeley, there are significant depart ures 
from his account. In particular, I offer a different (and I think superior) view of per-
ception. On this view, rather than our perceptions being caused by the phenomenal 
unity (or God), they are constituted by the very sensations that make up external 
reality.

1. The Role of Berkeley’s God
While it’s clear that God plays a crucial role on Berkeley’s metaphysics in (i) making it 
true that the tree in the quad continues to exist when no finite minds are around, and 
(ii) accounting for the regularities in human perceptual experience, just how God ful-
fills these roles has been debated. Is God continually perceiving the tree, as the famous 
limerick suggests? Perhaps, as Winkler (1985) suggests, the tree’s continued existence 
depends on both God’s perceiving the tree and God’s intention that we should experi-
ence the tree were we in the right situation.2 Or perhaps the tree’s continued existence 
is grounded in dispositions that are sustained by God: To say that the tree continues to 
exist alone in the quad is to say that, although God is not continually perceiving the 
tree, his will is responsible for ensuring that were we to attend in the right way, we would 
perceive the tree.

Since the aim of this essay is not to reconstruct Berkeley, but to propose a new, quasi-
Berkeleyan form of idealism, I’m not concerned with precisely which role Berkeley 
required God to play. But note that on each of these readings, many attributes of God 
are not essential to the role he is playing. God certainly needn’t be omnibenevolent to 
play the requisite roles. And on the first reading of God’s role (on which the tree’s con-
tinued existence is grounded simply in God’s perception of it), we require something 
even more minimal: It is God’s perceptions, not his beliefs, desires, intentions, or indeed 
anything about him as an agent that are relevant to the tree’s continued existence.3

2 The suggestion that God is always perceiving the tree raises a number of potential worries: (i) ques-
tions about how to distinguish possible from actual trees (since God’s understanding will house all possible 
objects), and (ii) questions about how/whether God can have perceptions. Winkler’s version of Berkeley 
avoids the first worry, as God’s intentions are able to distinguish merely possible objects from actual objects.

3 See Kenneth Pearce (forthcoming) for a helpful overview of the literature surrounding how God-like 
Berkeley’s author of Nature must be in order to play the necessary metaphysical roles. This question is also 
discussed by Ksenjek and Flage (2012) and Stoneham (2002: 123–4), who suggest that attributes like 
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I want to use this first, simple reading of Berkeley as a starting point. We’ll peel away 
the attributes of God that aren’t essential for sustaining a reality, and see that what we’re 
left with might be considered a quasi-Berkeleyan idealism without God.

2. The Phenomenal Unity
If God sustains the external world through continual experiencing of it, what features 
of God are essential to his doing this? Not his beliefs, desires, understanding, inten-
tions. What’s essential are his sensory experiences: the experience of the greenness of 
the tree, the shape, the smell of pine, the roughness of the bark, the prickliness of the 
needles, and so on. And insofar as reality is not a disjoint set of colors, shapes, tex-
tures, etc., it’s essential that these experiences be phenomenally unified. So let’s do 
away with the idea that there’s an agent (God) who is responsible for accounting for 
the external world’s regularity and for sustaining reality when it’s not perceived by 
finite minds. To be is still to be perceived (or, at any rate, experienced). The external 
world (physical reality), on the view I want to develop, is a vast phenomenal unity: 
a  unity of consciousness, weaving together sensory experiences of colors, shapes, 
sounds, smells, sizes, etc. into the trees, chairs, black holes, and central nervous systems 
that fill the world around us.

Here’s the basic picture: External reality is a vast unity of consciousness, independ-
ent from all finite minds. This unity is vastly more complex than the unities we’re 
directly acquainted with. Consider my cup. The cup exists independently of any (finite) 
minds insofar as it is a part of this vast phenomenal unity. But what’s included in the 
phenomenal unity isn’t merely the sensations I have when perceiving the cup from a 
particular vantage point. The unity must include the experience of the cup from every 
possible perspective it could be viewed from, binding together the experience of the 
cup from every possible angle and also from every possible sort of perceiver (humans, 
bugs, bats, color-inverts, etc.).4

We might think of this vast phenomenal unity as a kind of tapestry, in which 
the phenomenal threads of reality are woven together into the structure of reality.5 
These phenomenal threads are bound together by the same unifying relations that 
structure our own experiences. Among the relevant relations are what I’ll call the 
unity-of-consciousness relation, the objectual-unity relation, and spatial-unity rela-
tions. The broadest of these is the unity-of-consciousness relation. When you look at 
the paper you’re reading and simultaneously hear the doorbell ringing, there’s an 

omnibenevolence and omnipotence may not be strictly necessary. The more radical question of whether 
the “author of Nature” needs to be an agent does not seem to be considered.

4 Note that the phenomenal unity binds together experiences as from every possible perspective. It does 
not bind together merely possible experiences.

5 Here and elsewhere in the essay I’ll use ‘reality’ as shorthand for ‘physical reality’ or ‘the external 
world.’ What I mean is, roughly, the tables, chairs, black holes, computers, brains, electrons, etc. that we 
ordinarily think make up the physical world. Whether you think things like pains and sensations of redness 
are included in ‘reality’ will depend on your inclinations on the mind-body problem.
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overall unity to your experience: You are not conscious of the look of the paper and 
the sound of the doorbell as separate experiences (as might be if you heard the door-
bell and I looked at the paper), rather you’re aware of these things together as though 
forming a single conscious experience. I won’t endeavor to give an account of the 
unity of consciousness here, but will take for granted that everyone needs to accept 
that there is some such relation binding together our own experiences.6

But reality is not merely a disjoint set of ‘co-conscious’ shape and color experiences 
(greenishness, brownishness, tree-shapedness), any more than my own experiences 
are disjoint.7 Certain of my experiences seem to be bound together: When I look at a 
tree, I experience the greenishness of the tree as bound up with the leaf-shape, and the 
brownishness as bound up with the trunk-shape. These experiences have what Bayne 
and Chalmers (2003) call objectual unity and what Tye (2003) calls object unity. The 
same objectual-unity relation that affords this structure to my experiences provides 
structure to the phenomenal unity that is reality. This ensures that a tree is a single 
unified object, rather than a disjoint collection of experiences. My experience of a tree 
might bind together a simple shape and color. In the tapestry of reality, the tree will 
bind together shapes and colors from many different perspectives into a much more 
complex structure. But while the structure is more complex, the thought is that we 
don’t need any new tools to explain how it’s held together.8

Likewise, my experiences seem to exhibit certain sorts of spatial-unity relations. 
All of my experiences appear to belong to a single shared space. And this shared 
experiential space has structure: The blue, cup-shaped bit of my experiential field 

6 Dainton (2000) offers an account of the unity-of-consciousness relation as a primitive ‘co-consciousness’ 
relation. Bayne and Chalmers (2003) offer an account based on the idea that unified experiences are sub-
sumed under a single broader experience.

7 I don’t mean to presuppose that co-consciousness is the correct way of accounting for the unity of 
consciousness. The point is simply that the unity-of-consciousness relation (however it is fleshed out) is not 
the only relation necessary to make sense of the structure of my mental life.

8 In our experiences, the objectual-unity relation binds together things like triangularity and brownness 
(e.g. of an ice cream cone). But in the case of the phenomenal tapestry, objectual unity must bind together 
triangularity (of the cone from the side) and circularity (of the cone from above). One might question 
whether a single objectual-unity relation can do both these things.

While we cannot imagine what it would be like for two distinct shape experiences to be bound together 
in this way, I’m inclined to view this as a (mere) limitation of our imaginative powers. It’s not clear that this 
inability of our imagination shows that the objectual-unity relation is thus restricted in what it can relate. 
It might be objected that it seems incoherent that something could be both completely triangular and com-
pletely circular. But, of course, there is nothing incoherent about an object being completely triangular 
looking (from here) and completely circular looking (from there). We may not be able to wrap our minds 
around a single experience that simultaneously encompasses many perspectives, but it isn’t clear that this 
inability to imagine is the result of incoherence, as opposed to a psychological deficit. (Arguably, God’s 
mind could simultaneously encompass many perspectives in just such a way.)

One way to see the plausibility of this is to note that we can have experiences that encompass many per-
spectives at different times. Sometimes these different perspectives seem to be of the same object. As I rotate 
my mug so that the handle moves from the right side to the back, the experience presents to me as being of 
the same object. While in my experiences the different perspectives are structured temporally, the sugges-
tion is that in the phenomenal tapestry—or God’s mind—these different perspectives are concurrent. (Cf. 
Berkeley’s Alciphron Dialogue 4, Section 9.)

Thanks to Dean Zimmerman and Daniel Greco for raising this objection.
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seems to be to the right of the silver, laptop-shaped bit, and in front of the orange, 
nectarine-shaped bit. Again, these same relations provide structure to the phenom-
enal unity that is reality.

The phenomenal unity of reality is vastly more complex than my own unity of con-
sciousness. As a result, it involves far more features being woven together than in my 
own experiences. But the same relations are at work. My experience of my cup might 
bind together a simple shape and color. In the tapestry of reality, the cup will bind 
together shapes and colors from many different perspectives into a much more com-
plex structure. But while the structure is more complex, the thought is that we don’t 
need any new tools to explain how it’s held together.

One might think that for there to be a unity of consciousness encompassing several 
experiences, there must be some mind that subsumes the experiences. If so, then the 
phenomenal tapestry would itself be a mind—and the departure from Berkeley might 
not be as radical as my presentation would suggest.

Whether the phenomenal tapestry is a mind in any robust sense depends on the 
details of the correct account of both the mind and the unity-of-consciousness rela-
tion. I myself am partial to a Humean bundle conception of the mind. Given such a 
conception, the tapestry is not a mind in any robust sense, over and above being a 
phenomenal unity. But given (i) a more substantial account of the mind, and (ii) an 
account of the unity-of-consciousness relation that explains unity in terms of sub-
sumption under a single mind, the phenomenal tapestry of reality would constitute 
a mind. Since I wish to remain neutral about the correct account of the unity of 
consciousness, the idealist theory I’ve sketched remains compatible with both of 
these interpretations.9

On this idealist view—just as on materialist views—reality is governed by laws 
of physics, which account for the regularities we find in the world. But whereas the 
materialist interprets these laws as governing mind-independent things, on this view 
the laws govern the unfolding of the phenomenal tapestry. (Note that we have not done 
away with the physical objects—trees, stars, electrons—we have simply told a unique 
story about the nature of these physical objects.) Consider an example: The law of con-
servation of energy tells us that energy within an isolated system can neither be created 
nor destroyed. When a physics textbook tells you that ‘energy’ here means, roughly, 
the ability of a system to do work, it does not specify that such a system is to be under-
stood in materialistic terms. Energy can just as well be understood as the ability of an 
intrinsically phenomenal system to do work. Work can again be understood in idealist-
neutral terms. The physical laws (rightly) don’t take sides in this debate. But while 
I think that the idealist can adopt the same physical laws as materialists, a question 
remains as to whether they can do so by positing such a small and streamlined number 

9 Note that on neither reading is the phenomenal tapestry an agent; the phenomenal tapestry does not 
have beliefs, desires, or intentions. But on the robust view, there is a universe-mind that exists over and 
above the interwoven phenomenal experiences it houses; whereas on the Humean view, reality is nothing 
more than the interwoven phenomenology.
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of laws, or whether the idealist will have to posit an unpalatable profligacy of laws. 
We’ll return to this question in section 4.2.

We have arrived at the following theory of reality:

Reality as a phenomenal unity: Reality is a vast unity of consciousness, binding 
together sensory impressions of every point-from-a-perspective. This phenomenal 
unity is governed by laws analogous to those posited by materialists.

In addition to the phenomenal unity that constitutes the external world, there are the 
finite minds of agents like us. The nature of finite minds like ours and the question of 
how these minds are related to the phenomenal tapestry is a topic for another essay. 
Here I’ll simply take for granted that there are such minds, so that we can outline: (i) 
how the proposed view makes sense of perception and (ii) how it distinguishes 
between reality and things like mental images, beliefs, and hallucinations.

2.1 Perception

If reality is itself a vast unity of consciousness, we can tell a very simple story about 
what it is to have veridical perceptions: In perception, the objects of perception (or at 
least the perceived facets of these objects10) are literally a part of my mind. When I 
perceive the world around me, my mind overlaps with—and is partially constituted 
by—bits of the phenomenal tapestry that is reality.

Consider the blue cup, sitting on my desk. The cup is a bundle of sensory impres-
sions: blueness-from-here, cylindricalness-from-there, and so on. Many of the sensory 
impressions that constitute the cup are things that I (given my limited perspective) am 
not aware of in perception. But consider some aspect of the cup that I do veridically 
perceive: the cup’s blueness-from-here. What it is for me to perceive the blueness of the 
cup is for that aspect of reality (that ‘thread’ of the phenomenal unity) to literally be a 
part of my mind. When I perceive some facet of reality, that facet is simultaneously part 
of (at least) two phenomenal unities: the phenomenal unity that is reality, and the phe-
nomenal unity that is my mind (Figure 5.1).

Hence, this view quite literally captures the intuitions underlying direct realism:11

10 When I perceive the computer in front of me, I am not aware of all aspects of the computer. For 
instance, there are some features of the computer that bats ‘tap into,’ that I cannot perceive, just as there are 
aspects of the computer (its back) that cannot be perceived from the front where I’m seated. Accordingly, 
it is only some ‘threads’ of the tapestry of reality that overlap with my mind. Nevertheless, just as seeing a 
man’s face and arms seems sufficient for seeing the man, it also seems right to say that I see the computer 
by seeing the threads that are accessible to me.

11 Materialist direct reference theorists take themselves to capture these same intuitions. But I take 
idealism to be able to offer a much more robust accounting of these intuitions.

The materialist might count the table as being a constituent of your mental state in virtue of how they 
individuate mental states, but creative individuating doesn’t get one magical epistemic advantages. 
Alternatively, they might take a nonreductive view of mental states on which these states supervene on 
states that extend out into the world (Debus manuscript). It’s difficult to see why a state that merely super-
venes on P (but does not contain P) should get you robust access to P. How this could work is in need of 
serious explanation. Further, even if a mental state that supervenes on the table before me can get me some 
unique epistemic advantages, it does not literally contain the table in the way suggested by the intuition.
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[T]he phenomenal character of your experience, as you look around the room, is 
constituted by the actual layout of the room itself: which particular objects are there, 
their intrinsic properties, such as color and shape, and how they are arranged in 
relation to one another and to you. (Campbell 2002: 116, emphasis added)
Some of the objects of perception—the concrete individuals, their properties, 
the events these partake in—are constituents of the experience. (Martin 2004: 39, 
emphasis added)

This picture of perception requires that the relation being phenomenally unified with is 
not transitive, as the very same sensory experience can be bound up in multiple unities 
(e.g. reality and my mind). But I see no reason to reject the possibility of overlapping 
unities of consciousness.

2.2 Non-Perceptual Mental States

I have a rich mental life. Non-perceptual mental states—feelings of anxiety, pains, 
mental imagery, beliefs, hallucinations—do not put me in direct contact with external 
reality. These non-perceptual mental phenomena are part of my unity of conscious-
ness, but are not a part of the unity of consciousness that constitutes reality.12 I might 
simultaneously see a bird fly across my window, hear my cat purring, feel a slight sore-
ness in my calves, and be thinking about idealism. This visual, auditory, interoceptive, 
and cognitive phenomenology form a unified conscious experience. But only some of 
these threads of experience—the visual and auditory—are also threads that make up 
reality. Were I to hallucinate a bloody dagger hanging in front of my computer screen, 
the threads of my total phenomenal experience corresponding to the computer would 
also be elements of reality, whereas the bits of phenomenology corresponding to the 
(apparent) bloody dagger would be bound up in my unity of consciousness, but not the 

If we want to capture the very robust sense of acquaintance with reality that is voiced by direct realists (as 
in the following quotes), external reality must be the kind of thing that can literally serve as a constituent of 
my mind. It is hard to see how a mind-independent table could literally be a constituent of my mind in any 
interesting sense. By contrast, if external reality is fundamentally mental, it is ripe to serve as a constituent 
of my mind. The table can be a constituent of my mental state in precisely the same way that my feelings of 
anxiety and pleasure are.

12 This is not essential to the idealist picture. There could be idealist possible worlds that contain pains, 
cognitive phenomenology, and so on as parts of them. But insofar as I am trying to capture what I take our 
external world to be like, it seems most plausible to me to hold that these are not part of external reality. 
(If the reader disagrees, they can imagine a more expansive phenomenal tapestry.)

reality (phenomenal unity)

finite minds

Figure 5.1. Reality
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phenomenal unity that is reality. This is what fundamentally distinguishes perceptual 
from non-perceptual mental phenomena. In perception, and only in perception, real-
ity is a constituent of my experiences and my mind.

So what distinguishes hallucination from perception is not the phenomenal char-
acter of the experience or the intrinsic metaphysical nature of the experience, but 
whether the experience involves a direct connection with reality. Because the unity 
of consciousness that is reality is governed by laws that account for its regularity, 
reality (and our veridical perceptions of it) will also exhibit a regularity that hallu-
cinations do not.

2.3 Summary

So the rough outline of the theory is this: (i) Reality is a vast unity of consciousness, 
governed by physical laws, and binding together the sensory impressions of every 
point-from-a-perspective (using whatever phenomenal unity relations are responsible 
for binding together our own phenomenal experiences). (ii) Insofar as we perceive 
reality, threads of the unity of consciousness that is reality are also bound up within our 
own unities of consciousness. In this way, the objects of my experience (and my very 
mind itself) can be partially composed out of reality. ‘Being phenomenally unified 
with’ is non-transitive, and my non-perceptual sensory experiences and other 
 non-perceptual mental states are unified with the rest of my mind, but not with the 
phenomenal tapestry of reality.

3. Virtues of Non-theistic Idealism
Thus far, I’ve outlined a new form of idealism that accounts for the persistence and 
regularity of the external world without appeal to God, and have shown how this can 
support a particularly robust form of direct realism. The reader may already be trying 
to poke holes in the view that I’ve sketched. But before turning to the problems facing 
this version of idealism (section 4), I want to make the case for taking the view seriously. 
The worldview I’ve developed has some unique and attractive virtues. Even if there are 
also hurdles to be overcome, the benefits we gain from adopting the view are such that 
we should not dismiss it out of hand.

I’ll discuss three related advantages that this form of idealism can offer: (i) It offers a 
robust account of Johnston (2011)’s ‘neglected epistemic virtue’; (ii) it renders the 
intrinsic nature of reality intelligible in a way that materialism cannot; (iii) it accords 
with common sense in offering us a world that fundamentally is as it appears.

3.1 The Neglected Epistemic Virtue

Mark Johnston (2011) has argued that episodes of conscious perception have a dis-
tinctive (and oft-neglected) epistemic virtue. When I come to know that there’s a cup 
in front of me by seeing the cup, I instantiate a unique epistemic virtue—one that 
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a blindsight patient cannot possess even if her judgment of the cup is equally immedi-
ate and reliable, and also constitutes knowledge.13

Following Johnston, let’s understand an Attentive Sensory Episode (ASE) to be a 
conscious event in which one stands in a certain perceptual relation (e.g. seeing, hear-
ing) to an external target (e.g. a sound, color, computer, doorbell). Johnston argues that 
ASEs have a distinctive epistemic virtue insofar as their objects “genuinely are truth-
makers for the associated immediate perceptual judgments” (193). My envatted twin 
does not have such ASEs, as her conscious experience (e.g. as of a cup before her) does 
not have the truthmaker of the associated perceptual judgment as its object. Likewise, 
the judgment of the blindsight patient (who uses her eyes to judge that there’s a cup 
before her) lacks this epistemic virtue, as she lacks the relevant ASEs.

Crucial to this account is that, as Johnston (2011) puts it:

When it comes to most ASEs, “ontic externalism”, the claim that their occurrence supervenes on 
more than is in the head, is as trivially straightforward as externalism about kicking a football, or 
bathing in water, or eating sushi. The sensory event kind—smelling a (some particular) rose— 
consists of events that essentially involve particular roses, even if each such event has all the 
neural effects it has in virtue of that part of it which is merely neural in its constitution. (177–8)

The joint metaphysical/perceptual account that I’ve given captures this epistemic vir-
tue in an especially robust way. Ontic externalism is true of conscious perceptual 
experiences not merely due to the way that we individuate these experiences. Rather, 
this metaphysical account facilitates bits of reality literally constituting part of my 
mind when I perceive them. When I perceive my cup, the cup itself (aspects of it) are 
literally constituents of my mind and my experience. The truthmaker for my immedi-
ate perceptual judgment that there’s a cup before me is the object of my perception in 
the most immediate sense possible.

Conscious perception puts us in direct contact with reality—by making it literally a 
component of our minds—in a way that is far more robust than materialist views can 
account for, yielding an especially strong vindication of Johnston’s neglected epistemic 
virtue.

3.2 Intelligibility of Reality

A second advantage of the idealist view I have developed is that it renders reality fun-
damentally intelligible, in a way that it isn’t on standard materialist pictures. This point 
has been made by panpsychists (e.g. Strawson 2006, Goff 2017) as well as idealists (e.g. 
Foster 1993) to motivate the idea that there is something intrinsically experiential 
about reality. As Foster (1993) puts it, materialism

imposes a severe limit on the scope of our knowledge of [the physical world]. For, within the 
realist framework, we can at best acquire knowledge of the structure and organization of the 

13 Johnston (2011) varies between attributing the epistemic virtue to the believer and to the belief. He 
writes (167, my emphasis) both of the “distinctive positive epistemic virtue exemplified by the normally 
sighted,” and of the “neglected epistemic virtue that sensory awareness confers on immediate perceptual 
belief.” I don’t aim to take a stand on which is the central locus of the virtue.
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physical world, not, at least at the fundamental level, of its content. Thus while . . . we may be able 
to establish the existence of an external space with a certain geometrical structure (one that is 
three-dimensional, continuous, and approximately Euclidean), we can never find out what, 
apart from this structure, the space is like in itself: we cannot discover the nature of the thing 
which has these geometrical properties and forms the medium for physical objects. (294–5)

Physics is likewise unable to provide an account of the natures of the objects that fill 
space, giving us only a relational characterization of these objects. Fundamental physical 
properties—mass, charge, spin—are all characterized by physics in terms of how they 
dispose entities to relate to one another. Fundamental physical objects are character-
ized in terms of how these entities relate to other physical entities.

But the challenge for the materialist is not simply that science fails to specify what 
the intrinsic nature of reality is. When we look about logical space for candidates, the 
only possibilities we seem to find are experiential. In experience I seem to be presented 
with a substantial reality; not merely an empty structure. I can grasp the possibility that 
reality is as it appears, or that reality is very different from how it appears, but every 
contentful possibility that I can wrap my mind around is equally phenomenalistic.

The point is not that phenomenology is the only thing that could be the intrinsic 
nature of reality, but that it is the only possibility that is intelligible to us. Insofar as we 
think that it’s a virtue of a metaphysical picture that it renders reality comprehensible, 
idealist accounts of reality have an advantage.14

3.3 Eden

If the metaphysical/perceptual hypothesis I’ve developed is correct, we are living in 
Chalmers’s Eden:

In the Garden of Eden, we had unmediated contact with the world. We were directly acquainted 
with objects in the world and with their properties. Objects were simply presented to us with-
out causal mediation, and properties were revealed to us in their true intrinsic glory.

When an apple in Eden looked red to us, the apple was gloriously, perfectly, and primitively 
red. There was no need for a long causal chain from the microphysics of the surface through air 
and brain to a contingently connected visual experience. Rather, the perfect redness of the 
apple was simply revealed to us. The qualitative redness in our experience derived entirely from 
the presentation of perfect redness in the world.

Eden was a world of perfect color. (Chalmers 2006: 49)

There are two components to living in Eden: (i) the world is precisely as it appears; (ii) 
our perceptions of the world are unmediated, such that we directly grasp the nature of 
reality.

Berkeley makes point (i) in the Third Dialogue, when he writes that, unlike the 
materialist, he has captured the common-sense view that “those things [we] immedi-
ately perceive are the real things” (Berkeley 2009: 208):

14 Note that this doesn’t distinguish between views on which there is a single phenomenal unity, versus 
multiple such unities, provided both give complete reductions of reality to the phenomenal.
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Can [materialists] account by the laws of motion, for sounds, tastes, smells, or colours, or for 
the regular course of things? Have they accounted by physical principles for the aptitude and 
contrivance, even of the most inconsiderable parts of the universe? But laying aside matter and 
corporeal causes, and admitting only the efficiency of an all-perfect mind, are not all the effects 
of Nature easy and intelligible? (Berkeley 2009: 202–3)

This point goes beyond the idea that reality is fundamentally intelligible on the idealist 
picture. On this view, not only is reality intelligible, we live in a “world with respect to 
which our visual experience is perfectly veridical” (Chalmers 2006: 75). This is a dis-
tinctive benefit that’s arguably unique to idealism.15

Point (ii) is facilitated by the conjunction of the metaphysical picture and the theory 
of perception it renders possible (according to which, in perception, our minds are lit-
erally constituted by aspects of reality). This gives a robust rendering of Chalmers’s 
(2006) characterization:

[I]n the purest Edenic worlds, subjects do not perceive instances of perfect color by virtue of 
having color experiences that are distinct from but related to those instances. That would seem 
to require a contingent mediating connection. Instead, Edenic subjects perceive instances of 
perfect colors by standing in a direct perceptual relation to them: perhaps the relation of 
acquaintance. Edenic subjects still have color experiences: there is something it is like to be 
them. But their color experiences have their phenomenal character precisely in virtue of the 
perfect colors that the subject is acquainted with. . . . We might say: in Eden, if not in our world, 
perceptual experience extends outside the head. (78)

On the joint metaphysical/perceptual account I’ve developed, the relationship we 
stand in to the objects of perception is precisely the same relationship of acquaintance 
that we stand in to our own experiences (as, in perception, bits of reality are our own 
experiences).16

4. Challenges for Non-theistic Idealism
The idealist account of reality I’ve sketched has the potential to offer significant advan-
tages over materialistic alternatives. What are the costs of adopting such a view? 

15 It might be objected that this view does not give us a reality that accords perfectly with our percep-
tions, on grounds that the world does not seem to be experiential. The cup before me, it might be argued, 
may seem to instantiate the quality blueness, but it does not seem to instantiate the phenomenal property 
blueness. It is certainly right that common sense does not tell us that the world is fundamentally experien-
tial. But this is a high-level interpretation, not something that we are directly given in perception. The world 
as it is given to us in perception does not distinguish between qualities and phenomenal properties. To see 
this, try to imagine what it would seem like to veridically perceive a world constituted by phenomenal 
properties. I hazard that it would seem precisely like our world seems. Likewise, if you try to imagine what 
it would seem like to veridically perceive a world constituted by qualities. We may judge that the world is 
not fundamentally experiential, but our visual experiences remain silent on this.

16 This arguably explains how it is that the idealist can so fully account for Johnston’s neglected epistemic 
virtue. The truthmaker for my judgment ‘there’s a cup before me’ is the cup, which is—by virtue of the 
relationship of direct acquaintance I stand in to it—the object of my experience.
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I’ll focus on the two challenges I see as the most serious: (i) theoretical complexity, and 
(ii) explanatory disunity.

4.1 Theoretical Complexity

While idealism is no more qualitatively profligate than materialism (positing only one 
fundamental kind: sensory experiences) it does seem to be vastly more quantitatively 
profligate. On the materialist’s worldview, the pencil I’m holding, the cup I’m drinking 
from, the sun overhead . . . these are all relatively simple things: combinations of 
physical particles, whose nature (insofar as we have any grasp of it) seems relatively 
simple. By contrast, the form of idealism I’ve developed holds that the pencil is a bundle 
of a myriad sensory impressions, all bound together in a structured way by the objectual-
unity relation (and other unifying relations). Things as seemingly simple as pencils 
look infinitely complex. The idealist posits that there are far more aspects to reality 
than we might have realized. In this sense we have a kind of quantitative profligacy.

It’s not clear to what extent quantitative profligacy by itself should trouble us.17 
Following Lewis (1973), the idealist might retort, “You believe in sensations already. 
I ask you to believe in more things of that kind, not in things of some new kind.” Is a 
theory that posits that the universe contains x electrons, all else being equal, superior 
to one claiming that there are 2x? The answer is far from clear.18

A more serious challenge stems from the attempt to make sense of the explanatory 
powers of the laws of physics, within the idealist framework I’ve described.

17 Beyond this, it’s worth stressing that materialism comes out ahead on quantitative profligacy only 
insofar as we are correct in our assumption that the intrinsic nature of the materialistic world is simpler 
than what’s posited by the idealist. Insofar as science doesn’t give us more than a relational characterization 
of reality (and the materialist doesn’t supply an account of the intrinsic natures of fundamental physical 
particles), this is merely an assumption.

18 A materialist might take issue with my parallel to Lewis: We all believe in one actual world; Lewis 
asked us to believe in more of the same. But a materialist does not believe in any sensations, if sensations 
are to be understood as ontological primitives. Still, if the concern is one of quantitative parsimony, whether 
the primitives are sensations or something else is irrelevant. The fundamental question is whether a theory 
positing x things of a single kind is (all else being equal) superior to one positing 2x things of a single kind. 
As before, the answer is far from clear.

Further, there’s a respect in which idealism is arguably not more quantitatively profligate than most 
materialistic and dualistic theories. When it comes to considering the ideological resources needed to 
account for logical space, we find that materialists—at least those who accept materialism as a contingent 
truth—and dualists are in no better a position than the idealist. Ross Cameron (2012) discusses this sense 
of ideological parsimony:

When judging what ideological resources you need, do you only count what you need to 
describe what there is, or do you need ideology enough to describe the ways things could have 
been? . . . Parity with ontological parsimony suggests that you should only count the ideology 
you need to describe things as they are. . . . Nonetheless, I can’t shake the feeling that ideo-
logical parsimony is different from ontological parsimony in this respect. . . . After all, a theory 
of reality is not complete without a description of how things could have been: so your funda-
mental theory of reality will have to talk about what could have occurred but doesn’t.

While the idealist might invoke more tokens to describe the actual world (and on a fine-grained reading of 
kinds, they might even require more kinds, e.g. of phenomenal experience), the materialist will require the 
very same tools to account for modal space.
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4.2 Explanatory Disunity

On the materialist’s worldview, the water in my cup is relatively simple: a liquid, made 
up of H2O molecules, which are in turn composed of hydrogen and oxygen, which are 
in turn . . . down to the fundamental particles. When I put the cup in the freezer and the 
water changes phase, there’s a simple explanation of this phase change in terms of how 
the H2O molecules interact.

I’ve argued that on the idealist picture I’m developing, we are not doing away with 
physical objects or altering physics. We are simply giving an alternative account of the 
metaphysical nature of the objects governed by the laws of physics. Removing my cup 
from the freezer, the materialist accounts for the phase change from solid to liquid in 
terms of the increasing velocity of the molecules comprising the ice, and the increasing 
space between them. The idealist does not dispute this: If we ‘zoom in’ on the liquid 
water, we find molecules bumping together (like in the cartoon from a physics class). 
This perspective too is part of the phenomenal unity that is water.19 Insofar as the phe-
nomenal unity is governed by the physical laws revealed to us by science, some 
‘threads’ of the phenomenal unity are dependent on others: Were there not molecules 
arranged like so (where this is understood in the idealistic framework), the water 
would not be liquid (also understood in the idealistic framework).

Thus far, the idealist doesn’t seem to be in any worse a position than the materialist. 
But I think this superficial gloss is concealing a very real worry. The laws of physics tell 
us about the behavior of physical objects. But on the idealist’s view, these physical 
objects are much more complex than on the materialist’s picture—an H2O molecule 
has far more aspects than the materialist supposes. Because each physical object is 
more complex, we might worry that the laws connecting these physical objects will 
have to be more complex in a parallel way. My perception of the H2O molecule with 
this microscope or that microscope, a Martian’s perspective on it . . . these might all 
seem to be distinct. If reality is a phenomenal unity that binds together many disjoint 
experiential threads, we might worry that we’ll need multifaceted laws to hold all of 
these threads together, and to ensure that they unfold in parallel. This would involve 
vastly more complex laws than materialism requires. Further, since all the phenomenal 
aspects of reality seem to unfold together—my perceptions of lightning striking a tree 
go hand in hand with your perceptions, the Martian’s perceptions, the inverted twin’s 
perceptions—we want an explanation of how these laws hang together. All the threads 
that make up reality unfold in a coherent way. What accounts for this coherence?

I think this is a real worry. A proliferation of laws governing reality would be a cost to 
the theory. If we not only had a proliferation of laws, but were also forced to accept that 

19 Cf. Berkeley’s New Theory of Vision Section 85: “A microscope brings us, as it were, into a new world. 
It presents us with a new scene of visible objects, quite different from what we behold with the naked eye.” 
By contrast, on the form of idealism I’ve outlined, the microscope gives us a new perspective on the very 
same object—as the experiences as from a microscopic perspective and experiences as from our initial 
perspective are both bound together in the phenomenal unity to comprise water.
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the relationship between these laws was brute, I think this would be a much more ser-
ious worry. It seems like there should be an answer as to why the different threads of 
reality unfold in a manner that coheres. When the Martian and I each perceive lightning 
striking a tree, we each tap into a thread of reality. And the threads seem to transform in 
parallel ways as the tree is engulfed in flames. Surely this is not just a brute miracle.

I’ll close with a couple of speculative remarks about how the idealist might address 
this challenge. First, recall that the phenomenal ‘threads’ of reality are bound together 
by the unity of consciousness relation. Much as my experience of a blue circle is not 
simply a single experience of blueness and circularity, but has structure—the blueness 
seems to inhere in the circle—so to the phenomenal unity that is reality has structure. 
The same unifying relations that account for the structure of my experiences binds 
together all of the experiences that constitute the tree and the lightning.20

I’ve described the phenomenal unity that is reality as a tapestry, binding together all 
these separate phenomenal threads. I think this analogy can help to illuminate one 
strategy for replying to the disunity challenge. Imagine there’s a tapestry lying before 
you. You pick up a single thread of the tapestry and lift it into the air . . . and all the 
adjoining threads are lifted up with it. Because the threads have a structure that binds 
them all together, by moving one thread, you move them all. You don’t need a separate 
force to act on each thread. Thought of on this model, it’s a mistake to think of each 
thread of reality as disjoint: Yes, we can conceive of each thread separately, but they are 
no more disjoint from one another than the threads of a tapestry are. The unifying rela-
tions that give structure to the phenomenal unity ensure that all of the perspectives 
that comprise reality unfold in parallel.

If this were right we’d only need very simple physical laws, governing the behavior of a 
single thread of reality. The structure of reality would be sufficient to ensure that all other 
aspects of reality behave accordingly. One peculiar feature of this is that there doesn’t 
seem to be a privileged thread of existence to which the laws most fundamentally apply. 
(Pick up any single thread of the tapestry and the rest of them come along for free.)21

Why think that the unifying relations would ensure that all perspectives unfold in 
parallel? It may be helpful to reflect on our own experiences to give us a more firm grip 
on these unifying relations. Suppose you have an experience of a blue circle. In this 
experience, the blueness and the circularity are bound together in a structured way 
(by the objectual-unity relation). Now imagine that a line is drawn in your experience, 
dividing the blueness in half. When the experience changes in this way, it also changes 
such that the circle has a line dividing it in half. There’s no need to both draw a line 
through the blueness and draw a line through the circle in order to ensure that the 

20 These relations include the objectual-unity relation, spatial-unity relations, and the unity-of- 
consciousness relation, as described in section 2.

21 I’m not sure whether this should bother us. The logical connectives are interdefinable; we don’t need 
each connective to be a primitive in our logic. And we don’t seem to have compelling reason to take any 
particular connectives to be the privileged primitives. Yet we don’t think this commits us to taking every 
candidate to be a primitive.
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experience contains a line through each. These phenomenal aspects are literally fused 
into a single experiential entity. A single phenomenal alteration to the bluish-circular 
unity affects everything that is bound up in that unity in a way that is predicted by the 
structure of the unity.

An alternative, I think less elegant, way to reply to the challenge would be to (i) 
accept that there are a multitude of physical (first-order) laws, governing each thread 
of reality, but (ii) to add that there are higher-order laws governing these first-order 
laws. On this view while we have a proliferation of laws, the connections between these 
laws would not be brute.

More would need to be said about the relations that structure the phenomenal unity 
and any about proposed higher-order laws in order to completely dispel this challenge. 
But I think our speculative exploration gives us reason to be optimistic that the idealist 
can overcome the disunity challenge.

5. Conclusion
Contemporary philosophers are overwhelmingly materialists (at least about the 
domain of physical objects). I think it’s unfortunate that this view is taken for granted, 
as idealism both has much to offer and need not be as radical in its commitments as it 
might first appear. In making the case for taking idealism seriously, I’ve outlined a non-
theistic, quasi-Berkeleyan view. On this view, reality is a vast unity of consciousness 
that binds together the sensory impressions of every point-from-a-perspective. This 
does not do away with the physical world, but gives a unique account of its nature—one 
on which the world is fundamentally intelligible. Just as on materialist views, reality is 
governed by physical laws (the sorts of laws that physicists tell us about, and which it’s 
clearly not the business of philosophers to dispute). Because reality is phenomenal, we 
open up the possibility that we can have a very robust sort of direct contact with reality. 
I’ve offered a view of perception on which (in perception) our minds are literally 
constituted by threads of reality. If this is right, I can stand in the same relation to the 
blueness of the sky as I do to the pain in my thigh.

While the idealist account that I’ve developed faces challenges—particularly wor-
ries about quantitative profligacy—it also offers some unique and intriguing benefits: 
(i) Due to the robust account it gives of our direct connection to reality, it yields an 
especially strong vindication of Johnston’s neglected epistemic virtue. (ii) It renders 
reality fundamentally intelligible in a way that materialism does not. (iii) It captures 
our common-sense intuition that the world is as it appears. While the theory doubtless 
faces challenges not addressed in this short essay, these advantages are such that the 
view surely merits consideration.

In conclusion, idealism is awesome and everyone should take it more seriously.22

22 A huge thanks to Keith Allen, David Chalmers, Richard Yetter Chappell, Kevin Corcoran, Dorothea 
Debus, Tyron Goldschmidt, Daniel Greco, Eric LaRock, Bill Lycan, Kenneth Pearce, Louise Richardson, 
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1. Introduction
Contemporary analytic metaphysics largely ignores idealism.1 When analytic 
 metaphysicians do mention it, typically in a footnote, they often do so merely to 
note its existence and explain why they will not discuss it any further. In the case of 
transcendental idealism, and various forms of post-Kantian idealism (e.g., Hegel’s 
absolute idealism), this neglect is almost total. This is not merely the result of analytic 
philosophy’s relative lack of interest in the history of philosophy. Aristotelian and 
Spinozistic views are now widely discussed and defended in contemporary meta-
physics, in some cases by the same philosophers engaged in historical and interpretive 
work on these figures.

The neglect of transcendental idealism is no doubt partly due to lack of clarity about 
what, precisely, transcendental idealism is.2 The exact meaning of transcendental 
idealism, and how it differs from other forms of idealism (e.g., that of Berkeley), has 
been controversial since the publication of the first edition of the Critique of Pure 
Reason (CPR) in 1781, and this controversy continues to this day in Kant scholarship.3 
The contemporary metaphysician might think, not unreasonably, that if scholars 
 cannot agree on what Kant’s idealism amounts to, then one is justified in ignoring it. In 
the case of post-Kantian figures like Hegel, the difficulty of the primary texts, and the 
disagreements among scholars, pose even greater hurdles.

This essay is an attempt to explain Kantian transcendental idealism to contemporary 
metaphysicians and make clear its relevance to contemporary debates in what is now 
called ‘meta-metaphysics.’ It is not primarily an exegetical essay, but an attempt to 
translate some Kantian ideas into a contemporary idiom. I will not attempt to ground 

1 The words ‘idealism’ and ‘idealist,’ for instance, do not appear in the Oxford Handbook of Metaphysics.
2 There may also be historical and systematic reasons for the unavailability of idealism within contem-

porary analytic metaphysics. I will pass over that issue here for reasons of space.
3 For my take on the status controversiae see Stang 2016a.

6
Transcendental Idealism  
Without Tears

Nicholas F. Stang



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/10/2017, SPi

transcendental idealism without tears  83

my claims about Kant rigorously in his texts, and will keep quotation of those texts to 
an absolute minimum; readers interested in knowing more about the reading of Kant 
on which this essay partly rests are referred to the footnotes.

The Kantian idealism on which I will focus is a second-order or meta-ontological 
form of idealism: the concept of an object is to be explicated as the concept of what can 
be the referent of an intuition by some intellect. This by itself does not entail any ‘first-
order’ or ‘ontological’ mind-dependence at the level of objects; it does not entail any 
controversial claims to the effect that some set of properties (e.g., spatiotemporal ones) 
or objects are identical to, or dependent upon, minds or states of minds. I am not 
 denying that Kant is committed to such object-level mind-dependence; I am arguing 
that there is a separable thread of Kant’s thought, deriving from his analysis of the con-
cept <object>,4 that establishes a quite interesting and substantive kind of idealism 
independent of that more robust form of mind-dependence. In concert with plausible 
 epistemic premises it also entails limits in principle on the ambitions of metaphysics: 
we can achieve explanatory understanding (i.e. understanding why something is 
the  case) only if our quantifiers are restricted to objects we can intuit (so-called 
 ‘phenomena’). That is the thread on which I focus in this essay. It may not be immedi-
ately  recognizable to some readers as idealism; I address this issue at the end of §2.

In §2 I introduce some Kantian ideas about what objects are, and argue that we 
understand the concept <object> through understanding what can be the referent of 
singular mental reference by some intellect (what Kant calls an ‘intuition’), human or 
otherwise. §3 introduces the epistemic virtue of understanding and argues that 
explanatory understanding (e.g., understanding why ∃xFx) requires the ability to 
understand instances of relevant concepts (e.g., claims of the form Fx) which requires 
the ability to intuit objects that instantiate relevant concepts (e.g., an x that is F). This 
places a constraint on our ontology: we can have explanatory understanding only if 
our quantifiers are restricted to objects we can intuit (so-called ‘phenomena’); philo-
sophical ontology must be limited to phenomena if it is to provide us with explana-
tory understanding. §4 examines a Kantian view about the limits of intuition—we 
intuit only spatiotemporal concreta that are wholes (they have proper parts) but not 
totalities (they are proper parts of larger wholes)—and shows how this Kantian thesis, 
 combined with the views about objects and explanatory understanding from §§2 and 
3, entails that we lack explanatory understanding of some of the more recherché 
objects of  contemporary metaphysics (e.g., instantaneous temporal parts, physical 
simples, etc.).

I refer throughout the essay to ‘explicating’ one concept through another, so I want 
to preface my discussion with a brief note explaining what I mean by this term. The 
classic program of conceptual analysis ran afoul of certain problems, one of which is 

4 I follow the convention in Kant scholarship (established, to my knowledge, by Anderson  2004) of 
using italicized expressions in brackets to refer to concepts. E.g., <water> is the concept expressed by the 
term ‘water’ in predicative position (e.g., in ‘This is water’).
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known as the ‘paradox’ of analysis: if a given putative analysis of a concept is correct, 
how could competent users of that concept fail to know that analysis, and how could 
they disagree about it once it is articulated? I intend to sidestep these difficult issues by 
talking about one concept explicating another: the explicating concept provides us 
with greater understanding of the explicated concept. One can possess and compe-
tently use a concept without being able to explicate it; on pain of regress, there must be 
some concepts that cannot be explicated in terms of others. I do not pretend that this is 
a satisfactory theory of what concepts are, or what conceptual explication or under-
standing is, or that it avoids the paradox of analysis; I merely want to flag to readers that 
for the purposes of this essay I am assuming the intelligibility of these notions and the 
distinction between possessing a concept and understanding it, and between analysis 
and explication.5

2. Objects
Most contemporary metaphysicians operate with the quantificational concept of an 
object: an object is an admissible value of a bound first-order variable. This means that 
an object is something that can be assigned to the variable x in the quantified sentence 
‘∃xFx’ such that the open sentence ‘Fx’ has a truth value relative to that assignment. 
The quantificational concept of an object goes hand in glove with the quantificational 
view of existence: existential claims are quantified claims of the form ∃xFx. To say that 
an F exists is just to say that something is an F, which is true if and only if at least one 
object is an F (‘Fx’ is true with respect to at least one assignment of a value to x).

Kant, I believe, developed a proto-version of the quantificational theory of exist-
ence.6 A judgment of existence, according to Kant, is equivalent to a judgment of 
‘absolute positing’: judging that there is an object in the extension of the concept. 
According to Kant, to say that an F exists is just to say that there is at least one object 
that falls under the concept F. To say that an F exists is not to say that there is a species 
of F (some sub-concept of F falls under F) or to say that Fs have some further property; 
it is to say that F is instantiated by an object.

This entails that all and only objects are what fall under concepts.7 If there were a 
non-object that fell under a concept F then to say there are Fs would not be identical to 

5 For more on the difference between explication and analysis, see Carnap 1947 and Jackson 1998.
6 A598/B626–7; Kant 1992, 118/Ak. 2:72–3. I follow the customary format of citing the CPR by the page 

in the 1781 edition (A) followed by the page in the 1787 edition (B). For works other than the CPR I give 
the volume and page number in the Akademie edition (‘Ak.’ for short), Kant 1902–. Given the intended 
audience of this volume, I also give the page number in widely available English translations (full citations 
can be found at the end of this chapter). For more on my interpretation of Kant on existence, see Stang 2015 
and  2016a. My interpretation is by no means granted by all scholars; Rosenkoetter  2010, for instance, 
rejects the idea that Kant’s theory of existence anticipates Frege’s.

7 Restricting ourselves to first-order concepts, concepts which cannot be predicated of other concepts. 
There is some reason to think that Kant was aware of second-order concepts, for some passages can be read 
as making the proto-Fregean claim that existence is a second-order concept (see Ak. 2:73); I argue in 
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absolutely positing an object that falls under F. Likewise, the hypothesis that there are 
objects that fall under no concept is self-defeating. If there are objects that do not fall 
under any concept then trivially they do not fall under the concept <object> (or the 
concept <self-identical>) so they are not objects, contra the hypothesis.

Objects are what fall under concepts, and when we say there is an x that falls under 
concept F the only thing that can meaningfully be filled in for x is an object. Kant does 
not have Frege’s function-argument conception of judgment (though there might be 
grounds to think he has a proto-version of that as well),8 so he does not yet have all the 
materials at his disposal to realize that quantifier expressions like ‘There is’ bind vari-
ables, much less that variables have a range of admissible values and that there may be 
different kinds of variable, distinguished by their different ranges of admissible values 
(the idea of higher-order quantifiers, etc.). But if we abstract from these points we can 
see that Kant is operating with a certain concept of object in these passages: objects are 
what can be absolutely posited (as I argued above, all and only objects can be absolutely 
posited). We can expand this thought slightly, while still remaining within the domain 
of what is thinkable for Kant, to the following: objects are what can make true acts of 
absolute positing of the form There is an x that falls under the concept F. But this just is 
the thought that would be expressed in modern lingo as: objects are all and only the 
admissible values of bound variables. Kant not only has a forerunner to the quantifica-
tional notion of existence; he also thereby has a forerunner to the quantificational 
notion of an object.

To be an object is to be (able to be) the value of a variable. But what is it to be the 
value of a variable? One influential answer, that of Frege and Quine, is that to be (able 
to be) the value of a variable is to be (able to be) the referent of a singular term.9 This 
means that to be something that can be assigned as the value of a variable is to be some-
thing that can be referred to by a singular term, the singular term that assigns it as the 
value of that variable.10

Stang 2016a that, while the view that existence is second-order is part of Kant’s theory, Kant’s claim that 
existence is not a ‘real predicate’ cannot be reduced to that proto-Fregean claim.

8 For the function-argument conception of judgment see Frege’s essay “Function and Concept” 
(Frege 1997: 130–48). While judgment, according to Kant, is a concept-concept relation, he thinks that the 
subsumption of an object under a concept is irreducible to the judgmental relation between concepts, 
so his overall logical theory is not as far from Frege as might initially appear. For a reading of Kant on 
 judgment that emphasizes the distinction between object-concept and concept-concept relations, see 
Longuenesse 1998.

9 Since variables are the only singular terms he accepted, for Quine it is trivial that to be (able to be) the 
value of a bound variable is to be (able to be) the value of a singular term.

10 A skeptical reader might argue that to be assigned as the value of a variable is merely to be the output 
of an assignment function, where an assignment function is simply a set of ordered pairs of variables and 
objects. No mention of singular terms or reference is necessary. A semantics equipped with an assignment 
function (understood as a set of ordered pairs) that supplies an object for every variable in the object 
 language is fine for the purposes of giving a model-theoretic semantics for a language that contains quan-
tifiers. On its own, the model theory (the domain, the assignment function, etc.) remains just another piece 
of uninterpreted symbolism. But ‘assignment’ is an intentional notion: it is the notion of letting one thing 
(a singular term) stand for another (its referent). If we want to think of this model theory as giving the 
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What are the singular terms in question? According to Quine they are linguistic, 
and according to Frege they are abstract constituents of Thoughts (akin to what are 
now called propositions). I think Kant would agree that to be an object is to be the 
 referent of a singular term. This may sound grossly anachronistic, but notice that there 
is a third alternative to linguistic and to abstract singular terms: mental singular 
terms.11 Kant, like many early modern (and many analytic) philosophers, takes mental 
representation to be explanatorily prior to linguistic representation. The possibility of 
 linguistic singular terms is explained by mental singular terms, which Kant calls 
 intuitions. I will briefly explicate this Kantian view and then attempt to motivate it as at 
least a coherent alternative to Quine and Frege.

The first step in understanding the Kantian notion of an intuition is the notion of a 
referential (or de re) thought: a referential thought is a thought of some particular 
object that it instantiates a concept.12 For instance, my thought This is a red cube is a 
referential thought.13 The contents of referential thoughts are partly individuated by 
their referents. If I think of the red cube in front of me (call it a) that it is red, and 
moments later this red cube is replaced (unbeknownst to me) by an indistinguishable 
red cube (call it b) and I think of that cube that it is red, then my two thoughts have 
different contents: one is about a, the other about b. By contrast, the contents of what 
I will call descriptive thoughts are not individuated by their referents. In the two situ-
ations above, if I had thought Whatever is in front of me is red my thoughts would not 
have had different contents, although I would have referred to different objects on the 
two occasions (a and b, respectively).14

Objects are ‘given’ to us, Kant says, by what he calls intuition. There is an ongoing 
scholarly controversy about what intuition is, what the ‘givenness’ of objects con-
sists  in, and why intuitions give us objects. I will not engage with that interpretive 

meaning of the existential quantifier in the object language we need to think of the assignment function as 
using singular terms to denote the objects which it assigns as values of object-language variables. In other 
words, if we are looking for an informative explication of the concept of an object we must go beyond mere 
model theory and the bare Quinean definition of an object (to be an object is to be the value of a bound 
variable) and invoke the notion of reference: to be an object is to be the referent of a singular term.

11 In fact, Kant is closer to Quine than one might think. Kantian judgments are composed of concepts 
and concepts are inherently general (Kant 1992: 589/Ak. 9:91). What is more, the general form of a judg-
ment, according to Kant, includes the variable binding expression “to everything x to which the concept . . .  
(a+b) belongs” (Kant 1992: 607/Ak. 9:111). Since judgments in general involve variables and concepts (and 
logical connectives), and variables are singular terms while concepts are inherently general, Kant agrees 
with Quine that the only singular terms in judgment (i.e. in logic) are variables. The relation between 
 variables in judgments and intuitions is explained in the main text.

12 Throughout this essay, ‘thought’ (uncapitalized) refers to the psychological act of entertaining or 
assertorically judging a content; I reserve ‘Thought’ (capitalized) for Fregean Gedanken.

13 I call them ‘referential’ thoughts to avoid confusion with Kantian singular judgments, which are 
 different. A Kantian singular judgment has a subject concept (e.g., <cup of coffee>) and a predicate concept 
(e.g., <cold>), but the subject concept (which is intrinsically general) applies to only one object, e.g., This 
cup of coffee is cold. The role of a referential thought, and Kantian intuition, lies one level prior: it is the 
mental act by which we subsume this object under the concept <cup of coffee>. Cf. Hanna 2004: 194.

14 There is an extensive literature on the notion of referential thought (or ‘singular’ thought, as it is 
 usually called). Russell 1910, Strawson 1959, and Evans 1982 are the classic sources (the latter two being 
especially relevant in a Kantian context). Jeshion 2010 and Dickie 2016 represent the state of the art.
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 controversy directly but will simply state my own view: the givenness of an object 
 consists in its availability to my mind for referential thought (thoughts of that object), 
and  intuition describes the relation between a mind and an object of which that mind 
can have referential thought.15 Intuition is the ‘presentational vehicle’ for referential 
thought. The Kantian notion of intuition is thus close kin to the Russellian notion of 
acquaintance,16 though Kant does not share many of Russell’s distinctive views about 
acquaintance (e.g., that we are acquainted with abstract universals17).

According to Kant, to be an object is to be able to be absolutely posited. In other 
words, an object is what can be assigned the value of x in an act of absolute positing, 
whose general form is: There is an x such that Fx. This means that an object is what can 
be assigned the value of x in ‘Fx’ such that the latter attains a determinate truth value. 
What is it to be assignable as the value of x in ‘Fx’ (so that the latter is determinately 
true or false)? The formula ‘Fx’ expresses the content of a referential thought, a thought 
that subsumes a particular object under a concept, not the content of a descriptive or 
general thought (e.g., ‘Whatever is G is F.’). Intuition is the presentational vehicle for 
referential thoughts, the vehicle by which values of x become available to be subsumed 
under concepts in thoughts whose content is of the form Fx. Since the form of a refer-
ential thought content is Fx,18 to be a possible value of absolute positing (to be an object 
in the quantificational sense) is to be a possible referent of a referential thought (one 
that subsumes its referent under the concept F). Since intuition is the presentational 
vehicle for referential thought, it follows that to think of an admissible value of an act of 
absolute positing we have to think of it as intuitable. In other words, to think of objects 
in general we must think of them as potential referents of intuition. The concept of an 
object is to be explicated as the concept of the referent of an intuition.

I hope to have made some conceptual space for the Kantian alternative to the 
Fregean-Quinean concept of an object: an object is an admissible referent of a singular 
term, where the singular terms in question are mental (intuitions).19 I will now try to 

15 On this reading, it is part of the definition of ‘intuition’ that objects are given to us by intuitions. What 
is not definitional is that objects are given to us passively, as in sense perception; a mind that actively gen-
erates the objects of its awareness (so-called ‘intellectual intuition’) is at least prima facie conceivable. My 
interpretation is closely related to that of Allais 2015.

16 In Fregean terms, intuition is the relation of a mind to any object such that there is an expression that 
refers to that object whose de re sense can be grasped by that mind (can be a constituent of the sense of 
some thought by that mind). See Evans 1982 and McDowell 1984 for the idea of a de re Fregean sense.

17 Nor does he share the idea that we must be acquainted with all of the constituents of a proposition to 
entertain it in thought.

18 I am not assuming the Russellian view that objects are literal constituents of the contents of referential 
thoughts (singular propositions). On the Fregean view, the content (sense) of a thought is composed of a 
mode of presentation of a function (concept) and a mode of presentation of an object; the syntactic form 
of such a thought is given by Fx. On one reading, Frege has room for the notion of a de re sense, a mode of 
presentation that is essentially the presentation of its object (if that object did not exist, that sense would 
not exist either). I am attempting to remain neutral between a Russellian and a de re Fregean construal of 
referential thoughts. For the notion of de re senses in Frege, see Evans 1982 and McDowell 1984.

19 Some care is required if we call intuitions singular mental ‘terms,’ for this very naturally carries the 
(mistaken) connotation that intuitions are constituents of (i.e. terms in) judgments. This is not Kant’s view: 
the only singular terms in Kantian judgments are variables (see note 11).



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/10/2017, SPi

88 Nicholas F. Stang

motivate this alternative by arguing that it is more attractive than the Quinean or (one 
influential reading of) the Fregean answers. Against Quine’s identification of the 
 singular terms involved in the quantificational concept of an object with linguistic sin-
gular terms, I will merely point out that mental singular reference appears to be 
explanatorily prior to linguistic singular reference. There are beings (non-human 
 animals, prelinguistic human infants) that can have thoughts about (which refer to) 
individual objects without understanding the linguistic singular terms that refer to 
them. Furthermore, it seems intuitively plausible that the possibility of linguistic sin-
gular representation is generally explained by mental singular representation: it is 
because we can mentally refer to objects in our environment that we can name them 
linguistically, and not vice versa.20

With respect to the Fregean view that the singular terms in question are abstract 
constituents of abstract Thoughts, it is important how we construe this Fregean view, 
in particular how we construe the relation between abstract Thoughts (which I will 
refer to as propositions to avoid confusion) and psychological states of thinking by 
 subjects (which I will refer to as thoughts, as opposed to propositions). In particular, it 
will matter whether we explicate the concept of a proposition as the content of a sen-
tential thought by some intellect, or whether we think of the concept of a proposition 
as intelligible without this explication. (By a ‘sentential’ thought I mean a thought 
with a truth value.) I will refer to these as the moderate and extreme Platonist views, 
respectively. The distinction is not between two different views about the ontology of 
propositions but about the correct explication of the concept of a proposition. On the 
extreme Platonist view, claims like ‘Propositions are the contents of sentential 
thoughts’ are merely hints used to get us to grasp the notion of a proposition; once we 
have grasped this notion we can think about propositions directly, without the hints. 
On the moderate Platonist view, this is an explication of the concept of a proposition: 
our understanding of the concept of a proposition flows from our understanding of 
the more basic concept of the content of a sentential thought.

Against the extreme Platonist view I have three interrelated points to make. First, it 
is telling, I think, that the very terms we use for propositions (e.g., the word ‘propos-
ition’ itself, as well as Frege’s ‘Gedanken’ and ‘Satz’, a term Kant sometimes uses) are 
originally linguistic and psychological terms. This is at least prima facie evidence that 
the conceptual home of these notions is in the realm of thought, and that our use of 
them to talk about the abstract realm of propositions (Thoughts) is to be explicated in 
terms of their relation to thought (i.e. as contents of thoughts by intellects). Secondly, if 
abstract propositions are not explicated as contents of thoughts then we are left with 
two  distinct intentional relations that are conceptually irreducible to one another: the 
relation between an intellect’s thought and the abstract proposition that is its content, 
and the relation between that abstract proposition and the objects in the world it refers 
to.  It would be preferable to have a more parsimonious ideology. Thirdly, abstract 

20 To someone with Quine’s behaviorist leanings, though, this line of reasoning will not carry much weight.
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 propositions are explanatorily redundant unless they are intrinsically representa-
tional, i.e. unless they represent their objects but not in virtue of standing in any 
 relation to thoughts. But how much sense can we make of intrinsically representational 
items that are not in any way psychological? This problem is partly occluded by giving 
them  names whose conceptual home is linguistics and psychology (propositions, 
Gedanken). If we called them instead something neutral, e.g., the Life Givers, and then 
said “The Life Givers are abstract mind-independent entities that intrinsically repre-
sent concrete objects,” I think there would be reasonable grounds to wonder whether 
we understand what we are saying.21

The point of this is not an ontological reduction of propositions to thought (e.g., to 
equivalence classes of synonymous thoughts) but that the concept of a proposition 
is  to be explicated as the concept of what can be the content of some intellect’s 
( sentential) thought. In fact, the Kantian view about objects I have sketched is perfectly 
 compatible with moderate Platonism: the concept of an object is to be explicated as 
the concept of what can be the referent of the content of some thought by an intellect 
(e.g., a structured Fregean sense). The dependence of objects on thought is conceptual 
not ontological, and there is no assumption there that every object is referred to by 
some intellect.

This also shows how to answer an objection that will have occurred to some readers. 
Some will suspect my earlier argument that the concept of an object is to be explicated 
as the concept of the referent of an intuition rests on a simple fallacy of overgeneraliza-
tion. From the fact that referential thoughts have the form Fx it does not follow that 
propositional contents of the form Fx are, in general, contents of referential thoughts. 
Consequently, it does not follow that the concept of an object of absolute positing in 
general (being the value of x in Fx) can be explicated as the concept of the referent of a 
referential thought. Within a moderate Platonist framework, however, this objection 
can be easily dispatched. The propositional content Fx is to be explicated as a thought 
content whose form is Fx, that is to say, the content of a referential thought. Therefore, 
the conclusion from earlier holds: the concept of an object is to be explicated as the 
concept of the referent of a referential thought, and therefore of an intuition.

This is not to say that the concept of an object is to be explicated as the concept of an 
actual or even metaphysically possible referent of a singular mental term. I am claiming 
only that when we think about something as an object we are thereby (insofar as our 
thought can be rendered intelligible) implicitly thinking of it as something that is 
 conceivably referred to by some intuition, even if there is no mind that does so refer to 
it, and even if such a mind is metaphysically impossible. The concept of an object 
requires the conceptual possibility of an intuition that refers to it. Thus the form of my 
claim has a nested modality: □C(there is an object x → ◇C(x is intuited)), where the 

21 It does not help if the referents of these abstract Life Givers are constituents of them, for this fails to 
explain why Life Givers are about those constituents. E.g., I am a constituent of the mereological sum of 
myself and the property of being a prime number, but that sum is not about me.
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 subscript C indicates conceptual necessity/possibility. Readers will wonder, rightly, 
what is meant by ‘metaphysical’ and ‘conceptual’ possibility. In a short piece like this I 
obviously cannot offer a whole theory of metaphysical and conceptual possibility, so 
let me say something briefly about how I understand these notions and the difference 
between them. I take metaphysically necessary truths to be those truths grounded in 
the essences of things and their logical consequences. I take conceptually necessary 
truths to be those truths grounded in the essences of concepts and their logical conse-
quences. By the standard interdefinition of necessity and possibility, this entails that 
every metaphysical possibility is conceptually possible, but not that every metaphysical 
necessity is conceptually necessary. So it may be metaphysically possible that there is 
an object that is metaphysically necessarily not intuited—from which it follows that it 
is conceptually possible there is such an object—but it does not follow that that object 
is conceptually necessarily not intuited.22

Some readers may wonder why we should explicate the concept <object> in the first 
place, rather than taking it as primitive. But this doubt does not really affect my argu-
ments, for they can easily be reformulated directly in terms of ‘admissible values of 
bound first-order variables,’ bypassing the term ‘object’ entirely. As long as we retain 
three core commitments of ontology as it has been practiced since Quine 1948—that 
ontology is the study of what exists, that existence is a quantifier, and that we are onto-
logically committed to the values of our bound first-order variables—we will retain 
the important conclusion: the concept of an admissible value of a bound first-order 
variable—the ‘unit,’ so to speak, of ontological investigation—is to be explicated by the 
concept of the referent of an intuition.

3. Understanding
I think the best way to appreciate the relevance of Kant’s idealism for contemporary 
metaphysics is to focus on the epistemic virtue of understanding. I will reconstruct 

22 Williamson (2007: 17) argues, contra idealism and verificationism, that “elusive objects” are possible; in 
my terminology, elusive objects are objects that are not possibly intuited by any intellect. If the possibility in 
question is metaphysical possibility, elusive objects present no counterexample to this form of idealism. If 
the possibility in question is conceptual possibility then Williamson is baldly asserting that it is conceivable 
that there is something that is not conceivably intuited. I have argued that this is not conceivable; at most we 
have different intuitions about what is conceivable. I would note, however, that what is conceptually possible 
is usually adjudicated by further explication of a concept. So Williamson owes us an account of the concept 
of elusive objects that explains why they are inconceivably intuited. It is not enough simply to point out that 
we are conceiving of them as elusive objects, for this will ground only the de dicto conceptual necessity that 
elusive objects are elusive. Williamson needs to explain why we are conceiving of them as de re conceptually 
necessarily elusive objects. If he does so by saying something about the natures of such elusive objects, this 
will itself provide us with the materials to construct a conception of a mind that would intuit them (e.g., by 
creating them—see the end of §3). Williamson is assuming either that elusive objects can be values of bound 
variables, even though no singular term thinkable by an intellect can ever refer to them, or that the existen-
tial idiom (there is an elusive object) is intelligible without recourse to the quantificational idiom (for some 
value of x, x is an elusive object). I have argued against the former assumption in the main text; in this essay 
I am taking the latter assumption (the quantificational theory of existence) for granted.
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Kant’s critique of the ambitions of metaphysics as a critique of our capacity to achieve 
understanding in metaphysics. Much has been written recently on understanding 
and how it differs from knowledge.23 While I believe this salutary development 
brings   analytic epistemology into closer dialogue with Kant and the pre-Kantian 
rationalist  tradition, in which understanding is conceived of as a distinctive epistemic 
achievement,24 I do not have the space here to trace the connections between eighteenth- 
and twenty-first-century epistemology. Instead, in this section, I will formulate my 
argument directly in twenty-first-century terms.

We can distinguish several different kinds of understanding in terms of what is 
understood. I will focus on three such kinds: (a) explanatory understanding (under-
standing why p), (b) propositional understanding (understanding p), and (c) concep-
tual understanding (understanding a concept).25 For example, I can understand why 
gold melts at 1,064 °C, I can understand the proposition ‘Gold melts at 1,064 °C’ and 
I can understand the concept <gold>. This naturally raises the question of the relation 
among these different epistemic accomplishments, which I take to be strict logical 
entailment: (i) understanding why p requires understanding p (and not vice versa), (ii) 
which requires understanding F, where F is any concept in p (and not vice versa).26 For 
example, I do not understand why gold melts at this temperature unless I understand 
the proposition that it does; and I do not understand that proposition unless I under-
stand the concepts in it (i.e. <gold>, <melting>, <degree Celsius>, etc.). I think this also 
holds where p is not the explanandum but the explanans, i.e. understanding q because 
p requires understanding p, which (by (ii)) requires understanding the concepts in p.27 
For instance, I do not understand that gold melts at this temperature because of its 
atomic structure unless I understand the proposition that it has that atomic structure, 
and I understand the concepts involved in that proposition (i.e. <atom>, <structure>, 
etc.). I will restrict my attention to cases where p is a non-negated quantified propos-
ition (i.e. one of the form ∃xFx or ⱯxFx) that is not a logical truth and is not vacuously 
true.28 I do so because the focus of this essay is on what transcendental idealism has to 
do specifically with (meta-)ontology, and because the interesting claims in philosoph-
ical ontology are neither logically nor vacuously true.

Understanding comes in degrees. What degree of understanding of a proposition is 
required for explanatory understanding? What degree of understanding of a concept 

23 ‘Understanding’ now has its own specialist literature; see Zagzebski 2001, Kvanvig 2003, Elgin 2004 
and 2009, Grimm 2006, Riggs 2009, and Pritchard 2010.

24 Cf. Kant 1992: 570/Ak. 9:65.
25 What I am calling ‘explanatory understanding’ is slightly different from the ‘objectual’ understanding 

(e.g., understanding physics) that much of the literature (following Kvanvig 2003) has focused on.
26 If p is a logical truth, conceptual understanding may not be required; see below.
27 We need to distinguish understanding q on the basis of p (an instance of explanatory understanding) 

from merely understanding the proposition q because p. For instance, I might understand the proposition 
q because p, without being able to use p to understand why q is the case. It is the latter epistemic achieve-
ment I call explanans understanding in the main text.

28 A vacuous universal quantified sentence is one that has no true instances, e.g., ‘All round squares 
are red.’
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is required for explanatory understanding of a fact involving that concept? I will 
 stipulatively refer to these as determinate propositional understanding and deter-
minate conceptual understanding, respectively. By definition, determinate propos-
itional and conceptual understanding are necessary for explanatory understanding; it 
does not follow that they are sufficient. Where p has the form above, I think it is very 
plausible that determinate propositional understanding requires the ability to under-
stand instances of the open sentence Fx; if you do not understand open sentences of 
the form Fx then you may have some understanding of the quantified propositions 
∃xFx and ⱯxFx, but you cannot have explanatory understanding of them. You cannot 
understand why ∃xFx or ⱯxFx or deploy your understanding of those facts to under-
stand other facts (explanans understanding). For instance, if you cannot understand 
the open sentence ‘x is a Hilbert space’ then you may possess some understanding of 
true propositions involving the concept <Hilbert space> but you are unable to under-
stand why those propositions are true, or to use those facts to understand other facts 
about Hilbert spaces (e.g., in a proof).

Likewise, I think it is very plausible that determinate conceptual understanding of 
the concept F requires that you be able to understand instances of the concept having 
the form Fx. If you lack the ability to understand instances of the concept, then you 
may have some understanding of the concept, but you are unable to have explanatory 
understanding of the fact that ∃xFx or ⱯxFx or to deploy your understanding of 
those facts to understand further facts.29 For instance, you might possess the concept 
<Hilbert space>, but due to your inadequate understanding of it, you are unable to 
think of any of its instances (i.e. you are unable to think of anything that it is a Hilbert 
space); in my terminology, you would lack determinate understanding of that concept. 
In such a case, then, you would lack explanatory understanding of facts about 
Hilbert spaces.

Before continuing with my main argument, I want to address some difficult ques-
tions about the scope of the capacity to understand instances of concepts required for 
determinate conceptual understanding.

Impossibilities. If it is impossible for a concept to have instances (e.g., <counterexample 
to Goldbach’s conjecture>, assuming the conjecture is true) then it is impossible for 
there to be instances I understand. Does this entail that I lack determinate understand-
ing of that concept? While I do think we can have determinate understanding of 
 concepts of metaphysical impossibilities (as long as these concepts are prima facie 
coherent, i.e. their objects are prima facie conceptually possible) I do not have to argue 
for that here, for I am concerned with the case where p has the form ∃xFx or ⱯxFx and 
is neither logically nor vacuously true. If I understand why p is the case then p is the 

29 I think the very same requirements that hold for explanatory understanding (understanding why p) 
also hold for explanans understanding (understanding why q based on p): one must have determinate 
propositional understanding of p and one must have determinate conceptual understanding of the 
 concepts contained in p.
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case, and if p has this form then F is instantiated (for then it would be either false or 
vacuously true) so it is not the concept of an impossibility.
Restriction of understanding. The requirement on determinate conceptual under-
standing—that one be able to understand instances—does not require that one be 
able to understand every instance of a concept. One’s determinate understanding of 
a concept can be restricted in the following sense: one can understand instances of F 
only under the condition that they are also instances of P. This restriction on my 
understanding of F entails a corresponding restriction on my understanding of 
quantified sentences involving F. In the existential case, what I can determinately 
understand is ∃x(Px&Fx) or ∃x∈PFx; in the universal case, what I understand is 
Ɐx(Px → Fx) or Ɐx∈P(Fx).30 The subscript indicates that the quantifier is restricted to 
values of x in the extension of P.
Predicates and their negations. Does determinate understanding of the concept F con-
fer determinate understanding of its negation ~F? It might seem obvious that if I can 
understand instances of the form Fa I thereby have the capacity to understand 
instances of the form ~Fa, but this does not follow where the predicate F expresses the 
conditions under which I can understand instances of concepts at all. To fully explain 
this, I must say more about what it is to understand an instance of a concept, to which 
I now turn.

Determinate understanding of a concept F, I have argued, requires the capacity to 
understand instances of the form Fa. The capacity to understand instances of the form 
Fa is the capacity to entertain the thought, of some a, that it is F. This requires the cap-
acity to mentally refer to some object a (in the quantificational sense of ‘object’) and 
entertain the thought of it that it is F. This may seem like a very weak requirement. 
I can entertain the thought, of my desk, that it is a Hilbert space. Is this an exercise of 
the capacity to think of instances that I have in virtue of determinately understanding 
<Hilbert space>? No, because as a matter of conceptual necessity, my desk is not a 
Hilbert space.31 The concept of a Hilbert space is the concept of a fundamentally differ-
ent kind of thing than my desk.

The capacity to have referential thoughts about objects requires (but is not exhausted 
by) the capacity to ‘intuit’ them (in Kant’s terminology). So determinate understand-
ing of a concept requires the capacity to intuit instances.32 If it is impossible for an 
object a to which I have singular mental reference (intuition) to be an instance of the 
concept F, then I cannot understand of a given object a that it is F, and, while I may be 

30 The difference between these formulations (unrestricted quantifier with restricting predicate vs. 
restricted quantifier) will not matter to my argument.

31 Fully defending this claim would require a worked-out theory of de re conceptual possibility, which 
for reasons of space I cannot provide here.

32 This requires only the conceptual possibility that there be intuitable objects that instantiate the con-
cept, but not the metaphysical possibility of such objects; it requires only that it not be impossible, as a 
matter of conceptual necessity, that objects intuitable by me are instances of the concept.
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said to possess some limited understanding of the concept, I cannot have explanatory 
understanding of claims involving it that meet the conditions above.33

Can we not be said to understand a proposition of the form Fa when our under-
standing of that proposition consists in our understanding of its inferential relation to 
other propositions (e.g., it entails ∃xFx)? On the contrary, if our understanding of Fa 
were exhausted by our understanding of its inferential relations to other propositions 
then we would not understand this system of propositions as anything more than 
uninterpreted symbols. We would not understand that the proposition Fa, as well as 
the propositions to which it is inferentially related, are about objects. One does not 
understand the concept <object> merely in virtue of understanding the introduction 
and elimination rules for quantification.34 To understand the concept <object> one 
must understand that objects are what quantified propositions are about, that is, the 
values of bound variables.

This allows us to infer, from conditions on what kinds of objects I can intuit, condi-
tions on what concepts I can determinately understand, and hence of which claims 
I can have explanatory understanding. Let us assume that I cannot intuit objects except 
those in the extension of predicate P. In this case I determinately understand a concept 
P—that is, I can think of instances of it—but I cannot determinately understand its 
negation ~P. This means I cannot have referential thoughts about non-Ps, and so I can-
not think of any individual such object that it falls under a concept (including ~P). I can 
have determinate understanding of a concept only under the restriction that I think of 
its instances as Ps. I determinately understand ∃xFx, where F is a concept that is not 
specifically a concept of Ps (it is not conceptually necessary that Fs are Ps) only under 
the restriction that its instances are Ps, i.e. what I determinately understand is either 
∃x(Px&Fx) or ∃x∈P(Fx). Likewise, where ⱯxFx is logically contingent and non-vacuous, 
since I determinately understand the predicate F only restricted to phenomena, what 
I determinately understand is either Ɐx(Px → Fx) or Ɐx∈P(Fx).

This does not mean that we lack any understanding of the unrestricted propositions 
or of the unrestricted concept. We can mentally entertain thoughts with this content 
and there may even be epistemic reasons to accept some such claims and reject others; 
for instance, considerations of ontological parsimony, simplicity, and coherence with 
background theory may provide epistemic warrant for some such claims and against 
others. It is even possible that our epistemic warrant to accept and reject such claims 
will, in some cases, amount to knowledge. But what we will lack in all such cases is 
determinate understanding of these claims, because we lack determinate understand-
ing of these concepts when their extensions are not restricted to phenomena. Due to 
our lack of determinate understanding, we will lack explanatory understanding of 
these claims; we will fail to understand why they are true.35

33 Non-negated quantified claims that are neither logically nor vacuously true.
34 Cf. the ‘uninterpreted symbolism’ objection in note 10 above.
35 Can we use them in explanatory understanding of other truths? No, for the same requirements on 

explanatory understanding (understanding why p) hold for explanans understanding (understanding why 
q through p). See the discussion of ‘elusive objects’ in section 1.
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Before I continue I want to address a global strategy that a metaphysician might use 
to extend our determinate understanding of objects we cannot intuit. The metaphys-
ician might argue that we can have determinate understanding of a concept F in virtue 
of being able to think of an instance using a definite description, e.g., ‘The G is F’ 
(FɩxGx). But if a definite description has the form ‘the G’ (ɩxGx) then determinate 
understanding of propositions involving this description requires determinate under-
standing of this expression, which requires determinate understanding of the concept 
G. That is to say, determinate understanding of propositions involving definite descrip-
tions requires being able to think of instances of the concept over which the definite 
description operator has scope. This entails that definite descriptions cannot expand 
the range of concepts you determinately understand, because determinate under-
standing of definite description-involving propositions depends upon precisely that 
determinate understanding.36

4. Phenomena and Noumena
What I have called ‘explanatory understanding’ is not new to philosophy, for it is the 
ambition of metaphysics, both traditional and contemporary. In the German rational-
ist tradition in which Kant was educated, metaphysics is understood as the science of 
all beings as such. The aim of metaphysics is not fundamentally knowledge that all 
beings have certain properties, but explanatory understanding of what all beings as 
such have in common. Paradigmatically this takes the form of a systematic hierarchy 
of the predicates of all possible beings, at the top of which we find the most fundamen-
tal or basic predicates that explain, and allow us to understand, all the possible predi-
cates lower in the hierarchy. While contemporary metaphysicians typically conceive of 
their project in less grandiose terms, they nonetheless often conceive its methodology 
in explicitly explanatory terms: seek the theory that is the best (simplest, most 
 economical, most powerful, etc.) overall explanation of the subject (e.g., modality, per-
sistence of objects, etc.).37 In my terminology this means that the enterprise of meta-
physics aims at explanatory understanding, or understanding why. The aim of 
metaphysics is not merely to know that various propositions are true, but to deploy 
that knowledge in explanatory understanding of its subject matter. In §3 I argued that 
constraints on what objects we can intuit put in-principle constraints on the bounds 

36 Neo-Fregeans hold that we can expand the range of objects to which we can refer (objects that can be 
the referents of singular terms) via Hume’s Principle, which involves definite descriptions: the number of 
Fs = the number of Gs ↔ F and G are equinumerous. My Kantian reply to this is that linguistic representa-
tion of objects is not fundamental. Referring to numbers is not, contra the neo-Fregean, merely a matter of 
introducing syntactically singular number terms into our language in a logically consistent way. To under-
stand sentences as involving singular terms as representing we must understand them as contents of 
thoughts, which requires understanding those syntactically singular terms as standing for objects we can 
think about (i.e. mentally refer to, i.e. intuit). So the bounds of intuition put an in-principle bound on the 
range of linguistic singular terms, including definite descriptions, that we can determinately understand. 
For discussion see Wright 1983, Hale and Wright 2001, and McBride 2003.

37 Notably Williamson 2013: 423–6.
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of our explanatory understanding. If the aim of metaphysics is explanatory under-
standing, then constraints on what objects we can intuit put in-principle constraints 
on the ambitions of metaphysics.

In this section I am going to explore Kant’s own views on the limits of our intuition, 
and consequently on the limits of explanatory understanding in metaphysics. I will try 
to motivate them as intrinsically plausible views about intuition without giving explicit 
arguments in their favor. This is because rigorously grounding a particular view about 
intuition is dialectically quite tricky, a point to which I will return at the end. We can 
conceive of various alternatives to our mode of intuition of objects, and therefore 
abstractly conceive of various kinds of objects we cannot intuit (and of which we there-
fore lack explanatory understanding). This means that in determining the limits of 
‘our’ intuition of objects (determining the value of the restricting predicate P from §3), 
we thereby form various correlative concepts of alternate forms of intuition and alter-
nate kinds of objects.

In determining the limits of our mode of intuition (assuming there is such a limit) 
we are to abstract from the contingent facts about our sense organs; we are not deter-
mining the limits of intuition of Homo sapiens but of the fundamental kind of intellect 
we possess.38 On Kant’s account, our basic mode of intuition of objects is this: we intuit 
objects that are (i) spatiotemporal, (ii) concrete, and (iii) wholes but not totalities. 
Clause (i) I take to be clear enough for our purposes. Clause (ii) means that the objects 
we intuit stand in cause-effect relations with one another and with our minds, and we 
intuit them partly in virtue of their causal effect on our minds.39 Clause (iii) means that 
the objects we intuit are wholes (they possess proper parts) that are proper parts of yet 
further wholes. We do not intuit either simples, objects that lack proper parts, or what 
Kant calls ‘totalities,’ objects that are not proper parts of any larger whole (e.g., the cos-
mos). I will call these wholes discursive wholes. Borrowing another piece of Kantian 
terminology, I will refer to any intuition that meets these three conditions as sensible 
intuition. Before continuing, I want to note that clause (ii) does not mean that sensible 
intuition is limited to what we can directly perceive. If some object (e.g., an unobserv-
able scientific posit) causally interacts with our minds, for instance, by causally inter-
acting with objects we directly perceive, it falls within the scope of sensible intuition as 
long as it is spatiotemporal, causally efficacious, and is a discursive whole (i.e. not a 
simple, not a totality); if our sense organs were finer, or different, we could directly 

38 A skeptical reader might wonder: how do we know which aspects of our mode of intuition are ‘con-
tingent’ and which are ‘fundamental’? This objection gets to the very heart of Kant’s philosophy; it has no 
easy or quick answer. It was originally pressed against Kant and K. L. Reinhold by G. E. Schulze in a short 
book titled Aenesidemus, oder über die Fundamentale der von Professor Reinhold in Jena gelieferten 
Elementar-Philosophie (1792); an English translation of selections can be found in Di Giovanni and 
Harris  1985. For a Kantian response to Schulze’s skeptical objection see Pereboom  1991 and my own 
unpublished manuscript “Answers for Aenesidemus.”

39 I am ignoring, for the purposes of this essay, our practical awareness of our own actions, for in that 
case Kant rejects (ii); my awareness of my action is among the causes of the action, not vice versa.
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sense it.40 Some readers might reject (ii) out of hand for they think we intuit (are 
 directly acquainted with) abstract objects such as mathematical objects.41 Rather than 
engage that view directly, I am going to simply limit the scope of Kant’s theory of 
 intuition: (i)–(iii) represent the limits of our intuition of concreta.

The Kantian term for objects that meet these constraints is ‘phenomena’ (objects of 
sensible intuition). If we let P stand for the predicate ‘is a phenomenon’ then, by the 
argument of §3, the quantified sentences of which we can have determinate under-
standing are accordingly restricted: ∃x(Px&Fx) and Ɐx(Px → Fx). We can have deter-
minate understanding in metaphysics that, for instance, all concrete objects have some 
property (e.g., being causally efficacious) or that some property is instantiated by a 
concrete object (e.g., substantiality), but only if this is implicitly restricted to the 
domain of concrete objects we can intuit, that is, phenomena.

This is an interesting conclusion only if it imposes substantive constraints on meta-
physics. To show this I will have to show that some of the more recherché concrete 
objects whose existence is debated in contemporary philosophical ontology are objects 
that cannot be sensibly intuited. Consequently, we lack determinate understanding of 
them; and lacking determinate understanding, we also lack explanatory understand-
ing of propositions that quantify over them.

(a) Instantaneous temporal parts. Because we have spatiotemporal sensible  intuition 
our intellect is temporal. This means that it intuits objects in time, and the intellectual 
acts by which it understands objects have temporal duration. Consequently, we cannot 
intuit an object with zero temporal duration. For any arbitrarily small temporal inter-
val, it is possible for an intellect such as ours to intuit an object that exists only for that 
very short interval. But an instantaneous object, one that exists for an interval of zero 
temporal extent, cannot be intuited by such an intellect. Consequently, objects with 
zero temporal extent are (as a matter of conceptual necessity) not objects that our form 
of intellect can intuit. They are not phenomena. We cannot determinately understand 
concepts of them, and propositions that quantify over them cannot figure in our 
explanatory understanding. Consequently, the concept of an instantaneous temporal 
part of an object that persists through a non-zero temporal interval is a concept that 
we cannot determinately understand. Thus, while we may be able to entertain the 
thought that persisting objects have instantaneous temporal parts, we cannot deploy 
this thought in explanatory understanding. In particular, we cannot understand why 
objects persist through time by citing their instantaneous temporal parts.

(b) Concrete atoms. The spatial analogues of instantaneous temporal parts are non-
extended simples: concrete objects that inhabit a region of zero spatial extent. Just as 
we intuit only objects of non-zero temporal extent, we intuit only objects of non-zero 
spatial extent. For any region of non-zero spatial extent it is possible for an intellect 

40 A225–6/B273–4/Kant 1998: 325–6.
41 Historically, this view was upheld by Plato and the Platonic tradition, as well as Descartes. 

Chudnoff 2013 is a contemporary articulation and defense of such a view.
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like ours to be given an object in that region; the nature of spatiotemporal sensible 
 intuition puts no finite lower bound on the spatial extent of objects. But objects of zero 
spatial extent, physical objects that occupy only a point, cannot be intuited by intellects 
like ours.

(c) The world-whole. At the opposite end of the spectrum from (a) instantaneous 
objects and (b) point-sized objects are ‘maximal’ objects: (a*) the totality of all events 
in time and (b*) the totality of all objects in space. We can intuit neither. An intellect 
with spatiotemporal sensible intuition is successively given proper parts of these 
 totalities and its cognitive task is to combine them into an understanding of ever 
greater wholes containing those parts and to analyze them into an understanding of 
ever smaller parts of those wholes. The totality of concrete objects in space and time is 
the idealized limit of the former combinatory process, just as the instantaneous tem-
poral parts or point-sized spatial parts of a thing are the idealized limit of a process of 
 temporal and spatial analysis. Since this is the concept of an object we cannot intuit, it 
is a concept we do not determinately understand. Consequently, metaphysical claims 
about the totality of concrete objects in space and time are not claims of which we can 
have an explanatory understanding.42

According to the argument of §2 the concept of an object is to be explicated as the 
concept of the referent of an intuition, so to explicate concepts of non-phenomena we 
must conceive of alternate forms of intellect that would intuit them. The first such con-
ception is that of an intuition that is like ours in being passively given discursive wholes 
(by being sensibly affected by concreta, clauses (ii)–(iii) above), but which is not given 
objects in space and time. This is what Kant would call ‘non-spatiotemporal sensible 
intuition.’ It is the conceptual tool by which we can explicate the concept of discursive 
(non-simple, non-total) concrete wholes that are non-spatiotemporal.43 Because Kant 
ties the spatiotemporality of our intuition so tightly to the discursive nature of the 
wholes we intuit (neither simples nor totalities) it is not clear that he can make coher-
ent sense of an intellect that intuits a spatially or temporally non-extended object.44 If 
we want to go beyond Kant and render the concept of such an object fully intelligible, 
we will need to provide a more determinate concept of an intellect that is immediately 

42 It is possible to construct an ersatz form of determinate understanding of such ‘limit’ concepts by 
determinately understanding propositions about arbitrarily long converging sequences of objects we can 
intuit (e.g., ever larger parts of the world, or ever smaller parts of an object). But while this gives us deter-
minate understanding of whole propositions involving the terms ‘whole world’ or ‘infinitely small part,’ the 
true analysis of these propositions reveals these terms not to correspond to any singular term in the 
 underlying logical form. This is comparable to understanding claims about real numbers as claims about 
converging sequences of rational numbers; one does thereby expand one’s ontology in the sense at stake in 
this essay.

43 The primary purpose of this concept in Kant’s system is to express the idea that, while objects are 
given to us in space and time, there may be other kinds of intellect that have sensible intuition, but which 
are given non-spatiotemporal objects.

44 It is not clear, for instance, where in the CPR Kant proves we are not given spatial or temporal simples, 
rather than merely assuming this, much less proving that no intellect with spatiotemporal intuition is given 
such simples.
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given spatial or temporal simples (or both). Finally, the most important way of 
 conceiving an alternate form of intuition, within Kant’s system, is to modify or reject 
clauses (ii) and (iii) in the account of our intuition above. With respect to (ii), we can 
conceive of an intellect that is not passive with respect to the concreta it intuits, but 
actively generates the object of its intuition in intuiting it. With respect to (iii), we can 
conceive of an intellect that intuits, not a proper part of some larger whole, but the 
totality of all (concrete) objects all at once, ‘in a single glance.’ These are concepts 
of  what Kant calls ‘intellectual intuition’ and ‘intuitive intellect,’ respectively.45 
Unsurprisingly, these concepts of alternate forms of intellect are modeled on concep-
tions of God’s intellect in the theological tradition.46 These concepts of alternate modes 
of intuition generate, given the conceptual dependence of objects on intuition, correla-
tive concepts of objects, which Kant calls noumena. Because we cannot intuit them, we 
lack determinate, and hence explanatory, understanding of noumena.

This does not entail that we lack any understanding whatsoever of concepts of 
 noumena. We can entertain thoughts involving them, and we may acquire epistemic 
warrant for believing or rejecting such claims, though the nature of this epistemic 
 warrant will be problematic, given that these concepts cannot figure in explanatory 
understanding, and thus our belief in them cannot be warranted by an inference to the 
best explanation. For instance, it may be that some theories about such objects are 
logically simpler or more elegant than others. This by itself may give us epistemic war-
rant to accept the simpler and more elegant theories; it may even be the case that we 
come to know certain claims involving these indeterminately understood concepts. 
But metaphysics, both traditional and contemporary, does not aim merely at know-
ledge or at entertaining theories that have greater degrees of rational coherence than 
their rivals. Metaphysics aims at understanding, and that is precisely what we cannot 
have with respect to such objects.

I want to note something about the structure of this essay: the view of objects (§2) 
and the view of explanatory understanding (§3) are independent of the specifically 
Kantian view of the limits of intuition (§4). This means that, if we reject Kant’s specific 
views on the limits of intuition, we can ‘slot in’ a different such view (e.g., perhaps one 
that allows intuition of abstracta) and derive correlative consequences about the limits 
(or lack of limits) of our determinate understanding in metaphysics. I point this out 
because the specifically Kantian limits on intuition I outlined above may strike some 
readers as unmotivated or false, in part because of their consequences for our explana-
tory understanding. In particular, it might be objected that they leave no room for 
explanatory understanding of abstract objects in mathematics. Kant thinks he can 
account for our explanatory understanding in mathematics without having to resort 
to abstract objects, but the larger point is a methodological one: since a view about 

45 The concepts of intellectual intuition and intuitive intellect play important roles in Kant’s philosophy. 
See Förster 2011 for extensive discussion.

46 E.g., Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae I, q. 14, art. 7, who cites Augustine, De trinitate 15: ch. 14.
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 intuition has consequences (according to §§2–3) for our explanatory understanding, 
the reach of our explanatory understanding can just as much be used to argue against a 
view of the limits of intuition, as vice versa. It is not obvious that claims about the 
nature and limits of intuition are epistemically or methodologically more secure than 
claims about the scope of our explanatory understanding. But the ontologist who 
thinks the Kantian limits on explanatory understanding are too narrow and so con-
cludes by modus tollens that the Kantian limits on intuition are also too narrow owes us 
an explanation of how it is possible for us to have intuition of the non-phenomena 
quantified over in her theory. In other words, regardless of our view of the limits of 
intuition, if the arguments of §§1–2 are correct the non-Kantian ontologist owes us an 
explanation of how referential thought about her objects is possible and, what is more, 
how it is possible ‘from the armchair.’47

5. Yes, But Is It Idealism?
Some readers may wonder whether there really is a form of idealism at all. It is more 
of a semantic or epistemic thesis than a metaphysical one, and the only consequences 
it has for metaphysics are broadly epistemic ones: we cannot have explanatory under-
standing of noumena. What is this doing in a volume of essays on the metaphysics 
of idealism?

First of all, there is a certain historical naivety in thinking that ‘idealism’ means one 
particular doctrine. Originally coined to refer to the Platonic view that what is ultim-
ately real are ‘ideas’—intelligible archetypes of which sensible objects are imperfect 
replicas—‘idealism’ came to mean, in the early modern period, the view that every-
thing ontologically depends on minds and their ideas (states).48 This is correlated with 
a shift in the meaning of ‘idea’ itself: from intelligible Platonic archetypes (eidos) to the 
immediately available mental contents (often sensible ones) of the early modern ‘way 
of ideas.’ Whether something counts as a form of idealism should therefore be deter-
mined according to its intellectual continuity with one of the many strands in the tan-
gled web of the history of idealism.

By this criterion, the Kantian view I have outlined is definitely a form of idealism. 
First of all, it builds off an idea present in the central argument for what many consider 
the paradigm case of idealism as universal mind-dependence: Berkeley’s ‘master argu-
ment’ in his Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge.49 Very roughly, 
Berkeley’s argument is that we cannot imagine an unperceivable object because in 
imagining it we are imagining how it would be perceived, because we are imagining its 

47 This problem, how can we intuit (be acquainted with) an object a priori (independently of our sensory 
experience), is the very problem that Kant’s doctrine of the ideality of space and time is supposed to solve. 
While Kant’s solution is by no means unproblematic, it is far from clear to me that any alternative is super-
ior. In the CPR see A26/B42 (Kant 1998: 176), but this emerges even more clearly in Prolegomena §§8–9 
(Ak. 4:282/Kant 2002: 78).

48 For the vicissitudes of ‘idealism’ and cognate terms, see Dunham, Grant, and Watson 2014.
49 Berkeley, Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, Part One, §§ XXII–XXIII.
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perceptual qualities. Because it is unimaginable, Berkeley claims, it is impossible. The 
Kantian argument I have sketched here is a descendant of this (I think, quite unsuc-
cessful) Berkeleyan argument, but freed from certain implausible Berkeleyan assump-
tions and with a much weaker (and more plausible) conclusion. For one thing, it does 
not equate (as Berkeley does) the ‘imaginable’ with the possible. For another, it does 
not assume we conceive of possible objects by perceptually imagining them, but by 
 conceiving of intuitions of them. Consequently, its conclusion is not that non-intuitable 
objects are impossible, but merely that we cannot have a determinate understanding of 
concepts of such objects. Nonetheless, it shares a core idea with Berkeley: the concept 
of an object is conceptually downstream of the concept of a mind’s object awareness 
(sensible perception for Berkeley; intuition for Kant).

It is also one strand in Kant’s ‘transcendental’ idealism, one of the most important 
and influential moments in the whole complex history of idealism. As I mentioned in 
§1 there has been a scholarly controversy since 1781 about whether Kantian transcen-
dental idealism is a form of Berkeleyan idealism. But if ‘idealism’ is to be equated with 
specifically Berkeleyan idealism (or some variant of it) then this would entail that if 
this controversy turned out a particular way then Kant’s transcendental idealism 
would not be a form of idealism. I think that this conclusion is absurd (and not just 
because ‘transcendental idealism’ has the word ‘idealism’ in it!). Kant’s transcendental 
idealism is an important enough moment in the history of idealism—it does, after all, 
influence the whole course of nineteenth-century idealism in Germany and Britain—
that it has just as much right to the term ‘idealism’ as Berkeley does.

The ideas I have explored in this essay constitute one strand in Kant’s ‘transcenden-
tal’ idealism, but only one strand. In particular, I have reconstructed the negative part 
of Kant’s theory: the limits of sensible intuition constitute limits on explanatory 
 understanding. The positive part of Kant’s theory involves his explanation of how we 
can have a priori explanatory metaphysical understanding of objects we intuit, i.e. 
 phenomena. That part involves further ‘idealist’ commitments, in particular the 
ideality of space and time. While I have argued at length elsewhere that this positive 
part of Kant’s theory does involve a substantive ontological form of idealism similar in 
some respects to that of Berkeley and (even more so) that of Leibniz, I cannot explore 
this point here.50 The positive part of Kant’s idealism is significantly harder to motivate 
for a contemporary audience than the negative part, and it is that goal that has guided 
my discussion here.51

50 Stang 2016b and Stang forthcoming.
51 I would like to thank the editors of this volume, Kenny Pearce and Tyron Goldschmidt, for this 

opportunity to air my idealist views, and for their feedback on the essay. Karl Schafer and Damian 
Melamedoff took the time to read carefully, and comment upon, an earlier, inferior draft and for that 
I  thank them. I am especially grateful to Jack Woods, who gave me detailed comments on this essay—
twice!—and who encouraged me when my confidence in it was faltering. Thanks to Markus Gabriel, Eli 
Chudnoff, Otávio Bueno, Peter Lewis, and the rest of the audience at University of Miami for their com-
ments on the talk in which I presented the core ideas of this essay. I would also like to thank an anonymous 
referee for this volume whose comments helped improve the essay.
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The central claim of Kant’s Transcendental Deduction is that unity of consciousness 
entails objectivity of experience. I don’t know quite what Kant meant by that or why he 
believed it. But the claim has great interest; and I think it both true and interesting that 
feeding it through a positivist meat-grinder, as I do here, yields a version of it that has 
nothing especially to do with imagination, thought, language, or categories. It is a 
general truth about signaling systems.

More specifically, there is a precise sense in which (i) a signaling system can be said 
to detect properties of objects as opposed to merely reflecting how it is being affected by 
external reality taken as a lump. And there is a precise sense in which (ii) a signaling 
system can be said to exhibit a unity as opposed to being equivalent to a mere bundle of 
more specialized signaling systems. I argue that (i) is a consequence of (ii): any signaling 
system that exhibits unity in this sense has experience of objects in that one.

That truth, and the argument for it, cast light on (a) Kant and (b) idealism. Sections 3 
and 4 make those connections. Section 2 covers the model that my main argument 
concerns. The illustrative story in section 1 aims to give an intuitive feel for the key 
premise (18).

1. Hiding in a Horse
The story is set at the end of the Trojan War.1 Everyone knows that the Greeks had left a 
wooden horse full of soldiers outside the gates of Troy. Few know that some Trojans set 
up communication with the horse. The language L in which they did this, the contem-
porary lingua franca of wooden horses, was coincidentally very like a primitive 
fragment of English.

1 Cf. Plato, Theaetetus 184d; Burnyeat 2012: 96–7, 97n. 61; Anscombe 2011.

7
Signaling Systems and the 
Transcendental Deduction

Arif Ahmed
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The syntax of L is as follows. Its spoken vocabulary has four categories:

(1) Color words (‘red,’ ‘green,’ ‘blue,’ etc.)
(2) Shape words (‘circle,’ ‘square,’ ‘triangle,’ etc.)
(3) Signs for affirmation and negation (‘yes,’ ‘no’)
(4) Vocal markers of assertion and interrogation (transcribed ‘!’ ‘?’)

The sentential utterances of L come in three categories, of which these two are initially 
relevant:

(5) Simple observational utterances: these may be (i) assertions (‘Red!,’ ‘Green!,’ 
‘Square!,’ etc.) or (ii) questions (‘Red?,’ ‘Green?,’ ‘Square?,’ etc.)
(6) Sentences of assent and dissent: ‘Yes!,’ ‘No!’

The semantics of L also follows English quite closely, except that L is a purely observa-
tional language, i.e., it reports how things look to the horse. More specifically, a horse’s 
assertion of ‘Red!’ is true-in-L if and only if something visibly red is visible to the horse. 
Similarly, if the horse answers ‘Yes!’ to ‘Red?’ then it speaks truly-in-L if and only if 
something square is visible to the horse. Similarly quasi-homophonic rules apply to 
the other sentential utterances in L.

Although the horse could only utter sentences in class (6) (‘Yes!,’ ‘No!’), it could 
understand simple observational questions, i.e., from class (5ii). If a Trojan asked 
‘Red?’ the horse would say ‘Yes!’ when, and only when, something red lay in its line of 
sight, otherwise ‘No!’ Similarly for all other questions.

Everyone wondered what was inside the horse. Most agreed that there were people 
in its head looking through its eyeholes. There were two hypotheses about this:

(7) The fragmentary hypothesis: there are two people: someone with blurred 
vision who sees colors but not shapes, and someone with black-and-white vision 
who sees shapes but not colors. When the horse is asked a question they consult 
before one of them answers through the loudspeaker in the horse’s mouth.
(8) The unitary hypothesis: one (visually unimpaired) person is looking through 
an eyehole. When the horse is asked a question he answers through the loudspeaker.

No amount of questioning could settle the issue between (7) and (8).
At least not until someone remembered a third category of utterance in L:

(9) Compound observational utterances: these concatenate a word from class (1) 
and a word from class (2); they may be (i) assertions (‘Blue square!,’ ‘Red circle!,’ etc.) 
or (ii) questions (‘Blue square?,’ ‘Red circle?,’ etc.)

The semantic clauses governing these utterances were what you would expect: 
e.g. ‘Blue square!’ is true-in-L if and only if something that is visibly both blue and 
square is visible to the speaker.

Now it was easy: one simply asked a series of compound questions. If the horse could 
answer them correctly then that would rule out (7); if not, that would rule out (8). 
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Here, a correct answer means, e.g., that the horse says ‘Yes!’ to ‘Red triangle?’ if and 
only if something is visibly both red and triangular.

This worked because (8) implies that the horse could distinguish (i) the presence of 
a red triangle and a blue square, from (ii) the presence of a blue triangle and a red 
square. (7) implies that it could not do this, even if the people in its head could consult. 
The Trojans discovered by this means that there were two people in the horse’s head. 
They should have started to wonder what they were doing there—but they didn’t, and 
we needn’t follow the story any further.

2. Unity and Objectivity
The formal exposition of the argument begins with the very simple model to which 
I apply it. Complicating things to make it more realistic is obviously desirable, but 
doing so would take more space than I have and would obscure the main thread. 
Section 2.1 sets out and briefly motivates the elements of the model by means of twelve 
definitions. Section 2.2 establishes the main result.

2.1 Formal Framework

(a) We assume a set of objects o1, o2 . . . om and a set of monadic properties  f1 . . . fn that 
might be distributed over those objects in any of various ways.2

(b) The variety of these ways generates a set S of possible states of the world, each 
one specifying for each property its extension, i.e., what has it. For m objects and n 
properties there are at most 2mn states. ‘At most’ allows for combinatorial restrictions: it 
may be impossible e.g. for f1 and f2 to apply to one object. But I’ll ignore such restric-
tions: allowing for them seems to make no material difference.

An example with m = n = 2: a screen is divided into left and right and programmed 
to display at regular intervals a shape (triangle or other) in a color (red or other) on one 
side, both sides or neither side, e.g., a red square on the left and a blue triangle on the 
right; or a blue square on the right and nothing on the left.

In this example we can take the objects o1 and o2 to be—not the shapes themselves 
but—the left and right sides of the screen. And f1 and f2 might be the properties of 
displaying something red and something triangular respectively. Sixteen possible 
states of the world correspond to the possible assignments of subsets of {o1, o2} to 
f1 and f2 (see Table 7.1).

E.g., s1 corresponds to cases where nothing on the screen is red or triangular; s8 to 
those with a red triangle on the left and a non-red triangle on the right; s14 to those with 
a red triangle on the left and a red non-triangle on the right; and s16 to the case in which 
each side displays a red triangle.

2 Nothing essential hangs on the restriction to properties (i.e. to the exclusion of relations). Everything 
could be stated in terms of relations too, but this would complicate the exposition, since the extensions 
would now have to be sets of ordered n-tuples and not just sets of objects. See further n. 4 below.
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We associate with each property a function from S to the power set of {o1, . . . om} that 
takes each s to f ’s extension in s. I use f itself to denote this function as well as the 
property; e.g., f1 (s1) = Ø, f2 (s15) = {o2}.

(c) A signal is a function p from S to {0, 1}. Informally, think of each signal as a 
question to which the answer in a state is ‘yes’ if the output at that state is 1 and ‘no’ if it 
is 0. Thus corresponding to the question ‘Is something red?’ is the signal p1 that takes 
1 at exactly s5 through s16, i.e., states at which f1 is not empty. I’ll write [p] for the set 
of states s such that p (s) = 1. For instance, [p1] = {si|5 ≤ i ≤ 16}.

(d) If f is a property and p a signal then p is an { f }-signal if its value supervenes on 
the extension of f. If any two states agree over what is f (whether or not over anything 
else), they agree over p. Formally and with an obvious extension:

(10) p is an { f}-signal if ∀s∀s* ( f (s) = f (s*) → p (s) = p (s*)). It is a non-trivial {f}-
signal if in addition ∃s∃s* (p (s) ≠ p (s*)).

p1 is thus an { f1}-signal, as is that corresponding to ‘Is o1 red?’ But p2, corresponding to 
the question ‘Is something triangular?,’ is not an { f1}-signal: s5 and s6, for instance, agree 
over which objects are f1 (i.e. exactly o1) but p2 (s5) = 0 and p2 (s6) = 1. On the other hand, 
p2 is an { f2}-signal.

(e) Next the obvious generalization: for an arbitrary set F of properties, p is an 
F-signal if its value supervenes on the extensions of the Fs. Formally:

(11) For any set F of properties, p is an F-signal if ∀s∀s*((∀f ∈ F ( f (s) = f (s*)) → p 
(s) = p (s*)).

Table 7.1. States of the world (Ø = the empty set)

State Assignment to f1 Assignment to f2

s1 Ø Ø
s2 Ø {o1}
s3 Ø {o2}
s4 Ø {o1, o2}
s5 {o1} Ø
s6 {o1} {o1}
s7 {o1} {o2}
s8 {o1} {o1, o2}
s9 {o2} Ø
s10 {o2} {o1}
s11 {o2} {o2}
s12 {o2} {o1, o2}
s13 {o1, o2} Ø
s14 {o1, o2} {o1}
s15 {o1, o2} {o2}
s16 {o1, o2} {o1, o2}
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In Table 7.1, all signals are { f1, f2}-signals. Alternatively, if we have a set F of chromatic 
properties (blue, red, green . . .) and a set G of shape properties (triangular, square, 
circular . . .) then the signal that takes 1 just at states where something is green and some-
thing is red is an F-signal but not a G-signal; that which takes 1 at states where something 
is green and something is triangular is neither, but it is an F ∪ G-signal.

Note: if F ⊆ G then all F-signals are G-signals, but some G-signals may not be 
F-signals. Indeed a G-signal may not be an F-signal for any F ⊂ G. Table 7.1 illustrates 
this. Let p3 (s) = 1 just in case something is both  f1 and f2 at s. p3 is an {f1, f2}-signal but not 
an { f1}-signal or an { f2}-signal.

(f) A signaling system P is an arbitrary set of signals. E.g., in connection with 
Table 7.1, the signaling system {p1, p2}—with p1, p2 as at (c) and (d) above—corresponds 
to a person seated before the computer screen who is trained to answer ‘Is something 
red?’ and ‘Is something triangular?’ The values of p1 and p2 correspond to his 
 dispos itions to answer each question ‘Yes!’ or ‘No!’ But language and consciousness 
are inessential: what matters is the correlation between outputs of the signaling system 
and states of the world. {p1, p2} equally describes any machine that flashes one light 
when something on the screen is red and another when something is triangular.

(g) Consider that possibly fictitious stage of linguistic development at which one only 
registers the presence or absence of something having a property to which one is sensitive. 
‘Red!’ or the disposition to assent to it occurs when some local object or region is red; 
similarly with ‘Rabbit!’ when a rabbit is around, and so on. Fictitious or not, we can 
 certainly imagine organisms or devices that are at that stage. Call them object-insensitive.

They can be modeled as signaling systems. Let f apply to something if it is visible and 
white; let f * apply to something if it is a local rabbit; and so on. And let the ontology 
include eligible candidates for these properties, for instance rabbits and appropriately 
sized regions of space. Then at any time the linguistic dispositions of a signaling system 
of this sort correspond to its signals. And across those states (within a suitably realistic 
range) at which the properties are distributed over the objects, these signals supervene 
on that distribution.

Formally:

(12) A signaling system P is object-insensitive if for any set F of properties, for any 
F-signal p ∈ P, ∀s∀s*((∀f ∈ F ( f (s) = Ø ↔ f (s*) = Ø) → p (s) = p (s*)). Otherwise P is 
object-sensitive.

If two states agree on whether (e.g.) something is white and whether something is a 
rabbit—never mind what—then an object-insensitive system has the same output at 
both states, at least with regard to those signals that are sensitive only to the distribu-
tion of whiteness and/or rabbithood. It could not thus distinguish states that agree that 
something is white and something is a rabbit but not over which.

Let me briefly motivate the label. An object-insensitive system registers the instanti-
ation of f but not which object has f, how many things have it or where one f ends and 
another begins. Its { f }-signals register only whether f-ing is going on. In this respect it 
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behaves like Evans’s ‘feature-placing’ expressions—like ‘Lo, rabbithood!’ in the tongue of 
one who can neither distinguish nor identify rabbits.3 Similarly, if an object-insensitive 
system is sensitive to f and f *, then it doesn’t care whether any f is the same as or different 
from any f * but only whether any f-ing and/or f *-ing is going on.4

(h) If f and f * are properties and P a signaling system, then P separates f and f* if all of 
P’s { f, f *}-signals supervene on its { f }-signals and its { f *}-signals. If p ∈ P takes the same 
value at states that agree on the extensions of f and f * then p takes the same value at states 
that agree on the values of its { f }-signals and also on the values of its { f *}-signals:

(13) P separates f and f * if: ∀p ∈ P (p is an { f, f *}-signal → ∃Q ⊆ P (∀q ∈ Q (q is an { f }- 
signal ∨ q is an { f *}-signal) ∧ ∀s∀s* (∀q ∈ Q (q (s) = q (s*)) → p (s) = p (s*))).

Thus, e.g., in Table 7.1, let p4 (s) = 1 iff something is f1 at s and something (possibly 
something else) is f2 i.e. [p4] = [p1] ∩ [p2]. Then the signaling system {p1, p2, p4} separates 
f1 and f2: all its signals agree across states where the { f1}-signal p1 and the { f2}-signal p2 
take the same value. On the other hand, {p1, p2, p3} does not separate f1 and f2 since p3—
which indicates that some one thing is f1 and f2—takes value 1 in some states where 
p1 = p2 = 1 (e.g., s6) but 0 at others (e.g., s7).

(j) If P is a signaling system then states are P-indiscernible if all signals in P take the 
same values across them:

(14) s and s* are P-indiscernible, written s ~P s*, if ∀p ∈ P (p (s) = p (s*)).

For instance, {p1, p2} cannot discern by its output two states in which something is red 
and something is triangular, since in all those it answers ‘Yes’ to both questions: any two 
such states are therefore {p1, p2}-indiscernible. ~{ , }p p1 2  thus generates four equivalence 
classes: {s1} (nothing red or triangular), {s2, s3, s4} (nothing red, something triangular), 
{s5, s9, s13} (something red, nothing triangular) and {s6, s7, s8, s10, s11, s12, s14, s15, s16} 
(something red, something triangular).

3 Evans’s term (Evans 1975) of course comes from Strawson (1959: 202). But Strawson seems to me to 
mean slightly more by it: for him, feature-placing expressions (e.g., ‘Cold!’ and ‘It’s raining!’ but also ‘Red 
there!’ and ‘Warm here!’) are slightly more sophisticated than the signals of an object-insensitive device in 
that the former may place features within the local environment whereas the latter always just register their 
presence in it. I should add that object-insensitivity as stated in (12) is slightly more demanding than 
Evans’s feature-placing in another way: a feature-placing language might contain syntactically simple 
expressions corresponding one to the presence of something white, one to the presence of a rabbit, and a 
third corresponding to the presence of a white rabbit. Object-insensitivity rules this out: if f is the property 
of being a local rabbit and f * is the property of being local and white, then the output of any { f, f *}-signal, 
‘simple’ or not, depends only on whether something local is white and something local is a rabbit: so if object-
insensitivity holds then no signal can take value 1 exactly at states in which some local thing is a white rabbit.

4 The restriction to monadic properties thus illustrates a mode of involvement with objects that doesn’t 
require ‘relational’ signals. {p1, p2, p3}—these signals as defined at 2.1(c)–(e)—is object-sensitive but only 
signals the distribution of monadic properties. Some writers take the view that what Kant regarded as 
logic—propositional and monadic predicate logic—has no need of objects, on the grounds that nested 
quantification—and hence variable letters, traditionally the mark of objectual involvement—is only 
 necessary in a relational language, since any monadic formula is equivalent to one without nesting 
(Sullivan 2004: 705). The example shows that we find grades of objectual involvement even within the realm 
of propositional and monadic predicate logic.
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(k) Two systems P and P* are operationally equivalent if ~P = ~P*, i.e., states are 
P-indiscernible if and only if P*-indiscernible. This equivalence relation is not identity: 
a system with three signals might be operationally equivalent to one with two. For 
instance, if we define p4 as in (h), then {p1, p2} and {p1, p2, p4} are operationally equiva-
lent. In fact, if [p] results from Boolean operations on [p1] and [p2] then {p1, p2, p} and 
{p1, p2} are operationally equivalent.

Informally, operationally equivalent signaling systems make the same discrimin-
ations. For instance, someone whom we could only ask whether something is red and 
(separately) whether something is triangular, would by his responses imply as much 
about his sensory environment as somebody who could also answer the conjunctive 
(not compound) question ‘Is there something red and something triangular?’

(l) Another generalization: a signaling system P and a set Π of signaling systems are 
operationally equivalent if the totality of signals from Π carries as much information as 
the totality of signals from P.

(15) If P is a signaling system and Π is a set of signaling systems then P and Π are 
operationally equivalent if P and ∪Π are operationally equivalent.

∪Π is the single system whose signals are those in at least one system in Π. For 
instance Π = {{p1}, {p2}} reflects the joint signaling capacities of two persons, one who 
only detects the presence of triangularity and one who only detects the presence of 
redness. That pair of signaling systems can, by its combined reports, tell us exactly as 
much about the state it is in as any that is operationally equivalent to {p1, p2}, for 
instance {p1, p2, p4} defined at (c), (d), and (h).

(m) The final definition corresponds to unity of consciousness.

(16) Let P be a signaling system with a non-empty subset Y of all its { f  }-signals, a 
non-empty subset Y* of all its {  f *}-signals, a subset Z of all its { f, f *}-signals, and a 
 subset X of all other signals. So P = X ∪ Y ∪ Y* ∪ Z (though of course Z may overlap 
with Y and with Y*). Then if P is operationally equivalent to {X ∪ Y, X ∪ Y*} we say 
P has distributed awareness of f and f *. Otherwise P has unitary awareness of f and f *.

To appreciate the intuition, imagine a patient of some idealized cerebral commissurot-
omy who was never simultaneously aware of visible shape and tactile shape. Rather 
there were two ‘centers of consciousness’ that received information from a visual and a 
haptic channel respectively; but they could cooperate to produce a signal. Let him be 
asked to report on the look and feel of a range of small objects arranged haphazardly on 
a large table in front of him. We could then treat his reports on what looks square and 
what feels square as signals whose values supervene on the distributions of f = looking 
square and f * = feeling square over these objects. But any report of his on the distribu-
tion of visual and tactile squareness would depend entirely on two types of separately 
reportable judgments, each coming ‘from’ just one or the other center, the first type 
being concerned solely with what looks square and the second with what feels square. 
And in this case he has distributed awareness of f and f *.
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If a signaling system has distributed awareness of f and f *, then it makes no difference, 
to its capacity to discriminate states, that here we have one signaling system that is sensi-
tive to the distribution of f and of f *, rather than two such systems (for instance, two 
hemispheres), each sensitive to one distribution. Having one distributed witness to tell 
us whether something is red and whether something is triangular carries no informa-
tional advantage over dividing this labor between two witnesses, one for each property.

So much for the model. Its elements are: (a) objects and properties, (b) states, 
(c) signals, (d) { f }-signals, (e) F-signals, (f) signaling systems, (g) object-insensitivity/
sensitivity, (h) separation, (j) P-indiscernibility, (k) operational equivalence between 
signaling systems, (l) operational equivalence between a signaling system and a set of 
signaling systems, and (m) distributed/unitary awareness. I now argue for the Kantian 
thesis that unitary awareness entails object-sensitivity.

2.2 Formal Argument

The argument has two premises: both are straightforward consequences of the 
foregoing.

(17) Object-insensitivity implies separation: For any object-insensitive signaling 
system P, if q, q* ∈ P and q is a non-trivial { f }-signal and q* is a non-trivial { f *}-signal, 
then P separates f and f *.5

(18) Separation implies distributed awareness: If P has an { f }-signal and an { f *}- 
signal and P separates f and f *, then P has distributed awareness of f and f *.6

A word about (18). It says that a signaling system P that separates f and f * cannot distin-
guish states any more finely than two systems of which one has only P’s sensitivity to 
f and the other only P ’s sensitivity to f *. As far as its discriminatory capacities go, 
nothing is gained from its f-detecting capacities and its f *-detecting capacities being 
combined into one agent as opposed to their being divided over two.

Section 1 illustrates this. If the objects are positions and the properties f1 or f2 apply 
to a position if something red or something triangular is located there respectively, 

5 Proof: Let p ∈ P be an { f, f *}-signal and let s and s* be such that p (s) ≠ p (s*) but q (s) = q (s*) and 
q* (s) = q* (s*). It follows from (12) and p (s) ≠ p (s*) that either (i) ¬( f (s) = Ø ↔ f (s*) = Ø) or (ii) ¬( f * 
(s) = Ø ↔ f * (s*) = Ø). Suppose (i) is true. Then for an arbitrary state t, either (iii) ( f (t) = Ø ↔ f (s) = Ø) 
or (iv) ( f (t) = Ø ↔ f (s*) = Ø). If (iii) is true then by (12) q (t) = q (s); if (iv) is true then by (12) q (t) = q (s*), 
hence again q (t) = q (s). So q (t) = q (s) for any t, contradicting the non-triviality of q. So (i) is false; by 
parallel reasoning from the non-triviality of q*, (ii) is false. Hence the initial supposition was false; so for 
any { f, f *}-signal p ∈ P, there is Q = {q, q*} such that q is an { f }-signal and q* is an { f *}-signal, Q ⊆ P, and 
ⱯsⱯs* (Ɐr ∈ Q (r (s) = r (s*)) → p (s) = p (s*)): so by (13), P separates f and f *.

6 Proof: Suppose P separates f and f * but has a signal z that gives different values in two states s and s* 
over which all signals in X ∪ Y ∪ Y* agree. Then z ∈ Z since P = X ∪ Y ∪ Y* ∪ Z. So z is an { f, f *}-signal. 
But since P separates f and f *, it follows from (13) that z (s) = z (s*). Therefore if all signals in X ∪ Y ∪ Y* 
agree over two arbitrary states s and s* then all signals in P agree over them. Conversely, it obviously 
follows from X ∪ Y ∪ Y* ⊆ P that if all signals in P agree over two arbitrary states s and s* then so do all 
signals in X ∪ Y ∪ Y*. It follows from (14) that that two states are P-indiscernible if and only if they are 
(X ∪ Y ∪ Y*)-indiscernible, from 2.1(k) that P and X ∪ Y ∪ Y* are operationally equivalent, from (15) 
that P and {X ∪ Y, X ∪ Y*} are operationally equivalent and from (16) that P has distributed awareness 
of f and f *.
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then the horse is a signaling system with signals p1 and p2 corresponding to ‘Red!’ and 
‘Triangle!’ respectively. If L exhausts its signals, then it separates f1 and f2 if and only if it 
lacks the signal p3, i.e., if and only if it can’t correctly answer ‘Red Triangle?’ (18) implies 
that if it can’t, it is as sensitive to the distribution of shapes and colors as it would be on 
the fragmentary hypothesis. Since one person who sees both shapes and colors can 
make more distinctions than that, the fragmentary hypothesis follows from the horse’s 
incapacity to answer ‘Red Triangle?’

The conclusion follows from (17) and (18).

(19) Unitary awareness implies object-sensitivity. If P is unitarily aware of any f 
and f * then P is object-sensitive.

(19) is the advertised connection between unity and objectivity. If a signaling system 
discriminates amongst distributions of two properties in a way that two specialized 
observers (or one commissurotomized observer) could not, then it is sensitive to which 
object has either property or whether the same object has both. Thus a recognizable 
distortion of Kant’s Deduction applies in this very bare and abstract setting.

3. Comments
But as often in philosophy, the differences are more interesting than the similarities. It is 
worth mentioning the most obviously distinctive features of (a) unity and (b) objectivity 
as explicated here.

(a) First, signaling systems can have more or less unitary awareness, whereas the 
unity that interested Kant (“transcendental unity of apperception”) is either there or 
not. In one place, for instance, Kant explains it as demanding that:

The I think must be able to accompany all my representations; for otherwise something would 
be represented in me that could not be thought at all, which is as much to say that the represen-
tation would be impossible for me or else at least would be nothing for me.7

Either the ‘I think’ can accompany all your representations or it can’t. But distributed 
and unitary awareness are always relative to properties: the commissurotomized 
person, for instance, might model a signaling system that has distributed awareness of 
feeling square and looking square but unitary awareness of looking red and looking 
square. So we can partially order signaling systems according to whether they are 
more or less unitary. It doesn’t make sense to call subjects ‘more’ or ‘less’ unified in 
Kant’s sense.8

7 Kant 2000 [1787]: B131–2; emphasis in original.
8 Note also that Kant’s analysis incorporates a modal element (“The I think must be able to accompany 

all my representations”) that is absent from the present explication of unity. This further difference does 
not affect the difference that I am highlighting here between my “unity” and Kant’s, since it would have had 
no impact on the all-or-nothing character of the latter whether Kant had said “must be able to accompany” 
or “must actually accompany.” (Thanks to Kenny Pearce.)
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Second: as the passage also reveals, Kantian unity involves awareness of another 
kind of unity. Not only must these representations be mine; I must be able to judge that 
they are. Unitary awareness makes no such demand: whether a system has unitary 
awareness of these or those properties depends only on correlations between its out-
puts (signals) and its inputs (states). What happens in between is immaterial. A signal-
ing system might have unitary awareness without being conscious at all.

A third, more interesting difference is that modulo those first two, unitary aware-
ness is more demanding than Kantian unity on one reading of the latter. Consider this 
famous example of William James’s, itself adapted from Brentano:

Take a sentence of a dozen words, and take twelve men and tell to each one word. Then stand 
the men in a row or jam them into a bunch, and let each think of his word as intently as he will; 
nowhere will there be a consciousness of the whole sentence. (James 1890 vol. I: 160)9

The analogy with unity of consciousness is supposed to be that in a disunified con-
sciousness there is awareness of each word, but not of the whole sentence. R. P. Wolff 
glosses this as follows:

The fact is that one consciousness of twelve words is not the same as twelve consciousnesses of 
one word each. Following Kant’s terminology, we may characterize the difference by saying 
that one consciousness of all twelve words binds them together, or conceives them as a unity.

(Wolff 1967: 91)

On the Wolffian reading it is simply awareness of all of the words that constitutes unity. 
But that is consistent with distributed awareness in my sense. Let the sentence be ‘The 
correct occasions of its use are those attended by painful stimulation.’ Then a signaling 
system, for instance a text-scanning device, might have signals reflecting the presence 
of a token of each of these twelve word-types. Letting the objects be regions of the 
printed page, and the properties be f1 = bears an instance of the word ‘The,’ f2 = bears an 
instance of the word ‘correct,’ . . . up to f12 = bears an instance of the word ‘stimulation,’ for 
1 ≤ i ≤ 12, let the { fi }-signal pi take value 1 iff some object is fi.

10 And let p take value 1 if 
and only if each of the properties f1, . . . f12 is borne by some object i.e. [p] = ∩1 ≤ i ≤ 12 [pi]. 
Then {p1, . . . p12} plainly has distributed awareness of fi and  fj for any i, j. But {p, p1, . . . p12}—
a scanner that can signal the presence of each word and also the presence of all of 
them—also has distributed awareness of fi and fj for any i, j. That corresponds to the 
case in which James’s twelve men could communicate—like the men in the Trojan 
horse—with one another or to a thirteenth: at least one would be conscious of all twelve 
words and so ensure unity in Wolff ’s sense.

9 Kant himself uses a similar example in a slightly different connection (2000 [1782]: A352).
10 For this example to work, we need to relax the assumption made at 2.1(b) that no property excludes 

any other: in this case, nothing can be both fi and fj if i ≠ j. But the example illustrates how that simplifying 
assumption was unnecessary anyway: nothing in the proofs of (17) or (18) relied on the assumption that fi 
and fj were compatible.
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But consciousness of all twelve words is not consciousness of the word order; but 
the latter is what unitary awareness demands. For instance, a signaling system {p*, p, 
p1, . . . p12}, where the { f1, f2}-signal p* takes value 1 if and only if the word ‘The’ is to 
the left of the word ‘correct,’ has unitary awareness of f1 and f2.

11 By contrast, if the 
individuals in James’s story could communicate, they might all have awareness of all 
of the words; but still none would be aware of the sentence, because none would be 
aware of the word order. It is awareness of the sentence, and not the merely aggrega-
tive awareness that constitutes Wolffian unity, that unitary awareness in my sense 
entails.12

Finally, note that unitary awareness implies object-sensitivity but is not implied by it. 
Suppose God can distinguish states in Table 7.1 with absolute precision because He has 
at least the four signals p11, p12, p21, and p22, defined as follows:

(20) p11 (s) = 1 iff o1 ∈ f1 (s)
(21) p12 (s) = 1 iff o2 ∈ f1 (s)
(22) p21 (s) = 1 iff o1 ∈ f2 (s)
(23) p22 (s) = 1 iff o2 ∈ f2 (s)

The sixteen possible distributions of values of these signals correspond to the six-
teen possible states; moreover p11 and p12 are both {f1}-signals and p21 and p22 are both 
{ f2}-signals. It follows trivially from these facts and (13) that any signaling system P 
such that {p11, p12, p21, p22} ⊆ P separates f1 and f2 and so by (18) has distributed aware-
ness of them: we could learn no more from P than from two signaling systems {p11, p12} 
and {p21, p22}. But clearly P is object-sensitive. This marks another contrast with Kant, 
at least on any reading that makes his versions of unity and objectivity mutually 
dependent.13 It also means that we should distinguish the kind of unity that I am say-
ing is sufficient for object-sensitivity from the kind of unity that others have taken to 

11 Let the visible regions o1, . . . on be ordered such that oi is to the left of oj iff i < j. Then the signal 
p* takes value 1 at a state s if and only if oi ∈ f1 (s) and oj ∈ f2 (s) for some oi, oj s.t. i < j; plainly this is an 
{ f1, f2} property. But there are states of the world s and s* such that p1 (s) = p1 (s*), p2 (s) = p2 (s*) and p (s) = p (s*), 
but p* (s) ≠ p* (s*), e.g. let s be the state in which the sentence reads ‘The correct occasions of its use 
are those attended by painful stimulation’ and let s* be that in which it reads ‘Correct occasions of its 
use are those attended by the painful stimulation.’ So {p*, p, p1 . . . p12} is not operationally equivalent to 
{{p1, p3, . . . p12}, {p2, p3, . . . p12}} i.e. the former has unitary awareness of f1 and f2.

12 The contrast drawn here between unitary awareness and Wolffian unity also distinguishes unitary 
awareness from an inferential vision of unity. Pereboom suggests that “the unity consists in certain intimate 
ways in which representations in a subject are typically related. Perhaps the key aspect of this unity is that 
a single subject’s representations are inferentially integrated to a high degree, by contrast with representa-
tions across distinct subjects” (2006: 159). One might take this to mean that one draws conclusions from 
several representations that do not follow from any one: I learn by sight (A) that somebody is wearing a hat, 
(∃xf1x), and by hearing (B) that somebody is shouting, (∃xf2x); I infer something that neither sight nor 
hearing could have taught me by itself, i.e., (C) that somebody is wearing a hat and somebody is shouting, 
(∃x1∃x2 ( f1x1 ∧ f2x2)). But a device with signals pA, pB, pC corresponding to these three propositions might 
still have distributed awareness of f1 and f2 for the same reasons as apply to Wolff.

13 As in Kemp Smith 1923: 253.
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be necessary for it, as in the well-known argument of the ancient Indian philosopher 
Pakṣilasvāmin Vātsyāyana, that the self is a substance because the same object may be 
seen and touched (see Ganeri 2000).14

(b) It may also be worth contrasting the concept of objecthood in ‘object-sensitiv-
ity’ with a richer conception. Object-sensitivity need not involve a signaling system in 
commerce with objects that are independent of it in the sense of possibly existing 
unobserved. It is consistent with (19) that objects are sense data or Berkeleyan ideas. 
So there is no prospect of establishing our talk of external objects on any firmer foot-
ing than that reached by the end of Hume’s skeptical discussion (see Hume 1978 
[1740]: I.iv.2).

To see the argument up to this point as anti-skeptical is therefore to miss its main 
point. The argument takes a ‘sideways view’ of the signaling system or ‘subject’ that 
takes for granted that there are objects, isolates senses in which a system that signals 
their properties may be (i) unified and (ii) objective, and then connects (i) and (ii). In this 
respect the approach is more Strawsonian than Kantian (see Strawson 1966: 31–2).15

Nonetheless, part of the argument does have more direct implications for idealism. 
For although idealism is consistent with object-sensitivity as I understand the latter, it 
may still entail extensive separation in the sense of (13). And this creates pressure on 
idealism to reject (e.g.) Berkeley’s mature conception of the perceiving self as unitary 
and not the ‘bundle’ that both Berkeley and Hume at various points suggested it to be. 
I turn now to defend this claim.

4. Idealism and the Self
We can describe perception as a signaling system. Its objects are the objects of 
perception; its properties are those to which we are perceptually sensitive; and its 
signals track variations in the distribution of these properties. I’ll argue: (4.1) that 
idealism constrains what kind of signaling system perception is; and then (4.2) that 
any signaling system of that kind must separate perceptible properties. I’ll infer 
that this implies a tighter connection than seems to have been realized between the 
idealistic commitments over which Berkeley (in the Principles) and Hume (in the 
main text of the Treatise) agreed, and a ‘bundle’ conception of the self over which 
they did not. Finally, I’ll indicate (at 4.3) how a step away from idealism can avoid 
this effect.

14 As well as its proceeding in the opposite direction from mine, a further difference between 
Pakṣilasvāmin Vātsyāyana’s line and mine is that the former involves cross-modal capacities, i.e., recognition 
via, e.g., sight and touch, whereas the latter is equally concerned with intra-modal distributed awareness, 
as in the Trojan horse.

15 Of course it also follows Strawson in largely ignoring transcendental (or empirical) psychology.
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4.1 Idealism and Perceptual Signaling

In the ordinary way of thinking, the properties on whose distribution our senses report 
can vary whilst seeming the same and seem to vary whilst being fixed. (i) A colored 
patch can look the same against one background as against another when really its 
color changes; (ii) A coin can look round when viewed from one angle and elliptical 
when viewed from another when really its shape does not change.

Idealism rejects both possibilities. According to it, the level of reality that we directly 
perceive is exhausted by its being perceived to be the way it is: so at that level, the way 
each perceptible quality is distributed is exactly how it is perceived to be distributed. 
(i) When we say that the colored patch looks the same in both lights, the idealist says 
that the object of visual perception really does have the same color. (ii) When we say 
that the coin looks a different shape from different angles, the idealist says that the 
object of visual perception has different visible shape-properties on the two occasions.

I’ll therefore take idealism to say that the distribution of perceptible properties over 
perceptible things supervenes on one’s perceptual registration of that distribution. 
Of course not every canonically ‘idealist’ philosopher was committed to this claim, 
and those who were typically thought much else besides. For instance, Hegel thought 
that reality is fundamentally mental but not fundamentally an object of sense-perception, 
and so may not have been an idealist in my sense at all.16 And whilst Berkeley, Hume, 
and Kant were all committed to it, Berkeley and Kant also believed in an imperceptible 
realm of ‘spirits’ or ‘noumena.’17 Still, the present definition of idealism captures a cen-
tral commitment of one important branch of that family.

Idealism as here defined implies that the perceptual system models a particular kind 
of signaling system. This is a system including a set O of objects, a set F of properties, a 
set S of states, and a set P of signals that jointly meet the following constraint:

(24) ∀f ∈ F ∀o ∈ O ∃p ∈ P ∀s ∈ S (p (s) = 1 ↔ o ∈ f (s))

16 See Inwood 2002: ch. I and pp. 411–12.
17 For Berkeley, see e.g. PHK 3; 3D 234–5. For Kant, see e.g. Kant 2000: A104, B164, A374–5; for a brief 

defense of this (rather traditional) reading of transcendental idealism see Van Cleve 1999 ch. 1. For Hume 
see Hume 1978: I.i.1 and I.iv.2. Two arguably Berkeleyan theses might seem to set him against idealism as 
I am defining it. (i) Berkeley did not hold a supervenience thesis but rather an identity thesis: for percep-
tible things to be a certain way is for them to be perceived that way. (ii) Berkeley arguably held—for 
instance at PHK 91—that there are no objects of perception; rather, the only object is the perceiving spirit, 
and to say e.g. that there is a red apple that it perceives is really just to characterize that spirit as being a certain 
way. This is the ‘inherence’ reading of Berkeley, in support of which see Allaire 1963. Ad (i): the identity 
reading of idealism, if it is coherent at all, is consistent with, because it entails, the supervenience thesis 
(identity entails supervenience). Ad (ii): The inherence reading of idealism may not be compatible with the 
supervenience thesis, since the self whose own properties are—according to inherentism—the only prop-
erties that it perceives, might also have other properties that cannot be perceived e.g. to do with its will. 
Nonetheless, I believe that the argument to come applies to inherentism too: any perceptual system that has 
perceptual awareness of just one thing must have distributed perceptual awareness of its properties; so 
anyone who accepts the inherence reading must also accept that our perceptual capacities themselves give 
us no reason to believe in it. I do not have the space to defend this claim here.
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(24) says that for any property and object, there is a signal that is sensitive exactly to 
whether that object has that property. Let us say that a perceiver possesses a signal p 
if and only if she is perceptually sensitive to the difference between any state s such 
that p (s) = 1 and any state s* such that p (s*) = 0. So if O is the set of her objects of 
perception, F the set of perceptible properties, S the set of all possible distributions 
of these properties over those objects, and P the set of signals that she possesses, 
then idealism as I have described it entails that O, F, S, and P jointly satisfy (24). 
This is just another way of saying that for any object of perception and any percep-
tible property, the observer’s perceptual state actually settles whether the object 
possesses the property.18

To get a more concrete idea of this, consider a restricted and idealized version of 
idealism as applied only to visual perception. According to it, the permanent objects of 
visual perception are pixels in the visual field, or minima visibilia. One always sees the 
same minima visibilia at any time; and their properties are exhausted by their visible 
properties: let us say that these are brightness, saturation, and hue. So the contents of 
one’s visual experience are exhausted by a specification, for each such pixel, of its 
brightness, its saturation and its hue.19 Simplifying further, let there be two possible 
levels of brightness and saturation for each pixel (high or low), and two possible hues 
(blue or white).

When we model this as a signaling system, we need an ontology of pixels o1, o2, . . . om, 
and three perceptible properties f1, f2, and f3 corresponding to the brightness, satur-
ation, and hue of each pixel. Each state corresponds to a possible distribution of the 
properties over the objects. For instance, o1 ∈ f1 (s) ∩ f2 (s) ∩ f3 (s) means that pixel o1 is 
blue and has a high level of brightness and saturation in state s.

Turning to the signaling side of the model: the effect of idealism as I’ve defined it is 
that the signaling system that models perception must be sensitive to any difference 
between states over the distribution of each property. There must be included in P a set 
P1 of { f1}-signals, p p pm

1

1

1

2

1
, . . . , such that for any state s, p s o f sj

j1 1
1( ) ( )= ↔ ∈ . There 

must also be sets P2 and P3 of {f2}- and {f3}-signals respectively that are similarly responsive 
to brightness and hue. This is a formal way of saying that you are perceptually respon-
sive to the actual brightness, saturation, and hue of any visible point. This illustrates the 

18 One deficiency of the signaling systems approach is that it seems not to allow for the domain to vary 
across states i.e. the same objects exist at each state. This would preclude it from describing a form of ideal-
ism according to which one perceives, not that this or that point in the visual field has this or that color, but 
rather that this or that idea (say, a bright, red, square one) exists. On this view, perception would model a 
signaling system P that distinguished between all possible distributions of one property, existence (as 
expressed by the predicate ∃y(y = x)) across the entire set of possible ideas. But now consider the family of 
properties fix = ∃y(y = x ∧ gi y), where gi is some complete specification of the visible appearance of some 
possible idea (e.g. that it is bright, red, square, and of such and such a size). Idealism implies that the fi are 
all perceptible properties, in the sense that for each fi , P differs over any states that differ over the distribu-
tion of fi . An argument parallel to that which follows would then show that P separates, and therefore has 
distributed awareness of, any two perceptible properties fi and fj.

19 We find something like this theory of visual perception in some of Berkeley’s work (NTV 54; 80–3) 
and Wittgenstein at least hints at it (1974: 2.0131).
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abstract point that idealism constrains perception so as to model (24); I’ll turn now to 
what follows from that.

4.2 Idealism and Distributed Awareness

(24) entails the separation of distinct perceptible properties i.e. that if f1 and f2 are per-
ceptible then P separates them. It follows from (18) that P has distributed awareness of f.

Intuitively, the idea is as follows. Suppose your perceptual faculty tells you exactly 
the distribution of f1 and of f2. Your perceptual system therefore makes exactly the same 
discriminations, with regards to f1 and f2, as could be made jointly by two individuals, 
of whom one had only your sensitivity to f1 and the other only your sensitivity to f2.

20 In 
the example of the visual field, this means your that discriminations amongst different 
property-distributions across the pixels could be recovered from the discriminations 
of three subjects of perception, of whom one registers only brightness, one only satur-
ation, and one only hue.

We could go further. Consider the predicate (x = oi ∧ fj (x)), for arbitrary i and j = 1, 
2, or 3. This corresponds to a perceptible property: the property that oi has when fj 
applies to it, and which nothing else has in any state. There are 3m such predicates; and 
since each corresponds to a perceptible property, the idealist is committed to saying 
that your perceptual signaling system has distributed awareness of any two of them. By 
a simple extension of the principles and definitions applied here, it follows that your 
signaling system is operationally equivalent to 3m highly specialized signals, each 
registering brightness, saturation or hue in one specific pixel.21

What follows from this? Call p a composite signal if p is an { f, g}-signal that is not an 
{ f }-signal or a {g}-signal: that is, if its value does not supervene on the distribution of 
f or on that of g; call p a pure signal if it is not composite; and call p a perceptual signal if 
its value supervenes on the overall distribution of perceptible properties. Idealism 
implies that in any signaling system P that models perception, the value of any com-
posite perceptual signal in P supervenes on the joint values of the pure perceptual 
signals in P. So as far as idealism is concerned, nothing in a subject’s capacities for 

20 More formally: let f1, f2 be distinct perceptible properties and let p be an { f1, f2}-signal. Then by 
(24) there are in P a subset Q1 of {f1}-signals and a subset Q2 of {f2}-signals such that for any s, s*: 
Ɐq ∈Q1 (q (s) = q (s*)) → f1 (s) = f1 (s*) and Ɐq∈Q2 (q (s) = q (s*)) → f2 (s) = f2 (s*). So if Q = Q1 ∪ Q2 
then for any states s, s*, Ɐq ∈Q (q (s) = q (s*)) → p (s) = p (s*). Since every signal in Q is an { f1}-signal or 
an { f2}-signal, it follows that P separates f1 and f2 and so by (18) that P has distributed awareness of them.

21 Here is a sketch of the argument. We can label the properties in question g1, g2, . . . g3m and define the 
signals p1, p2, . . . p3m to satisfy pi (s) = 1 iff oi ∈ gi (s). Now introduce a more general notion of separation as 
follows: P separates f1, f2, . . . fn if and only if: for some Q ⊆ P, Q consisting only of { f1}-signals, { f2}-signals, . . . 
{ fn}-signals, any { f1, . . . fn}-signal in P takes the same value in any two states at which all elements of Q take 
the same value. Next, we show by an argument analogous to that at n. 18 that if p1, p2, . . . p3m ∈ P then P 
separates g1, g2, . . . g3n. Now we introduce a more general notion of distributed awareness, roughly that P has 
distributed awareness of f1, f2, . . . fn if and only if: P is operationally equivalent to a signaling system contain-
ing all of its { f1}-signals, { f2}-signals . . . { fn}-signals but none of its other { f1, f2 . . .  fn}-signals. Finally we show, 
by means analogous to those in n. 6, that P has in this sense distributed awareness of g1, . . .  g3m i.e. that 
P makes the same perceptual discriminations as could be made by 3m distinct subjects of perception, each 
being tuned only to the brightness, the saturation, or the hue of one pixel.
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perceptual discrimination forces us to model the subject as a signaling system in which 
some signal is composite.

This reveals a new route from idealism to a disaggregated conception of the per-
ceiving subject at least somewhat similar to that which Hume, and perhaps the early 
Berkeley, endorsed.22 Hume had attacked the idea of a single subject that perceives 
distinct perceptible qualities; but his attack was based on first-personal, phenomeno-
logical grounds: when he looks ‘inside himself,’ he observes only perceptions and 
never a single subject that ‘has’ all of them. The present argument is that if idealism is 
true, if all ‘I’ see are the distributions of perceptible properties across objects that are 
in these respects exactly as they seem, then the distinction between a single subject of 
distinct perceptions and a multiplicity of cooperating subjects, each with its own 
perception, is empty. Our capacities for perceptual discrimination are the same on 
either hypothesis.23

Of course in order to make the perceptual discriminations that we do make, these 
distinct perceptions must interact. For instance, and continuing with the example of the 
visual field, the fact that I can tell by looking that some region of my visual field is both 
bright and blue shows that some element of my mental furniture is sensitive to the out-
put of my { f1}-signals and my { f3}-signals. Hume in particular emphasized that the items 
in the bundle that constitutes me must stand in causal relations to one another and to 
my behavior. But—just as with the aggregative conception that we found in James and 
Wolff—this unity, which could also hold between distinct persons that are able to com-
municate, falls short of the unity of the perceiving subject. Neither it, nor the discrimin-
atory abilities that imply it, give an idealist like Berkeley any license to say that there is 
one thing that perceives (e.g.) both sounds and colors, as opposed to ‘learning’ about 
their distributions from two other, more specialized perceivers, as on the fragmentary 
hypothesis about the Trojan horse.24 The idealist who believes in such a subject must 
therefore find other grounds for doing so. I have no idea what they might be.

22 Hume 1978: I.iv.6. Berkeley also considered the idea: see PC 580–1, where he writes: “Mind is a con-
geries of perceptions . . . Say you the mind is not the perceptions but that thing which perceives. I answer 
you are abused by the words that and thing[:] these are vague empty words without a meaning.” Berkeley 
annotated these remarks ‘+’, which may signify rejection. Still, it is hard to see why Berkeley abandoned this 
position in his published works, which he certainly did (see e.g. PHK 27). According to Muehlmann, the 
commitment to a single subject of perception does little real work in his system and may be explained in 
part by his desire not to offend the ‘churchmen’ (Muehlmann 1992: 187–8).

23 In this respect a more appropriate object of comparison may be Locke’s argument against persisting 
conscious substance, of which the present argument can be regarded as a loose synchronic analogue. 
Locke 1975: II.xxvii.13; cf. Kant 2000: A363–4.

24 PHK 27; 3D 233–4. I might seem to have contradicted the moral of the ‘Trojan horse’ story, which was 
supposed to be that the unitary and fragmentary hypotheses do make different, and inconsistent, demands 
on the discriminatory capacities of the horse. Indeed they do, but the reason for that is that that story impli-
citly rejects idealism: according to it, there are facts about the distribution of perceptible qualities that are 
not perceptually available to the horse. Specifically, the horse’s language L cannot distinguish some states in 
which o1 is red and square and o2 is blue and square from others in which o1 is blue and square and o2 is red 
and square. But if we grant idealism whilst retaining the supposition that L captures the content of the 
horse’s perception, then we cannot tell a consistent story in which the Trojans can settle the issue between 
the unitary and fragmentary hypotheses.
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4.3 Realism and the Self

One way to sharpen this consequence (or rather non-consequence) of idealism would 
be to contrast the situation that arises once we take a small step away from it.

The step is to admit that the distribution of perceptible properties might vary imper-
ceptibly in some respects. Specifically, we allow (i) that there are imperceptible facts 
about which of some pairs of objects has a perceptible property f1 or f2; but we maintain 
that perception always registers (ii) whether some object has f1 or has f2; (iii) whether 
some object has both f1 and f2.

Simplifying as much as possible, suppose two objects o1 and o2 and two perceptible 
properties f1 and f2. Let the signaling system P = {p1, p2, p3, p4} meet these conditions:

(24) p1 (s) = 1 ↔ f1 (s) ≠ Ø
(25) p2 (s) = 1 ↔ f2 (s) ≠ Ø
(26) p3 (s) = 1 ↔ f1 (s) ∩ f2 (s) ≠ Ø
(27) p4 (s) = 1 ↔ f1 (s) ≠ Ø ∧ f2 (s) ≠ Ø

That is: p1 registers whether something is f1; p2 registers whether something is f2; p3 
registers whether something is f1 and f2; and p4 registers whether something is f1 and 
something is f2.

For an illustration, return to the example at 2.1(b). A screen is divided into left and 
right and displays at regular intervals a shape (triangle or other) in a color (red or 
other) on one side, both sides or neither side, e.g., a red square on the left and a blue 
triangle on the right; or a blue square on the right and nothing on the left. We take the 
objects o1 and o2 to be the left and right sides of the screen. Suppose, then, that you can 
tell whether one side is displaying red, and whether one side is displaying square, and 
whether one side is displaying something red and square; but you cannot tell which 
side. (Perhaps the screen is blurry, or you are viewing it at a great distance.)

Such limited perceptual discrimination is inconsistent with idealism, which 
demands that any perceivable difference be perceived. So a perceptual system that 
satisfies (24)–(27) is indeed a step toward realism, because it implies that there are facts 
about the distribution of perceptible properties to which we are (at least sometimes) 
perceptually insensitive.

The key point is that P = {p1, p2, p3, p4} has unitary awareness of f1 and f2. Specifically, 
P is not operationally equivalent to a system P* = {p1, p2} consisting only of the {f1}-signals 
and the { f2}-signals in P. Somebody who could tell only whether something is f1 and 
whether something is f2 could not settle what P can settle, namely whether something 
is both f1 and f2. The perceptual discriminations that P makes cannot be captured by a 
commissurotomized subject who never perceives f1 and f2.

In other words, P is somehow synthesizing the sensory inputs arising from the distri-
bution of f1, and from the distribution of f2, before these have been processed into 1’s or 
0’s via the f1-signals and the f2-signals. Slightly more precisely, the values of the signals 
in P do not supervene on the values of its { f1}-signal and its { f2}-signal; but they do 
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supervene on the joint distribution of the properties f1 and f2 across the objects 
themselves.

We can see this graphically in Figure 7.1. At the top are propositions describing the 
possible state of the world. The (white) AND gates are conjunctions of the propositions 
pointing into them from above; similarly the (grey-shaded) OR gates are their disjunc-
tions. The boxes ascribing values to each signal are connected by double-headed 
arrows to propositions to which they are equivalent (i.e. they take the same truth value 
in every state). Altogether, the diagram describes how the values of the various signals 
supervene on the values of other signals and on the state of the world.

Notice the contrast between the central box (p3 = 1) and that below it (p4 = 1). The 
truth value of the proposition in the lower box depends on the distribution of f1 and f2 
via dependence on the values of the { f1}-signal p1 and the { f2}-signal p2. This means that 
the discriminatory capacities associated with p4, in this system, are consistent with its 
having no unmediated dependence on the distribution of f1 and the distribution of f2. 
Whereas the central box directly connects with the propositions describing the distri-
bution of f1 and the distribution of f2.

25

What Figure 7.1 makes graphic is that the perceptual discriminations available to 
this signaling system demand direct sensitivity to the joint distribution of proper-
ties f and g. It is in this sense that a small step towards realism rules out a subject of 
experience that is as fragmented as the Humean bundle that is compatible with 
idealism. In terms of the example: if somebody is able to tell by looking that one 
side of the screen is both red and triangular, but not which side it is: that rules out what 

25 Although many alternative diagrams of this sort could exhibit the same dependences, any such dia-
gram would have to connect the proposition that p3 = 1 with propositions describing the distributions of 
f and of g with lines that did not pass through propositions describing the value of any other signal.

f1 (o1) f1 (o2) f2 (o1) f2 (o2)

p1 = 1 p3 = 1 p2 = 1

p4 = 1

Figure 7.1. Synthesis in perceptual signaling
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idealism cannot rule out: that there is one perceiving subject for each perceptible prop-
erty and none that perceives these distinct perceptible properties.

All of this is only a sketch of what I think may be a new and fruitful way to analyze 
the unity of the human subject. The present essay has attempted to defend the infer-
ence from subjective unity to objectivity of experience, in the austere but still recog-
nizable senses of these Protean terms described at subsection 2.1. The present 
section has attempted to defend the inference from idealism, on a similarly abstract 
characterization, to the possibility of subjective disunity. And the present subsection 
has attempted to show how a certain minimal departure from idealism can rule out 
that sort of disunity.

Various refinements of the model are obviously desirable. They include: (i) replacing 
supervenience of signals on states with some weaker, perhaps probabilistic relation; 
(ii) allowing signals to take more than two values, to allow for (a) uncertainty and (b) 
determinable properties with non-binary ranges; (iii) relatedly, treatment of border-
line cases, where one assents to or perceives a disjunction without assenting to or per-
ceiving either disjunct; (iv) allowing objects to vary across states; (v) accounting for 
‘Gestalt,’ e.g. seeing that something is red and square without seeing either that it is red 
or that is square.26 None of that is possible here. But it does already tell us something 
about the robustness and generality of Kant’s insight that it is both recognizable and 
true on the present abstract and rudimentary interpretation.27
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their very helpful and perceptive comments on earlier versions of this essay. I learnt a great deal about this 
topic from Peter Sullivan’s very illuminating paper “Frege’s Logic”, for discussions of which I am grateful to 
Michael Potter.
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1. Idealism: The Basic Idea
In this essay I hope to outline a somewhat neglected version of idealism and an 
argument for why it is correct. The outlined version of idealism is in certain ways much 
more demanding than standard versions of idealism in that it holds that not just minds 
in general, but our human minds in particular are central to reality. The outlined argu-
ment aims to establish this via the somewhat unusual route of considerations about 
our own language. By thinking about language we can see, I’ll argue, that we are central 
to reality. This should seem somewhat absurd in two ways: First, how could we slightly 
complicated arrangements of molecules in a vast universe be central for all of reality? 
Maybe a divine mind or all-pervasive mentality or the like is central for reality, but how 
could our small human minds be? Second, how could one hope to argue for such a 
thing with considerations about our own language? How could one hope to establish a 
metaphysical conclusion like idealism from considerations simply about our own 
language? Considerations about language only seem to show how we aim to represent 
reality, but not what reality is like in the end. These are appropriate first reactions, of 
course, but nonetheless, I hope to make clear that idealism so understood can be 
defended in just this way. To be sure, I won’t be able to give the argument in detail in a 
short essay like this. I will have to rely on certain claims about language that I have 
defended in detail elsewhere, cited below. Whether these claims are true should seem 
to be an open question to almost everyone, and prima facie completely unrelated to 
idealism. In this essay I hope to show at least in outline that the questions about 
language discussed shortly are closely tied to the metaphysical question about idealism: 
if things go one way in this debate then a particular version of idealism is correct. And 
since I have argued elsewhere that things go that way in that debate about language, 
I thus maintain that idealism is true. I hope to show here why all that is so.

8
Conceptual Idealism Without 
Ontological Idealism
Why Idealism Is True After All
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The most natural way to approach idealism is via the relationship of minds and 
matter. Everyone, leaving a few radicals aside, agrees that there are minds and there is 
matter or material things, but how they relate to each other is controversial. On the 
classical materialist picture, minds somehow arise from matter. Once matter combines 
in special complicated ways minds follow. So understood, minds are a bonus to reality, 
something that didn’t have to be there, but fortunately came about since matter 
combined in just the right ways. One standard alternative to standard materialism is 
dualism: minds don’t just arise from matter alone but require a further, distinctly 
mental ingredient. Another standard alternative is what I’ll call classical idealism: 
minds didn’t arise from matter, but the other way round, matter arose, somehow, from 
minds. These options about the relationship between minds and matter are widely 
discussed, but for the debate about idealism they are wrongheaded. Idealism should 
not simply be seen as classical idealism. The relationship between minds and matter is 
a good question, and classical idealism is an idealist answer to it, but the issue is broader 
than that. The real issue about idealism is not simply about matter and how it relates to 
minds, but about the place of minds in reality. Idealism is better seen as a label for the 
vision that minds are central in reality. In particular, on the idealist vision, minds are 
metaphysically central for reality. Minds are clearly central for all kinds of things—
aesthetics, ethics, etc.—but idealism has the vision that minds are central for reality 
from a broad metaphysical point of view. Giving rise to matter is one way this could be, 
but there are many other options as well. I will thus understand idealism as the view 
that minds are metaphysically central to reality. How they are metaphysically central 
could be realized in a number of different ways: via the mind’s connection to matter, 
via some sense of metaphysical priority of the mental over the non-mental, and in 
other ways. In particular, idealism as such should not have to be committed to metaph-
syics that relies on a notion of metaphysical priority. Minds might be central without 
being metaphysically more basic than the non-mental, but in other ways.1

Idealism in the general sense might seem bad enough, but I will here focus on a 
stronger version than this general form of idealism. For idealism to be true in the 
general sense, any minds could be central to reality. If there is a god who created 
the material world then minds, or at least one of them, are central. If panpsychism is 
true, and all matter has mental features beside other non-mental ones, then this too 
would vindicate the general idealist vision of the centrality of minds, or at least the 
mental, in reality. I won’t discuss these general versions of idealism here, but instead 
focus on the much more ambitious, narrower version that our minds are central to 
reality. Idealism in this narrower and stronger sense is focused on human beings and 
their minds, and holds that those minds are central to reality. Let us call strong idealism 

1 I thus take the notion of idealism at first to be slightly broader than how it is characterized in the intro-
duction to this volume, where it is tied to one of two kinds of priority. This is, of course, not a substantial 
disagreement, but still notable, since idealism is first and foremost a certain kind of vision about the 
metaphysical place of minds in reality, and it seems to me that this vision could be realized with or without 
a claim of prioirty. See Hofweber (forthcoming) for more on this.
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the thesis that our human minds are metaphysically central to reality. Strong idealism 
is an anthropocentric form of idealism. Not just minds in general, but our human 
minds in particular have a metaphysically central place in reality. This should seem 
even more absurd than idealism. How could it be that the overall metaphysics of reality 
has a special place for us in it, us human beings? Whether this is true and how one 
might argue for it is the topic of this essay.

Idealism so understood flies in the face of what we know about our position in the 
universe: we are just slightly complicated creatures on an average planet in one galaxy 
among billions. To hold, in light of this, that we are central for all of reality seems to 
reflect a certain illusion of grandeur. We might be special in many ways, but when the 
overall metaphysical story of reality is told, it doesn’t seem likely we will have a big part 
in it. Nonetheless there are a number of ways to try to stake out our central place in 
reality, some better known, some less so. One could try to argue that matter is deriva-
tive on our minds after all, for example via some kind of phenomenal reduction: matter 
is constructed out of phenomena, somehow.2 Or one could hold that although matter 
itself is not mental, which chunks of matter are an object, and which are merely 
scattered matter, is tied to us, somehow.3 But both of them face the problem of making 
clear how this dependence on what there is on us is compatible with what we know to 
be true. For example, we know that there were dinosaurs before there were humans. 
But how that can be compatible with this form of idealism is problematic. There were 
no humans when there were dinosaurs, so they were not around to construct them 
from phenomena, nor to unify scattered matter into an object. It is no help to maintain 
that humans would have done so if they had been around, since this at most shows that 
there would have been dinosaurs under those circumstances, not that there in fact 
were dinosaurs then. And it is also no help to maintain that all anyone means by ‘there 
were dinosaurs’ is that ‘there would have been dinosaurs had we been around,’ since 
this is obviously not what it in fact means, and anyone who would like to claim it in fact 
is the proper meaning of this sentence in English had better be able to back this up with 
a straight face when talking to people who study natural language for a living. It also 
does not help, by itself at least, to hold that time also depends on us, somehow, just like 
the material objects. Even if the temporal order of events somehow depends on us, it 
isn’t clear how that gets us dinosaurs before humans, since no one ever experienced 
dinosaurs and no one’s range of the temporal ordering goes far enough back to put 
dinosaurs in it. Other options are, of course, possible and the above options could, of 
course, be defended further, but at a first stab none of these moves is very promising. In 
light of all this idealism looks like a really bad idea.4

2 See Foster (2008) for a pro, and Sellars (2007) for a con.
3 For some proposals along those lines, see Putnam (1981), Einheuser (2006), and Pearce (this volume).
4 For a more sophisticated version of phenomenalism, see Pelczar (2015). There are also further and less 

well-known options. One is to argue that although matter is in no way mental, minds nonetheless have to 
exist in any world in which matter exists, i.e., a mindless material world is impossible. An argument for this 
conclusion was given by Anton Friedrich Koch, for example in Koch (1990) and (2010). See Hofweber 
(2015) for a critical discussion, which also discusses whether there might be a coherent fragmentalist 
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Any form of idealism worth taking seriously has to meet at least some minimal 
constraints. Although all of them can be argued over, I accept the following, fairly strict 
and hard to satisfy constraints for any defense of idealism, including the one here, of 
course. First, it must be made clear how this form of idealism is compatible with what 
we have good reason to take ourselves to know: that there were dinosaurs before there 
were humans, that there were material things before there were any minds, etc. This 
I  will call the compatibility constraint. Idealism must be compatible with what we 
otherwise know. It is no help to insist that idealism is a revisionary metaphysics that 
maintains that reality started a few thousand years ago, with human minds, or a few 
years ago, with my mind. Second, one must be able to state idealism explicitly, not 
merely to gesture at a general vision. For example, it is no use to hold that reality 
depends on us, and that nothing more can be said in what sense this dependence holds. 
Idealism must be stated explicitly, in terms accessible to all. I will call this the explicit-
ness constraint.5 Besides these, there is the obvious further argument constraint: idealism 
must be supported by some argument, it should not just be a general idea or hypothesis 
or hunch. The problem thus is to find a coherent version of idealism that meets all three 
constraints. Such a version of idealism would make clear that and in what sense our 
minds are central to reality, state this explicitly, outline how it is compatible with what 
we know to be true, and support it all with some argument. In the following I would 
like to outline how this can go.

2. What There Is vs. What Is the Case
Idealism, in the sense under discussion here, holds that our minds are central to reality. 
The concept of reality can in general be understood, or precisified, in two ways: the 
totality of what there is, or the totality of what is the case. It would be petty to insist that 
only one of those deserves the term ‘reality,’ while the other should be called something 
else. Both are naturally seen as two ways to spell out what we mean by ‘reality.’ 
Correspondingly, there are two ways to hold that minds are central for reality: for 
reality as what there is, or for reality as what is the case. Idealism can thus be seen as 
falling into two kinds: one which holds that minds are central for reality as the totality 
of things, and another which holds that they are central for reality as the totality of 
facts. The totality of things, or what there is, is generally seen as the concern of 
ontology.6 What is the case concerns facts or truths. Correspondingly, we can call the 

version of idealism, in the sense of Fine (2005). Another recent option is Smithson (manuscript). I will 
focus on a different positive proposal here, but many other options for being an idealist are discussed in 
detail in Hofweber (forthcoming).

5 The compatibility constraint is in essence the same as to hold that idealism must be modest metaphysics, 
and the explicitness constraint is in essence that it must not be esoteric metaphysics. See Hofweber (2009) 
and in particular Hofweber (2016: chs. 1 and 13) for more on this.

6 Some disagree, maintaining that ‘ontology’ should be reserved for the fundamental things, or the 
things that ultimately exist, or the like. This debate is irrelevant for our purposes here, since we merely look 
for a label to distinguish two kinds of idealism, not to take a stance in a meta-ontological dispute.
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form of idealism that concerns the place of our minds in reality understood as what 
there is ontological idealism, and idealism that concerns the place of our minds in 
reality understood as what is the case alethic idealism. This might be an in principle 
useful distinction, but it is not clear how it could possibly help in defending idealism. 
All the worries we have seen about idealism above seem to apply to both versions. How 
could that particular dinosaur, part of reality as what there is, depend on us, since we 
weren’t even around when it was around? And how could the fact that this dinosaur 
exists depend on us, since we are equally not around for it to obtain when it obtained?

These two forms of idealism are different, but they are, of course, not independent. 
There are general connections between what there is and what is the case. First, for any 
object o which exists the fact that o exists obtains, and the other way round. Second, 
although the versions of idealism briefly discussed above, including classical idealism, 
are naturally seen as versions of ontological idealism, they can also naturally be seen 
as implying a version of alethic idealism. If what there is somehow depends on us, 
then it might well do so in a way that what it is like also depends on us. Maybe the 
ontology of the world is constructed in such a way by our minds that what these 
constructs are like is similarly tied to our minds. Taking these together we get that 
not only does what there is depend on us, what is the case also depends on us, some-
how at least. But ontological idealism is highly problematic, and if alethic idealism 
is to be supported via ontological idealism then it too is highly problematic. So far 
we get nowhere.

But focusing on alethic idealism directly allows for a different position to come into 
view. We can wonder about whether there is a certain harmony between our minds 
and reality, a harmony that suggests that they are a perfect match for each other. And 
one way to consider such a harmony is via the relationship of the facts that can obtain 
as part of reality and the facts that we can represent conceptually. Maybe which facts 
obtain and which facts we can represent are rather different things, and there thus is no 
harmony between our minds and the world. But maybe which facts can obtain and 
which facts we can represent are just the same, and thus our minds and the world are a 
perfect match. And maybe they are a perfect match for a reason, and not just by 
accident. It could be that there is a version of alethic idealism in this neighborhood, to 
be articulated more clearly, one that might meet our constraints. In other words, we 
should see whether there is a version of idealism tied to there being no ineffable facts: 
facts we cannot represent conceptually.7 And we should see whether such a version 
might meet our constraints above. The vision of this version of idealism is that there is 
a connection between our minds and reality as the totality of what is the case, since 
there is a connection between which facts can in principle obtain and which facts we 
can in principle represent. This version of idealism, broadly understood, is thus tied to 
ineffable facts being ruled out in principle. Reality cannot outrun our minds in a way 

7 Thomas Nagel (1986) characterizes idealism this way, and then quickly rejects it. I agree with Nagel 
that this is a good characterization of idealism, but not with his rejection of it, as will become clear later.
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that might lead to ineffable facts. To see if there is hope for a version of idealism in 
this neighborhood we should thus look a little bit at ineffable facts and whether 
there are any.

3. Ineffable Facts
An ineffable fact is one that we cannot in principle represent in thought or language, 
that is to say, represent conceptually. To represent a fact, in our sense here, it is not 
enough to represent something about a fact, for example in the sense that my favorite 
fact is surprising. Rather one must have a conceptual representation that captures 
the fact, in the sense that the representation ‘Grass is green’ captures the fact that 
grass is green.

The question is not whether human beings can in fact represent all facts. This is quite 
clearly and uncontroversially false. Rather the question is whether human beings can 
do this in principle: whether the human mind and human languages are in principle 
up to the task of representing any fact. To illustrate the difference, consider the fact of 
what everybody’s phone number is. It is just a big conjunction of facts, each of which is 
easily represented. But no single human being can represent the whole conjunction of 
phone number facts. This does not motivate a lack of harmony between our minds and 
the world. To the contrary, this is an example where our minds are in principle per-
fectly suited to represent the fact, if it wasn’t for our limited lifespan and memory. Thus 
this example only shows that we don’t live long enough to always be able to represent 
the conjunctions of facts we can represent. What matters for us instead is whether 
there are any facts that are beyond us in a stronger sense, one that might motivate that 
what reality is like and what we can represent are quite likely completely different 
things. The real question is whether some aspects of reality are so different from what 
our minds can represent that they are unsuitable to do so even in principle, leaving 
aside limitations of lifespan and memory. Ineffable facts, on the sense of this notion 
relevant for us here, are facts that are alien to our minds and languages not just because 
of size, but in a deeper way.8 Are there some facts such that our minds are in principle 
unsuitable to represent them? Either there are or there aren’t such facts, and thus either 
the effability thesis—everything is effable—or the ineffability thesis—something is 
ineffable—should be correct. Which one should we accept?

There are several powerful arguments for there being ineffable facts. I will only 
briefly discuss two here: the argument from analogy and the argument from a missing 
explanation.9 The argument from analogy simply states that although we can’t give 
examples of facts ineffable for us, we can give examples of facts ineffable for simpler 
creatures like a squirrel. The squirrel can’t represent in principle that there is an 
economic crisis in Greece, its mind is just too simple to do that. But why think that 

8 For a more precise characterization of ineffable facts, see Hofweber (2017).
9 For a discussion of several further arguments, see Hofweber (2006) and (2017).
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other creatures, gods or aliens, couldn’t look down at us similarly as we look down at 
the squirrel. These creatures could give examples of facts that we can’t represent, and so 
we too should think that there are facts ineffable for us.10

The second argument is that if we can in principle represent all the facts that obtain 
then two very different things would exactly coincide: what we can represent and what 
is the case. But what would explain this coincidence? One option is a broadly idealist 
interpretation: our minds are involved in what is the case. Maybe what there is is our 
product and it is produced in such a way that what it is like and thus what is the case can 
all be represented by us. Then it would be no wonder that we can represent everything 
and that our minds and the world are in complete harmony. But we have reason to 
think that ontological idealism is false and that what there is is not our product. An 
explanation via ontological idealism is in principle possible, but it won’t be the right 
explanation. Without a better explanation we should thus expect that these two differ-
ent things do not exactly coincide, and thus that there are ineffable facts. They could, of 
course, coincide and we got lucky that the world is simple enough that our minds can 
in principle represent it all. But that would be a lucky accident, and thus we shouldn’t 
expect it to obtain. We might have gotten lucky, but we should expect that we didn’t.

If we accept that there are ineffable facts we can wonder what they are like. And here 
it is easiest to think about which parts of our representational repertoire lets us down 
in not being able to represent these facts at least in principle. Since we paradigmatically 
represent facts with a subject-predicate representation, we naturally can name three 
suspects. A subject-predicate representation in its simplest form represents an object 
having a property. We might thus fall short by either not being able to represent certain 
objects, or by being unable to express a certain property, or by needing a completely 
different form or structure of a representation to represent a particular fact. It could be 
missing objects, missing properties, or missing structure.

On the relevant notion of ineffability, the one closest tied to the grander question 
about a harmony between mind and world, any fact that is ineffable is in principle 
ineffable: our mind just isn’t the kind of mind that can represent it. In particular, any 
fact ineffable in this sense should pass the incommunicability test: a different kind of 
creature that can represent this fact could not help us to represent it, no matter how 
hard they tried. An alien or a god who can represent all the facts could not communi-
cate a fact to us that is ineffable for us. All they could tell us is that we are just not the 
kinds of creatures that can represent this fact. With this test in mind we can see that the 
source of our ineffability can’t be missing objects. Since we in general can piggyback on 
the referential success of others, we could exploit the aliens’ or gods’ use of a name for a 
particular object to refer to the same object via them. Maybe we can’t refer to a particu-
lar object o without the help of other creatures, but if those creatures can refer to them 
then they could help us. They could tell us their name for o and we could use it with the 
intention to refer to whatever they are referring to. And for any object it seems that 

10 See Nagel (1986: 95ff.) for this argument.
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there could be some creature or other who can refer to it, and thus help us out. Objects 
therefore can’t be an in principle source of a limitation. We can thus say that the 
relevant notion of ineffable facts, for our discussion here, is an object-permitting notion 
of the ineffable. In essence, reference to objects can be taken to be free and assumed to 
be possible. The issue is a bit more tricky with properties, and in fact the question of 
ineffable properties is quite similar to that of ineffable facts, so I will leave this question 
aside for just a moment.11 Finally, it is quite clear that missing structure is a proper 
source of ineffability that passes the incommunicability test. If representing a particular 
fact requires a kind of a representation that a mind like ours just doesn’t have access 
to then the aliens or gods couldn’t help us with it. They would simply have to admit that 
a mind like ours isn’t suitable to represent that fact, no matter what help it might get. 
This structural ineffability, where the source of ineffability is the structure of a repre-
sentation that is required to represent the fact, is what we should expect to obtain in 
our own case.12

Such structural ineffability is a paradigm anti-idealist conclusion. Our minds are 
such that they can represent some of the facts, but other facts are completely alien to 
our conceptual thought. Our minds and reality are not in harmony overall, they only 
harmonize for a part of reality, the part we can represent, but not for reality in general. 
And structural ineffability would mean a deep disharmony obtains. We don’t even 
have the kinds of representations available to represent certain facts.13 Idealism motiv-
ated along the lines of a harmony of our minds and reality thus seems to go nowhere. 
We have reason to think that our minds and reality are sometimes at odds with each 
other, undermining a certain way to realize the idealist vision.

However, there is also another way to think about all this which incorporates a 
different conception of facts and how we talk about them. This way is closely tied to 
questions in the philosophy of language, and if that way turns out to be correct then the 
prospect for idealism will look very different.

4. Talk about Facts and Propositions
In this section I hope to outline two contrasting pictures of how we talk about facts and 
propositions. Which one is correct is a question about what we do when we talk a 
certain way, and thus in the end a broadly empirical question about language. It should 
be taken to be a largely open question which one is correct, and there is some discussion 
in various parts of the philosophy of language for or against some part or other of the 

11 See Hofweber (2006), where this topic is discussed in detail.
12 For an interesting argument that structural ineffability is impossible, see Filcheva (2017).
13 Structural disharmony is a stronger disharmony than mere content disharmony. On the latter we have 

the right kinds of representations available, but we can’t fill them in properly. This would be the case, for 
example, when a fact can be represented with a subject-predicate representation, but we can’t represent the 
particular property required. For more on these notions of harmony and their connection to idealism, 
see Hofweber (manuscript) and Hofweber (forthcoming).
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two pictures. However, I will argue below that these considerations about language are 
crucial for settling the question about idealism, in a way I hope to make clear below. Let 
me first make explicit what the two pictures are.

When we talk about facts or propositions, do we talk about them in a way similar 
to how we talk about objects? Do that-clauses and proposition or fact terms—
expressions like ‘the fact/the proposition that p’—aim to refer to or denote some entities 
which are facts or proposition? Are that-clauses referring expressions, like names, or 
do they have a quite different semantic function? Here reasonable people can and do 
disagree.14 For example, it prima facie speaks against reference that it doesn’t always 
seem to be possible to substitute one proposition term for another without affecting 
the truth conditions of the resulting sentence. This difference is illustrated with pairs 
like fearing that one’s mother will reject one vs. fearing the proposition that one’s 
mother will reject one. One is fear related to one’s mother, the other proposition 
phobia, fear of a particular proposition itself, which are different. On the other hand, it 
speaks prima facie in favor of reference that that-clauses interact with quantifiers just 
as referential expressions do. If you fear that p then you fear something. So, it looks like 
that there needs to be a thing that you fear, i.e. the proposition that p.

But what should those say about quantification that hold that that-clauses are not 
referring expressions? Here they have several options, but the best seems to me to be 
the one that can be motivated by looking at the function of quantification in natural 
language in general. To put it briefly, quantifiers in natural language are polysemous, 
with a reading that ranges over a domain of things, and another reading that plays a 
certain inferential role. I’ll call those the domain conditions reading and the inferential 
reading. On the domain conditions reading of ‘something is F’ a speaker is making a 
claim about the domain of objects or entities, and says that at least one of them is F. 
On  the inferential reading of ‘something is F’ the speaker makes an assertion that 
inferentially relates to other sentences or assertions in their language. On this reading, 
any instance ‘F(t)’ implies ‘something is F.’ I have argued in other work15 that we have a 
need for both uses of quantifiers in ordinary communication and that polysemous 
quantifiers with their two readings fulfill this need. If this were correct or close to 
correct then the inference from ‘I fear that p’ to ‘I fear something’ would be valid on the 
inferential reading of the quantifier whether that-clauses refer or not. The truth condi-
tions of a quantified sentence in its inferential reading would thus have to be different 
than the truth conditions in the domain conditions reading: on the domain conditions 
reading the inference is only valid when the relevant instance picks out an object in the 
domain, on the inferential reading it is valid whether or not the instance does this. 
What then are the truth conditions on the inferential reading? There are several 
options that would give it the inferential role for which we want it for, but there is a 

14 See, for example, Bach (1997), Moltmann (2003), and Schiffer (1987) who argue against an aim of 
reference, and Schiffer (2003), King (2002), and many others who argue in favor of an aim of reference 
or denotation. Some hold mixed views, for example Rosefeldt (2008).

15 See Hofweber (2000) and especially Hofweber (2016: ch. 3).
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simplest and in a sense optimal solution to this problem: the quantified sentence 
‘something is F’ has to be truth-conditionally equivalent to the disjunction of all the 
instances ‘F(t)’ in one’s own language. This disjunction has the inferential role we want 
from the quantifier, and any other truth conditions that give it that inferential role 
have to be logically weaker. And similarly, universally quantified sentences are equiva-
lent to the conjunction over all the instances.16 This is the optional solution to the 
problem what truth conditions give the quantified sentence the inferential role for 
which we want it.

In fact, this is not quite right, since I simplified in a way that will be significant later. 
We do get the inferential role from simply a disjunction over the instances, but only 
when we ignore context sensitivity in the instances. This simplification is not always 
legitimate. For example, the inference from ‘I think it will float’ to ‘I think something’ 
should be valid, but it isn’t clear how this can work if we simply generalize over the 
instances in the truth conditions of the quantified statement. How is the ‘it’ getting its 
value in such a big disjunction? In principle, an utterance of ‘it’ might stand for any 
object whatsoever. But all this can be accommodated in slightly more complex truth 
conditions. Instead of simply forming the disjunction over all the context-insensitive 
instances we allow demonstratives and other context-depending referring expressions 
in the instances, and then bind them, or assign them values, with domain conditions 
quantifiers. So, instead of assigning ‘something is F’ on the inferential reading of the 
truth conditions ∨F(t), we assign it the truth conditions ∃ �x∨ F t x( [ ])� . Here �x  is short 
for a countable set of new variables x x t x1 2, ,. . ., [ ]�  is a term or instance that can include 
some of these variables, and ∃ �x  binds all these variables with a domain conditions 
reading quantifier. In essence, these variables correspond to demonstratives and other 
context-dependent referential expressions, and the quantifier that binds them gives 
them their values, where any object is taken to be a potential referent of the demonstra-
tive. This gives the quantifier on its inferential reading the proper truth conditions 
even allowing for context-sensitive expressions.17

Once more, reasonable people may disagree whether this is the correct view of 
quantification in natural language, and I won’t be able to argue for the side I accept 
now, only that either side should be an option that is on the table. This issue is a largely 
empirical one about our own language and our own speech. But this topic, I hope to 
show now, is central for the question of idealism. But before we get there, let’s put some 
names on the options. We have seen that there are two large-scale views about talk 
about propositions and facts. Internalism holds that that-clauses and proposition 
terms in general are non-referential, and that quantifiers over propositions and facts 
are used in their inferential reading. On the other hand, externalism is the view that 
that-clauses are referential, and quantifiers are used in their domain conditions 

16 Although we only need to consider these simple quantifiers here, the basic idea can be extended to 
iterated quantifiers and to a larger class of quantifiers called generalized quantifiers. The details are in the 
appendix to Hofweber (2016: ch. 3).

17 For more on the details of this, see Hofweber (2006) and Hofweber (2016: ch. 9).
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reading. These are two large-scale views about a certain part of our language. We can 
now see that our larger issue about idealism depends on whether internalism or 
externalism is correct.

5. Back to Ineffable Facts
Our main question about the harmony between mind and world was one about 
whether there are, or at least could be, ineffable facts. Does reality, understood as the 
totality of facts, have to match up with our minds such that ineffable facts are ruled 
out? Or should we expect there to be ineffable facts, in particular structurally ineffable 
facts, and thus that reality and our minds are out of harmony? This is a substantial 
metaphysical question about the relationship between our minds and reality. But it 
turns out that our issues from above about what we do when we talk about facts are 
crucial for settling this question. In particular, I will now argue that if internalism is 
true then ineffable facts are ruled out.

Suppose then that internalism about our talk about facts and propositions is correct. 
Whether this is indeed so is a substantial question about our language, which obviously 
we can’t expect to settle here. We will instead focus on the connection of internalism to 
idealism. If internalism is true then that-clauses are non-referential, and quantifiers 
are used in their inferential reading. This guarantees immediately that the effability 
thesis is true, and thus that there are no ineffable facts. The effability thesis said that 
everything is effable, i.e. every fact or proposition is effable. It thus quantifies over 
propositions, and by internalism, this uses quantification in its inferential reading. 
With the truth conditions of the inferential reading of the quantifier the effability 
thesis is equivalent to the conjunction over all the instances. And those instances are 
the instances in our own language. Thus the effability thesis is the conjunction over all 
instances ‘that p is effable.’18 And this is true for each instance, since each instance is an 
instance in our own language. Thus every fact is effable in our present language. This 
must seem highly suspicious, and we will shortly look at what we should think of this 
argument. Before that, however, we should note that this simple argument for the truth 
of the effability thesis given internalism used the simple version of the truth conditions 
of inferential quantifiers. However, the same works with the proper version. On the 
proper version the effability thesis is equivalent to ∀�x ∧ (that p[ ]�x  is effable). This is 
also true, using the object-permitting notion of effability, which is, as we saw above, the 
proper notion to use for our purposes. Since missing objects are not a proper source of 
ineffability, the proper version of the truth conditions of internal quantifiers introduces 

18 More precisely: ‘if it is a fact that p then that p is effable.’ Adding the conditional doesn’t affect the 
main point, so I’ll keep it simple. The above is stronger in that every proposition is effable, not just every 
true proposition, which corresponds to every fact. But we could of course use the conditional instead, here 
and below.
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no real further obstacles to the effability thesis. On either the simple or the proper 
version of the truth conditions of internal quantifers, the effability thesis is true.

For an argument about the mind–world relationship, this seems to involve distinctly 
too much language and mind, and not enough world. The argument hopes to establish 
that reality as the totality of facts contains no ineffable facts, but reality didn’t really 
come up at all. All I relied on in the argument was something about language; reality 
played no role. How that could be a legitimate way to reach this conclusion must seem 
dubious, to say the least. Before we can properly address this worry, however, let’s see 
how an internalist should reply to our arguments for ineffable facts: the argument from 
analogy and the argument from explanation.

The internalist will hold that there is an explanation why every fact is effable, and 
thus why the effability thesis is true. It is no accident that every fact is effable, since 
‘every fact’ is a quantifier that generalizes over the instances in our language. Thus no 
wonder it is true that every fact is effable. All of our own instances are effable by us. This 
explanation is perfectly good, assuming internalism, of course. It makes clear that and 
explains why every fact is effable, although, of course, it again leaves out reality and 
focuses just on our own language. Still, the internalist will maintain that although this 
might be an unexpected explanation, it is the correct one nonetheless.

The argument from analogy similarly has a clear reply coming from the internalist. 
Even though some creatures might be able to represent fewer facts than we can, no 
creature can represent more. Since we can represent every fact, and since there are no 
more facts than every fact, there can be no creature that can represent more. The aliens 
or gods might be better than us in many ways, but, assuming internalism, they cannot 
best us when it comes to being able to represent facts in principle. We can already do as 
well as can in principle be done, and so no more is possible.

This is what the internalist will say in reply, but what to make of it all is thereby not 
clear. There are two basic reactions to this situation. A first reaction is to hold that even 
if internalism is true, nothing of great substance follows. Instead it shows that we need 
to state the questions we really should be asking differently than how we did ask them 
so far. When we try to find out about the larger metaphysical issues about the relation-
ship between mind and world we can’t just ask about every fact or every proposition. 
That will lead nowhere, if internalism is true. Instead we need to ask a different ques-
tion, a question that involves a domain where internalism is not true and where we 
have hope of leading to a more overtly metaphysical issue, at least in the sense that this 
issue won’t be settled by only looking at language, but instead by also looking at reality. 
This first reaction is prima facie very plausible, but in the end it is mistaken. To see this, 
let us briefly consider how we might ask the question instead. Instead of asking about 
whether we can represent every fact or every truth, we could, for example, ask whether 
we can represent what is represented by every true sentence in any language. A sen-
tence, we can assume, is just a concrete physical inscription and thus internalism does 
not apply to it, we can also assume. There can be many sentences in all kinds of 
 languages, and since internalism does not apply to talk about sentences the question 
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whether we can say everything that these sentences say is a real question, substantially 
different than the one whether we can represent all the facts, or so it seems. But this 
apparent difference is illusionary. Although what sentences there are is not in any way 
tied to issues about internalism, what content these sentences can have, and what 
truths or facts they express, is not independent of internalism. If internalism about talk 
about facts and propositions is indeed true for our own language then from this we can 
conclude that every sentence that represents a fact, or a truth, or expresses a proposition, 
or has content, expresses a proposition we can express as well. Internalism about talk 
about propositions affects all other proposition-like aspects of discourse. Any sentence 
whatsoever that has a content, i.e. expresses a proposition, will express a proposition 
that we can express as well, since we can express all propositions. Any other sentence 
has no content.19 But a sentence with no content says nothing and expresses no truth or 
even falsehood. We can do the same with meaningless scribbles. Other attempts to 
state the question differently will similarly lead nowhere new. In the end, every road 
comes back to truths, facts, and propositions, and when it comes to expressing those 
we are all there is to be.

This suggests a second reaction to our situation that we were able to conclude that 
we can represent every fact by simply looking at our language. That reaction involves 
an acceptance of the result, and a particular explanation of why we were able to draw 
this conclusion this particular way. That reaction involves a particular metaphysical 
view about what the propositional or fact-like aspect of reality is like. And it involves a 
particular view about the relationship of reality as the totality of things to reality as the 
totality of facts. This more positive metaphysical reaction is the right one, I maintain, 
and it is a form of idealism.

6. Alethic Idealism as Conceptual Idealism
It is highly suspicious to draw any conclusions about reality from simply considerations 
about language. After all, language concerns how we aim to represent reality, and that 
can be different from how reality is. Nonetheless, it is possible to draw substantial 
metaphysical conclusions from certain kinds of considerations about language. One 
example, which I will argue for momentarily, that illustrates this is this: if internalism is 
true for talk about facts then facts do not exist. Before arguing for this we can note that 
the assumption of this argument is simply a claim about language, i.e. internalism 
about talk about facts. But the conclusion is a metaphysical one, i.e. facts do not exist. 
Here is why this consequence nonetheless follows from the assumption. If internalism 
is true then that-clauses and fact terms more generally are non-referential. But there 
are two ways in which these terms might be non-referential. First, they are not just 
non-referential in the sense that they have the semantic function of referring, but they 
fail to carry it out, since there are no facts to refer to. That wouldn’t simply be a claim 

19 For a similar conclusion via a different route, see Davidson (1984).
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about language, but a claim about both language and the world. Instead, second, they 
are non-referential in the sense that they do not have the semantic function of refer-
ence at all. They are not even in the business of referring. If they are non-referential in 
the first sense then this can’t be figured out by looking at language alone, you need to 
know that they fail in their referential ambitions, and thus that there are no facts. But 
that they are not referential in the second sense can be found out by considerations 
about language alone. All that is required for this is to find out that their semantic 
function is not in the business of referring, which is a fact about language alone. 
If that-clauses and fact terms are non-referential in this sense then it nonetheless 
follows that there are no facts, i.e. facts do not exist.20 Take the domain of all the things 
that exist, everything there is. None of it is the fact that snow is white. Since ‘the fact that 
snow is white’ is, by assumption, non-referential it does not refer to any of the things in the 
domain of things. And since it doesn’t refer to any of them, none of them is the fact that 
snow is white. Since that domain contains everything that exists, nothing which exists is 
the fact that snow is white. Thus no such fact exists, and similarly for all other facts.21

This argument is in essence no different than the argument that there is no such 
thing as the Nothing, where the Nothing is, by stipulation, understood as whatever our 
term ‘nothing’ refers to. Since the latter is a quantifier and not a referential expression it 
does not refer to anything and thus there is no such thing as the Nothing. This meta-
physical conclusion about what does not exist can be established solely on the basis of 
semantic considerations, not even involving a further premise about the truth of 
certain sentences. If ‘nothing’ is not referential than the non-existence of the Nothing 
follows from that alone.

Internalism thus guarantees that the ontology of the world does not include pro-
positions or facts. This in particular means that reality, understood as all there is, does 
not include reality understood as all that is the case. The facts are not just part of the 
things. And this opens up a special kind of possibility: the possibility that what there is 
is independent of us, but what is the case is not. And with it, it opens up a possibility for 
a particular idealist position. Above I called ‘ontological idealism’ the view that we are 
central for reality understood as what there is, and ‘alethic idealism’ the view that we 
are central for reality understood as what is the case. It wasn’t clear above how one might 
be an idealist about one, but not the other, since there are clear connections between 
the two. But by now a new possibility should come into view. Reality as all there is 
might be independent of us, but there is at least one sense in which reality as all that 
is the case does depend on us, and thus that we are central for it. Internalism about talk 

20 If internalism is correct then all sentences with quantifiers over facts have two readings, including 
‘there are no facts.’ What is at issue here is only whether this is true on the domain conditions reading. It is 
trivially false on the inferential reading, since ‘It’s a fact that snow is white’ implies ‘there are facts’ on the 
inferential reading.

21 I am assuming here that facts are just the kind of things like the fact that snow is white. In particular, 
facts are not understood via some theoretical role, or as theoretical entities in some theory.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/16/2017, SPi

138 Thomas Hofweber

about facts and propositions together with externalism about talk about things points 
at how all that could be so, and in more detail it can go like the following.

Let us distinguish the truth-dependence of what is the case from its range-dependence. 
The facts are truth-dependent on us just in case which facts obtain depends on us, 
somehow. That is to say, the particular facts obtaining is somehow due to us or depends 
on us, at least in the sense that if we did something different then a large range of facts 
would or would not obtain. In this sense of dependence the facts quite clearly do not 
depend on us. What is the case does not in general depend on us, with obvious excep-
tions like the fact that the Greek economy is in crisis. In general the facts that obtain 
would obtain no matter what we did or will do, again with obvious exceptions. To the 
contrary, we can say that the facts range-depend on us just in case the range of what 
facts can in principle obtain is tied to us, in particular to what facts we can in principle 
represent. The range of the fact-like aspect of reality is tied to us: what facts can in 
principle obtain is tied to what facts we can in principle represent. Let us call concep-
tual idealism the view that reality as the totality of facts is range-dependent on us. 
Conceptual idealism is a form of alethic idealism, it concerns our place in reality 
understood as the totality of facts. And it is a form of strong idealism, maintaining the 
centrality of our minds, not just minds in general. We are central for reality as the total-
ity of facts, since the range of the facts that can in principle obtain is tied to us and what 
we can in principle represent. This connection does not obtain by mere accident, but 
for a reason, and the internalist has an account of why this connection obtains. It is not 
the account one might have expected, but it is a perfectly valid account of this connec-
tion nonetheless, assuming internalism is indeed correct.

Internalism about talk about propositions and facts supports conceptual idealism. 
It shows that and why there is a harmony between our minds and reality. It doesn’t show 
this by explaining how two different things, our minds and the independent fact-like 
aspect of reality, match up. Instead, it shows that those two things are not two completely 
different things in the first place. Even though the facts that obtain don’t depend on us for 
their obtaining, and they would still obtain even if we were different; nonetheless, the 
range of facts that can in principle obtain is not independent of us. The range of facts has 
to match the range of our representations. This is an important fact to note about our 
connection to reality understood as the totality of facts. We thus have a central place in 
the larger metaphysical story about reality. It is maybe not the central place other idealists 
have envisioned, but it is a substantial metaphysical place nonetheless.

7. Conclusion
Our main question was whether it could be that our minds are central for reality. If so 
then idealism would be true, at least on one way of understanding it. Any version of 
idealism worth taking seriously has to meet the compatibility, the explicitness, and the 
argument constraint. I have argued that once we distinguish ontological from alethic 
idealism, as well as internalism and externalism about talk about facts, we can see 
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that there is a coherent version of idealism. It is a version of alethic idealism that is 
compatible with ontological realism. Reality as the totality of things might well be 
independent of us, it is simply there waiting for us to talk about it. But reality as the 
totality of facts is not independent of us. It is range-dependent on our conceptual 
capacities in that what facts can in principle obtain is connected to what facts we can in 
principle represent. Reality as all that is the case has a central place in it for us. The larger 
metaphysical story of reality so understood gives us a special part. And this version of 
idealism meets all three of our constraints. It is explicitly stated, since the range-
dependence of the propositional aspect of reality can be explicitly stated. It is compatible 
with what we generally take ourselves to know, since the dependence of the fact-like 
aspect of reality is not counterfactual dependence, but only range-dependence. Range-
dependence does not imply counterfactual dependence. Even if there aren’t and can’t 
be facts that we can’t in principle represent, this does not mean that the facts that do 
obtain depend on us for their obtaining. And it doesn’t mean that if we would have 
been different, with different concepts, then the facts would have been different. The 
range of the facts that can obtain is tied to us in a way that settles what can in principle 
obtain. If we were different then we might be able to represent fewer facts, but that 
doesn’t mean that there would have been fewer facts. And no matter how we might 
have been, we can’t represent more facts than we in fact are already able to represent in 
principle. Here different humans are no different than the aliens or gods discussed 
earlier. Range-dependence is a kind of dependence, but not the kind of dependence 
commonly employed in debates about the mind dependence of reality.

Finally, the present view meets the argument constraint as well. Although I have not 
given the arguments for it in any detail, it is clear how one has to argue for it: defend 
internalism about talk about propositions. This is simply a task about language, and a 
largely empirical one at that. It concerns the question what we in fact do when we talk 
about propositions or facts. The kinds of arguments that can settle this issue are in 
essence no different than the kinds of arguments that settle the question whether 
‘nothing’ aims to refer to some entity, or whether it does something else semantically. 
How one can argue for internalism in principle is no miracle, and if the strategy 
outlined in this essay is correct then idealism follows. Compatibility, explicitness, and 
argument are all constraints that can be met, at least in outline. We can argue for 
internalism by considerations about language, and internalism leads to conceptual 
idealism, a form of alethic idealism. In other work, cited right below, I have argued for 
internalism about talk about facts and propositions. Conceptual idealism is thus true, 
I maintain, even though ontological idealism is false. Talk about things is quite differ-
ent than talk about facts. I hold that externalism is true for talk about things, while 
internalism is true for talk about facts. If so then conceptual idealism is true, even if 
ontological idealism is false, as I believe it is.

The present essay mostly outlined this version of idealism and the argument for why 
it is true. I have argued elsewhere in much more detail, quite independently from our 
present discussion and purely on grounds tied to considerations about language, that 



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/16/2017, SPi

140 Thomas Hofweber

internalism is true for talk about facts and propositions, while externalism is true for 
talk about things. Internalism and externalism in general, and our cases of proposi-
tions, facts, and things in particular, are discussed in all their glory in Hofweber (2016). 
Ineffable facts are discussed in much more detail in Hofweber (2017), and conceptual 
idealism as well as its relationship to other forms of idealism is the subject of Hofweber 
(forthcoming). The more substantial claims about language as well as the details about 
conceptual idealism are beyond the scope of this short essay, but I hope that even 
without the details it has become plausible that there is a coherent version of idealism 
connected to these issues, one that might well be true.

It is, of course, not lost on me that some of this might seem like a cheap trick or that 
the kind of considerations I used couldn’t possibly show that idealism is true. It might 
seem that either I watered down what idealism is, or I have just tried to establish it with 
some kind of self-referential trick, connecting the statement of what idealism is with 
some semantics that seems to guarantee the truth of that statement. Although I hon-
estly do feel this worry just as much as the next person, I have come to believe that this 
is not at all a semantic trick. Instead, internalism incorporates a substantial meta-
physical view about the nature of the fact-like aspect of reality. Our talk of facts, truths, 
and other proposition-like things forms a unit that is intimately tied to many things, 
including our conception of reality. Internalism and externalism are connected to two 
very different pictures of what this whole aspect of our talking about the world as well 
as the world itself is like. If internalism is true then there is no independent domain of 
such things: facts and propositions are not things at all. Nonetheless, facts obtain and 
some propositions are true. The ontology of the world is one thing, it is simply there. 
But the propositional aspect of reality is something quite different. Reality concerns 
both, with one sense concerning the ontology, and another concerning the facts. We 
are central for one, but not the other, and thus, overall, we are central to reality. Despite 
our being just slightly complicated creatures on a small planet, the overall meta-
physical story of reality has a special place in it for us.22
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1. Introduction
According to the popular origin story of analytic philosophy, during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, philosophy in the Anglo-American world was dominated 
by the great systems of idealism that were inspired by the metaphysics of Kant, Hegel, 
and other thinkers in the tradition of German Idealism that followed in their wake. 
This hegemony lasted until these thinkers were overthrown by proponents of a new 
analytic philosophy led by Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore. I am not interested here 
in providing an assessment of the extent to which this origin story is true, but I will 
note that one consequence of it appears to be the temptation to treat absolute idealism 
as one doctrine rather than as a family of doctrines, the members of which, like all 
families, resemble each other in various ways, are motivated by different considerations, 
and are committed to different consequences.1 Perhaps this temptation is strengthened 
by the tendency to study only a relative few of the many idealists from this period. But 
we cannot truly understand our history by studying only a select few, even if the few 
we study are terrific philosophers now viewed as canonical. We must also assess the 
context in which they thought, and this also requires studying those figures that, 
whether rightly or wrongly, are now on the margins.2

My plan here is to focus on the metaphysics of Mary Whiton Calkins, who I will 
henceforth simply refer to as ‘Calkins.’ Calkins was an important figure in this 
period. She defended a dissertation thesis under Josiah Royce and William James, 
who both taught at Harvard, but the institutionalized sexism at Harvard prevented 
her from receiving the degree she deserved, despite strong advocacy for her from her 

1 Compare with Mander (2011: 126–32).
2 This is not to say that such figures deserve their place on the margins. For careful reflections on the 

history of women philosophy in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century United States, see Rogers 
(2009). See also Kuklick (1979: 590–4).
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committee.3 During her professional career, she authored forty articles on psychology 
and philosophy, primarily dealing with metaphysics, the philosophy of mind, the history 
of philosophy, and ethics.4 She also authored many books, including The Persistent 
Problems of Philosophy, which was a popular textbook on the history of metaphysics 
that was reprinted five times from 1907 (the date of its initial publication) to 1927. She 
was the first woman president of the American Philosophical Association, and one of 
the few people to be elected president of both that APA and its sister, the American 
Psychological Association, after the two associations became two separate academic 
societies.5 Yet, despite these accomplishments, she is not well known today.6

Here is the plan for the remainder of the essay. In section 2, I will offer a preliminary 
characterization of absolute idealism. In section 3, I will discuss Calkins’s views on the 
nature of the Absolute. In section 4, I will discuss how the Absolute relates to finite 
persons. In section 5, I will critically discuss two of Calkins’s arguments for her version 
of absolute idealism, both of which turn on claims about the metaphysics of relations.

2. Absolute Idealism
All absolute idealists are committed to the claims that (i) there is a unique entity, the 
Absolute, that is in some way metaphysically prior to all other entities and (ii) that this 
entity is appropriately characterized as fundamentally mental in nature, rather than 
fundamentally material, fundamentally material and mental, or fundamentally neither. 
But in what way the Absolute is prior and the kind of mentality enjoyed by it are con-
tested issues. Moreover, it is clear that absolute idealists must be committed to more 
than merely (i) and (ii), since all theists also accept that there is a unique entity that is in 
some way metaphysically prior to all others, who is appropriately thought of as mental. 
The absolute idealist also accepts that (iii) fundamentally everything is mental in nature, 
and the theist might not accept (iii). But again, a theist of a Berkeleyan or Leibnizian 
persuasion would, but they are not absolute idealists.7

3 See McDonald (2003: 113–14), Rogers (2009: 168), and Seigfried et al. (1993), the last of which con-
tains a copy of the letter the Harvard Philosophy Department submitted on her behalf—a letter that 
stresses that her “scholarly intelligence” was exceptionally high when compared with almost all of the 
 successful recipients of the Ph.D. Furumoto (1980) provides further details on the difficulties Calkins (and 
American women in general) confronted while navigating a life in academia.

4 These figures come from Rogers (2009: 168), who notes that she also published twenty book reviews 
as well. A lengthy bibliography of Calkins’s works can be found in McDonald (2006).

5 See McDonald (2006: 1) and Rogers (2009: 168). A brief biographical statement by the American 
Psychological Association can be found here: http://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/bio-mary-
whiton-calkins.aspx.

6 See Rogers (2009) for a plausible, albeit depressing, explanation for her relative neglect. McDonald 
(2006: 1–4) briefly describes the extant scholarship on Calkins up to 2006; since then, I have been unable 
to find more than a small handful of additional articles that discuss Calkins’s work. For brief biographies of 
Calkins, see Kersey (1989: 67–8), Wentworth (1999), and Zedler (1995: 103–4, 111–12).

7 It is an interesting question whether Spinoza counts as an absolute idealist on this account. I think 
not, since on my view, Spinoza’s God is not fundamentally mental in nature, but rather fundamentally 

http://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/bio-marywhiton-calkins.aspx
http://www.apa.org/about/governance/president/bio-marywhiton-calkins.aspx
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Many absolute idealists deny that the Absolute is a person, and this distinguishes 
them from classical theists who view God as a Supreme Person. Calkins is explicit that 
the Absolute is a person. (Whether the Absolute is appropriately thought of as a God 
is also up for dispute; we will return to this question later.) The further thesis that dis-
tinguishes all absolute idealists from Berkeleyan or Leibnizian theists is that (iv) 
nothing is distinct from the absolute. Two things are distinct in this technical sense 
just in case they are numerically distinct, and neither is a part of the other, an aspect 
or feature of the other, or an abstraction from some fact about the other. On both the 
Berkeleyan and Leibnizian versions of idealism, human persons are distinct from (yet 
still dependent on) God, and hence those views are not properly classified as versions 
of absolute idealism.

We’ve now identified four theses that jointly distinguish absolute idealism from 
other doctrines it might be conflated with. But these theses are highly general, and each 
allows for a myriad of ways in which they might be made specific. In section 3, I will 
discuss how Calkins’s version of absolute idealism puts flesh on the bare-bones state-
ment of absolute idealism just provided.

3. The Nature of the Absolute
Calkins is an advocate of personalism, the view that reality is fundamentally personal 
in nature. On her version of absolute idealism, the Absolute is strictly and literally a 
person, and we are finite persons that are among the Absolute’s parts.8 Many contem-
poraneous idealistic views deny this; some hold that the Absolute is, in a sense, less 
than a person, and many hold that the Absolute is, in a sense, more than a person. We’ll 
discuss representatives of both positions in turn.

According to McTaggart, reality as a whole consists in persons, that is, reality as a 
whole decomposes into persons and parts of persons, the latter of which are states of 
persons, such as perceptions and episodes of love.9 But reality as a whole is merely a 
unified collection of persons, not a person, for McTaggart declares that no person can 
be a part of another person.10 Note that McTaggart does not accept this claim because 
he thinks that persons are mereologically simple. Far from it! Every person has infin-
itely many parts, none of which is mereologically simple.11

mental and material and . . . (The ellipsis alludes to the infinite attributes Spinoza’s God enjoys that escape 
our acquaintance.) Thanks to Kenny Pearce for discussion here.

8 See Calkins (1920: 683) and Calkins (1927a: 442).
9 See McTaggart’s “An Ontological Idealism” in his (1934) for a representative statement of his view, and 

McDaniel (2009) and Mander (2011: 369–76) for an overview of McTaggart’s philosophical system.
10 See McTaggart (1906: 220). In McTaggart (1927: 401), he endorses the logically stronger claim that 

selves or persons cannot even mereologically overlap; he claims that this is an ultimate synthetic a priori 
claim. A similar claim is made in McTaggart (1934: 92–6). In McTaggart (1918: 82–8), there are direct argu-
ments that the Absolute cannot be a person that are independent of the general claim that persons cannot 
mereologically overlap.

11 This is because, for McTaggart (1921: ch. 22), nothing has a mereologically simple part since there are 
no mereological simples.
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McTaggart merely declares the thesis that no person can be a part of a person rather 
than argues for it.12 Interestingly, many contemporary philosophers find McTaggart’s 
thesis plausible.13 But even if direct arguments for McTaggart’s thesis are not to be 
found, analogies that might support or conflict with his intuition can be considered. 
Some kinds of entities—such as cities—do not seem capable of being parts of something 
of the same kind. Others are: business corporations can be parts of other business 
corporations.14

By contrast, Calkins has two arguments that persons can be parts of other persons. 
First, she appeals to the phenomenon of what was then called ‘multiple personality 
disorder.’15 According to Calkins, it is not implausible that those afflicted with this 
 disorder have many selves. Second, Calkins (1927a: 467) notes that many of us think of 
our past selves as being in some way non-identical with us and yet not distinct. My past 
self, who I barely remember, is a (temporal) part of me but is not all of me; nonetheless, 
my past self is a person. And within me, I have a conservative self and a liberal self, but 
I am able to reconcile those parts of me.16

Interestingly, there is a second point of conflict between McTaggart and Calkins. 
McTaggart (1918: 86) argues that, if the Absolute really is a person as opposed to a uni-
fied system of persons, then one ought to also say that social groups with sufficient 
degrees of unity, such as societies, colleges, and gangs of thieves, are also persons. But 
this is not so. Calkins (1920) concedes that, if absolute idealism is true, one barrier to 
the claim that, e.g., societies, are persons has been eliminated, since persons can be 
parts of other persons, but she nonetheless argues both that the proponent of personal-
ist absolute idealism needn’t think that such collections do constitute persons and in 
fact they should probably deny that they do.17

For a second version of the view that the Absolute is impersonal, let us consider 
Calkins’s (1927a: 348–51) interpretation of Schopenhauer, according to which ultimate 
reality consist in the Will. On Calkins’s interpretation, there is an Absolute and it consists 
in its act of willing. I say that this view is a view on which the Absolute is sub- personal, 
since although persons are capable of willing, they are capable of many other mental 
activities, and persons are not to be identified with their acts of willing. This is in fact 
the crux of Calkins’s (1927a: 358–9) criticism of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics. Calkins 
(1927a: 359) claims that Schopenhauer conceives of the Absolute as a person, but with 
little basis then denies of this person the attributes that all other persons enjoy.

Let us now turn to a representative of the view that the Absolute is, in some sense, 
more than a person. On Calkins’s (1927a: 325) interpretation of Fichte, Fichte is an 

12 See also Leighton (1964: 146–8).
13 For examples, see Hudson (2001: 127) and Sider (2001: 357).
14 See Mander (2011: 388–90) for further discussion; the analogies mentioned here are taken from this text.
15 See Calkins (1927a: 468). For contrasting takes on the relevance of this phenomenon to absolute 

idealism, see Bradley (1914: 436, fn. 1) and McTaggart (1927: section 404).
16 See also Calkins (1918: 12–13), Calkins (1927a: 450–1), and Zedler (1995: 116).
17 See also Calkins (1918: 194–6).
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absolute idealist who denies that the Absolute is a person on the grounds that all 
persons are limited while the Absolute is without limits, and so the Absolute cannot be 
a person. Calkins (1927a: 328) claims that Fichte believes that the Absolute is what she 
calls “an impersonal I,” but the notion of an impersonal I is contradictory: nothing can 
be an ‘I’ or a ‘self ’ and yet be impersonal.

Why think that personhood implies limitation? All persons are selves, and Calkins 
often talks of selves as conscious beings who are aware of their persistence, capable of 
change, related to an environment, and who are unique and irreplaceable.18 Calkins’s 
(1927a: 427) conception of what it is to be unique and irreplaceable seems to commit 
her to a kind of haecceitism: a person is a “this or a that” and “a reality which cannot be 
replaced by another, however like it or qualitatively identical with it.”19 In short, a per-
son who is qualitatively indiscernible from me is not necessarily me.20 Calkins (1927a: 
330, 335, 455) denies that all persons are limited, since, to be without limits is to be not 
limited by anything distinct from oneself, but this is consistent with being limited by 
oneself in such a way as to satisfy the requirements for personhood.21

Given how Calkins characterizes selfhood, has Calkins adequately responded to 
the claim that the Absolute cannot be a person? Regardless of whether Calkins has 
properly conceived of being limited, the key issue is whether the Absolute has the 
qualities that Calkins attributes to selves. In reverse order, although (I assume) the 
Absolute is unique in the sense that it has no possible duplicates distinct from itself, 
this also guarantees that haecceitism is trivially false of the absolute. Probably 
Calkins should reply that haecceitism is only a consequence of how she understands 
uniqueness given that the person in question contingently exists. Since nothing is 
distinct from the Absolute, it seems that the Absolute has no environment. But per-
haps Calkins could respond that a person’s environment consists in those things 
numerically distinct from her that are also related to her, and if so, the Absolute has 
an environment.

Change and persistence are trickier to address. Calkins (1927a: 46) explicitly states 
that the Absolute shares our experience of change, but does not itself change.22 
Moreover, from the Absolute’s perspective, nothing is past, present, or future. Since the 
Absolute does not change, it cannot have an experience of itself as changing, at least 
given the assumption that all of its experiences are veridical. Moreover, one might 
worry that since, from the Absolute’s perspective, nothing is past, present, or future, 
nothing really is past, present, or future. As far as I am aware, Calkins does not explicitly 
discuss the questions of whether time is real, and whether time is real only if there are 

18 Some relevant texts from are Calkins (1908c: 273–4), Calkins (1919b: 128–9), and Calkins (1920: 
682). See also McDonald (2007) for an extensive discussion of Calkins’s views on personhood.

19 Note that Calkins (1927a: 417) explicitly claims that qualitatively identical things can be numerically 
distinct.

20 But see McDonald (2006: 17) for a much less metaphysical reading of what Calkins means by 
‘uniqueness.’

21 See also Calkins (1930: 213–14).   22 See also Calkins (1930: 212–13) and McDonald (2007: 759).
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genuine distinctions between past, present, and future. But, as we will discuss in section 4, 
she does use the perspective of the Absolute as a criterion of truth, which suggests that 
she is committed to there being no real distinction between past, present, and future. 
But if nothing is past, present, or future, is time itself unreal?23 If time is unreal, how 
could the Absolute have an awareness of its persistence?24

What these considerations suggest is that Calkins should not take it to be definitional 
that selves are conscious beings who are aware of their persistence, capable of change, 
related to an environment, and who are unique and irreplaceable. Instead, to be a self is 
simply to be a conscious being, and to be a person is to be a self who is aware of itself 
and its features. In earlier work, Calkins (1900: 495) claimed that the self is indefinable, 
though selves can be described as having the features she listed.25 My suggestion is that 
Calkins should say that the characteristics that Calkins mentions are true of limited 
and embodied persons but not necessarily true of all persons.

The Absolute is neither limited nor embodied. According to Calkins (1927a: 456), 
bodies are complexes of sensations, ideas, and other mental phenomena. My body 
serves as a sign to others that I exist.26 I am not my body; instead I have a body. But 
Calkins (1930: 204) denies that every physical object must correspond exactly with a 
self that has that body. She notes that a leaf might be a mere complex of sensations 
rather than an entity that either is or corresponds to a self, and this is one respect in 
which her view differs from a kind of panpsychism or animism.27 And there is no rea-
son to attribute to the Absolute a body.28 Calkins (1927a: 146–7) claims that each of us 
can directly know that the Absolute exists by virtue of our partial identity with the 
Absolute, and so there is no need for the Absolute to have a sign of its existence.29

It is not clear how it is that, since I am a part of the Absolute, I can directly know the 
existence of the Absolute. Suppose that Calkins’s suggestion that I have had many parts 
who are themselves persons is correct. Consider my present self. Does he know that a 
(finite) person numerically distinct from it exists? And in general does one know that 
one is not one’s present self, but rather contains it as a part? And if one can know the 
existence of a person directly when one is a part of that person, don’t we have a strong 
reason to think that societies, corporations, and so forth are not persons, insofar as 
one can easily doubt that these things are properly thought of as single entities at all? 
(But wouldn’t this be a rather strange argument for the conclusion that societies, etc. 
are not persons?)

23 Whether time is unreal was a matter of controversy among the idealists; both McTaggart (1908) and 
Bradley (1930: chapter IV) deny the ultimate reality of time, although McTaggart’s denial is more straight-
forward than Bradley’s. See McDaniel (2009) for a discussion of McTaggart’s views on time and McDaniel 
(forthcoming) for comparisons of the position of McTaggart and Bradley.

24 Calkins could hold that although time is real, the division into past, present, and future is not. This 
is  arguably the dominant view in contemporary philosophy of time, where it is called ‘the B-theory.’ 
See Mellor (1998) for a contemporary defense of the B-theory.

25 See also Zedler (1995: 108–9).   26 See also Calkins (1930: 214).
27 See also Zedler (1995: 113–14).   28 See McDonald (2006: 76–7) for further discussion.
29 McDonald (2003: 115–16) says that Calkins’s idealism is grounded on direct experiential knowledge 

of the self.
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Calkins does give an argument for the existence of the Absolute that begins from 
self-knowledge. First, Calkins (1927a: 422, 455) claims that I know from experience 
that I have limits, and hence there must be something that is distinct from me. But in 
order for there to be something distinct from me, there must be a relation between me 
and it, and this is possible only if there is an Absolute. We will explore Calkins’s views 
about relations further in section 5.

Suppose that there is an Absolute person. One pressing question concerns the 
moral status of this being: is the Absolute a morally good person? Bradley (1930: 363–5, 
371, 380) argues that good and evil are themselves appearances. And for that reason, 
Bradley (1930: 386) holds that the Absolute is above good and evil. If so, the question of 
whether the Absolute is good is a poor question to ask, though Bradley (1930: 365) 
grants that, in a sense, the Absolute can be said to be good.

However, Calkins (1927a: 461–4) argues that the correct account of what it is to be 
supremely good implies that the Absolute is morally good.30 According to Calkins 
(1918: 21), to be good—that is, to be a good person—is to will what is supremely good. 
But, according to Calkins, value in general necessarily requires the existence of per-
sons who value; in slogan form, “value requires valuers.”31 This is because, for Calkins 
(1918: 200), to value, to desire, and to will are the same, and to be good is simply to 
be valued, willed, or desired by some person.32 Calkins (1927a: 463–4) claims that to be 
intrinsically or finally good is to be what she calls “an ultimate object of the will”: it is to 
be that which is willed for its own sake rather than for the sake of something else, and 
to be such its nature suffices to explain why it is desired.33 And this is why she at least 
provisionally claims that for a person to be good is for her to will that “which to him is 
good” and that a man is good or bad to the extent that he measures up to the subjective 
standards that he holds.34 On this view, the Absolute is morally good to the extent it 
measures up to what it ultimately values, and Calkins thinks that this must be the case. 
Calkins (1927b: 578) also seems attracted to the idea that to be supremely good is to be 
an ultimate object of a divine or absolute will. It seems to me that this view also makes 
it likely that the Absolute is morally good, since there is nothing to prevent it from act-
ing in accordance with what it supremely values, and a failure to do so would imply 
that it is limited in a way that seems inconsistent with its status as an Absolute. What is 
the supremely valuable state? According to Calkins (1918: 145), it is maximal desirable 
consciousness for the entire realm of selves.35

30 See also Calkins (1930: 215) and McDonald (2007: 759–60).
31 See Calkins (1919b: 121–2), Calkins (1927a: 401), Calkins (1928), and McDonald (2007: 759–60).
32 See Calkins (1918: 32–9). Bradley (1930: 356) also suggests a close connection between goodness and 

desire: “good, in the proper sense, implies the fulfillment of desire.”
33 In Calkins (1918: 75), she claims that the good is the object which the willing subject sets before him-

self as supreme and self-explanatory.
34 See Calkins (1918: 35, 39). See also McDonald (2006: 94–5), who also notes that Calkins discusses 

how to determine less ‘subjective’ standards for goodness.
35 See also McDonald (2006: 6–7).
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Given that the Absolute is an unlimited (or self-limited) morally good person, 
should we conclude that the Absolute is a god? According to Calkins (1927a: 466), 
there are “two significant considerations that forbid the identification of Absolute 
with God.” Note that Calkins omits the “the” in “the Absolute” here, which suggests 
that she is more interested in the extent to which the concept of God and the concept 
of an Absolute are identical rather than the extent to which the Absolute is God. This 
impression is confirmed at the bottom of p. 466, where she concludes that the terms 
“Absolute” and “God” are not synonyms. Here are her reasons for denying that they 
are conceptually equivalent. First, the existence of the Absolute is known, and known 
through theoretical reasoning, and needn’t be the object of a religious emotion or 
desire. Second, a religious worshipper might think of God as distinct from everything 
else, but one cannot think of the Absolute as being distinct from everything else.

Granted, the concepts are distinct. But is the Absolute a God? I am unaware of 
whether Calkins definitively answers this question.

4. The Absolute Person and Finite Persons
Let us now turn to the question of how the Absolute Person relates to finite persons. In 
order to assess this question, it will be useful to first articulate the outlines of Calkins’s 
views about philosophy and metaphysics. First, Calkins’s (1930: 199) conception of 
philosophy is that it consists wholly in metaphysics; other sub-disciplines of philoso-
phy, such as ethics or aesthetics, are properly construed as normative branches of 
psychology, and perhaps some parts of logic and epistemology are as well.36 That 
inquiry which is distinctively philosophical is metaphysical inquiry. According to 
Calkins (1927a: 9; 1930: 199), metaphysics is concerned with the question of what is 
ultimately real rather than real but merely derivatively so.

Let us first assess what Calkins has in mind by the expression “ultimately real.” 
Calkins does think that the Absolute Person is the sole entity that is ultimately real. Is to 
be ultimately real to have the highest amount (or form?) of reality? Are finite persons 
then to some degree less real?

Consider Bradley (1914: 448), who clearly and explicitly accepts that there are 
degrees of reality or being; he notes that if forced to reject degrees of reality, his position 
would amount to the view that there is exactly one object, the Universe-as-a-Whole. On 
Bradley’s view, in a sense, there are selves if they are understood as finite centers of the 
Experience that is the Absolute, but selves are not fully real, and the conception of 
the Absolute as consisting of selves is not fully true.37

36 See also Calkins (1918: 192–3) for a discussion of the relation of ethics, which she there calls a nor-
mative science but not a (part of) philosophy, to metaphysics.

37 See Bradley (1914: 245–6) for an instance of the claim that the Absolute is Experience. See Bradley 
(1930: 64–104) for Bradley’s views on the nature of selves. See also Bradley (1914: 432), where he denies 
that a personal God is to be found in Absolute reality. For these reasons, it seems inapt to describe Bradley 
as endorsing a personalistic version of absolute idealism, contrary to Calkins (1927a: 426). See also Mander 
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But, unlike Bradley, I do not see any reason to attribute the view that there are degrees 
of reality to Calkins. First, I have found no direct textual evidence for this attribution, 
and so the primary reason for doing so would be based on the claim that an appeal to 
degree of reality is the best way to distinguish between the ultimately real and the 
derivatively real: that is, to take the ultimately real to be the most real. I personally find 
this account of ultimate and derivative reality attractive; in McDaniel (2013), I argue 
for it. But the positive case for attributing this view to Calkins is rather weak. Second, 
there is textual evidence against attributing this view to Calkins; Calkins (1919b: 125) 
seems to claim that selves (in the plural) are among the fully real. This suggests that the 
Absolute Person does not have more reality than finite ones: the Absolute Person is 
ultimately real but it has no more reality than its finite personal parts.

So we need a different interpretation of Calkins. Many philosophers accept a rela-
tion of grounding or metaphysical priority between entities that does not imply that 
the metaphysically prior has more reality than the metaphysically posterior.38 Calkins 
appears to be one of these philosophers: we are all proper parts of the Absolute Person 
and are grounded in the Absolute Person without being less real than the Absolute 
Person.39 In the terminology of Schaffer (2010), she is a priority monist.

But it is not merely that the Absolute Person grounds the finite persons that are its 
parts. There is more to be said about how the Absolute Person grounds us. This relation 
of grounding is realized, albeit obscurely, in her metaphysics via the claim that finite 
persons are expressions of the will of an infinite self.40 According to Calkins (1927a: 471), 
each of us is “distinctly willed” by the Absolute Person. Although these remarks are 
obscure, I think we can make some sense of them. We shouldn’t view these remarks as 
implying that we are the external consequences of actions of the Divine Person. We 
might be tempted to think this, since in the typical case, what we will is an action that 
brings about a change in our external environment. But since the Absolute Person has 
no external environment, this cannot be what Calkins means. But not all acts of will are 
directed toward changes in our environments: each of us also often wills that he or she 
be a certain way. I suspect that Calkins has this in mind and that on her view, each of us 
is the result of the Absolute Person’s willing that It be a certain way.

There is still a puzzle to be confronted. To see this, let’s first discuss the conditions 
under which I can have desires directed toward particular objects. I can will that I be a 
certain way because I exist antecedent to my act of will, and so I am available to serve as 
the focal point of a desire. In general, I can will that some particular object be some way 
because I have an antecedent acquaintance with that particular object, or at least have 
some way of uniquely specifying it. But if I lack either of these with respect to an object 
to which a desire could be directed, I cannot have desires about that object. I can desire 

(2011: 120), who analogizes Bradley’s view with Schopenhauer’s, and Sprigge (1998) for a defense of 
Bradley’s absolute idealism; Sprigge (1998: 194) also denies that the Absolute is a person.

38 See, e.g., Audi (2012: 118).   39 This view is suggested by Calkins (1927a: 442).
40 See Calkins (1927a: 146–7).
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that there be some object or other that is some particular way, but I cannot desire of 
that particular object that it be that way.

How then can the Absolute’s willing that itself be a certain way ground me or the 
fact that I exist? Let us grant that we can conceive how an agent for which there is no 
division of past, present, and future can nonetheless will that it be a certain way, and 
that as a consequence of its act of will, there is a person with my qualities and (appar-
ent?) spatial and temporal locations. But why is this result me rather than someone 
else with the same qualities? Given the understanding of uniqueness and irreplace-
ability suggested earlier, an efficacious will that there be a person with my qualities 
does not guarantee that the person is me.

I see two ways to respond to this worry. The first response is to accept a kind of haec-
ceitism for acts of will. For any unique and irreplaceable person, there is a unique and 
irreplaceable act of will. On this response, there are two possible acts of will that are quali-
tatively indiscernible but numerically distinct, and each of which is responsible for the 
existence of a possible person—and these possible persons are themselves qualitatively 
indiscernible but numerically distinct. Frankly, this strikes me as an unlovely solution.

The second response is to deny that grounding induces necessitation: that is, there 
are cases in which x grounds y, but it is not necessary that x grounds y and it is not 
necessary that if x exists, then y exists. I am grounded in an act of will of the Absolute 
Person, and this suffices for me to be a derivative entity. But that act of will of the 
Absolute Person does not necessitate that its product be me. Whether grounding does 
induce necessitation is a subject of intense debate in the contemporary literature.41 
Perhaps Calkins’s best response is to take a side in this debate.

Suppose that we are the consequences of acts of will by the Absolute. We are also 
agents who will. Is our free will compromised by our ontological status? The concern is 
that the desires of the Absolute dictate who we are and what we do, but we do not have 
control over what the Absolute desires. And hence we do not have control over who we 
are and what we do.42

Some forms of compatibilism quickly resolve the worry facing Calkins. If, for 
example, a free action just is an action that is done without serious external compul-
sion and is caused by one’s desires that are not the result of a psychological disorder, 
Calkins’s version of absolute idealism does not threaten our freedom. The Absolute 
might will that we will what we do, but nonetheless what we do is often freely done.

However, Calkins seems to reject compatibilism, although I am not aware of texts 
in which she explicitly states that she rejects it.43 Calkins (1927a: 474) claims that the 

41 See, for example, Skiles (2015) for a defense of grounding without necessitation.
42 This employs a principle sometimes called “The Transfer of Powerlessness” in the free will literature: 

if P guarantees that I do A, and it is not under my control whether P obtains, and it is not under my control 
whether P guarantees that I do A, then it is not under my control whether I do A. See, e.g., van Inwagen 
(1983: 94–105) for a discussion.

43 That said, the remarks made in Calkins (1918: 13–15, 184) come very close to an explicit rejection of 
compatibilism.
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personalist substitutes ‘the myth of rigid scientific law’ with a conception of laws as 
statistical, and the surrounding discussion suggests that she conflates determinism 
with the denial of free will. And her response to the specific worry for freedom that 
her version of absolute idealism seems to generate also suggests that an absence of (in 
some sense prior) sufficient conditions for a person’s action is necessary for that 
action to be free.44 Calkins (1927a: 478–9) claims that absolute idealism is compatible 
with our having free will because, although the Absolute wills that I am, some of what 
I do is not willed to be done by the Absolute, but rather is merely permitted by the 
Absolute. So although my existence is the result of the will of the Absolute, not every 
aspect of my nature is.45

5. Two Arguments from Relations
We have now carefully stated the contours of Calkins’s absolute idealism. In this sec-
tion, we will critically evaluate two arguments for this position, both of which turn on 
claims about the nature of relations. Concerns about the metaphysics of relations were 
one focal point of metaphysical discussion during the period in which Calkins wrote, 
and unsurprisingly these concerns are live for her.46 Perhaps we are blasé about rela-
tions now, but for vast swaths of the history of philosophy, relations were viewed with 
puzzlement and suspicion. It is worth keeping this in mind in order to see why Calkins 
would have sympathy for the arguments to come.

Both arguments turn on a rejection of the idea that relations can be ‘external.’ But 
the way they reject this idea differs in the two arguments. Rather than painstakingly 
detail the various senses that have been (let alone could have been) given to the terms 
‘external relation’ and ‘internal relation,’ I’ll simply state the respective arguments. 
Neither statement makes ineliminable use of potentially contested terminology.47

The first argument for idealism is based on the premise that, in general, no rela-
tion can obtain between two things unless there is a qualitative commonality 
between the two things; relations are not instantiated independently of the ‘inner 
properties’ of things, and hence in this sense all relations are ‘internal.’48 The second 
premise is that a necessary condition of qualitative commonality is being of the same 
basic ontological kind. The third premise is that we are not material entities, but 

44 By contrast, Bradley (1930: 385) characterizes the conception of free will as demanding that there be 
no antecedent determining conditions as “a mere lingering chimera.”

45 McDonald (2003: 115, 123) claims that Calkins is committed to determinism, because, as McDonald 
(2003: 123) puts it, “Calkins’s conception of the Absolute Self . . . implies that the will of the Absolute Self 
determines the content of reality.” For the reasons discussed here, I do not think McDonald is correct.

46 Mander (2011: 89–93, 99–101, 104–11, 129–32) provides an excellent discussion of the problem of 
relations in T. H. Green and F. H. Bradley.

47 For further discussion of Calkins’s views on relations, see McDonald (2006: 55–8).
48 This is not to say that a relation simply reduces to the intrinsic properties of its relatas; it is certainly 

not to say that a relation reduces to the intrinsic properties of one of its relata, a position rejected by Calkins 
(1930: 210).
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rather are mental entities, and that mental entities and material entities do not 
belong to the same basic ontological kind. (Note that this premise does not by itself 
imply idealism, since it is consistent with it that some form of dualism is true.) The 
fourth premise is that there is a relation of knowing between a person and an object 
of knowledge, the latter of which is a thing rather than, e.g., a proposition.49 (Perhaps 
the kind of knowledge invoked here is better described as one that involves acquaint-
ance with things, since it does not seem to be straightforwardly a propositional attitude.) 
It follows from these four premises that everything that we have knowledge of is a 
mental entity rather than a material entity. One of the things we have knowledge of is 
reality as a whole. So reality as a whole is a mental entity.

From the absolute idealist’s standpoint, there are two notable weaknesses in this 
argument. The first weakness is that one might grant the premises about relations 
but claim instead that we are material entities rather than mental entities, and 
derive materialism rather than idealism as a conclusion. This is not to say that this 
argument is without interest, but merely to say that even if we set aside the conten-
tious claims about the metaphysics of relations, other concerns remain. Second, the 
conclusion of this argument is some form of idealism but not necessarily absolute 
idealism, let alone personalistic absolute idealism. If each of us is, strictly speaking, 
a mere bundle of ideas rather than a unified person who has these ideas, then the 
argument licenses a form of Humean idealism according to which we are merely 
bundles of ideas.50

That said, Calkins (1927a: 451–2) does accept arguments for moving from some 
form of idealism to personalistic absolute idealism. The first such argument is based 
on the possibility of error. Obviously, some of our beliefs are false. But given idealism, 
what makes a belief false? What is the standard for correctness? According to Calkins, 
a statement can be said to be in error only if it is inconsistent with someone else’s 
(true) experience. There are at least as many possible errors as there are finite individuals, 
and so in order for there to be an ultimate standard for correctness of belief, there 
must be an absolute person: to be correct is to be in accordance with the judgments 
of this person.51

The second argument for moving from idealism to absolute idealism is based on the 
claim that otherwise the idealist cannot avoid a kind of solipsism.52 Calkins (1927a: 
146–7, 454) claims that what is epistemologically first is our knowledge of ourselves 
and our own experiences.53 How then can we know of the existence of anything beyond 
us? According to Calkins, we know that we are limited, and hence we know that there is 

49 See Calkins (1927a: 472).   50 Calkins (1927a: 426) refers to this type of idealism as “ideism.”
51 As Calkins notes, this argument has antecedents in Royce (2005: 350–3). See Trotter (2001: 4–12) for 

a discussion of Royce’s version of this argument. Brink suggests, in his introduction to Green (2003: xxvi–xxvii), 
a similar argument from error. Green (2003: 80) does argue that the existence of an absolute consciousness 
is necessary for each of us to have knowledge of facts independent of each of us.

52 See Calkins (1911: 451–2). Calkins (1927a: 146–7, 454) tells us that in order to avoid solipsism, the 
idealist should be a personalist absolutist. See also McDonald (2006: 53–6, 71–3) for further discussion.

53 See also Calkins (1911: 453).
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something more than us, and we know that this something must be such that it can 
relate us to other things, including persons. Calkins seems to think that, in order for it 
to have this capacity, this something beyond us must itself be a person. Since this argu-
ment is closely connected to the second argument from the metaphysics of relations, 
I will now turn to the second argument, rather than pursue this particular train of 
thought further.

Here is the second argument from relations.54 The first premise is that a relation can 
relate two objects only if (i) those two objects are parts of the same whole, and (ii) this 
whole can serve as the ‘intermediary’ of this relation.55 Calkins (1927a: 448) notes that 
one might think that spatial relations are a counterexample to this premise, since one 
might claim that spatial relations can directly relate two things independently of 
whether they are parts of larger whole. But this is mistaken: two things can be spatially 
related only if they are embedded in a larger context, space as a whole. The spatial rela-
tions between, e.g., a hand and a desk, are not direct, but rather obtain in virtue of the 
structure of space.

The second premise is that only a person can serve as an intermediary of a given 
relation; the slogan is “relations require a relater.”56 As noted earlier, like many philo-
sophers prior to her, Calkins finds the metaphysics of relations mysterious, but she 
does think that there is one context in which we know with certainty that things are 
related to one another: when we attend to our own experiences, we find various rela-
tions between these experiences.57 But these relations are not ones that the experiences 
could flat-out bear to each other without being embedded in a larger context. Rather, 
the possibility that they are thus related requires the presence of a conscious being to 
contain them, to serve as their ‘intermediary,’ that is, the medium in which these rela-
tions can obtain. According to Calkins (1927a: 427), the self “must be regarded . . . as the 
relater, or unifier, of the different parts or aspects of itself.” This is the only model for 
how relations could obtain that is intelligible to us. Since in general there are relations 
between things, there must be an absolute person that contains all those things that are 
related to each other.

How well do these two arguments fit together? If the idea that the relations require a 
relater is right, why can’t a relater relate regardless of the intrinsic features of the objects 
in question? Where does the restriction come from? If relations are the result of an 
activity of the mind—a relating of things—why can’t this mind relate things regardless 
of their nature? I can say, for example, that the number 2 is not identical with my dog 
Ranger. If non-identity is among those relations that require a relater, then this relater 

54 I take this argument from Calkins (1927a: 442–8).
55 See Calkins (1920: 683–4), Calkins (1911: 452), in which she claims that there can be no relations 

between ultimately separate realities, and Calkins (1930: 209–11), in which she also invokes Bradley’s 
regress argument. See also McDonald (2006: 56–7).

56 See Calkins (1919a: 604–5) and Calkins (1920: 683–4). See Mander (2011: 93–4) for a discussion of a 
similar principle in T. H. Green.

57 See Calkins (1919a: 603–4). It might be profitable to compare with Green (2003: 33–4).



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/09/2017, SPi

The Idealism of Mary Whiton Calkins 155

can relate things of fundamentally different ontological categories. This suggests that 
there is a tension between the two arguments.

I think this tension can be resolved. Calkins could say that, in order for a relater 
to relate some objects, these objects must be internal to the relater in the sense that 
they are not distinct from the relater but rather are parts of the relater. Hence these 
objects are in some sense of the same basic kind as the relater, and hence of the same 
basic kind as each other. If this is the case, then instead of there being a tension between 
the two arguments, the first argument presupposes the results of the second argument 
rather than constituting a distinct second argument.

These two arguments are not the only arguments for idealism defended by 
Calkins. And considerations of space prevent me from detailing her responses to the 
anti-idealists of her time. Fortunately, Calkins is a clear writer and her arguments are 
typically presented in a straightforward manner, which probably partially explains 
the popularity of Calkins (1927a). Her work can be read with pleasure should you 
choose to do so.58
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In §1 of this essay, I explore a central doctrine of Kabbalistic Judaism, the doctrine of 
the sefirot. It gives rise to a problem strikingly similar to problems faced by Trinitarian 
Christians. Like Christians, the Kabbalists want to believe that God is both one, but, 
in some sense or other, many. How can that desire be reconciled with the demands of 
logic and of Jewish orthodoxy? In §2, I explain how the most recent ‘major trend’ of 
the Kabbalistic tradition,1 namely, Eastern European Hassidism, adopted, alongside 
the doctrine of the sefirot, a strident and radical idealism. In §3 and §4, I develop 
some claims about the nature of fiction that help me, in §5, to generate a ‘Hassidic 
solution to the problem of the sefirot.’ The solution I propose is my own, drawing 
from intellectual history in a creative way. I hope to demonstrate that the radical 
idealism of Hassidism provides us with the resources to resolve the problems with 
the doctrine of the sefirot (and perhaps the problems with Trinitarianism too, although, 
clearly, that wasn’t their concern, or mine). Accordingly, this essay shouldn’t be mistaken 
merely as an exercise in intellectual history. In my own small way, I’m trying to 
advance the debate.

I hope this essay is of interest not only to religious readers, but also to anybody 
interested in the nature of fiction, given the claims about the nature of truth in 
a  fiction developed along the way (people uninterested in theology can skip 
straight to §3).

1. The Problem with the Sefirot
Kabbalistic Judaism describes a dynamic process somehow unfolding within the 
Godhead. Peter Schäfer explains:

1 This talk of ‘major trends’ is borrowed from Gershom Scholem (1946).

10
Hassidic Idealism
Kurt Vonnegut and the Creator  
of the Universe

Samuel Lebens



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/16/2017, SPi

hassidic idealism 159

God remains one and one alone, but he possesses at the same time an incredibly rich inner life; 
his Godhead unfolds in potencies, energies, emanations (Heb. Sefirot2), which embody different 
aspects of God’s essence continually interrelating with one another. (2000: 222)

The sefirot are something like divine energies, whatever that might mean. Schäfer is 
particularly interested in the doctrine that some of the sefirot are male and others 
female, and that some of them make love to each other. Two of the most prominent of 
the sefirot are God’s strict justice (Midat Hadin) and his mercy (Midat Harachamim). 
These two personified attributes are key figures in early Rabbinic texts. Kabbalistic 
thought co-opted and hypostasized them (if they weren’t already hypostasized) as two 
of the sefirot. It also adopted the notion that they oppose one another. In short: the 
 sefirot interact.

According to Moshe Idel (1988: 136–53), the Sefer ha-Bahir, one of the earliest 
works of medieval Kabbala, viewed the sefirot, not yet named as such, in terms of tools, 
or powers, that God uses to create and govern the world, and in terms of vessels into 
which the divine spirit flows. A later school, under the influence of Isaac the Blind, 
started to view the sefirot as distinct parts of the essential structure of God; rather than 
mere tools at his disposal. The sefirot were at once supposed to be many, and yet 
 somehow, paradoxically, one—so as not to conflict with God’s simplicity. To quote 
Rabbi Isaac the Blind:

[A]ll the attributes, which seem as if they are separate, are not separated {at all} since {all of 
them} are one, as the{ir} beginning is, which unites everything “in one word”. (Idel 1988: 137)3

Yet another Kabbalistic school viewed them as non-essential, relational attributes 
of God, as he relates to the world. These different schools developed under differ-
ent thinkers, but very often, especially as the tradition matures, one finds these con-
flicting conceptions rubbing shoulders within a single text. Witness the words of 
Abraham Herrera.

The Sefiroth are emanations from the primal simple unity; . . . mirrors of His truth, which share 
in his nature and essence . . . ; structures of his wisdom and representations of His will and desire; 
receptacles of His strength and instruments of his activity; . . . distributors of His grace and good-
ness; judges of His kingdom . . . and simultaneously the designations, attributes, and names of He 
who is the highest of all and who encompasses all. These ten names are indistinguishable; ten 
attributes of His sublime glory and greatness; ten fingers of His mighty hands, five of His right 
and five of His left; ten lights by which he radiates Himself; ten garments of glory, in which He is 
garbed; ten visions, in which He is seen; ten forms, in which He has formed everything; . . . ten 
lecterns, from which He teaches; ten thrones, from which he judges the nations; ten divisions of 
paradise . . . ten steps, on which he descends, and ten on which one ascends to Him; . . . ten lights, 
which illuminate all intelligences; ten kinds of fire, which consume all desires; ten kinds of 
glory, which rejoice all rational souls and intellects; ten words, by which the world was created; 

2 The word sefirot literally means numbers, but it seems fair to translate it idiomatically.
3 The Hebrew original of Isaac the Blind’s Commentary to Sefer Yetzira, which Idel is quoting, can be 

found as an appendix to Scholem 1963.
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ten spirits, by which the world is moved and kept alive; ten commandments; ten numbers, 
dimensions, and weights, by which all is counted, weighed, and measured. 

(1666: 7, as translated by Scholem 1991: 40–1)

It’s not clear how all of these metaphors can be true, simultaneously, of any single set of 
ten things. Rather, elements from all of the schools Idel lists (and more) often rub 
shoulders, in conflict with one another. The frustration of nailing down a single 
 doctrine of the sefirot can be sensed quite palpably in the famous attack from Rabbi 
Shlomo ben Shimon Duran, the Rashbash:

[The Kabbalists] don’t even know what these ten sefirot are; whether they are (1) descriptions [of 
one God] or (2) names [of ten entities] or (3) emanations that emanate from Him, may He be 
blessed. There is no room in logical space for a fourth option.4 (Duran 1998: Responsum 189)

The Rashbash has a problem which each option.
If they are distinct descriptions of the one God, how do they improve upon the 

thirteen attributes God Himself revealed to Moses (Exodus 34:6–7)? The Rashbash 
quotes the Kabbalists, who say that Moses didn’t attain full knowledge of the sefirot. 
But Moses was the greatest prophet. So, either the sefirot aren’t worth knowing, because 
the thirteen biblical attributes trump them, or the Kabbalists are heretical in asserting 
that they have attained a greater knowledge of God than the greatest prophet.

As the Kabbala evolved, the notion that the sefirot are nothing more than multiple 
descriptions of the same thing didn’t really take hold. Option 1 isn’t such a live option. If it 
was, how would the sefirot be able to interact—to make love and war, so to speak? But 
even regarding options 2 and 3, one could still ask why Moses didn’t know of the sefirot. 
According to the Hassidic master Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the belief that the sefirot 
were concealed from Moses is not heretical. Jewish doctrine only dictates that Moses 
was the greatest prophet. According to R. Shneur Zalman, certain Kabbalists had a more 
profound understanding of divine matters, but not through prophecy. As the Talmud 
says, “A wise man is better than a prophet” (Baba Batra 12a). R. Shneur Zalman explains:

Because by his wisdom, he can apprehend exceedingly beyond the levels that can descend 
 netherwards in a mode of revelation to the prophet in the vision of their prophecy. For only the 
 lowest ranks [of divine wisdom] can descend and become revealed to them.

(Borukhovich 1993: Part IV, letter 19, as quoted by Shapiro 2004: 90)

The wise man uses the power of his intellect to climb up to a higher rung of the ladder 
of divine wisdom than would be able to descend downwards toward the prophet. 
Admittedly, this view is controversial, but it’s not obviously heretical. Furthermore, the 
sefirot are not as innovative as they are sometimes presented as being. They can, in 
actual fact, be presented as a somewhat audacious fleshing out and hypostatizing of 
much more inchoate views that came before.

For example: R. Isaac the Blind gave seven of the sefirot (known as the lower 
 sefirot) their names from a list of attributes appearing in I Chronicles 29:11 (see Dan 

4 The translation is my own, as is the case with all texts in this essay, unless otherwise noted.
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1986: 32)—giving a biblical anchor, however tendentious. The Rabbinic text, Avot 
d’Rabi Natan, talks about seven attributes serving before the lower throne—again, 
these were taken to be the lower sefirot. Emulating these attributes for yourself, we are 
told there, can give you knowledge of God himself. The Talmud (Hagiga 12a) talks 
about the ten “things” with which God created the world, and then lists the sorts of 
attributes hypostasized by the Kabbalists as ten sefirot. So, it’s not as if the sefirot came 
from nowhere. The wise men of the Kabbalistic tradition may have climbed up to a 
higher rung than that which descends to a prophet, but they got their leg up that ladder 
from the revealed tradition. Nothing here denigrates Moses’s prophetic power. The 
Kabbalists were standing on the shoulders of giants.

Given that most Kabbalists think in terms of options 2 or 3, the continuation of the 
Rashbash’s critique has much more bite. If the sefirot are names of distinct entities—be 
they part of some larger Godhead or not—then the doctrine posits a distinctively 
un-Jewish complexity within the nature of God, or, worse still, a panoply of warring 
and love-making pagan gods. Even if they’re all parts of a single God, the Rashbash 
thinks that the doctrine of the sefirot is analogous to Christianity, which “claims that 
there are three, whereas these people claim that there are ten” (Duran 1998: Responsum 
189)! Alternatively, if you follow option 3, and say that the sefirot are emanations of 
God—powers or tools that he uses—then the sefirot are akin to angels. But Kabbalists 
pray to the sefirot, and praying to angels (however popular the practice may have been 
from time to time) is forbidden to Jews, “for all who pray to one of the angels is a heretic” 
(Duran 1998: Responsum 189).5

To summarize the Rashbash: Traditional Jewish theology rejects the puzzling 
Christian idea that the existence of three divine persons is somehow consistent with 
monotheism. The problem is only compounded if you’ve got ten divine entities—and 
the sefirot certainly seem to be distinct entities, since they can fight each other and 
make love to each other. The Kabbalists often urge that these distinct entities are all 
one, but the Christians also talk about how the three Divine persons are actually one 
God, and it’s always been something of a puzzle as to how that can be. If they are parts 
of God, one might think that worshipping less than God’s whole self is theologically 
problematic, and if they are external to God, the problem with worshipping them 
becomes worse. I call this family of concerns, ‘the problem with sefirot.’

5 There is a prayer standardly published in Jewish prayer books, as part of a penitential prayer service 
known as selichot, which appears to be addressed to angels; asking them to beseech God on our behalf. 
But, precisely for this reason, there is great controversy about this prayer. Rabbi Yehudah Loew ben 
Bezalel, the Maharal of Prague, famously ruled that it isn’t appropriate to recite it (Loew 1961: ch. 12). 
For our purposes, prayers in which Jews seem to pray directly to God’s personified attributes, or to the 
sefirot, seem to be more pertinent. One such prayer made it into the standard prayer book for the Holiest 
Day of the year, Yom Kippur. So, it seems that many Jews today have the custom of praying to one of the 
sefirot (see Sacks 2012: 1167—the stanza beginning with the words “God’s Attribute of Compassion”). 
Although some controversy also attached to this prayer, it’s fair to say that it has attracted much less ire. 
Is this because praying to the sefirot is better than praying to angels? Not according to the Rashbash, on 
option 3!
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2. Hassidic Idealism
Lurianic Kabbala introduced the doctrine of tzimtzum, or ‘contraction,’ into the 
Kabbalistic tradition. Rabbi Yitzchak Luria (1534–72) poses the following questions: 
How can there be a world if God is everywhere? Given God’s expansiveness, how could 
there be any room left over in which a world could exist? If God is ‘all in all,’ how can 
there be anything that isn’t God? How could God create a world from nothing, if there 
was no such thing as ‘nothing’ in the first place?6

Some of these questions seem confused. There’s no reason to think God is actually 
located in space, such that his omnipresence leaves no room for other things. He can be 
omnipresent in some derivative sense, without being located in space; so long as his 
power and/or knowledge extends to all regions. Even if omnipresence means God is 
actually wholly located in every region of space, contemporary philosophers might 
urge us to recognize that there’s no reason to think the universe can’t share its location 
with God (see Inman forthcoming).

Furthermore, the question about creation ex nihilo seems ill-posed. The whole point 
of the doctrine is that God’s creation didn’t need to start off with any raw materials, 
including a strange raw material called ‘nothing.’ Perhaps we can see more motivation 
behind some of the other questions on this list, and then reinterpret the above ques-
tions accordingly. For instance, one might imagine that God’s being a perfect being 
somehow makes the existence of other beings otiose. This might give rise to a concep-
tion of God’s existence as somehow all-encompassing and exhaustive: How could 
there be room, so to speak, for anything else?

We can now recapture some of the other questions. We’re not really worried that 
there’s no space for other things; rather, we’re worried that God’s perfection doesn’t 
allow anything to coexist with him. As the Talmud states, “Woe to the wicked person, 
and woe to his neighbor” (Sukkah 56b); if God has to exist alongside imperfect beings, 
wouldn’t that sully his perfection? The doctrine of tzimtzum was the Lurianic answer. 
The idea would be this: yes, God’s existence was too exhaustive and expansive, and his 
perfection so complete, that there was, if only in some non-spatial sense of the word, 
no ‘room’ for a world to exist. Accordingly, God limited himself. He somehow drew 
himself inwards, making himself, so to speak, less expansive, exhaustive, and perfect, 
in order that something else besides him could come to be. This Godless ‘space’ that he 
created, through the act of tzimtzum, was the nothingness, the metaphorical vacuum 
that allowed for creation ex nihilo.

You might think an omnipotent God couldn’t create a stone too heavy to lift; that 
omnipotence doesn’t demand that God be able to do the impossible; and that in the 
same spirit, an all-encompassing God simply wouldn’t be able to limit himself in this 
way. Accordingly, a number of Kabbalists reinterpreted Luria, and insisted that the 

6 I owe this paraphrase of R. Luria’s thought process to his student Rabbi Chaim Vital (1782: I.1–2). This 
paraphrase was in turn paraphrased by Scholem (1946: 261)!
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notion of tzimtzum shouldn’t be taken literally.7 God didn’t really contract himself. 
That isn’t at all possible. But if tzimtzum is just a metaphor, what is it a metaphor for, 
and how does it respond to the questions tzimtzum was supposed to solve? Witness a 
classical Hassidic response to this question from R. Shneur Zalman:

Know this: “In the heavens above and on the earth below—there is nothing else [besides G-d]” 
(Deuteronomy 4:39). This means that even the material earth, which appears to be real in the 
eyes of all, is completely nonexistent and empty in relation to the Holy One, blessed be He. For 
God’s name, “Elohim”, conceals and contracts only from the perspective of the lower realms, but 
not from the perspective of the Holy One, blessed be He, since He and His Name “Elohim” are 
One. Therefore, even the earth and that which is below it are completely nonexistent and empty 
from the perspective of the Holy One, blessed be He . . . [W]ith his attribute of Gevurah [restraint] 
and Tzimtzum, he hides and conceals the life-force which flows into the heavens and the earth, 
so that they and all their hosts should appear as if they were independently existing entities. 
The Tzimtzum and concealment is, however, only from the perspective of the lower realms, but 
from the perspective of the Holy One, blessed be He, everything before Him is considered as 
actually naught, just as the light of the sun in the sun. (Borukhovich 1993: II, 6)

As I have tried to paint this type of idealism elsewhere (Lebens 2015), it’s as if God is 
telling a story or dreaming a dream. According to that story or dream, it’s true to say 
that God created a space in which a world could exist, and, according to this story or 
dream, it’s true to say that we all exist in that space. But of course, outside of the dream, 
or the story, it’s not true that God actually created a space in which an independent 
universe could come to be. From God’s perspective, it’s just an illusion. This doctrine 
has sometimes come to be called ‘acosmism.’ I call it ‘Hassidic idealism,’ since the idea 
isn’t that the world doesn’t exist. This isn’t really supposed to be a skeptical hypothesis 
at all. The idea is that for anything other than God to be real is for it to exist in the story 
that God is spinning in his mind. This is a radical form of idealism.

Hassidic Idealism isn’t just found in the words of R. Shneur Zalman. It abounds in 
the works of the Izbicer Rebbe, Mordechai Yosef Leiner (see Lebens 2015), and his 
disciple, Rabbi Tzadok Hacohen of Lublin, who describes the act of creation as 
“ making it seem as if there are two things: the creator and the created” (Hacohen 2005: 
45), when in fact there is really only one thing: the creator. This could be mistaken 
for acosmism, but it’s clear, in context, that ‘Hassidic idealism’ is really what’s at stake. 
For R. Tzadok, the only thing that is real in and of itself, is God—all else is real, only to 
the extent that God is thinking of it.

It’s clear to me that this doctrine traces back to the founder of Hassidism, the Baal 
Shem Tov, who told a parable in which the created world is presented as a series of 
obstacles, around a palace, which serve to keep God hidden from us. We learn at the 
end of the parable that the palace, its walls, and the obstacles in our way are all an 
 illusion. As soon as you dip your toe into the moat around the palace, the whole edifice 

7 For an argument that this was a reinterpretation, see Scholem (1946: 262).
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evaporates.8 The created world, which gets between God and us, is, in some sense or 
other, an illusion. Even the distinction between you and God is an illusion. In the final 
analysis, outside the illusion, there is nothing but God. Once again, we needn’t inter-
pret this as acosmism. The idea isn’t that the created world doesn’t exist, but that it 
exists only in the mind of God. To dip your toe into the mind of God is to recognize 
that his reality somehow transcends and undergirds our own.

Hassidic idealism was most immediately an outgrowth of the debates that surrounded 
tzimtzum: on the one hand, there couldn’t possibly be a creation without tzimtzum; on 
the other hand, God couldn’t possibly contract himself in reality, and so many Hassidim 
concluded that he must have merely made it appear as if tzimtzum had occurred, and 
thus, merely made it appear as if a world had come into existence distinct from him.

If you don’t find these philosophical considerations very compelling, I refer you to 
the more generic scriptural, liturgical, and theological considerations I brought to bear 
in favor of Hassidic idealism in Lebens (2015). Doubtless, those sorts of concerns also 
played a role in motivating the Hassidim. Ultimately, though, whether we adopt 
Hassidic idealism is not the point. My argument is merely this: Hassidism adopted the 
doctrine of the sefirot9 and thus, you’d imagine that they should be plagued by the 
problem with the sefirot. I shall argue that because the Hassidim were armed with their 
Hassidic idealism, they had the resources required to solve that problem (not that any 
of them ever did so). In other words, if you adopt Hassidic idealism, then the problem 
with the sefirot evaporates. Before I can construct this argument, in §5, we need to get 
some details on the table about the semantics of fiction. For that reason, the next two 
sections will lead us quite far away from the confines of Jewish theology.

3. To Be or Not to Be a Fictional Character
Take the following sentence:

S. Hamlet is a Danish Prince

S is true in Shakespeare’s play. But, outside the play, it’s false. Accordingly, it is some-
what natural to think that there is some sort of intensional operator, which we shall call 

8 See Schwartz (1993: 330) for English translation of this parable, which appears in Keter Shem Tov and 
Degel Machaneh Efrayim.

9 Their Kabbalistic critics accused the Hassidim of emptying the doctrine of its ontological significance, 
recasting it, nominalistically, merely as a theory about the psychology of God and of man, created in his 
image. If so, the Hassidim don’t obviously inherit the problem with the sefirot. But, as Idel puts it, the 
Hassidic masters were not denying any aspect of the classical doctrine of the sefirot, or reducing its onto-
logical significance. They were just more interested in its psychological ramifications than its ontological 
ramifications: “Like [the Baal Shem Tov], R. Dov Baer [his most prominent disciple] did not deny the 
existence of the complex Lurianic theosophy, but was primarily interested in its immanence in this world 
and in man . . . none of [the Hassidic masters] would deny the objective existence of a transcendental theo-
sophical structure” (Idel 1988: 151). Accordingly, I take it that they did adopt the classical doctrine of the 
sefirot and that they did inherit its problems, which they also had the resources to solve.
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the fictional operator. It takes a sentence and says that that sentence is (at least) fiction-
ally true. When we say that S is true, since Hamlet wasn’t really a Danish prince, we 
mean that it’s true under the scope of such an operator.

Imagine a new play telling the story about how Shakespeare pulled off a conspiracy, 
and how, actually, Hamlet did exist, and wasn’t fictional at all. This play documents 
how Shakespeare changed a couple of important details in his portrayal of Hamlet’s 
life, in order to cover his tracks. Let’s call this new play, Conspiracy. It tells us that 
Hamlet wasn’t a Danish prince after all. Instead, we’re told that he was a tax collector 
from Shoreditch. When talking about the classical play, the sentence S is true, but when 
talking about Conspiracy, S is false. And, when talking about the classical play, the 
 sentence ‘Hamlet is from Shoreditch’ is false. But, that sentence comes out true, when 
we’re talking about Conspiracy. And thus, it becomes clear that our fictional operator 
needs to be indexed to a given fiction.

Let F be our sentential fictional-operator, and let’s introduce a subscript letter to 
represent the fictional discourse the operator is indexed to. Let ‘H’ stand for the 
Hamlet fiction, and ‘C’ stand for the Conspiracy fiction. Accordingly, ‘FH(S)’ says that 
it is true, relative to the Hamlet story, that Hamlet is a prince of Denmark. ‘FC(¬S)’ 
says that it is true, relative to the Conspiracy story, that Hamlet is not a prince of 
Denmark.

We can also make use of a non-fictional operator. You might think such an operator 
otiose. Whenever we’re not engaged in fiction (i.e., in the majority of our everyday 
lives), we make assertions aimed at being true. It goes without saying that they’re aimed 
at being non-fictionally true. The reason that such an operator might be useful is 
because of the ways it sometimes interacts with our fictional operator. Let N be our 
sentential non-fictional operator. To say that N(S) is to say that S is true outside of any 
fiction.

Using these operators, we can define two rules of thumb that generally hold across 
works of fiction—although the rules admit of interesting exceptions:

(R1) Fx(R) → Fx(N(R))
(R2) Fx(R) → Fx(¬Fx(R))

Rule 1 tells us that if it’s fictionally true that R, relative to some fiction x, then it’s also 
fictionally true, relative to that fiction, that R is non-fictionally true. An example: 
because Sherlock Holmes is a detective in the stories told by Conan Doyle, relative to 
those stories it is non-fictionally true that Sherlock Holmes is a detective. In those 
 stories, he’s a non-fictional detective. Similarly, Rule 2 tells us that if R is fictionally true, 
relative to some fiction x, then within that fiction, so to speak, it would be false to say 
that R is fictionally true relative to fiction x, since, within that fiction, x isn’t a fiction. 
Standardly, you can have fictions within fictions, but they will generally be of the form 
Fx(Fy(R)), such that the internal fictional operator is indexed to a different fiction 
(namely, the fiction in the fiction—the fictional fiction).
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As we’ll see, even though these rules hold for most fictions, some fictions don’t abide 
by either of them. Kurt Vonnegut’s Breakfast of Champions (1991), is just such a fiction. 
Toward the end of the novel, Vonnegut inserts himself as a character into the story. 
Authors are often characters in their own stories, but here, which is slightly less 
 common (though by no means unheard of), Vonnegut inserts himself into the story as 
the author of the story that he finds himself in. “I was there”, he reports, “to watch a 
confrontation between two human beings I had created: Dwayne Hoover and Kilgore 
Trout” (1991: 192–3). Let’s label some of these claims:

T. Kurt Vonnegut went to Midland City to witness a confrontation between 
Dwayne Hoover and Kilgore Trout.
U. Kurt Vonnegut created Dwayne Hoover and Kilgore Trout.

T, of course, isn’t actually true. Vonnegut didn’t go to Midland City since the Midland 
City described in Breakfast of Champions doesn’t exist. And thus, we can safely say that 
N(¬T). But, U is true, or at least, plausibly true. Some would argue that fictional char-
acters are Platonic entities existing eternally in Plato’s heaven. Alternatively, one might 
seek to define a fictional character in terms of a set of individuals across possible worlds 
(Lewis 1978). On either of these accounts, characters are not created by authors, but 
merely discovered. On those accounts then, U is false. Alternatively, you might think 
that fictional characters don’t exist in any shape or form, so they can neither be created 
nor discovered (Crane 2013). On that view too, U is false. And yet, there are certainly 
plausible accounts according to which fictional characters really are created, as so-
called “impure abstracta” (Thomasson 1999; Kripke 2013). So, whilst T is obviously 
false, U is, at least, plausible. For those who think that fictional characters are created by 
their authors, it is true to say that N(U).

But of course T isn’t false in the story. Relative to the story told in Breakfast of 
Champions, it is true that Kurt Vonnegut visited Midland City. Calling this fiction B, 
we can say that FB(T). But, surely U is false in the story. We’ve been told about Dwayne 
Hoover and Kilgore Trout’s parents. Within the story, the biological creation of Hoover 
and Trout has been explained. In the story, it isn’t true that they are fictional characters. 
In the story, it’s true that they are human beings, with human parents. So what we have, 
in the sentence, “I was there to watch a confrontation between two human beings I had 
created: Dwayne Hoover and Kilgore Trout,” is a claim which is neither true in the 
 fiction—since, in the fiction it isn’t the case that Vonnegut created Hoover and Trout—
nor true outside of the fiction—since, outside of the fiction, Vonnegut was never in the 
fictional Midland City.

In other words, the conjunction of T and U is false under either of our operators. 
‘N(T&U)’ is false, since ‘N(¬T)’ is true, and ‘FB(T&U)’ is false too, since ‘FB(¬U)’ is 
true. Impossible things can happen in some stories. Tamar Szabó Gendler (2000) dem-
onstrates this fact quite beautifully, as we’ll see in §4. You might think that Breakfast of 
Champions is simply one of the Gendler-type stories in which illogical things happen, 
and contradictions are true. But that would be a conclusion that a conscientious reader 
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would only adopt as a last resort, since, unless we’re explicitly told otherwise, authors 
generally try to make their stories logically coherent. At the very least, they try to hide 
any inconsistencies that may be lurking under the surface of the narratives, far from 
the open view of their readers.10

What’s really going on is that Vonnegut is purposefully collapsing what are sup-
posed to be distinct diegetic levels. The humor of such a sentence is bound up with a 
surreptitious switch between different levels of discourse. He isn’t saying that N(T&U), 
nor is he saying that FB(T&U). Instead, he surreptitiously switches operators midway 
through the sentence. He’s really saying that FB(T)&N(U).

You might dispute my reading. You might say that even in the story it’s true that 
Vonnegut is the creator of these characters. In the story, Vonnegut is something of a 
God. Indeed, he says as much himself: “I was on a par with the Creator of the Universe 
there in the dark in the cocktail lounge” (Vonnegut 1991: 200). Just as a theist in this 
world will claim that she has two parents, but that she was also created by a God, it is 
presented as true, in the story of Breakfast of Champions, that Hoover and Trout had 
biological parents, but also that they were created by an all-powerful Vonnegut. When 
Vonnegut finally reveals himself to Trout, the scene is very much painted in the colors 
of a theophany. Vonnegut tells Trout the following: “I am a novelist, and I created you 
for use in my books” (Vonnegut 1991: 291).

On the basis of this, you could claim that T and U, whatever their actual truth values, 
are both true in the story. And since ‘FB(U)’ is true after all, so is the claim that 
FB(T&U). But, that doesn’t seem right to me. It’s still true, within the story, that Trout is 
a human being, made of flesh and blood. That much doesn’t stop being true once 
Vonnegut has revealed to Trout that he’s ‘just’ a character in his novels. It might be true 
in the fiction that Trout was created by God, if the theist is licensed to import her the-
ism into the story,11 but it isn’t true in the fiction that Kilgore Trout is merely a  fictional 
creation of a human author.

Imagine that God appeared to you in an overwhelming theophany. God says, “I have 
come to tell you that you are merely a figment of my imagination.” You thereby come to 
believe that you are nothing more than a figment of God’s imagination. Do you then 
stop believing that you’re a human being, made up of flesh and blood?12 Well, why 
would you? God isn’t imagining that you’re a table. God isn’t imagining that you’re a 
chair. God’s imagining that you are a human being, and therefore, within the story that 

10 Another route out of the puzzle—suggested by an anonymous referee—would be to say that ‘Kilgore 
Trout’ in sentence U doesn’t actually co-refer with ‘Kilgore Trout’ in T, and that ‘Dwayne Hoover’ in U 
doesn’t co-refer with ‘Dwayne Hoover’ in T. I hope to dismiss the idea that reference gets shifted by the 
application and removal of fictional operators in §4. Accordingly, I don’t think that this is a live route out 
of the puzzle.

11 For what it means to import into and export knowledge out of a fiction, see Gendler (2000).
12 In what follows, I assume that ‘you’ within God’s fiction has the same referent as ‘you’ outside of the 

fictional context. This assumption was flagged for me by an anonymous referee, but I maintain that the 
assumption is justified by the arguments I develop in §4, according to which reference isn’t shifted merely 
via the application and removal of fictional operators.
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he’s imagining, it is true that you are a human being. That doesn’t change upon your 
discovery that, outside of the story, you are merely fictional.

To find out that you are a fictional character, as Kilgore Trout discovers in the 
Breakfast of Champions, is to discover that what you had thought to be true simpliciter 
is merely true relative to the fiction you are part of. That is to say, to find out that you are 
living in a fiction is to find out that every sentence P that you had formerly taken to be 
non-fictionally true, might only actually be true relative to the fiction that you’re living 
in. You needn’t reject all of the things you thought you knew, out of hand, you merely 
need to apply a new operator to them—not the non-fictional operator, but the fictional 
operator. Your parents will still be your parents; your home will still be located where 
you think it is—within the fiction in which you now know you live.

As I have argued elsewhere (Lebens 2015), a fictional character should be primarily 
concerned with what’s true relative to his or her fiction. The true sentences that should 
matter most to a fictional character should generally be the sentences that are true 
within the scope of the relevant fictional operator. For instance, Sherlock Holmes 
needn’t be concerned that 221B Baker Street didn’t exist in the years his stories were 
set, since despite being non-fictionally true, that claim is false relative to his story. But, 
had it been true relative to his story, then it would have been urgently relevant to him: 
he would have had to find new lodgings. When Vonnegut tells Trout that he is a 
 fictional character, Trout still has more of a stake in whether it’s raining right now, in 
the story, than in whether it’s raining anywhere outside the story. If it’s raining right 
now, in the story, Trout might want to open an umbrella.

Bearing all of this in mind: Trout hasn’t been told that, in the story, he isn’t a human 
being with human concerns; a mere creation of a human author. He isn’t being told 
that FB(U). Rather, he’s merely been told that what’s true relative to his story isn’t the 
final word on the metaphysics of the matter, since what’s true relative to the story will 
often be false simpliciter. He’s being told that even though ‘FB(¬U)’ is true, this isn’t the 
final word on the matter, since ‘N(U)’ is also true. Again, Trout hasn’t been told that it’s 
false, in the story, that he’s a human being. Instead, he’s been offered a glimpse into 
some deeper reality than the one he lives his life within.

Even though Trout has a higher stake, in general, in fictional truths than in non-
fictional truths, there are going to be exceptions. Trout’s prayer to Vonnegut, at the end 
of the book, is simply this, “Make me young, make me young, make me young!” (1991: 
295). Since, if it became non-fictionally true that Vonnegut, in actual fact, outside any 
story, decided that Trout was to be forever young, then it would immediately become 
true, relative to the fiction, that Trout was forever young. What’s true in the fiction is 
wholly dependent upon what Vonnegut non-fictionally decides shall be true in the 
fiction. Trout’s prayer is rational. Trout, realizes that he has a tremendous stake in his 
fiction-relative truths, hence his request to be made young, rather than to be made a 
compelling character. Trout’s interest remains invested in his fictional life as a human 
being, and not in his non-fictional life as a fictional character. If God tells you that 
you’re a figment of his imagination, what would your prayer be? “Make it non-fictionally 
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true that I’m a poignant character in your dream,” or “within the story of your dream, 
give me health, wealth and happiness”?

And thus, I don’t think it right to say that T and U are both true within the story. U is 
false within the story, but in the story, Trout discovers that what’s true relative to his 
story, isn’t always, even in the story, non-fictionally true. In other words, the Breakfast 
of Champions fiction breaks (R1). Let V be the sentence ‘Kilgore Trout is a human 
being and not a fictional character.’ Even though it’s true that FB(V), contra (R1), this 
doesn’t entail that FB(N(V)). Indeed, what Kilgore Trout comes to learn, within the 
story itself, is that what’s true relative to the fiction is not automatically to be taken, 
even within the story itself, as non-fictionally true. The story also violates (R2). Even 
though it’s true that FB(V), contra (R2), this doesn’t entail that FB(¬FB(V)). On the 
 contrary, what Kilgore Trout comes to learn, within the story itself, is that he is merely 
a character in that story; a story that he has a tremendous stake in.

What I hope to have demonstrated in this section is that to discover that you’re a 
character in a story is also to discover that you’re in a story that violates (R1) and (R2).

4. Clark Kent and Superman
Lois Lane doesn’t know that Clark Kent is Superman. Let’s imagine that she writes a 
story about Superman and Clark. In the story, they fight for Lois’s affection. Let’s call 
the story that Lois writes, ‘L,’ for Loving Lois. It seems to me that the following claim is 
true: FL(Superman ≠ Clark Kent). This claim doesn’t conflict with the other true claim, 
which Lois doesn’t know, namely: N(Superman = Clark Kent). Relative to the fiction, 
L, you’d be wrong to think that Superman and Clark Kent are the same person, even if, 
outside of that fiction, they are the same person.

I’m assuming a direct reference theory of names, such that, if the sentence is true, 
‘Superman = Clark Kent’ expresses a proposition of the form a = a. And thus, I seem 
to be saying that, for a certain a, it’s true that FL(a ≠ a).13 But then, Loving Lois turns out 
to be a Gendler-type story, a story in which impossible things happen. Now, if you 
know that Superman and Clark Kent are one person, it might strike you that Loving 
Lois is a completely absurd story: how could Superman pick Clark Kent up, raising 
him above his own head, and throwing him out of a window, in a fit of jealous rage? 
A person can’t raise himself over his own head. And yet, it’s pretty easy for us to put 
ourselves in the position of a reader who doesn’t know that Superman and Clark Kent 
are the same person, and thus, it’s pretty easy for us to follow this story as not being at 
all absurd.

Gendler-type stories will generally strike their readers as strange. In her story, 
Goldbach’s Tower (2000: 67–8), a group of mathematicians prove Goldbach’s conjecture 
(that every even number is the sum of two primes). God disapproves of their audacity, and 

13 Forget for the moment that FL is a sentential operator, operating on sentences, rather than on 
propositions.
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punishes them by making 12 no longer the sum of 7 and 5. A righteous mathematician 
prays to God for mercy. God decides that he’ll restore 12 to being the sum of 7 and 5, 
only if 12 righteous mathematicians can be found. Unfortunately, they can find only 7 
righteous mathematicians in one city, and 5 in another. Before God’s edict, this would 
have been enough to overturn God’s edict, since 5 and 7 used to be 12. The case comes 
before Solomon the Wise. They have enough righteous mathematicians to overturn 
God’s edict, but only once God’s edict is overturned. What should they do? Solomon 
reaches a judicious compromise: from here on in, 12 will be both the sum of 5 and 7 
and not the sum of 5 and 7.

Gendler is right that we can follow a story like that. But surely it wears its absurdity 
on its sleeve more that Loving Lois. To say that Loving Lois is a Gendler-type story 
doesn’t do justice to the fact that it reads like a pretty normal story. It’s not a mind-
bender in quite the same way as Goldbach’s Tower is.

One way to respond would be to dump the direct reference theory. Accordingly, the 
sentence ‘Superman ≠ Clark Kent’ doesn’t express a proposition of the form a ≠ a. On 
that view, it would express a proposition more like, the name ‘Superman’ and the name 
‘Clark Kent’ do not co-refer. The proposition that a ≠ a is necessarily false. But the 
claim that two names happen not to co-refer is a contingent fact about a language. 
Dumping the direct reference theory can help us salvage Loving Lois. It isn’t a Gendler-
type story because the sentence ‘Superman ≠ Clark Kent’ doesn’t express any sort 
of  impossibility. But indirect theories of reference are generally thought to be bad 
 theories about how names work (see Kripke 1981).14

Another way to save Loving Lois from being classed as a Gendler-type story is to say 
that a name refers directly to its bearer, but under the scope of a fiction-operator its 
reference shifts. So, when I speak about Napoleon, my use of the name ‘Napoleon’ 
picks out its bearer, namely, the French general who was defeated at Waterloo. But, 
when I read a fiction about Napoleon, the name picks out a fictional character (what-
ever your metaphysics of fictional characters say that they might be)—albeit a fictional 
representation of Napoleon, but not Napoleon himself.

On this reading, ‘Superman ≠ Clark Kent’ might express a proposition of the form 
a ≠ a when uttered outside of the scope of Lois’s fictional operator. But her fiction creates 
(or discovers) two distinct fictional characters—one called ‘Superman’ and one called 
‘Clark.’ She thinks that her two characters are representations of two different real 
people, when, in fact, they are actually two distinct representations of the same person; 
but they are distinct. In the context of her fiction, ‘Superman ≠ Clark Kent’ expresses 

14 Of course, the meta-linguistic take on ‘Superman ≠ Clark Kent’ that I offer in this paragraph isn’t the 
only way to understand this sentence upon the rejection of a direct reference theory. It’s also true that non-
direct theories of reference have come on somewhat since Kripke’s attack on them (see Fara 2015). This isn’t 
the place for a book-length treatise on the philosophy of names. And thus, in the meantime, I think it fair 
to say that direct reference theories are still the most popular among philosophers (not that this entails 
their truth). I also think it fair to say that even the most powerful contemporary non-direct theories have 
to face some serious criticisms (see Leckie 2013), which to my mind make the direct theories worthy of 
their continued popularity.
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a proposition of the form a ≠ b. That proposition is true both in the fiction and 
outside of it. Lois’s story really is about two distinct characters, who just happen to be, 
unbeknownst to Lois, representations of the same non-fictional person.

This strategy comes at a cost. It’s intuitive to say that a story about Napoleon is about 
the French general himself. The story Anna Karenina is about a fictional woman. 
A  fiction about Napoleon, on the other hand, is about a non-fictional general. Our 
 current strategy dictates that non-fictional people and entities are never the subjects of 
a fiction. When I walk down Baker Street, I think to myself how this is the very street 
Sherlock Holmes fictionally lived upon. On the current strategy, that thought isn’t 
 literally true. Rather, I’m walking down a road that is represented by a fictional road, 
and it’s fictionally true that Sherlock Holmes lived upon that fictional road. When you 
say that your story is about Napoleon, you mean that it’s about a representation of 
Napoleon. But, why should the claim ‘a story is about Napoleon’ have a different ana-
lysis from the claim ‘a story is about Anna Karenina,’ such that the first claim is only 
indirectly true, whereas the second is directly true?

I think we should accept that fiction operators don’t shift the reference of names 
under their scope. If ‘Superman ≠ Clark Kent’ expresses a proposition of the form 
a ≠ a, it does so inside and outside a fiction operator. I therefore think that we should 
 simply accept that Loving Lois is a Gendler-type story after all. Accordingly, we should 
urge that this category has to be divided into subcategories. We can explain why 
Goldbach’s Tower strikes us as more of a mind-bender than Loving Lois. In both stories 
a restricted number of logically and metaphysically impossible propositions are 
 fictionally true. But here’s the salient difference: the story that Loving Lois tells us is 
epistemically possible, in a certain sense, even if it’s logically and metaphysically 
impossible. Goldbach’s Tower isn’t even epistemically possible in the limited way that 
Loving Lois is.

It’s generally regarded to be a consequence of direct reference theories (albeit a puz-
zling one) that there are some logical contradictions that a reasonable person can come 
to believe (see Kripke 1979). According to the direct reference theorist, the sentence 
‘Superman is strong and Clark Kent is not strong’ expresses a proposition of the form 
a is strong and a is not strong—an outright contradiction. But, a reasonable person 
could still come to believe such a proposition, as long as they don’t yet know that 
‘Superman’ and ‘Clark Kent’ co-refer. Reasonable agents are often mistaken about 
identity statements. We sometimes think that a = b only to discover that a ≠ b, and vice 
versa. So even though it’s true that true identity propositions are necessarily true, their 
falsehood often strikes us as epistemically possible, since we’ve often been wrong about 
identity statements in the past. So Loving Lois is a Gendler-type story, but it’s less of a 
mind-bender than some because its tale is epistemically possible, and thus belongs to 
a weaker subcategory of Gendler-type stories.

When I say that Loving Lois is epistemically possible, I’m not saying that for all we 
know it could be the case that something isn’t self-identical. Rather, I’m saying that for 
many identity claims, it can be a live epistemic option for us that we’re wrong about 
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them. It might be the case that were Superman to read the story himself, it would strike 
him to be equally as bizarre as Goldbach’s Tower, but that might just be because, for 
him, it isn’t an epistemic possibility that Superman ≠ Clark Kent.15 Epistemic possibil-
ity is agent relative, and thus whether a story is epistemically possible will also be 
agent relative. But we can still isolate a class of Gendler-type stories that we can call 
‘epistemically possible Gendler-tales,’ even if that class is defined relative to agents.

I want to bring two conclusions forward from this section. (1) In a wide  variety of 
epistemically possible Gendler-tales, a false identity or a false non-identity claim can 
be true, relative to the fiction, and (2) this gives us no reason to think that fictional 
operators are reference shifters.

5. Solving the Problem with the Sefirot
According to Hassidic idealism, the world we live in doesn’t exist outside of God’s mind. 
It’s all some kind of illusion. And yet, we can still talk about what’s true according to the 
illusion. For instance, it’s true, according to the illusion, that we’re human beings of flesh 
and blood, even if, outside of the illusion, it’s true to say that we’re merely figments of 
God’s imagination. This talk of being true according to an illusion has the same struc-
ture as talking under the scope of a fictional operator. No harm is done to Hassidic 
idealism if we present its central claim as follows. The world, and its history, is a story 
God is telling. What’s true relative to the story needn’t be true outside of the story.

Just as Vonnegut is a character in Breakfast of Champions, as well as being its author, 
God is a character in the story of this world, as well as being its author. Fictional 
 operators are not reference-shifting—so just as Vonnegut himself is a character in his 
story, God himself is a character in ours. We are God’s characters, and, if you believe in 
the verisimilitude of religious experience, we experience him in our lives, just as Trout 
experienced Vonnegut. But perhaps we meet God as more than one character in our 
story, even though outside the fiction, he is one God.

We have already seen how the following two claims can be true:

1. FL(Superman ≠ Clark Kent)
2. N(Superman = Clark Kent)

Nothing rules out the possibility that a similar thing could be true about God. Call the 
story of our world ‘W,’ and call the ten sefirot ‘s1’ through to ‘s10.’ Why can’t both of the 
following claims be true?

1. FW(s1, s2, s3, . . ., s10 are all distinct from one another)
2. N(s1=s2=s3 . . . =s10)

We witness God as ten distinct characters in our story, even though in actual fact there 
is only one God. We witness his mercy, and his anger, and we witness the conflict 

15 Thanks to Dean Zimmerman for this point.
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between the two, and we witness them as independent forces. In actual fact there’s only 
one thing there, even though it’s fictionally true that there are ten.

Vonnegut appeared to Trout and told him that he was setting him free. It was under-
stood by some readers that this was to be Vonnegut’s last novel (see Lehmann-Haupt 
1973), and thus, he came to set all of his characters free because he no longer had plans 
to use them in further works of fiction. Alternatively, he was merely retiring Trout, 
who had, until now, been a recurring character in Vonnegut’s work. In actual fact, 
Vonnegut continued to write stories, and they continued to contain Trout. Perhaps 
Vonnegut was of two minds. Part of him had wanted to retire his recurring character, 
or even to give up writing fiction altogether, and part of him didn’t. Imagine that he 
wanted to be a character in the story he was writing, and wanted to express, in the 
story, his conflicted feelings to Trout. So, with some audacity, I’m going to write a para-
graph that didn’t, but could have appeared in Breakfast of Champions (text in italics 
comes from the original (1991: 293), the rest is my own invention):

I wanted to set Trout free but there was a niggling voice in my head telling me that I wouldn’t be 
able to. I simply had too many stories still to tell. I split myself into two different people. This way 
I’d be able to express myself better. Kurt Vonnegut-1 said to Trout: “I am approaching my fiftieth 
birthday, Mr. Trout . . . I am cleansing and renewing myself for the very different sorts of years to 
come. Under similar spiritual conditions, Count Tolstoi freed his serfs, Thomas Jefferson freed his 
slaves. I am going to set at liberty all the literary characters who have served me so loyally during my 
writing career.”

“No you won’t!” said Vonnegut-2, “I won’t let you.”

And at that very moment, the two Vonneguts started fighting right in front of Kilgore’s 
 astonished eyes.

Why can’t an author insert himself into a novel as two people, in the novel, even though 
he’s only one person outside of the novel? I see no reason why this shouldn’t be possible. 
You could say that even in my shoddy rewrite of Breakfast of Champions, the two 
Vonneguts are still one person, despite my efforts to present them as two. And yet, they 
fight in front of Kilgore’s very eyes, so they certainly do seem to be two rather than one. 
You might think that they are two distinct avatars of the one Vonnegut, but I don’t see 
why we should be forced into saying that. Napoleon, and not an avatar of his, appears 
in fictions about him. Superman and Clark Kent are not avatars in Loving Lois. I don’t 
see why Vonnegut-1 and Vonnegut-2 should be avatars. They are fictionally two, even 
though they are actually one.

If the Kabbalists are telling us that they experience God, through the tradition or 
through religious experience, as ten distinct entities, then maybe, in the story that God 
tells, he himself is ten distinct entities. Against the Rashbash, I would claim that this 
isn’t polytheism, nor does it imply any real complexity in the Godhead as it exists 
beyond the fiction we live in. God might be ten distinct entities within the fiction, but 
in actual fact he is one. You might then claim I’m being disingenuous. I have already 
said that fictional characters have a greater stake in the truths of their fiction than in 
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what’s true beyond their fiction. So, the Rashbash’s charge can be rephrased. Hassidic 
idealism is claiming that in the fiction there are ten distinct divine entities; in the 
 fiction, polytheism is true. The fact that God is one beyond our fiction doesn’t save the 
Kabbalist if the fictional truths are the more important ones.

This criticism won’t stick. §3 concluded that a story in which the characters discover 
that they are fictional characters is a story that doesn’t abide by (R1) and (R2). Because 
(R1) is false, the fact that FW(s1, s2, s3, . . ., s10 are all distinct from one another) is quite 
consistent with the claim that FW(N(s1=s2=s3 . . . =s10)). In other words, even in the 
fiction itself, it’s non-fictionally true that all of the sefirot are one. Those confusing 
 passages in which the Kabbalists insist that despite being ten, the sefirot are really one, 
can now be rendered coherent. They could be recast as saying that according to the 
fiction we live in, there are ten sefirot, but also that, even according to the fiction we live 
in, it is non-fictionally the case that they are identical; and a mere fiction that God is 
many. The truths that are most relevant to us are the truths of the fiction we live in, but 
we know that the truth that is most relevant to God is the non-fictional truth, accord-
ing to which God is one. We therefore know that monotheism, rather than polytheism, 
gets to the core of God’s essence. And because the fictional operator doesn’t shift refer-
ence, when you pray to one of the sefirot, you are praying to God who is all of the 
 sefirot.16 Just as Trout has a stake in the non-fictional decisions of Vonnegut, we have a 
stake in the non-fictional decisions of the one and only God.

I have utilized Hassidic idealism to respond to the problem of the sefirot. I don’t 
know of any Hassidic thinker who ever did such a thing explicitly (though there 
may be such a thinker).17 My only claim is that they had the philosophical resources 
to do so. What emerges from this picture is that the world we live in is actually an 
 epistemically possible Gendler-tale. That means that certain impossible propositions 
are true in our actual world. If it’s non-fictionally true that all of the sefirot are identical, 
then they are necessarily identical, and if they are not identical in the fiction in which 
we live, then our fiction is an impossible fiction.

Here’s the thing: Jewish mysticsm often makes the claim that logic and reason breaks 
down when trying to talk about God. This view simply explains why. In Gendler-type 
stories some contradictions can be true, just as it’s true at the end of Goldbach’s Tower 
that 12 is both the sum of 5 and 7 and not the sum of 5 and 7. That doesn’t mean that 
contradictions have to abound in our world. They can be well contained. The true 
 contradictions can be reserved for talk about God and nothing else, just as the 
only contradictions that are true in Goldbach’s Tower have to do only with the numbers 
5, 7, and 12. Gendler-type stories can localize impossibility because the fictional operator 
isn’t closed under logical entailment. On this view, in our fiction, some impossibilities 
about God are true, but the rest of our world makes perfect sense.

16 This implies that the Rashbash is wrong to think that praying to the sefirot is no better than praying 
to angels.

17 Rabbi Eli Rubin has suggested to me that a similar line of thinking has been advocated by certain 
thinkers within the Lubavitch Hassidic tradition. I don’t have the space to assess that intriguing claim here.
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To rebut the Rashbash once more, I say that the view is resolutely monotheist 
because it recognizes that outside of our fiction God is one, and that even within our 
fiction it is non-fictionally true that God is one. Because we live in a story that violates 
(R2), it’s even true to say, in our fiction, that it’s merely fictionally true that God is ten; 
and we recognize that though we usually have a high stake in fictional truth, we have a 
very high stake in non-fictional theology. None of this need undermine the fact that we 
really, and veridically, experience one God as ten.

Incidentally, I think that a Christian who was also a Hassidic idealist, so to speak, would 
be able to give a metaphysical account of the Trinity along similar lines. The idea would be 
that God is identical to three characters in our story. This isn’t to commit what the 
Christians take to be the heresy of modalism because those three characters really 
are distinct entities, in this fiction. They are not ‘merely’ fictionally three when you 
realize that to be fictionally anything is what’s most important most of the time; the 
Christian claims to experience God, veridically and accurately, in this world, as three 
distinct people. The Hassidic Christian can endorse that this occurs.

You might accuse the Christian Hassid of not allowing God to be one in the world in 
which we live—giving rise to tritheism—but that’s also not right because our story 
violates (R1), so it’s even true in the fiction that God is non-fictionally one. And thus, 
you have an account of what it could mean to claim that God is one and three. Of 
course, defending the Trinity is not my agenda, nor was it the agenda of the Hassidim, 
but it demonstrates the power of the philosophical resources I’m trying to deploy. 
According to the Rashbash, the problem of the sefirot was worse than the problem with 
the Trinity. It shouldn’t surprise us if a response to the ‘worse’ problem can also solve 
the ‘easier’ one.18

I haven’t tried to convince you that the doctrine of the sefirot is true. I also haven’t 
tried to convince you that Hassidic idealism is true. I recognize that it throws up many 
new problems in its wake, and I recognize how incredible it sounds. I try to deflate 
many of those problems elsewhere (see Lebens 2015)—though I don’t even endorse 
the view there. I have tried to argue for the following claim: if you are a Hassidic  idealist, 

18 Carl Mosser raises the concern that to avoid modalism you have to make sure that God, in his very 
essence, is Triune, and the model that I have suggested doesn’t respect that fact. I’m not sure he’s right, since 
my model could allow a Christian idealist to say that it’s fictionally true that God is essentially Triune! 
The world then becomes an epistemically impossible Gendler-story. God is fictionally essentially triune; the 
three divine persons are fictionally distinct, but they are non-fictionally one, even in the fiction itself. Of 
course, much of this depends upon how the heresy of modalism is defined. Perhaps some Christians will 
find my solution on their behalf to be acceptable. As is often the case, even in Orthodox Christianity, a 
position is only heretical relative to a particular interpretation of the relevant councils and catechisms. 
I leave that up to them! Mosser is of the opinion that if this model doesn’t help Trinitarian theology, it might 
still be of interest to Christians for other reasons. Gregory Palamas developed a distinction between God’s 
essence and his energies. The essence is singular but the energies are plural. His critics accused him of 
polytheism, but he insisted that this is no polytheism because the energies relate to God’s essence much 
as  a  sunbeam relates to the sun. Palamas’s view eventually became the normative position for Eastern 
Orthodoxy. Perhaps what I say about the relationship between God and the sefirot will be of use to the 
Orthodox Christian wanting to defend Palamism and its distinction between God and his energies.
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then you have the resources to respond to the problem of the sefirot.19 You can explain 
how God can be one, and perfectly simple, and yet also be ten. This all works if you are, 
guided by Hassidic idealism, willing to dissect that claim and apply different sorts of 
fictional and non-fictional operators to its different parts. Hassidic idealism invites 
incredulous stares. It’s completely bizarre. That doesn’t make it false. The problem of 
the sefirot is just one of the many issues in the philosophy of religion that this bizarre 
outlook can actually help us to resolve.20
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Idealism has been a prominent philosophical view in Indian Buddhist thought since 
the fourth century ce. It was a topic of considerable debate for centuries amongst 
Buddhist and non-Buddhist philosophers in India and Tibet. It also had a significant 
influence on the intellectual culture of China and Japan. Much can be gained from 
contemporary engagement with these arguments. It has the potential to reveal cross-
cultural antecedents to contemporary views, new arguments that could be remobilized 
in current debates, and may challenge the presuppositions that frame Western discus-
sions of idealism by providing alternatives.

There are several ways to approach such a study. One approach is comparative: 
taking the Western philosophical tradition as one’s starting point and considering 
the extent to which Buddhist arguments might advance or depart from established 
views. While there are many potential benefits of this approach, it runs the risk of 
reading Western philosophical commitments into Buddhist thought rather than 
drawing a genuine comparison. There is also considerable debate on either side of 
the comparative divide about the nature and presuppositions of idealistic argu-
ments, issues which would need to be carefully addressed and potentially resolved 
for a genuine comparison.

This essay will take a more modest approach. It will survey some of the most influen-
tial Buddhist arguments in defense of idealism. It will begin by clarifying the central 
theses under dispute and will rationally reconstruct arguments from four major 
Buddhist figures in defense of some or all of these theses. It will engage arguments 
from Vasubandhu’s Viṃśikā (or Viṃśatikā)1 and Triṃśikā (or Triṃśatikā); Dignāga’s 
Ālambanaparīks ̣ā; the sahopalambhaniyama inference developed by Dharmakīrti; 
and Xuanzang’s logical argument that intrigued philosophers for centuries in China 
and Japan. As will be seen, the arguments themselves are often presented in the form of 
brief and sometimes obscure inferences or syllogisms. This essay will attempt to clarify 
what is being argued and motivate these arguments in terms of their presuppositions. 
These presuppositions range from views about the nature of mind and metaphysics to 

1 See Kano (2008) for reasons to prefer the title Viṃśikā.
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epistemology and logic. By making this context explicit, this essay will introduce 
central ideas in Buddhist philosophy and suggest ways in which they were mobilized 
in support of an idealist conclusion.

1. Preliminary Background
The historical Buddha arguably lived and taught in India somewhere between the sixth 
to fourth centuries bce. Philosophical debates about how best to articulate and defend 
the truth of his teachings reached their scholarly peak in India between the fourth and 
ninth centuries ce. These debates spanned issues in metaphysics, epistemology, the 
nature of mind and logic and resulted in a complicated and diverse array of philosophical 
positions. Later doxographers classified the major philosophical trends of this period 
into four Buddhist schools: Vaibhāṣika, Sautrāntika, Yogācāra, and Madhyamaka.2

Idealism is traditionally associated with Yogācāra, otherwise known as ‘Vijñānavāda’ 
(‘the doctrine of consciousness’) or ‘Cittamātra’ (the ‘mind-only’ school). ‘Idealism’ 
can stand for a range of philosophical positions, however, and there is much contem-
porary dispute about whether and in what sense Yogācāra arguments should be 
 conceived as idealist. In the Buddhist context, idealism is associated with (at least) 
three philosophical theses:

(T1) What we take to be external objects are merely appearances in conscious 
awareness.
(T2) Appearances in conscious awareness are mentally caused.
(T3) The mental cause of appearances is more fundamentally real than appearances.

An external object (bāhyārtha) is to be understood as something that exists in mind-
independent, physical reality. The Buddhist doctrine of ‘mind only’ was traditionally 
conceived to consist of all the above theses. It also took T1 to entail that external objects 
do not exist and T2 to entail that everything is mental. It was thus understood as a strong 
form of metaphysical idealism. There is both contemporary and historical dispute, 
however, about whether central Yogācāra arguments entail all of these theses (or, if only 
some, which ones) and whether they (were intended to) have these implications.

One source of contemporary dispute concerns T1. As we will see, all the Yogācārins 
surveyed accept T1. Without further qualification, however, T1 might seem to be con-
sistent with representational realism. Some contemporary scholars insist that this pos-
sibility is left open by the fact that some Yogācāra arguments for T1 are epistemological 
rather than metaphysical. As such, they demonstrate that external objects are unknow-
able but do not entail that they neither exist nor are causally related to appearances in 

2 Although I shall employ this doxographical terminology in this essay, current scholarship calls into 
question the distinctiveness of these schools, drawing out continuities in their philosophical commitments 
as well as a complex interplay of ideas amongst those so categorized. See Kritzer (2003), Arnold (2008), 
Gold (2015a).
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the mind.3 Others insist that epistemological arguments do, and were intended to, 
entail this metaphysical conclusion.4 Another source of dispute concerns the relation 
between T2 and T3. As we will see, while many Yogācārins articulate T2, they do not 
explicitly state T3. It was traditionally understood that, for Yogācāra, T2 entails T3.5 
Some contemporary scholars contest this entailment.6 There is also much dispute 
about which of these theses warrant the English term ‘idealist.’

It is impossible to navigate these disputes without first having some idea of the 
Buddhist arguments under discussion. However, it is difficult to articulate these argu-
ments without adopting some interpretative stance. Moreover, a thorough examination 
of the issues relevant to each argument could easily constitute the subject matter of a 
book (or two). This “modest” survey thus turns out to be not so modest. Nevertheless, it 
would be helpful for those interested in Buddhist forms of idealist arguments to have 
some overview of the central arguments as a starting point.

To navigate these issues, this essay will adopt the following methodology. It will 
rationally reconstruct Buddhist arguments that were traditionally understood as 
defending idealism and will consider the extent to which they can be read as accepting 
and arguing for T1–T3. It will set aside the question of which of these theses best 
deserves to be called ‘idealist’ but will treat Buddhist mind-only metaphysical ideal-
ism as the conjunction of all three.

2. Vasubandhu’s Idealism: An Articulation and Defense
Vasubandhu (fl. c.360) was one of the most influential philosophical figures in the 
development of Buddhist scholarship, contributing seminal texts to three Buddhist 
scholarly traditions.7 His Twenty Verses and Autocommentary (Viṃśikā & Vṛtti), Thirty 
Verses (Triṃśikā) and the Three-Natures Treatise (Trisvabhāvanirdeśa) are some of the 
most important Yogācāra texts.8 The Twenty Verses, in particular, was traditionally 
read as providing seminal arguments for idealism. It opens with the following verse:

3 See Hayes (1988), Oetke (1992), and Lusthaus (2002).
4 This will need to be nuanced. See section 4 on Dharmakīrti.
5 Tibetan Madhyamaka philosophers were particularly insistent on this point. Madhyamaka is the 

main philosophical rival to Yogācāra. According to the Mādhyamika Candrakīrti, all existence is mind-
dependent in the sense that entities only ever exist conventionally (saṃvr ̣tisat) and it is the mind that 
produces conceptual or conventional designations. From this perspective, both Yogācāra and Madhyamaka 
agree that objects only ever have mind-dependent ontological status and thus both accept T2. However, 
Tibetan Madhyamaka thinkers frequently insisted on the Yogācāra acceptance and Madhyamaka denial of 
T3 as a point of differentiation. See Tillemans (2007: 65). There is reason to think, however, that the dis-
tinction between Madhyamaka and Yogācāra may not be so neatly drawn. See Garfield and Westerhoff 
(2015) for a recent philosophical discussion.

6 See Gold (2015a, b).   7 See note 2.
8 English translations of all three texts can be found in Anacker (1998) and Kochumuttom (1982); 

English translations of both the Twenty Verses and the Three-Natures Treatise can be found in Tola and 
Dragonetti (2004), and an English translation of the Three-Natures Treatise alone can be found in Tola 
and Dragonetti (1983), Wood (1991), and Garfield (2002).
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All this is mere appearance of consciousness
Because of the appearance of non-existent objects
Just as a man with an eye disease
Sees non-existent hairs (Viṃś.1)9

The first line straightforwardly states T1. Everything we take to exist in mind-
independent reality10 is to be understood as a mere appearance in conscious awareness, 
just as we understand the distorted images seen by someone with an eye disease to 
be merely appearances in their conscious awareness. The verse also suggests that we 
should treat external objects as unreal or non-existent in the same sense in which these 
distorted images are treated as non-existent.11

What are Vasubandhu’s arguments for this view? His most well-known argument is 
found in Viṃś.11–15 where he attempts to disprove the possibility of external objects. 
His realist opponents took a mereological approach to ontology. The orthodox Hindu 
school of Nyāya-Vaiśeṣika maintained that wholes exist in addition to the unified col-
lection of their parts. Buddhist Vaibhāṣika and Sautrāntika were atomistic nominalists 
and insisted that while the basic atomic constituents of aggregations are real, their 
aggregation is not.12 Vasubandhu argues against each mereological possibility as a way 
of accounting for the objects in our sensory experience. This is meant to substantiate 
T1 as the best (and only remaining) alternative.

A version of this metaphysical argument is revisited by Dignāga and so I shall delay 
its discussion until section 3. My discussion of Vasubandhu will instead focus on his 
responses to three initial objections as well as his innovative three-nature analysis of 
conscious experience. Vasubandhu’s responses to these objections are not yet attempts 
to prove T1 but merely show its viability because not disproved. They are significant, 
however, in drawing out his commitment to T2. His three-nature analysis, moreover, 
draws out important Buddhist ideas about the nature of mind which raise interesting 
issues concerning T3.

The first objection concerns how T1 can account for the spatio-temporal dimen-
sions of experience. If (e.g.) color is not caused by contact with an external object, 
how does one account for the regularity with which it arises in certain times and 
places and not arbitrarily everywhere? The second objection concerns how it can 
account for the intersubjectivity of experience. What explains the fact that most 
people do not experience the distorted images seen by someone with an eye disorder. 

9 There is some dispute about how best to translate this first verse. Some variants can be found in Gold 
(2015a, b), Garfield (2002: 157), Anacker (1998: 161), Kochumuttom (1982: 260), and Kellner and Taber 
(2014: 735). The latter query whether this verse was actually written by Vasubandhu or whether it is a 
summary of the first section of Vasubandhu’s Autocommentary.

10 In Viṃś.1 vṛ.1, Vasubandhu clarifies that ‘all this’ refers to what belongs to the “three worlds”. The 
three worlds are the three states into which Buddhist believe living beings may be reborn, where this is 
understood to exhaustively constitute the entire universe.

11 What exactly that sense is will be discussed later.
12 For a discussion of the differences between Vaibhāṣika and Sautrāntika see Williams (1981), Gethin 

(1998), Ronkin (2005, 2014).
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According to the realist, these images count as illusory relative to the normal sense 
perception of those with undistorted vision, who have similar experiences when 
placed in similar circumstances. How can an idealist account for this similarity and 
difference? The third objection concerns the efficacy of our experiences in relation to 
actions and their subsequent effects. In waking life, seeing water and feeling thirst can 
prompt an agent to drink and subsequently feel satiated. How can this be explained 
within an idealist framework? (Viṃś.2).

Vasubandhu responds to the first objection by pointing out that these same regularities 
can hold in dreams. It is not the case that (e.g.) colors experienced in dreams appear at 
all times and everywhere (Viṃś.2 vṛ.2). If a blue wren appears in a dream, the blue of its 
feathers typically remains on its feathers as it flits here and there and there. Later in the 
argument the realist opponent proposes that such regularity is conditioned on the rec-
ollection of some prior sense experience of an external object (Viṃś.17). Vasubandhu 
responds by arguing that appeal to memory does not prove the existence of an external 
object as the recollected experience could itself have been merely an appearance in con-
scious awareness (Viṃś.17 vṛ.17). This is not meant to prove that waking experience is a 
dream. Rather, since dreams (which the opponent is assumed to agree are mentally 
caused mental phenomena) have the properties cited in the objection, the presence of 
these properties in waking experience does not prove that their bearers must be caused 
by external objects. The objection thus fails to disprove T1.

Vasubandhu’s response to the second objection is more obscure and involves refer-
ence to pretas or hungry ghosts. Pretas are unfortunate beings which experience and 
are insatiably compelled to consume what they take to be rivers filled with pus, excre-
ment, and urine. Their similarity of experience is explained in terms of the similarity of 
their karma; it is the karmic fruit of similar past negative actions. If one denies the laws 
of karma, this reason will not be compelling. But, even if accepted, it would not be 
decisive as Vasubandhu’s realist opponent also accepts the laws of karma but insists 
that its fruit is the result of events and objects in a mind-independent reality with 
which the agent previously interacted. Vasubandhu provides an argument from sim-
plicity against this view.13 Since his opponent agrees that karma causes events that alter 
the consciousness of pretas, why not just allow that karma alters their consciousness? 
What need is there to posit additional elements? (Viṃś.6–7 vṛ 6). To appreciate this 
argument we need to understand something about karma. In his Commentary on the 
Treasury of the Abhidharma (Abhidharmakośabhāṣya), Vasubandhu tells us that 
karma is tied to intentions or volitions for action, which are psychological states 
(AKBh 4.1). Intentions are said to produce karmic seeds or latent dispositions that are 
both stored in and made manifest by an underlying mode of consciousness known as 
the store-consciousness (ālayavijñāna). When conditions ‘ripen,’ these seeds bear 
their karmic fruit in the form of conscious experiences of various kinds. This much 

13 Siderits calls this the ‘Principle of Lightness’ (2007: 157). Gold (2015b) identifies it as an application 
of Occam’s razor.
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was accepted in the context of this debate. Vasubandhu’s point is that all of the relevant 
components of karma (its seeds, fruit, and operative cause) are either mental phenom-
ena or explicable in terms of mind. Since there is no need to posit an external reality 
to explain the function of karma, it should not be introduced into its explanation. 
Since the function of karma explains the similarity of experience amongst pretas and, 
by analogy, experiential similarities and differences amongst ordinary experiencers, 
there is no need to posit an external reality to explain these facts and thus one 
should not introduce it into one’s explanation.14 This implies a commitment to T2. 
Appearances in conscious awareness are mentally caused.

According to the third objection, appearances in waking experience relate to 
action in a way that those in dreams do not. There is a question-begging and non-
question-begging way to pose this objection. The former is as the claim that appear-
ances of (e.g.) water in waking experience, unlike those in dreams, causally 
contribute to an agent performing actions (e.g., drinking water) that alter external 
reality (e.g., reduces the quantity of water) and cause new experiences (e.g., satiation). 
Vasubandhu provides a similarly question-begging reply, citing the case of ejacu-
lated semen as the result of an erotic dream (vr ̣.4). A non-question-begging way to 
pose this objection might be to insist that there is a regularity in the appearances of 
(e.g.) water, of oneself as drinking, of a reduced visible quantity of water and of a 
feeling of satiation which can only be explained by reference to a corresponding 
external reality. Vasubandhu’s response to this form of the objection is the same as to 
the first; such regularity can also be found in dreams and, thus, appeal to regularity 
does not disprove T1 (Viṃś.4).

Vasubandhu does not aim to prove that sensory experience is a form of dreaming 
but uses the example of dreams to disprove objections to T1. However, as we have seen, 
the opening verse claims that we should treat sensory experience like the visual illu-
sions of someone with an eye disorder. Visual illusions are similar to dreams insofar as 
both are mental phenomena. They are importantly distinct, however. Appearances in 
dreams are taken to be real from the perspective of the dreamer (Viṃś.17). The visual 
illusions seen by someone with an eye defect, however, are considered by them to be 
unreal or ‘non-existent.’ Vasubandhu suggests that we should treat sensory experi-
ences as similarly ‘non-existent.’ What is the relevant sense of ‘non-existent’ in this 
case and against what is it measured? To understand this, it is helpful to consider 
Vasubandhu’s innovative ‘three-nature’ analysis of conscious experience advanced in 
his Three-Nature Treatise.

According to this analysis, all conscious experience has three natures: an imagined 
nature (parikalpita-svabhāva), a dependent nature (paratantra-svabhāva), and a 
perfected nature (parinis ̣panna-svabhāva). The imagined nature is the common-
sense way in which we understand our sensory experience; i.e. as the apprehension 

14 See Siderits (2007: 157), Arnold (2012: 31, 178).
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of external objects in mind-independent reality.15 Vasubandhu emphasizes that 
there are two aspects to this experience: an objective aspect (an object or situation 
which is experienced) and a subjective aspect (the experiencing of that object). We 
ordinarily and pre-reflectively take both aspects to correspond to real entities in 
mind-independent reality. We consider there to be a substantively real self that is 
interacting with a mind-independent external reality. According to Vasubandhu, 
however, we are mistaken in both respects.

That we are mistaken about the reality of self in addition to external objects might 
come as a bit of a surprise. This idea draws on the Buddhist doctrine of no-self 
(anātman). To deny the existence of self (ātman) is to deny that there is an enduring 
substance, wholly present from moment to moment, that exists separate from and as 
the owner of events in conscious awareness. Ātman is also thought to be the essential 
nature of individual persons and the referent of proper names. A central motif of 
Buddhist thought is to deny that such an entity exists. To deny that there is a self, in this 
sense, evidently leaves open the possibility of alternative conceptions of self. It also 
creates pressure to provide alternative explanations of that for which it is posited as 
explananda. These issues drive much Buddhist philosophical debate. For Vasubandhu, 
at least some elements of this notion of ātman are present in our common-sense 
understanding of sensory experience. We ordinarily and pre-reflectively assume that 
there is a perceiver who perceives objects and to whom perceptions appear. We also 
consider this perceiver to be ourselves. These assumptions are mistaken.

The fact of this mistake is revealed by our understanding the dependent nature of 
experience; namely, that both the objective and subjective aspects of ordinary experi-
ences are merely appearances in, and constructions of, the mind. What we take to be 
ourselves, the experiencer of experiences, is merely a subjective aspect of the experiences 
themselves. While these aspects of experience are real qua qualities of experiential 
states (our ordinary experiences really do have objective and subjective aspects) they 
are unreal qua elements of a mind-independent reality. The perfected nature consists 
in a thorough-understanding that the dual (subjective-objective) aspects of our ordin-
ary experience are merely constructions out of an underlying mode of consciousness 
which, itself, is empty of subject-object duality.16

Now, there is a lot going on here and much to be said. But certain features of this 
threefold analysis of experience are relevant to our discussion. Vasubandhu appeals to 
this analysis in his Thirty Verses to elaborate T1 and T2.17 For instance:

15 There are several forms of imagined nature (parikalpitasvabhāva) discussed in the Yogācāra school. 
I  present one of two predominant characterizations. The other concerns the common-sense view that 
words refer to their referents in virtue of the referents’ own nature (svabhāva). See Tillemans (2007: 55).

16 For discussions of Vasubandhu’s three-nature theory, see Garfield (2002: Chapters 6–8), Gold (2015a, b), 
Kochumuttom (1982).

17 This need not imply that the three-nature theory, as presented in TSN, either presupposes or was 
intended to substantiate these theses. See Kochumuttom (1982), Lusthaus (2002), and Garfield (2015a, b) 
who argue that TSN is best read as a form of phenomenology.
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Depending on the conditions available, the five sense-consciousnesses,
Together or separately, originate in the root consciousness,
Just as waves originate on water (Triṃś.15)
This alteration of consciousness is just the distinction [between subject and object];
What is thus distinguished [as subject and object], does not exist
Therefore this is all mere appearance of consciousness (Triṃś.17)

The last sentence in this verse mirrors the opening line of Vasubandhu’s Twenty Verses. 
The three-nature analysis also helps clarify the relevant sense of ‘all’ in this initial claim. 
It refers not merely to what we take to be external objects in our conscious experience 
but also to what we take to be a real, perceiving self. Both are to be considered mere 
appearances in conscious experience.

While we have good reason to think that Vasubandhu accepts T1 and T2, he does 
not assert T3. To count as a ‘mind only’ metaphysical idealist he needs to accept all 
three theses. Whether he accepts or presupposes T3 turns on how one understands the 
underlying mode of consciousness. Vasubandhu’s three-nature analysis was tradition-
ally read as the view that external objects and real selves are conventionally unreal (they 
are false constructions to be rejected), the objective and subjective aspects of experi-
ence are conventionally real (they are genuine appearances constructed by mind), but 
the underlying mode of consciousness which constructs these appearances has a more 
fundamental or ultimate reality. Thus T3. However, Vasubandhu also claims that the 
perfected nature is empty of all subject-object duality and, as such, is ‘inconceivable’ 
(Triṃś.29). Some argue from this that it is not possible to conceive and thereby accept 
T3 from the ultimate perspective of perfected nature. It is thus inferred that in the final 
analysis Vasubandhu is not a ‘mind-only’ metaphysical idealist.18

3. Dignāga’s Ālambanaparīksạ̄
Dignāga (c.480–540 ce) was one of the initial formulators of Buddhist logic and made 
important contributions to the study of epistemology, perception, language, and mind. 
Alongside the writings of Vasubandhu, Dignāga’s Ālambanaparīks ̣ā is a central 
Yogācāra text.19 Here, Dignāga argues against the possibility of external objects as 
understood by his Buddhist realist opponents, the Sautrāntika, and advances T1 as the 
best (and only remaining) alternative.

The Sautrāntika defend a nominalist atomistic ontology according to which 
ordinary material objects (e.g., pots, cups, persons) are to be understood as aggrega-
tions of more basic atomic constituents. While the basic atomic constituents are con-
sidered to be real, their aggregation is not. Of the various criteria that are offered to 
establish this position, the most important is causal efficacy. Whatever causal efficacy 

18 See Gold (2015a, b).
19 An English translation and commentary of the Ālambanaparīksạ̄ can be found in Tola and Dragonetti 

(1983) and Duckworth et al. (forthcoming).
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we (conventionally) attribute to wholes is thought to be entirely reducible to that of 
its (ultimately real) parts.

Dignāga’s argument turns on the requirements for something to count as an ‘object’ 
(ālambana) of a conscious mental state. Dignāga, along with his Sautrāntika opponents, 
assumes that two criteria must be satisfied. First, the object must be causally related to 
our conscious mental state. Second, it must resemble the appearance in or content of 
that state. Dignāga’s first move is to demonstrate that these criteria cannot both be 
 satisfied by Sautrāntika realism.

There are two initial possibilities available to a Sautrāntika to satisfy these criteria; 
namely, that the object of consciousness is either some basic atomic constituent or an 
aggregation thereof. Dignāga argues against both possibilities. Against the view that 
the objects of consciousness are basic atoms, Dignāga argues

Even if the atoms were the cause of the cognition through the senses,
Since the cognition does not appear under the form of those [atoms]
The atoms are not the object of that [cognition]
In the same way that the sense-organs [are not] (Ālam.1a–d)20

Although the Sautrāntika allow atoms to be causally related to conscious experience, 
they do not appear in conscious awareness. What we experience are (e.g.) pots, cups, 
and persons, not their atomic constituents.21 Thus, atoms may satisfy the criterion of 
causal efficacy but not the criterion of resemblance. In this sense they are analogous to 
our sense-organs; both condition our experience but do not appear in its content.

Against the view that the object of consciousness is an aggregation of atoms, 
Dignāga argues:

That [appearance of an aggregate] does not arise from that [i.e. an aggregate] because it [the 
aggregate] does not exist as something real, in the same way as a second moon [does not 
exist as something real]. Thus, in both cases, [something] external cannot be the object of 
consciousness (Ālam.2a–d)

While an aggregation of atoms (in the form of a pot or cup, etc.) can appear as the con-
tent of a conscious mental state, it is not causally related to this state because, according 
to the Sautrāntika, aggregates are unreal and unreal things cannot cause anything. 
Aggregates are like a second moon perceived by someone with an eye defect; both 
appear in conscious awareness but do not really exist and so cannot have produced this 
state.22 Aggregates thus satisfy the criterion of resemblance but not the criterion of 

20 Translation from Tola and Dragonetti (1983).
21 Vasubandhu similarly denies that the “object is experienced . . . as many single atoms” (Viṃś.11) for 

the reason that “single atoms are not apprehended” (vṛ.11).
22 This argument seems to allow the possibility of atomic aggregation but denies its ontological status. 

Vasubandhu argues against the possibility of aggregating atomic constituents. This is a complex argument. 
One of its opening moves involves denying the conceptual possibility of impartite atoms conjoining into 
spatially extended objects for the reason that it would problematically presuppose that atoms have distinct 
‘sides’ (i.e. one atom joining to the ‘left side,’ another joining to the ‘right side’), where a side is a part 
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causal efficacy. Since atoms and their aggregations are the only possibilities admitted 
by his realist opponent, Dignāga (sub) concludes that external objects are not the 
objects of consciousness.

One might object that this argument unduly restricts the explanatory options 
available to the Sautrāntika (or atomic realists more generally). Dignāga considers a 
further possibility: namely, that atoms can jointly produce a representation or image 
in conscious awareness. That is, while the image resembles the aggregation (thus 
satisfying the second criterion), it is explicable by the individual causal contributions 
of its many atomic constituents (thus satisfying the first criterion). The fact that 
‘ atomicity’ does not appear as the content of the experience, moreover, can be 
explained in the same way that solidity does not; i.e. it exists but is not perceptible 
(Ālam.3a–d). Against this view, Dignāga argues that it wouldn’t allow for the pro-
duction of different images in conscious awareness (e.g. as of a pot or as of a cup) 
given that these distinct objects would be caused by the same kind of atoms 
(Ālam.4a–b). Moreover, he insists it would be inadequate for the realist to respond 
by grounding this distinction in differences in the size and shape of these objects 
because those aspects of the object are themselves reducible constructs of more basic 
atoms, which are uniformly identical (Ālam.4c–d, 5a–b).

These arguments attempt to undermine the idea that sensory experience is 
explicable by a correspondence to external objects in mind-independent reality. 
Dignāga offers T1 as an alternative. The objects of mental states are simply the appear-
ances in consciousness, the content of mental states, which appear as external but do 
not actually lie outside of the mind (Ālam.6a–c).23 How does this satisfy the two criteria 
for objects of conscious experience endorsed by Dignāga? And is there any reason to 
think that Dignāga also affirms T2 or T3?

These questions are difficult to answer. It seems that, for Dignāga, the criterion of 
resemblance is satisfied by the fact that an appearance in conscious experience resem-
bles itself. The criterion of causal efficacy, however, is much harder to satisfy. As his 
opponent complains, how can the content of a conscious mental state cause that state? 
(Ālam.vr ̣. 21). Dignāga offers two responses. First, it is a cause in the sense of being a 
defining characteristic and thus a necessarily concomitant part of the conscious men-
tal state (Ālam.7a). Consciousness depends on appearances or content to the extent 
that, without them, it would not count as consciousness (considered to be true by 
definition).24 Second, the appearances in consciousness may (also) be considered the 
actualized fruit of latent karmic dispositions that were produced by prior mental 
states with the same content (Ālam.7b). This second explanation satisfies both of 
Dignāga’s criteria for an object of consciousness insofar as the appearance in con-
sciousness resembles the content of the state on which it (indirectly) causally depends; 

(Viṃś.12 vṛ.12). Detailed studies of this argument can be found in Kapstein (2001) and Siderits (2007). 
See Gold (2015a) for a helpful summary.

23 See Matilal (1974: 145) and Tillemans (2007: 61).   24 See Arnold (2012: 27).
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indirectly, because the appearance actualizes a latent disposition that was caused by 
this original mental state. This demonstrates a commitment to T2 but Dignāga does 
not go so far as to assert T3.25

4. Dharmakīrti’s Sahopalambhaniyama Inference
Dharmakīrti (c.600–60 ce) was Dignāga’s most famous successor and, together, 
they are responsible for the Buddhist tradition of epistemology and logic known as 
Pramān ̣avāda. This school provoked some of the most systematic and important 
philosophical debates in ancient India on the nature of metaphysics, mind, language, 
and logic, and it decisively shaped the course of Mahāyāna Buddhist thought.26 The 
third chapter of Dharmakīrti’s Commentary on Epistemology (Pramāṇavārttika) is 
traditionally read as both articulating and defending a form of idealism. His concep-
tion of the thesis to be proved is most concisely stated in Ascertainment of Epistemology 
(Pramāṇaviniścaya):

[Apart from consciousness itself] there is nothing else which is experienced by the mind. Nor 
does the [mind] have any other experience. As there is nothing apprehended and no appre-
hender, it is the [mind] itself which illuminates itself (Pvin. 1, k.38)27

Dharmakīrti here asserts commitment to T1. The idea that there is ‘nothing appre-
hended and no apprehender’ echoes ideas earlier discussed in the writings of 
Vasubandhu; namely, that there is no substantively real self that perceives a mind-
independent external reality. Both the perceiving (subject) and the perceived (object) 
are simply appearances in conscious experience. The idea that ‘the mind illuminates 
itself,’ however, reflects an original thesis introduced by Dignāga; namely, that con-
scious mental states ‘self-illuminate’ or are ‘self-aware’ (svasaṃvedana or svasaṃvitti).

There is much contemporary interest in the idea of self-awareness but no uniformity 
in how it is best understood.28 Some read it as Dignāga’s way of characterizing and defend-
ing the idea that a subjective-aspect is a necessary constituent of ordinary  consciousness.29 
On this view, to say that a mental state is self-aware is just to say that it necessarily 
involves both an experienced object and the experiencing of that object. This can be under-
stood in one of two ways; either as qualifying the object-aspect (i.e., to be an object of 
consciousness, the object must be experienced or illuminated)30 or as an awareness of 
both the experienced object and the experiencing of it. Dignāga’s view is arguably closer 
to the latter. Like a lamp that illuminates itself at the same time as it illuminates other 
things, Dignāga maintains that there are ‘three factors’ to conscious mental states: the 

25 For an alternative characterization of the criterion and upshot of this argument, see Duckworth et al. 
(2016).

26 See Tillemans (2011).   27 Translation from Tillemans (2007: fn. 131).
28 See Williams (2000), Ganeri (1999, 2012), Yao (2005), Arnold (2005), Garfield (2006), MacKenzie 

(2007, 2008), Kellner (2010, 2011b), Thompson (2011), Coseru (2012).
29 See Kellner (2010, 2011a).
30 This view is often attributed to Śāntarakṣita, who takes svasaṃvedana to be the criterion for sentience.
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subject-aspect (illuminating), the object-aspect (illuminated), and awareness of both.31 
This might mean either that the experienced object and the experiencing of it are both 
apparent in the experience (a phenomenological claim) and/or it involves an additional 
understanding that the experienced and experiencing are both mere aspects of the 
mind (a metaphysical claim).32 The latter resonates with Vasubandhu’s dependent nature 
of conscious experience. It also points toward the position Dharmakīrti will defend.

Dharmakīrti’s most well-known idealist argument turns on this notion of self-
awareness. It has come to be known as the sahopalambhaniyama inference because it 
argues from the ‘necessity’ (niyama) of things only ever being experienced ‘together’ 
(saha) with ‘experience’ (upalamba). The inference is neatly summarized as follows:

Blue and the consciousness of blue are not different, because they must always be apprehended 
together (Pvin.1.54ab)33

Or, in a longer variant:

Because [something blue] is not apprehended without the additional qualification of con-
sciousness, [and] because [blue] is apprehended when this [qualification of consciousness] is 
apprehended, consciousness [itself] has the appearance of blue. There is no external object by 
itself. (PV 3.335)34

There are at least two ways to read this inference, which correspond to two ways of 
understanding self-awareness. According to the first reading, one is never aware of 
blue other than being aware or conscious of it; one never apprehends an apprehended 
object other than by apprehending it. To establish that the experienced object and the 
experiencing of it are distinct, one would need a case where they are perceived apart. 
But there is no such case. Thus, the appearance of blue is just the content of a con-
scious state and is not distinct from it.35 According to the second reading, one is never 
aware of blue without also being aware of being aware of it; one never apprehends an 

31 See Dignāga PS 1.10:
Whatever the form in which it [viz. the cognition] appears, that [form] is [recognized as] 
the object of cognition (prameya). The means of cognition (pramāṇa) and [the cognition 
which is] its result (phala) are respectively the form of subject [in the cognition] and the 
cognition cognizing itself. Therefore, these three [factors of cognition] are not separate 
from one another (Hattori trans. 1968: 29).

32 See Hattori (1968: 46):
The idea that ālayavijñāna or store-consciousness appears or manifests itself (ābhāti, 
pratibhāti, avabhāti, khyāti) as both the apparent subject (sva-ābhāsa= grāhaka) and the 
apparent object (artha-ābhāsa = grāhya) is met elsewhere in Vijñanavāda treatises and we 
need not explain it here. It is clear that Dignāga established his theory of knowledge on the 
ground of the Vijñanavāda philosophy, although he does not use the term ālayavijñāna. The 
theory of self-cognition (svasamvit) which marks the specific feature of his theory of direct 
knowledge is understandable only on the basis of the Vijñānavāda doctrine.

33 sahopalambhaniyamād abhedo nīlataddhiyuh ̣/translation from Tillemans (2011: n. 33).
34 Translation from Taber (2010: 291). Yet another version of this argument can be found in PV 3.388–91, 

English translation of which can be found in Matilal (1974: 159–60).
35 See Chatterjee (1987: 45–8), Arnold (2012: 175).
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apprehended object without also apprehending its apprehension. From this we can 
conclude that the object and its apprehension are the same insofar as they are invari-
antly  concomitant aspects of mind or awareness.

There is much controversy about this inference. Buddhist and non-Buddhist 
opponents considered it to be a fallacious attempt to derive a metaphysical conclusion 
from phenomenological facts. While it might be true that external objects cannot be 
apprehended other than in an act of apprehension, it does not follow that they only 
exist when apprehended or cannot exist unapprehended. The inference was thus often 
read as a failed attempt to establish T1.

A more charitable reading of this inference is as an epistemological argument 
with  metaphysical implications. Dharmakīrti was an epistemological empiricist. 
Accordingly, for a metaphysical claim to be warranted it must be epistemically estab-
lished. If there is no legitimate epistemic way to establish the existence of some object, 
claims of its existence can be denied. Following Dignāga, Dharmakīrti considered 
there to be only two legitimate epistemic means (pramāṇa) of establishing the truth of 
a claim: perception (pratyakṣa) and inference (anumāna). For the reasons given above, 
the mind-independent existence of external objects cannot be established perceptually. 
However, it also cannot be established inferentially because we would need some 
 perceptual evidence of their mind-independent existence to serve as the supporting 
reason for the inference. But, again, for the reasons offered above, this perceptual 
evidence cannot be provided. Since there is no other legitimate epistemic way to estab-
lish the truth of this claim, it can be denied.36

Some read Dharmakīrti as not, himself, making any metaphysical claims but simply 
demonstrating that there are no good epistemic reasons to deny T1 in favor of  realism.37 
This strategy is evident in his response to the problem of other minds.38 To accept the 
existence of other minds would seem to deny T1. But if it is denied, some account needs 
to be provided for how it is that we conceive of other minds. If we cannot form such 
a conception, how can we cultivate compassion for others?39 How can we make sense 
of the idea of a Buddha teaching his disciples?40 According to Ratnakīrti, other minds 
cannot be established from an idealist perspective and thus the idea of their existence 
must be rejected.41 Dharmakīrti argues against this view. In Proof of Other Minds 
(Santānāntarasiddhi), he contends that the existence of other minds is only ever epistem-
ically established by means of inference. He argues, however, that the evidence for this 
inference is the same for the realist and idealist alike; namely, appearances of bodily, 

36 Kellner and Taber (2014) give reasons to think that Dharmakīrti may not, himself, have taken this last 
step as it involves inferring a negative fact (the non-existence of external objects) from unknowability and 
Dharmakīrti did not consider unknowability to be a legitimate epistemic means of establishing truth or 
existence—while it might be reason to negate treating something as existent, by introducing doubt, 
unknowability does not, thereby, establish non-existence. If this is right, then this epistemic argument, at best, 
undermines the realist claim that external objects do exist mind-independently but it cannot establish that 
they do not exist mind-independently (and, for that reason, must be merely appearances in consciousness).

37 See Arnold (2008).   38 See Inami (2001).   39 See Ganeri (2012: 202).
40 See Finnigan (2011a, b).
41 See Ratnakīrti’s Santānāntaradūs ̣aṇa (English translation in Kajiyama (1965)). Inami (2001).
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verbal behavior in conscious awareness.42 The idea that these appearances are caused by 
(unobserved) mental events of ‘another mind’ is inferred by analogy to the regularity we 
observe between the mental states and actions we attribute to ‘ourselves.’ But on what 
basis do we distinguish those actions which are our own from that of another? According 
to Dharmakīrti, this distinction is inferred from the relation between verbal, behavioral, 
and bodily appearances. Those verbal and behavioral appearances we take to be our own 
actions are typically conjoined with those appearances we take to be of our body, whereas 
those we attribute to others are typically not.43 The evidence for inferring other minds is 
thus the same for the realist and idealist alike (i.e. objects in conscious awareness) and so 
the fact that we conceive of other minds need not undermine commitment to T1.44

5. Xuanzang’s Logical Argument for Idealism
Xuanzang (玄奘, c.602–64) was a Chinese Buddhist monk who famously pilgrimaged 
to India during the period between Dignāga and Dharmakīrti to study Yogācāra 
Buddhist philosophy.45 In a debate in Kanyakubja (modern-day Kanauj in Uttar 
Pradesh, India) Xuanzang delivered his own proof of idealism. This proof was unre-
futed in the context of the debate and, although extremely obscure, was assumed to be 
correct.46 Interest in this proof waned in China but it continued to puzzle Japanese 
scholars for centuries. Its obscurity has led some recent scholars to suppose, “Xuanzang 
himself did not understand Indian logic”47 and to judge his inference “perilously near 
to being nonsense.”48 Shinya Moriyama translates it as follows:

Thesis: From the ultimate viewpoint, commonly accepted colors and forms (i.e. 
 visual objects) are not separate from visual consciousness
Reason: Because while being included in the first three [of the eighteen elements] 
that we too accept they are not included in the sense of vision
Example: Like the visual consciousness49

42 See Dharmakīrti SS 5.2–6: “Observing that the appearance of our bodily and verbal actions is pre-
ceded by our minds, we infer the existence of other minds from the appearance of other persons’ bodily 
and verbal actions” (citation from Inami 2001: 466).

43 However, as Inami (2001: 467) points out:
Dharmakīrti notes that such a difference is not fundamental. There can be some exceptions. 

For example, although the movement of the stone cast by us and the movement of another 
person shaken by us appear as separated from our own body, they are caused by our own inten-
tions. Therefore, Dharmakīrti concludes that whether the actions are separated from our own 
body or not is not a crucial factor in inferring other minds.

See Dharmakīrti SS 15.1–17.
44 Ratnakīrti is surely correct, however, to deny the plausibility of this inference from the ultimate 

 perspective, which is held to be empty of all subject-object duality. See Inami (2001: 472).
45 See Makeham (2014: 8).
46 See Waley (1952: 64–5), Franco (2005: 201, n. 34): “The point, however, is not that nobody dared to 

contradict Xuanzang but that his inference was perfectly correct.”
47 See Nakamura (1958) as translated by Shinya Moriyama in Franco (2005: 202).
48 See Waley (1952: 64).
49 大師立唯識比量云：眞故極成色不離於眼識宗,自許初三攝 眼所不攝故因, 猶如眼識喩 (YRZLS 

T44:1840.115b25–6). Translation cited in Franco (2005: 205) with modifications from Moriyama 
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Xuanzang’s inference can be read as an attempt to prove T1. At its core is an argument 
that visual objects are not distinct from (and thus are nothing but) visual conscious-
ness because they are not included in the sense of vision, like visual consciousness. 
This has the following logical structure:

A is not distinct from B
Because it is not C
Like B

It is not difficult to see why some scholars judged this inference to be nonsense. On a 
simplified reading, it is equivalent to inferring that a philosopher is a banana because 
she is not a pyjama, like a banana. Why should we accept the reason for the thesis? And 
how do the qualifications and example contribute to the argument (what do they mean 
and how do they support the thesis)?

Eli Franco (2005) offers an ingenious explanation of this argument, which draws 
on, and attributes to Xuanzang, a highly sophisticated understanding of Dignāga’s 
conception of logic. While Franco concludes by demonstrating that Xuanzang’s 
inference was in fact refuted by the Korean Patriarch Wōnhyo (618–86), his recon-
struction helpfully draws out central features of Buddhist logic and its relationship 
to  idealism. To understand it, we need some grasp of Dignāga’s triple condition 
(trairūpya) theory of inferential reasoning and the Buddha’s eighteen-element com-
positional analysis of persons.

As mentioned earlier, Dignāga and Dharmakīrti maintained that there were only 
two legitimate epistemic means of establishing the truth of a claim: perception and 
inference. For Dignāga, an inference is a cognitive process whereby a new cognition 
arises from an initial cognition taken as a reason.50 A classic example is that of inferring 
the presence of fire on a mountain from the observation of smoke. The presence of 
smoke is here taken as a reason (hetu) to suppose that the subject (paks ̣a) ‘mountain’ 
has the property to be proved (sādhya): ‘fire.’ For the presence of smoke to count as a 
good reason for this thesis it must satisfy three conditions.51 First, it must be ascer-
tained as present with or possessed by the subject of the inference. In this case, smoke 
must be observed on the mountain. Second, the reason must be ascertained as present 
with or possessed by those things (other than the subject) that possess the property to 
be proved. That is, if we group together all of the things that we know have or involve 
fire, at least one of these things must have or involve smoke. A classic example from 
this group is of a (wood-burning) kitchen. Third, the reason must not be ascertained as 

(2014: 143). The original Chinese is documented in Kuji’s Yinming ru zhengli lun shu and cited in 
Moriyama (2014).

50 According to Katsura (1983: 540), Dignāga’s logic stands precisely at a point in time between thinking 
of inference as an inductive process, aimed at discovering the relationship between a cause and its result, 
and Dharmakīrti’s consideration of inference as a logical analysis of the result of such a process. It should 
be thus understood as a form of abduction rather than deduction. For a discussion of Dharmakīrti’s views 
on the trairūpya, see Tillemans (1999, 2005, 2011), Tanaka (2013).

51 My characterization of Dignāga’s trairūpya follows Katsura (2005, 1983) and Hayes (1988: 146–9).
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present with or possessed by those things that lack the property to be proved. If we 
group together all of the things that we know do not have or involve fire, none of those 
things have or involve smoke. A classic example is of a misty lake.

For Dignāga, an inference can thus be understood to exhaustively divide the uni-
verse into three parts: a group of things known to possess the property to be proved, a 
group of things known not to possess this property, and the subject of the inference, 
“about which there is some doubt because we do not yet know whether it possesses this 
property or not” (Franco 2005: 207). An inference is ‘valid’ if the reason offered for the 
thesis satisfies the above three conditions.

Xuanzang’s thesis is that visual objects are not distinct from visual consciousness. 
The subject of the thesis is ‘visual objects’ and the property to be proved is ‘being not 
distinct from visual consciousness.’ The reason Xuanzang offers, however, is obscure; 
i.e., ‘not being (included in) the sense of vision.’ To evaluate whether this is a good rea-
son, we must divide the universe into those elements known to possess the property to 
be proved and ascertain whether at least one of them also possesses the reason. 
Moreover, of those things that lack the property to be proved, we must also determine 
that they lack the reason.

What are the relevant elements for logical division in this case? They are the eight-
een elements (dhātus) which, according to the Buddha, exhaustively compose a 
 person. These elements are organized in terms of the five sense faculties (plus a men-
tal faculty), with their corresponding objects and forms of consciousness. Following 
Franco, it is helpful to numerically list them as follows:

The subject of Xuanzang’s thesis (‘visual objects’) is element D2 in this analysis. The 
property to be proved (‘being not distinct from visual consciousness’) is equivalent to 
‘being not distinct from D3.’ And the reason (‘not being included in the sense of vision’) 
can be understood as ‘not being D1’ (which is equivalent to ‘being D2–18’). Understood 
in this way, Franco reconstructs Xuanzang’s argument as:

D2 is not distinct from D3 because it is not D1.52

As Franco points out, however, this inference is invalid because, without some qualifi-
cation, the reason fails to satisfy Dignāga’s third condition. It satisfies the first because 
D2 has the property of ‘not being D1.’ It satisfies the second because of all the things 

52 Or, more precisely, D2 is not distinct from D3 because it is not included in D1.

[dhātu-D1] sense of vision [D2] visible objects [D3] visual consciousness
[D4] sense of hearing [D5] sounds [D6] auditory consciousness
[D7] sense of smell [D8] odors [D9] olfactory consciousness
[D10] sense of taste [D11] flavors [D12] gustatory consciousness
[D13] sense of touch [D14] tangibles [D15] tactile consciousness
[D16] sense of mind/thought [D17] mind/thought objects [D18] mind-consciousness
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known to be ‘not distinct from D3,’ the only member of this set aside from the subject 
(i.e., D3), has the property of ‘not being D1.’53 The reason fails the third condition, 
however. It is not the case that, of all those things known not to be ‘not distinct 
from D3’ (i.e., D1, 4–18) they all lack the property of ‘not being D1.’ This property is 
possessed by D4–18.

Xuanzang’s reason does come with a qualification, however; namely, “while being 
included in the first three [of the eighteen elements] that we too accept . . .” In a sense, 
Xuanzang is simply making the point that, like his opponent, he accepts that visible 
objects and visual consciousness are ‘visual’ (the sphere composed by the first three 
elements in the Buddha’s compositional analysis). However, as Franco points out, this 
qualification makes a logical difference.54 It introduces a second property into the 
reason that qualifies the first; namely, that of ‘not being D1 but included in D1–3.’ 
The inference can thus be reformulated as:

D2 is not distinct from D3 because it is not D1 but is included in D1–355

As Franco demonstrates, this reformulated inference is valid because the qualified 
reason satisfies Dignāga’s triple condition. The first is satisfied because D2 has the 
property of ‘not being D1 but included in D1–3.’ The second is satisfied because, of all 
the things known to be ‘not distinct from D3,’ the only member of this set aside from 
the subject (i.e., D3), has the property of ‘not being D1 but included in D1–3.’ And the 
third is satisfied because, of all those things known not to be ‘not distinct from D3’ 
(i.e., D1, 4–18) they all lack the property of ‘not being D1 but included in D1–3.’

Xuanzang’s inference for idealism is thus valid by the lights of Dignāgean logic. 
Should we accept it and thus agree that visual objects are not separate from visual con-
sciousness (in the strong sense that implies T1)? There are reasons to be suspicious. As 
indicated earlier, the logical structure of Xuanzang’s inference allows for absurd con-
clusions. Moreover, its validity seems to turn entirely on exploiting the tripartite struc-
ture presupposed by Dignāgean logic.

To see this, consider a world with only three classes of things: philosophers, bananas, 
and pyjamas. In such a world, the first of Dignāga’s conditions is satisfied because the 
subject (i.e., a philosopher) has the property of ‘not being a pyjama.’ The second is 
satisfied because, of all the things known to be ‘not distinct from a banana,’ the only 
member of this set other than the subject (i.e., a banana), has the property of ‘not being 
a pyjama.’ And the third is satisfied because the things known not to be ‘not distinct 
from a banana’ other than the subject (i.e., pyjamas), also lack the property of ‘not 

53 That Franco’s analysis is correct is implied by the fact that D3 (‘visual consciousness’) is the example 
that Xuanzang himself offers to support his inference.

54 See Franco (2005: 208): “It is a conspicuous feature of the Indian syllogism that the reason is usually 
expressed in the form of a single property. If two properties are needed, the second property is expressed 
in the form of a qualification of the first property.”

55 Or, more precisely, D2 is not distinct from D3 because it is not included in D1 but is included in D1–3.
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being a pyjama.’ A philosopher is thus not distinct from a banana. However, by this 
very same reasoning I can also prove that a banana is not distinct from a pyjama 
because it is not a philosopher and, from these two proofs, I can derive the claim that a 
philosopher both is and is not distinct from a banana.56

As Franco interestingly points out, Xuanzang’s Buddhist realist opponent cannot 
appeal to the fact of such transposition as a reason to refute Xuanzang. This is because 
any rearrangement of the three elements contained in his inference only serves to 
 reinforce his idealism. It tautologously follows from the fact that visual objects are not 
 distinct from visual consciousness that visual consciousness is not distinct from visual 
objects. And to say that the visual sense is not distinct from visual consciousness (or 
visual objects) because it is not a visual object (or visual consciousness) would just 
show that they are nothing but the (karmic) seeds of (the visual objects in) visual con-
sciousness, which implies T2. The Buddhist opponent also cannot deny the restriction 
that allows for this transposition (and thus for the validity of the inference) because 
they also accept that visual objects and visual consciousness are within the visual 
sphere as constituted by the first three elements in the Buddha’s compositional 
analysis.

Franco closes his discussion, however, by reconstructing a challenge from Wōnhyo 
which uses the same logic as Xuanzang but transposes the relevant elements to prove the 
opposite thesis. Rather than directly refuting Xuanzang’s inference (by proving its 
invalidity), Franco takes Wōnhyo to annul it by establishing the converse and thereby 
generating a contradiction.57 Moriyama translates Wōnhyo’s counterargument as follows:

From the ultimate view, colour and form (i.e. visual objects), which are well known among the 
people, are separate from visual consciousness.

Because while being included in the first three [dhātus] that [we] accept, they are not included 
in visual consciousness, like the sense of vision.58

At its core is an argument that visual objects are distinct from visual consciousness 
because they are not visual consciousness, like the sense of vision. This argument can 
be read tautologously (A is not B because it is not B, like C) or more substantively (A is 
separate from B because it is not included “by the Buddha in his enumeration of the 
18-fold elements”59 in B, like C). Either way, the reasons respectively satisfy Dignāga’s 

56 Of course, we do not live in such a world and so, in actuality, the final criterion of these inferences fails 
(it is not the case that everything that is not a banana is not not a pyjama). The absurd conclusion thus does 
not necessarily follow from Dignāgean logic but rather from enforcing a restriction in the classification of 
existent things in a way that exploits its tripartite structure. Later Buddhist thinkers (Dharmakīrti most 
famously) revised this structure, insisting instead on a bipartite universe in which the subject of the infer-
ence is included in the class of things that possess the property to be proved.

57 According to Franco, Wōnhyo’s argument strategy is that of viruddhāvyabhicārin (antinomial reason), 
“i.e. construing a contradictory inference whose reason also fulfils the three conditions” (2005: 212). 
Xuanzang’s student, Kuji, sought to deny that Wōnhyo successfully provided a viruddhāvyabhicārin refuta-
tion. His reasons, however, are not particularly convincing. See Moriyama (2014).

58 Translation cited in Franco (2005: 212).   59 See Franco (2005: 212).
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triple condition for inferential validity and thus Wōnhyo’s counterargument against 
Xuanzang’s inference for idealism is valid.60

6. Conclusion
This essay has intellectually surveyed some of the most influential Buddhist arguments 
in defense of idealism. It has refrained from speculating on comparative similarities 
with Western philosophical views or from offering critical commentary. These are 
important and substantive tasks, but ones which presuppose an initial introduction to 
the relevant ideas and arguments. The aim of this essay has been to provide a broad 
overview which can enable further philosophical inquiry. It identified a range of theses 
as potential candidates for the title ‘idealism’ and a range of argument strategies and 
methodologies for establishing these theses. These strategies included:

• arguments from simplicity: against the need to posit external objects
• inferences to the best explanation: having eliminated alternative explanations of 

sensory experience which appeal to external objects
• epistemological arguments: either inferring the falsity of the realist conception 

of external objects from unknowability or demonstrating isomorphism in realist 
and idealist evidential assumptions

• logical arguments: demonstrating that an idealist conclusion can be validly inferred 
within a particular logical system.

Whether or not one finds these arguments convincing will crucially depend on what one 
thinks of their presuppositions about the nature of mind, metaphysics, epistemology, 
and logic. While these ideas are assumed by the arguments presented in this essay, they 
are rigorously defended elsewhere. It must also not be forgotten that these ideas and 
their arguments were also vigorously opposed by both Buddhist and non-Buddhist 
 philosophers. Idealism is but one philosophical trend in the Buddhist intellectual tradition. 
This essay has provided an overview of some of the central Buddhist arguments in 
defense of idealism, as traditionally understood. While it is beyond the scope of this essay 
to survey the lively philosophical dialectic that emerged in response to these arguments, 
it is hoped that this essay may stimulate sufficient interest to inspire further inquiry.61

Abbreviations
AKBh Abhidharmakośabhāṣya of Vasubandhu
Ālam. Ālambanaparīkṣā of Dignāga

60 If Franco is right, then my derivation that a philosopher both is and is not a banana can be similarly 
understood as a viruddhāvyabhicārin (antinomial reason) for rejecting the analogous proofs.

61 I would like to thank Dan Arnold, Jay Garfield, Jonathan Gold, Shinya Moriyama, Tom Tillemans and 
the editors of this book for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this essay.
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PS Pramāṇasamuccaya of Dignāga
PV Pramāṇavārttika of Dharmakīrti
Pvin. Pramāṇaviniścaya of Dharmakīrti
SS Santānāntarasiddhi of Dharmakīrti
Triṃś. Triṃśikā of Vasubandhu
TSN Trisvabhāvanirdeśa of Vasubandhu
Viṃś. Viṃśikā of Vasubandhu
Viṃś. vṛ. Viṃśikā vṛtti of Vasubandhu
YRZLS Yinming ru zhengli lun shu (因明入正理論疏) of Kuiji (窺基)
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As Democritus used to say, [composite objects] exist by convention, not by nature.

Leibniz to De Volder, June 20, 17031

One of the central questions of mereology—the theory of parts and wholes—is what 
Peter van Inwagen has dubbed the ‘Special Composition Question’: “in what circum-
stances do things add up to or compose something? When does unity arise out of 
plurality?” (van Inwagen 1990: 31). Van Inwagen distinguishes between “moderate” 
answers to this question, which say that composition occurs sometimes, and “extreme” 
answers which say that composition occurs always (mereological universalism) or 
never (mereological nihilism). Common sense clearly takes a moderate approach, but 
philosophers have found serious difficulties with moderate answers to the Special 
Com position Question, and especially with those answers that seek to approximate 
common sense.

In this essay, I defend a classical solution to this problem: “it is the mind that maketh 
each thing to be one” (Berkeley [1744] 1948–57: §356).2 According to this view, which 
I call ‘mereological idealism,’ it is when a plurality is unified in thought under a concept 
that a unified whole comes to exist. After explaining the view in more detail, I show 
how it escapes three standard arguments against common-sense answers to the Special 
Composition Question.3

1 Lodge 2013: 264–5, translation modified.
2 Berkeley is quoting Aristotle De Anima, Γ6 430b5–6. Context makes clear that Berkeley does mean 

this quote as an endorsement of mereological idealism but Aristotle does not. (Aristotle is talking about the 
mind’s activity in unifying the subject and predicate into a judgment.) In other work, I defend the attribu-
tion of different versions of the view I here dub ‘mereological idealism’ to Berkeley (Pearce 2017: ch. 6) and 
Leibniz (Pearce 2016b). Other plausible candidates for mereological idealists in the history of Western 
philosophy include Kant, William James, and C. I. Lewis.

3 Koistinen and Repo 2002 have previously suggested that treating ordinary objects as Leibnizian/Kantian 
phenomena could solve the problem of the many. To be clear, in classifying mereological idealism among 
the common-sense answers, I am not claiming that common sense endorses mereological idealism; I am 
only claiming that mereological idealism is consistent with common-sense judgments about what composite 
objects there are.

12
Mereological Idealism

Kenneth L. Pearce
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1. Mereological Idealism Explained
1.1 The Unifying Power of Thought

Pretheoretically, we are all inclined to affirm that my desk is a really existing composite 
object. The desk, being of the IKEA variety, may have come into existence when 
I assembled the parts in the appropriate arrangement. On the other hand, we are not 
pretheoretically inclined to recognize the existence of an object composed of my 
left ear and the Eiffel Tower.

One might at first think that this is because my left ear is far away from and/or not 
attached to the Eiffel Tower, but in fact (as is well known) we do not intuitively treat 
attachment as a sufficient condition for composition, and it is doubtful whether we 
even consistently treat it as a necessary condition. Suppose I put on a sweater. I put my 
arms and head through the holes, thereby “fastening” the sweater to myself in pretty 
much the same way the pieces of the desk are fastened together, yet I do not thereby 
create a composite object made up of myself and the sweater (cf. van Inwagen 1990: §6). 
Attachment is therefore not sufficient for composition.

The case of the desk casts doubt on the necessity of attachment for composition, for 
there is some evidence that plain language regards the desk as existing prior to 
assembly. After all, IKEA markets its product as a desk (some assembly required), and 
not as a collection of desk parts or a build-your-own-desk kit. This suggests that, at 
least according to IKEA, the desk existed before I put it together.

There is one very obvious difference between my desk and the alleged object 
composed of my left ear and the Eiffel Tower: the former object falls under a sortal 
concept we possess and the latter does not (cf. Lewis 1986: 213). Accordingly we (in 
thought) group the desk pieces together into a unified object and call it ‘desk.’ According 
to mereological idealism, it is this fact that explains why the desk parts form a whole 
while my left ear and the Eiffel Tower do not.

My thought of the desk is a singular representation. That representation is, however, 
of or about what, independently of my thought, is a multitude of objects, or perhaps an 
undifferentiated stuff. It is the concept desk, under which those things or that stuff 
fall(s), that is responsible for the unity of my representation.4 This is no different from 
the way we can deploy the concept crowd to construct a singular representation of a 
multitude of humans. When a mind has a unified representation that is of or about 
many objects, I say that those objects are co-apprehended by that mind in that repre-
sentation. According to mereological idealism, it is the co-apprehension of the 

4 In what follows, I assume for simplicity an ontology of mereological atoms. The adaptation of my view 
to a stuff ontology or a priority monist ontology, where the mind would be understood as carving objects 
out of the world rather than building them up from parts, is relatively straightforward. Andrew Jaeger 
and Trenton Merricks asked about the compatibility of this approach with a ‘gunky’ ontology—i.e., one on 
which every object, no matter how small, has proper parts. Mereological idealism is compatible with 
such an ontology if, but only if, there are infinitely many unifying acts of apprehension, covering every 
level of composition.
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desk-parts under the concept desk that is responsible for the existence of the desk. This 
is true not only for artifacts like the desk, but for composite objects of every kind.

1.2 Thinking Things into Being?

Mereological idealism is neutral regarding the nature of the fundamental reality that is 
put together, or carved up, into composite objects. Accordingly, it is compatible with, 
but does not presuppose, fundamental idealism, the view that all of fundamental 
reality is mental.5 Still, mereological idealism is clearly a form of idealism: it is an 
idealism about composite objects. According to mereological idealism, composite 
objects owe their existence to the thoughts that are about them.

The robustly idealistic nature of this thesis gives rise to a dilemma. On the one hand, 
if our mental activity is responsible for the real existence of composite objects, this 
would seem to give us bizarre, almost magical, powers, apparently including instant-
aneous action at a distance. On the other hand, if our mental activity doesn’t create 
really existing objects (but only objects “existing” in some weak sense, like fictionalia), 
then mereological idealism collapses into eliminativism, the view that (many) familiar 
objects do not really exist. In fact, this dilemma is a false one, for the mereological 
idealist can hold that our mental activity creates really existing objects without 
attributing any spooky powers to us. Explaining how this can be so will help us to clar-
ify exactly how minds create composite objects.

Suppose I look up into the sky and see a particular pattern of white against the blue 
background and classify it as a cloud. Suppose further that no one had previously 
seen this particular cloud. It seems that the mereological idealist is claiming that 
simply by looking up into the sky and deploying the concept cloud I do something to 
those water molecules such that they come to form a cloud. Yet it is quite implausible to 
suppose that, merely by sitting on the ground and thinking, I could act on the water 
molecules in this way and create an object in the sky.

I respond that in the described scenario I do indeed do something to the water 
molecules, but only in an extremely weak sense of the phrase ‘do something to.’ What 
I do to the water molecules is think about them. I do not in any way alter the quantity 
or configuration of matter and energy in that cloud-shaped region of the universe. I 
don’t transmit a magic “thought signal” to the cloud. I simply think about it, and the 
thinking all happens here, in my head. Being thought of is a classic example of what 
traditional (pre-Fregean) logicians called an extrinsic denomination: although it is a 
predicate applied to the water molecules, the applicability of the predicate does not 
depend at all on the intrinsic state of those molecules (see Arnauld and Nicole [1662] 
1996: 32). To use a more recent bit of jargon, when the molecules begin to be thought of 
by me they undergo a mere Cambridge change (see Geach 1969: 71–2).

5 Thus on the mereological idealist reading of Berkeley, the fundamental reality from which composites 
are constructed is the sequence of individual ideas had by individual perceivers, and on the mereological 
idealist reading of Leibniz the fundamental reality is the infinity of (mind-like) monads. (See above, note 2.)
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If, however, my co-apprehension of the water molecules under my concept cloud 
brings about no intrinsic change in the water molecules how can it bring it about that 
the molecules compose a cloud? It can do this by adding the last requisite for the exist-
ence of a cloud: a thinking being who applies the concept cloud to that plurality. The 
concept cloud is (roughly) the concept of a white, gray, or black fluffy-looking object in 
the sky. If some form of content externalism is true, then perhaps the concept cloud 
includes the underlying physical reality (relations among water molecules) that gives 
rise to these directly observable features.6 The real existence of the cloud is due partly 
to the employment of the concept cloud by thinkers and partly to the arrangement of 
water molecules in such a way that the concept is properly applied. When I apprehend 
the molecules under the concept cloud, the second requisite, the arrangement of 
molecules, is already in place. I add the first requisite, the employment of the concept 
cloud, and thereby bring it about that a cloud composed of those molecules exists.

In fact, this kind of creation of objects is not so exotic as it might first appear. There 
is independent reason to suppose that dependence on human conventions is a wide-
spread feature of ordinary objects. Thus, for instance, the existence of a statue depends 
on its relation to the art world and the existence of a flag or a dollar bill depends on 
various political arrangements. Further, these objects are arguably distinct from the 
pre-existing material from which they are constituted so that their very existence 
depends on our conventions (see Baker 2000: ch. 2; 2007: 32–66). If this is the right way 
of thinking about statues and other artworks, then the dependence on convention for 
“found object” art will be very similar to what I have said about the cloud. The artist 
creates the artwork without making any intrinsic alteration to the underlying material 
(the found object). She may change the object’s position, or cause a plaque with a title 
to be placed in front of it, but even these things are not strictly necessary to create the 
artwork. What is required is that the artist somehow brings about an alteration in 
how people consider the object. Once the object comes to be appropriately related to 
the human social practice of art, the object constitutes an artwork, and an artwork 
(distinct from the pre-existing object) thereby begins to exist.7

Dean Zimmerman complains that theories of artifacts of this sort commit us to 
implausible instances of “speaking things into being” (Zimmerman 2002: 333–5).8 
What I am suggesting is that we can and should embrace this sort of thinking (not 
speaking) things into being, not only for artifacts, but for composite objects in general. 
Our ability to influence what there is by means of our thought is not some sort of 
spooky, supernatural power we have; it stems from the fact that the co-apprehension of 
the constituent parts is a metaphysically necessary condition for the existence of a 
composite object.

6 Something like this happens in Leibniz’s version of mereological idealism. It is, however, not due to 
content externalism, but rather to unconscious representation. Again, see Pearce 2016b.

7 For further discussion of this type of case, see Korman 2010: §7.
8 For Baker’s response, see Baker 2007: 43–4.
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It might be thought that, if this power really is not spooky, then the objects thereby 
created must exist only in our minds.9 If ‘in our minds’ means ‘dependent on our 
minds’ then obviously I agree. However, objects that are mind-dependent in this way 
may nevertheless be located in external space and time, as statues, flags, and artworks 
clearly are. Indeed, even imaginary objects may be located in external space and time: 
if a child playing in the yard says ‘that tree is the wizard’s tower,’ then the child’s 
imaginary wizard’s tower is located where the tree is. Objects that are “in our minds” in 
the sense of depending on our thought for their existence and nature may nevertheless 
be located in objective, external space and time.

1.3 Existence and Reality

Mereological idealism does not involve belief in magical powers. Just as our conven-
tions, intentions, and ways of thinking can create money and endow it with economic 
powers, or create statues and endow them with aesthetic powers, so our ways of 
thinking create composite objects more generally. This can be done, in each case, 
without intrinsic alteration to the constituent parts, and hence without acting on them 
in any robust sense. It might be thought, however, that precisely because these objects 
can be created without any intrinsic alteration to the pre-existing reality from which 
they are composed, we have fallen on the other horn of the dilemma, denying the real 
existence of composite objects.

Here the mereological idealist, like idealists of other sorts, will be well advised to 
give a somewhat deflationary analysis of real existence. However, if the analysis is 
too deflationary we will overshoot our target and fall into mereological universalism, 
the view that any arbitrary collection of objects composes a whole. The answer I favor 
is as follows.

First, existence is cheap. Everything exists.10 There is a certain fictional detective 
named ‘Holmes’ and there are some objects accepted by the mereological universalist 
and rejected by the mereological idealist (cf. Schaffer 2009: §2.1). In order to accept 
this last claim while (consistently) taking the side of the mereological idealist, it is 
necessary to attach some significance to the word ‘real’ in the phrase ‘real existence.’ In 
other words, we must say that only some of those things that exist are real, and the 
 additional entities posited by the universalist are not real.11

Philosophers sometimes use the word ‘real’ to mean ‘mind-independent.’ It is in this 
sense that realism contrasts with idealism. On this interpretation of ‘reality,’ I do indeed 
deny the reality of composite objects like desks. I do not find this troubling, since this is 
a technical philosophical use of ‘real’/‘reality’ and not a plain language one.

9 I thank an anonymous reader for raising this point.
10 I do not distinguish between being and existence, though I will momentarily distinguish between 

existence and reality. Perhaps some philosophers will prefer instead to reserve ‘existence’ for what I call ‘real 
existence’ and use the term ‘being’ for what I call ‘existence.’ This is merely terminological.

11 This kind of distinction between existence and reality is employed by both Berkeley and Leibniz. For 
Berkeley, see Pearce 2017: 117–21. For Leibniz, see Pearce 2016b: §3.
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Our ordinary concept of reality has its home in the distinction between dreams, 
hallucinations, and sensory illusions, on the one side, and ordinary waking perceptions 
on the other. It is equally at home in the distinction between fictional and non-fictional 
narratives, and the objects therein. Similarly, real contrasts with imaginary.

The distinction we mark out by our concept reality has empirical and pragmatic 
significance. When you tell a child ‘ghosts aren’t real,’ the point is that she shouldn’t 
expect to see any ghosts, and she needn’t be afraid of them or take precautions against 
them. Of course there’s a perfectly ordinary sense in which there are ghosts—Casper is 
one and Marley is another. But the ghosts are only on TV and in storybooks. None of 
the ghosts is real, so you can be assured that none of them will (really) float into your 
bedroom at night.

We ordinarily assume that this distinction also has metaphysical significance. In 
navigating the world, in forming predictions and expectations about experience, we 
give a sort of privilege to the real which we deny to the dreamed, hallucinated, illusory, 
or fictitious. We ordinarily suppose that the reason for the success of this strategy is 
that the objects we label ‘real’ are somehow more objective or fundamental and less 
dependent on the peculiarities of a single individual than those we regard as unreal.

Many of the relevant criteria here come in degrees, and in fact in different contexts 
we draw the distinction between the real and the unreal in different places. For 
instance, in a context where the possibility that I may be dreaming or hallucinating is 
salient, a rainbow I am seeing may be described as ‘real’ if a normal waking human 
observer in my situation would see it. In another context, we may say that rainbows 
generally are merely optical illusions and not real objects.

The mereological idealist can maintain that ordinary objects are in the ordinary 
sense real while the universalist’s exotica are imaginary. Undeniably, the concepts 
whereby ordinary objects are unified are concepts we in fact use to navigate the world, 
they are useful for predicting experience and guiding action, and they are not peculiar 
to one individual. Furthermore, although almost everyone admits that these plain lan-
guage concepts are to some degree arbitrary and non-joint-carving, mereological 
idealism does nothing to undermine our pretheoretical confidence that they allow us 
to track fundamental reality better than we would if we replaced them with concepts 
corresponding to the universalist’s exotic objects. We can also distinguish between 
those cases in which the concepts are tracking the underlying reality correctly (the 
constituents are actually related as the concepts require) from those in which the 
application of the concept is incorrect, and call only the former ‘real.’

Mereological idealism is the view that composite objects exist because their con-
stituent parts are co-apprehended by a mind under a concept. This is indeed a way of 
affirming—not denying—the existence of such objects. In the philosophical sense of 
‘real’ in which ‘real’ contrasts with ‘ideal’ or ‘mind-dependent’, this is obviously a way 
of denying the reality of composite objects. However, in the ordinary sense of ‘real’ on 
which ‘real’ contrasts with ‘dreamed,’ ‘imagined,’ ‘fictitious,’ etc., mereological idealism 
can maintain the reality of familiar composite objects while denying the reality of the 
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exotic composite objects introduced by the universalist. Real composite objects are 
those which are created by the correct application of reasonably joint-carving concepts 
which are successfully employed by a community for the purpose of predicting 
experience and guiding action.

2. Two Objections
Mereological idealism secures the existence and reality of the composite objects rec-
ognized by common sense without admitting the universalist’s exotica. It does this by 
making composite objects mind-dependent. Yet this dependence does not involve 
attributing any spooky powers to minds; it merely rests on a particular account of the 
existence conditions for composite objects.

There are two serious objections to this view. First, like other versions of idealism, it 
faces difficulties in accounting for objects that are not thought of.12 Second, contrary to 
my protestations of neutrality about fundamental ontology, it appears that to avoid 
circularity the mereological idealist must take a controversial stand regarding the 
metaphysics of mind: the denial that the mental depends on the physical. Both 
objections can be answered.

2.1 Unthought Objects

So far, I have used examples of objects that are co-apprehended perceptually: the desk is 
perceived as a desk, and the cloud is perceived as a cloud, and the constituents are 
thereby unified. Actual sensory perception is a simplifying assumption here, but given 
my definition of co-apprehension it is clearly not necessary. Any mental representation 
will suffice. So long as we are able to have some thoughts that are about some particular 
object, we are able to unify that object. So, for the mereological idealist, the problem is 
not a problem of unperceived composite objects, but of unthought composite objects.

Still, it certainly seems there are such things. For instance, surely there is some indi-
vidual boulder on Mars such that no one has ever thought of that very boulder 
(individually).13 In fact, however, we must be very careful how we formulate this claim. 
For instance, it cannot be the case that we introduce a name, ‘The Unthought Boulder,’ 
which names some particular boulder, for then whoever understood the name would 
be thinking of that boulder, contrary to the supposition that the boulder is unthought.

Of course, the description ‘the unthought boulder’ does not designate one individ-
ual boulder. So suppose we keep our thoughts general and say, among all the Martian 
boulders, there are some that are unthought. But note that this general thought is about 
Martian boulders, and it applies a unifying concept to them. What this shows is that 
the problem arises from the assumption that the mental unification requires singular 

12 I thank Tyron Goldschmidt, Thomas Hofweber, and Michael Bench-Capon for pressing this 
objection.

13 This example is due to Michael Bench-Capon.
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representation of an individual object. We can, however, dispense with this assump-
tion while retaining mereological idealism. In the very formation of the question, are 
there unthought Martian boulders?, we have a thought that is about all of the Martian 
boulders. This thought carves up the mass-energy in the Mars-shaped region in a cer-
tain way, and this suffices for the existence of all the Martian boulders, including those 
that are not objects of singular thought.

But didn’t the Martian boulders exist before we thought about them? And won’t they 
continue to exist when we stop thinking about them, or even if we cease to exist? Yes, 
for we have no difficulty thinking of past or future objects, any more than we have 
difficulty thinking about far away objects. Accordingly, we can unify past and future 
Martian boulders, just as easily as present Martian boulders. In fact, we have done so 
by considering the questions in this paragraph.14

If there hadn’t been any minds, would there still have been boulders? A defender of 
mereological idealism who accepted the standard possible worlds semantics for 
subjunctive conditionals would be in a position to give an affirmative answer to this 
question, patterned after the answers to the previous questions: we have no difficulty 
thinking about merely possible objects and, accordingly, we are able to unify the 
merely possible boulders, so there are boulders in nearby possible worlds that lack 
minds. However, I myself reject the possible worlds semantics. In my view, the fact 
that the existence of boulders is partly grounded in facts about minds entails that if 
there hadn’t been any minds there would not have been any boulders. The evaluation 
of the conditional does not depend on possible worlds or merely possible objects 
(see Pearce 2016a). This is a conclusion I’m willing to accept: the existence of boul-
ders and other composite objects requires someone, somewhere, somewhen, who 
co-apprehends their constituent parts.

2.2 Mind and Body

According to mereological idealism, all composite objects depend on mental activity 
for their unity and existence. Thus, on pain of circularity, it cannot be the case that all 
mental activity depends on composite objects. However, the bodies of conscious 
beings are composite objects. Accordingly, mereological idealism appears to jeopard-
ize the dependence of mind on body.

It is true that mereological idealism rules out certain views in the metaphysics of 
mind. However, it does not rule out all brands of physicalism. Depending on the other 
metaphysical views with which mereological idealism is combined, the mereological 
idealist could consistently hold either that all mental activity depends on physical events 
or that each mind depends on an associated body (or both).

14 This response fits most neatly with an eternalist/B theoretic philosophy of time, which I in fact 
endorse. However, all that the response strictly speaking requires is that what was the case in the distant 
past may have depended on what was going to be the case today. Anyone who holds that future-tensed 
propositions have truth values would seem to be committed to this possibility.
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To preserve the first view, note that there are plenty of physical events in the human-
shaped region I occupy (including some especially important events in a certain brain-
shaped subregion thereof) that can be described without reference to any composite 
objects. The mereological idealist is free to take these microphysical events as the onto-
logical basis for my mental activity, including the activity that unifies composite 
objects such as my body and brain.

This secures the dependence of mental activity on physical events. Regarding the 
mind itself, one could take it to be a simple (i.e., non-composite) object that some-
how emerges from the relevant pattern of physical activity. This, however, would not 
make the mind depend on the body. A philosopher who wanted to combine mereo-
logical idealism with that thesis would need to resort to more complicated and con-
troversial moves. Nevertheless, it can be done. Suppose that, although the individual 
unifying acts of apprehending pluralities under concepts are prior to the existence of 
composite objects, nevertheless the mind itself, as subject of those acts, is actually 
dependent on this same unifying activity. On such a view, the mind would be under-
stood as unifying itself by its self-apprehension.15 (To put the matter less paradoxic-
ally: the acts of apprehension responsible for unifying the mind into an object would 
themselves be included as parts of the mind. There is no circularity here, any more 
than there is a circularity in the view that the screws that hold the desk together are 
themselves parts of the desk they hold together.) One might hold that this unifying 
self-apprehension necessarily depends on an apprehension of oneself as a physical 
being, and hence depends on a (metaphysically) prior unifying apprehension of 
one’s body.16

Of course, the mereological idealist is also free to reject the dependence of the 
mental on the physical altogether. Although mereological idealism is not completely 
independent of questions about the relationship of mind to body, it is consistent with a 
wide range of views.

3. The Argument from Vagueness
We turn now to the ability of mereological idealism to handle standard objections to 
moderate views in mereology, beginning with the argument from vagueness. 
According to David Lewis, any attempt to follow common sense in determining when 
composition occurs will lead to unacceptable metaphysical vagueness. Lewis’s 
argument can be given as follows:

1. It is possible to satisfy our pretheoretical intuitions about composition (even 
approximately) only if composition is vague.

2. If composition were vague, then existence would be vague.

15 There is some evidence that Berkeley at least toyed with such a view. See Pearce 2017: 137–8.
16 Depending on exactly how the unifying activity is understood, similar strategies might also allow for 

claims of mind-body identity.
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3. Vague existence is impossible.

Therefore,

4. Our pretheoretical intuitions about composition cannot be satisfied (even 
approximately).

Lewis defends premise 1 of this argument by noting that our pretheoretical intuitions 
about composition take into account such criteria as contrast with surroundings, adja-
cency, attachment, and joint action (Lewis 1986: 211). However, all of these criteria are 
vague, and it is also unclear how they are to be weighed against one another. Hence 
common sense is committed to vague composition. This, Lewis claims, leads to vague 
existence: if it is indeterminate whether a certain group of objects gives rise to a com-
posite object, then it is indeterminate whether a certain composite object exists. But 
vague existence is impossible.

In denying vague existence, Lewis certainly does not mean to deny that sentences 
beginning with ‘There is/exists an object such that . . . ’ may be vague. Rather, he means 
to claim that, whenever such a sentence is vague, it is because no object which deter-
minately satisfies the description in the ellipsis exists, but there is at least one object 
such that it is indeterminate whether that object satisfies the description. In other 
words, all vagueness occurs at the level of the application of concepts or descriptions to 
objects, and not at the level of objects to which concepts or descriptions may be applied 
(cf. van Inwagen 1990: 271–3; Hawley 2002; Hirsch 2002: 65–6).17

I am prepared to grant premises 1 and 3.18 The mereological idealist is, however, in 
an excellent position to reject premise 2.

Nearly everyone agrees that it might be indeterminate whether ‘someone is bald’ is 
true, since it is indeterminate exactly what numbers and arrangements of hairs suffice 
for baldness. If there is no vague existence, then we must conclude that, when this 
sentence is indeterminate, there is a determinately existing person such that it is 
indeterminate whether that person is bald. The parallel move for vague composition 
would be this: it is indeterminate whether there is an object composed of all and only 
the members of some set S. Since vague existence is impossible, we must conclude that 
there (determinately) exists some object such that it is indeterminate whether that 
object is exactly composed of the members of S (cf. Baker 2007: ch. 6; Donnelly 2009; 
Noonan 2010; Carmichael 2011).

The mereological universalist will resist this move because she denies that the 
existence of a whole is anything over and above the existence of its parts.19 This, how-
ever, is precisely where the proponent of restricted composition parts ways with the 

17 Theodore Sider’s influential rendering of the argument relies instead on the claim that the logical 
vocabulary is not a source of vagueness. From this assumption Sider derives the claim that it cannot be 
indeterminate how many objects there are (Sider 2001: 127–30).

18 But for an argument against premise 1 see Nolan 2006, and for arguments against premise 3 see van 
Inwagen 1990: §19; Hawley 2002.

19 On the interpretation of the phrase ‘nothing over and above’ here, see Sider 2015.
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universalist. The proponent of restricted composition holds that something more is 
required. Depending on the nature of this additional requirement, the determinate 
existence of the composite object may be secured despite the vagueness of compos-
ition (Merricks 2005: §5; 2007).

According to mereological idealism, the existence of a composite object requires that 
some things be co-apprehended by a mind under some concept, and thereby unified. 
There is no reason why it should not be determinately true that such a unifying act of 
apprehension occurs although it is indeterminate exactly which objects are thereby 
unified. For instance, it may be determinately true that I co-apprehend some water mol-
ecules under my concept cloud although there are particular water molecules such that it 
is indeterminate whether they are included in my act of apprehension. Premise 2 is false.

Our concepts do not precisely determine which molecules are part of a given cloud, 
or exactly where one cloud ends and another begins. This is the case with familiar 
objects generally: when my fingers are on the keyboard, there will be certain electrons 
such that it is indeterminate whether those electrons belong to my fingers or the key-
board or neither. However, it seems that there are also cases where our concepts do not 
determine whether the object exists at all.

This problem does not in fact arise for the mereological idealist. First, in order to 
wonder whether that is a cloud, I must unify that in thought under some concept (per-
haps the general concept physical object) and thereby bring a composite object into 
existence. Accordingly, in this type of case the thing determinately exists, though it 
may be indeterminate whether it is a cloud.

In another kind of case, it may be indeterminate whether the accepted concepts of 
the community authorize the unification. As a result, some individuals may perform 
the unifying apprehension while other similarly situated individuals do not. This, 
however, is not a case of vague existence. The object determinately exists, since some 
minds apprehend it in a unified way. Rather, it is indeterminate whether the object is 
real. If I see a patch of sky a little paler than the rest of the blue, and this paler shade is 
caused by the presence of some water molecules, and I apply my concept cloud, it may 
be indeterminate whether I am seeing a real cloud or an illusion, since it is indeter-
minate whether the molecules are dense enough for my unification of those molecules 
into a cloud to be a correct deployment of the shared concept cloud.

The vagueness of reality, as understood in mereological idealism, does not give rise 
to the problems faced by vague existence. Reality is not tied up with quantification in 
the way existence is, since we can quantify over dreamed, hallucinated, and illusory 
objects. Accordingly, mereological idealism escapes the argument from vagueness.

4. The Argument from Overdetermination
According to Trenton Merricks, an ontology that includes inanimate macro-physical 
objects leads to widespread and unacceptable causal overdetermination. Merricks asks 
us to consider an event we would ordinarily describe as a baseball shattering a window. 
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A complete micro-physical causal explanation of this event is possible. Accordingly, 
positing a baseball (in addition to the particles arranged baseball-wise) is purely 
superfluous: there is nothing left for the baseball to do that is not already done by its 
particles (Merricks 2003: ch. 3).20

There is, however, something for the baseball to do that is not done by its particles: 
shattering the window. The particles do not shatter the window. The particles interact 
with certain other particles bringing about various changes in their position and 
momentum. It thereby happens that a certain collection of molecules is no longer 
arranged in such a way as to be correctly unified under our concept window. But to say 
that the particles arranged baseball-wise, rather than the baseball, do the shattering 
confusedly mixes and matches distinct levels of causal explanation.21

Consider the following vivid example, due to Leibniz:

[Imagine that,] in explaining a great prince’s victory in taking some important place, a his-
torian were to say it was because small particles of gunpowder, released by the touch of a 
spark, went off with a speed capable of impelling a hard, heavy body against the walls of the 
place, while the branches of the particles of copper in the cannon were so well interlaced as 
not to be pulled apart by that speed—instead of showing how the conqueror’s foresight made 
him choose the appropriate time and means, and how his power overcame all obstacles.

 (Leibniz [1686] 1998: §19)

To take a more modern example, imagine (if you can) an explanation of the 2008 reces-
sion given in terms of the motion of electrons in bank and stock market computers. 
This is a mistake about the kind of explanation appropriate to the kinds of entities 
and events involved in the explanandum. When the explanandum is the outcome of 
a military campaign, an explanation in terms of military strategy and tactics is appro-
priate. When the explanandum is an economic event, an economic explanation is 
appropriate.

Common sense takes these to be causal explanations and supposes that they are 
sometimes correct. The superior strategy of Leibniz’s prince in the deployment of his 
cannons caused the city to fall, and so explains the prince’s victory. The widespread 
issuance of subprime mortgages was a contributing cause of the recession, and so 
partly explains it (cf. Baker 2007: ch. 5).

These explanations can be endorsed without problematic overdetermination if 
we refrain from confusing the involved objects. The price of a stock is not identical 
to the physical state of any collection of electrons, and its plummeting requires a 
different kind of cause than the changes in state of the electrons. Similarly, the win-
dow is not identical to its constituent particles. Hence the explanation of the window 

20 A very similar argument can be found in the Sautrāntika school of Buddhism. See Finnigan, this 
volume.

21 Similarly, Yang 2013 uses an interventionist theory of causation to argue that the baseball and its 
atoms cannot belong to the same “causal system” and hence cannot give rise to problematic 
overdetermination.
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and its shattering requires something more than the explanation of the motion of 
those particles.

Merricks recognizes the possibility of this kind of approach and argues that it should 
be rejected because it violates the following principle:

If some objects cause events v1 . . . vn and v1 . . . vn compose event V, then those objects cause V. 
(Merricks 2003: 64)

If the above observations about levels of explanation are correct, then Merricks’s 
 principle is false. The mereological idealist is in a position to give a plausible account of 
the varieties of non-fundamental causation that violate the principle. Unsurprisingly, 
it is an idealist account. Our conceptualizing activity creates the world of money, 
banks, stock prices, and subprime mortgages. This conceptualizing likewise gives rise 
to the causal relations among them. The causal powers of these objects are built into 
the concepts that unify them.22

Merricks objects23 to this strategy that the distinction of levels here is surely not 
absolute: in appropriate circumstances, fundamental particles might cause the shatter-
ing of the window (or some other macro effect) in such a way that the shattering lacked 
any macro cause describable by means of our ordinary concepts.

There certainly must be a sense in which this is true. For instance, physicists have 
actually constructed instruments capable of registering the presence of a single particle. 
There must be some sense in which the instrument’s reading is caused by that single 
particle. On the other hand, plain language shows some ambivalence about how best to 
describe situations like this. For instance, if a very fragile window shattered because of 
a slight difference in air pressure between the inside and outside of the house, one 
might say that the window shattered spontaneously, indicating that it lacked the sort of 
cause usually expected in our conceptual scheme for macro objects. One might say this 
even if one believed that there was a micro-physical explanation in terms of collisions 
between molecules.

This latter claim, that the shattering of the window is in this case spontaneous, is in 
my view the more metaphysically accurate one. In the case described, although the 
shattering of the window is constituted by events which have causes, that event itself is 
strictly speaking causeless. Nevertheless, the shattering of the window can be given an 
explanation which is partly causal: we can explain the shattering of the window by 
specifying the more fundamental events from which it is constituted, and those events 
can be explained causally. Mereological idealism thus provides an explanation of the 
ambivalence of plain language with regard to ‘spontaneous’ events that can be given 
micro-physical causal explanations. This also provides a reasonable account of what 
we should say about the physicist’s apparatus: within the world of baseballs and 

22 The reader of footnotes will by now be unsurprised to learn that I attribute a view of this sort to 
Berkeley (Pearce 2017: 188–92). Baker also emphasizes the ways in which human intentions give rise to the 
causal powers of many constituted objects (Baker 2000: 20–1, 33–5; 2007: ch. 5).

23 Personal correspondence, August 21, 2015.
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windows (i.e., the world of classical physics), the behavior of the apparatus cannot be 
explained. It is only in the more fundamental terms of quantum physics that the event 
can be properly understood. But this is just to say that within our ordinary (classical) 
conceptual scheme the event lacks a cause.

Ordinary composite objects like windows, baseballs, and cannons, are just as much 
a creation of our concepts as more abstract things like mortgages. Hence the causal 
powers of baseballs are owing to the concept baseball which unites the underlying 
particles into an object. If the objects are to be real, then conceptualizing them in this 
way, including attributing to them these sorts of causal powers, must help us track 
changes in the underlying reality in such a way as to navigate the world successfully. 
Again, mereological idealism casts no doubt on our pretheoretical belief that this 
criterion is satisfied by our attribution to baseballs of the power to break windows.

Just as mereological idealism is independent of fundamental idealism, so this kind 
of idealism about non-fundamental causation is independent of idealism about funda-
mental causation. The mereological idealist is free to hold a conception of fundamental 
causation that is as robustly realist as you like.

5. The Argument from Alternative  
Conceptual Schemes

It is absurd to suppose that, when a tree stands in a yard and nothing unusual occurs, 
the sentence ‘there is a thing in the yard that keeps gaining and losing branches’ is true. 
Trees do not usually gain and lose branches. Yet it is possible to construct a concept, 
shmree, which unifies the entire tree during the daytime, but only the trunk at night. 
Thus, if mereological idealism is true, I can bring it about that there is an object in the 
yard which gains and loses branches merely by constructing the concept shmree and 
applying it to the appropriate bit of reality. But this is absurd.24

In response, consider the sentence, ‘there is a thing imagined by Pearce which 
stands in the yard and keeps gaining and losing branches.’ Since I am thinking about 
shmrees, this sentence is true. I do not believe its use of the quantifier is in any way 
deviant.

Of course, there aren’t really any shmrees, and this is why the mereological univer-
salist is mistaken. Shmrees are simply objects imagined by some philosophers. Again, 
though, the word ‘really’ is not redundant here. Imaginary shmrees do exist.

The concept shmree does take some bit of reality to be a certain way; there are meta-
physical conditions for the existence of shmrees. It follows, by the account of reality 
I have given above, that the unreality of shmrees is due merely to the fact that the concept 
shmree is not actually employed by a community as part of a successful scheme for 
navigating and understanding the world.

24 This example is borrowed from Eli Hirsch who deploys it in a somewhat different context (Hirsch 2002: 
62–3).
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Now suppose the concept shmree was actually employed by some community. 
Suppose this community employs a language that looks just like English except for the 
use of the word ‘shmree.’ Call this language ‘Shmrenglish.’ Suppose that a speaker of 
Shmrenglish asserts, ‘shmrees are real’ and a speaker of English asserts, ‘the things 
Shmrenglish-speakers call “shmrees” are not real.’ Do they disagree?

I maintain that they do. The use of the word ‘real’ in English is partly normative. To 
evaluate an experience or an object as real is to determine that it ought to be employed 
as a guide to thought and action in the way that ordinary waking experiences are but 
dream experiences aren’t. One who asserts ‘phlogiston is not real’ is judging that 
employing the concept phlogiston is not a good way of navigating and understanding 
the world. (This, we ordinarily suppose, is because the concept phlogiston does not 
track the underlying fundamental reality well.) Similarly, an English speaker who 
asserts ‘the things Shmrenglish-speakers call “shmrees” are not real’ is judging the 
Shmrenglish-speakers’ concept shmree to be defective as a tool for navigating and 
understanding the world. The Shmrenglish-speaker who asserts ‘shmrees are real’ dis-
agrees with this assertion.

Mereological idealism is thus not totally deflationary of debates between alternative 
conceptual schemes. Mereological idealism is a substantive thesis about the manner of 
existence of composite objects. This thesis states that all such objects possess mind-
dependent existence, and in that sense it is a form of metaphysical idealism. The 
account of reality I have given is a partly normative/pragmatic one, and in this sense 
my approach to debates about what really exists may be regarded as modestly defla-
tionary. However, such debates do not, on this view, simply come down to facts about 
how ordinary (non-philosophical) English speakers use words, for these disputes 
necessarily raise the question of which concepts we ought to employ.25 If one of our 
aims is getting at the underlying fundamental reality then the question of which con-
cepts we ought to employ will involve both practical and theoretical considerations.26
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Noonan, H. W. 2010. “A Flaw in Sider’s Vagueness Argument for Unrestricted Mereological 

Composition.” Analysis 70 (4): 669–72.
Pearce, Kenneth L. 2016a. “Counteressential Conditionals.” Thought: A Journal of Philosophy 

5 (1): 73–81.
Pearce, Kenneth L. 2016b. “Leibniz and the Veridicality of Body Perceptions.” Philosophers’ 

Imprint 16 (5): 1–17.
Pearce, Kenneth L. 2017. Language and the Structure of Berkeley's World (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press).
Schaffer, Jonathan. 2009. “On What Grounds What.” In Chalmers, Manley, and Wasserman 

2009, 347–83.
Sider, Theodore. 2001. Four Dimensionalism: An Ontology of Persistence and Time (New York: 

Oxford University Press).



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/11/2017, SPi

216 Kenneth L. Pearce

Sider, Theodore. 2015. “Nothing Over and Above.” Grazer Philosophische Studien 91: 191–216.
van Inwagen, Peter. 1990. Material Beings (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press).
Yang, Eric. 2013. “Eliminativism, Interventionism and the Overdetermination Argument.” 

Philosophical Studies 164 (2): 321–40.
Zimmerman, Dean W. 2002. “The Constitution of Persons By Bodies: A Critique of Lynne 

Rudder Baker’s Theory of Material Constitution.” Philosophical Topics 30 (1): 295–338.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/09/2017, SPi

According to causal idealism, causation is a product of human mental activity in a 
world lacking a mind-independent causal relation. The view is historically popular. 
Collingwood (1938) held that causal questions are essentially epistemological rather 
than ontological. Russell (1913) held that there was no role for causation in fundamental 
physics. And insofar as Hume famously took causation to be a constant conjunction of 
events rather than a relation, he, too, counts as a kind of idealist.1

Causal idealism has fallen out of favor in contemporary metaphysics. The majority 
of current causation theorists claim to be causal realists. They reject causal idealism in 
favor of ‘mixed’ theories that accept a mind-independent causal relation whose truth 
conditions are infected by, but not entirely a creation of, human thought. In recent 
years, views positing contextualism, contrastivism, and pragmatism about causation 
have surged in prominence. Such views hold that whether c is a cause of e is subject to 
a particular context, contrast class, or pragmatic constraints on terminological usage. 
These views purport to solve a variety of problems for theories of causation, including 
problems with preemption, causation by omission, and the distinction between causes 
and background conditions.

The central suspicion surrounding these types of views is that they render the causal 
relation subjective and mind-dependent while claiming to be realist. Metaphysical 
realists hold that causation is a joint-carving, mind-independent relation: something 
‘in the world’ that would exist exactly the way it does regardless of human thoughts or 
interventions. But views of causation that incorporate human thought and agency are 
taken to threaten the mind-independence and objectivity of the causal relation.

This essay asks the question: why not accept causal idealism in lieu of contextualism, 
contrastivism, or pragmatism? Accepting idealism is commonly viewed as ‘giving up’ 
on a mind-independent causal relation—a lazy way out of intractable problems with 
causal theories that seem solvable by partially incorporating human thought and 

1 See Beebee (2007) for an argument that Hume can be interpreted as a sort of causal idealist. On this 
reading, events are constantly conjoined in circumstances that lend themselves to inference of a causal 
relation. A reviewer points out that Kant and Schopenhauer can also be construed as causal idealists on my 
definition.

13
Causal Idealism
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agency. I argue that weighing contextualism, contrastivism, or pragmatism about 
causation against causal idealism results in at least a tie with respect to the virtues of 
these theories.

A quick disclaimer: as a causal realist, I am invested in discovering an objective, 
mind-independent causal relation. Thus I will not make it my goal in this discussion to 
defend causal idealism against general objections or broader criticism. Rather, my goal 
will be to give causal idealism a fair shake by articulating it clearly and fairly, and to 
explain why the view should be considered a viable alternative to the mixed views 
I have mentioned.

Roadmap: In section 1, I articulate the thesis of causal idealism, and apply it to some 
contemporary problems for causal theories. In section 2, I give an overview of a family 
of views that incorporates human thought and agency into the causal relation. In sec-
tion 3, I weigh causal idealism against the discussed mixed views, and argue that causal 
idealism is a viable alternative.

1. Formulating Causal Idealism
Causal idealism is the view that causation is a matter of a human mental activity. For the 
causal idealist, a complete physical theory of the world does not include an objective, 
mind-independent causal relation. There are no ‘little arrows’ uniting events or prop-
erties to be found at the bottom level of reality; there is no objective relation instanced 
in the vast spread of events.

For the idealist, talk of causation represents a collective human projection of the 
causal concept. Consider ‘Domino A’s fall caused Domino B’s fall’ and ‘The presence 
of oxygen caused the forest fire.’ For the idealist, there need be no common objective 
feature of the world, a mind-independent instance of the causal relation, in virtue of 
which these two claims are true. In each case, the term ‘cause’ picks out a mental 
 projection on the part of an observer or observers. More formally:

(Causal Idealism) c is a cause of e only if at least one observer mentally projects a causal relation 
between c and e.2

One might hold a more Berkeleyan form of idealism according to which causation 
need only exist in the mind of an agent rather than be mentally projected onto the 
world. But for our purposes, it will not matter. The central idea, that causation is 
entirely a matter of human mental activity, is well captured in the above formulation.

It might seem strange to formalize this kind of definition. But as we shall see, it 
doesn’t differ greatly from the formal definitions of other sorts of causal theories 
involving human agency.

2 Here and throughout, I refrain from utilizing biconditional formal definitions of causation, as some 
idealists, contextualists, contrastivists, and pragmatists maintain the possibility of causal concepts or rela-
tions that do not include human thought or contribution.
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Idealism about causation is not to be confused with eliminativism or error theory 
about causation. Eliminativism formally denies the existence of any causal relation, 
including one that stems from human thought. Error theory holds that causal asser-
tions ascribe causal relations to the world that don’t exist. But to the idealist, causation 
exists in the sense that it is mentally projected onto the world—something akin to a 
secondary quality.3 Idealism does not necessarily deny the existence of causation; 
rather, it locates the existence of causation in human thought rather than in human-
independent reality. But it is ‘real’ insofar as it occurs inside human minds.

Causal claims can be the subject of true utterances under idealism. Idealism, like 
many theories, must deny the correspondence theory of truth, according to which 
truthmakers for causal claims are objective and mind-independent. But the idealist can 
hold that causal claims are true in virtue of a thinker or thinkers’ causal projection—not 
much different from the truth conditions for causal contextualists and pragmatists.

Causal idealism nicely solves many problems for contemporary theories of causation. 
Consider a well-known problem case for transitivity:

(Bomb) Jane places a bomb under Joe’s desk. Joe finds the bomb and defuses it, leading to his 
survival.

If transitivity of causation holds, then Jane’s placing the bomb under Joe’s desk caused 
his survival. But an observer would not project a causal relation between Jane’s place-
ment of the bomb and Joe’s survival. So the counterintuitive transitivity judgment 
is not a problem.4

There is a similar solution to the problem of causation by omission,5 which afflicts 
theories that require a transfer of energy from a cause to an effect. Suppose that Jane’s 
failure to turn off the faucet caused the sink to flood. There is no transfer of energy 
from Jane’s failure. Idealism has a ready answer: Jane’s failure to turn off the sink caused 
the sink to flood because it was the subject of a human-projected causal relation. 
Similarly with the problem of profligate omissions, according to which counterintui-
tively many omissions (including, for example, Barack Obama’s failure to turn off the 
sink) count as a cause of an outcome due to simple counterfactual dependence. Human 
projection naturally divides salient from nonsalient omissions.

It might seem flatfooted to solve sophisticated metaphysical problems by stipulating 
a token causal relation for every observer’s causal projection. Idealism is a radical and 
wide-ranging solution, but it is a crude one. Maslow (1966) famously held that “if all 

3 See Menzies and Price (1993) for an argument that causation is a secondary quality.
4 A referee points out the following potential problem: humans might not project transitivity in cases 

even where it intuitively holds. For example: if domino a strikes domino b and domino b strikes domino c, 
a human might judge adjacent strikings as causal, but not judge a as a cause of c. But causal idealism does 
not prevent humans from using reasoning as part of causal projection, so a failure to project transitivity can 
be compensated for by the addition of causal reasoning.

5 It is obviously a controversial matter whether or not omissions are causes. Following Bernstein (2014) 
and Bernstein (2016), I will assume that omissions can be causes, and that it is a desideratum of causal 
theories to account for intuitions about the efficacy of intuitions.
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you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.” Idealism is a hammer. For every 
problem in which a key property of causation such as transitivity generates counterin-
tuitive results, the absence or presence of human projection of causation simply 
overrides the troubling property. And for causal claims that do not seem to cleanly map 
onto the world (as in causation by omission), the idealist holds that it is the operation of 
the human mind that creates causation in the first place. But, as I shall now suggest, 
using idealism is not so different than using context, contrasts, or conversational prag-
matics to determine when there is causation. These views use sophisticated machinery, 
but end up on par with the much simpler and more radical idealism just described.

One might be concerned that causal idealism, as presently defined, suffers from 
circularity. If the causal concept projected by an observer comprises the causal relation, 
and the causal relation exemplifies the concept projected by the observer, there is no 
substantive concept of causation given by causal idealism.

There are several responses to such a worry. First, we have a concept or concepts of 
causation that are independent of causal idealism. These concepts deployed in human 
projection are contentful. For example, an observer might project a ‘productive’ concept 
of causation onto a scenario in which one domino hits another. Causal idealism is 
compatible with multiple projected concepts of causation. Further, one might hold 
that causal idealism is a metaphysical analysis rather than a conceptual analysis of 
causation. That observers project different sorts of causal relations under causal ideal-
ism doesn’t affect the explanatory strength of the metaphysical analysis; on this view, 
causation just is a series of conceptually rich human projections.

2. Contemporary Causal ‘Isms’: Contextualism, 
Contrastivism, and Pragmatism

Here I will summarize three current views of causation that incorporate human 
thought and agency: contextualism, contrastivism, and pragmatism about causation. 
It is important to distinguish between these views because they weigh in differently on 
the mind-independence of the causal relation and the truth conditions for causal 
claims. When referring to the views en masse, I will refer to them as ‘the h-isms,’ where 
the ‘h’ stands for human thought and agency. Given space constraints, I will not delve 
into the nitty-gritty details of the views. Overviews will suffice.

According to the contextualist, a single pattern of objective, in-the-world causal 
relations can give rise to different truth conditions for a single causal judgment. Thus 
the contextualist can believe in mind-independent causal relations while stipulating 
contextual constraints on the truth conditions of causal claims—a kind of compromise 
position between mind-dependence and mind-independence of the causal relation.

Additionally, according to Schaffer, context sensitivity encompasses:

causal selection (as illustrated by whether or not the presence of oxygen is said to cause there 
to be a forest fire)
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causal inquiry (as illustrated by the different causal answers appropriate for the questions of 
why John kissed Mary, why John kissed Mary, and why John kissed Mary)

multiple alternatives (as illustrated by the train switch with the broken, local, and express 
settings). (Schaffer 2012)

Consider several examples of causal claims whose truth conditions are fixed by 
context:

(a) Jane’s failure to water the plant caused the plant to die.
(b) The storm caused the building to collapse.
(c) The presence of radioactivity caused the Geiger counter’s alarm to sound.

In claim (a), contextual parameters operate on omissive causal claims by selecting 
truth conditions for which particular omission brought about an outcome. For example, 
Barack Obama also failed to water the plant, but ‘Barack Obama’s failure to water the 
plant caused the plant to die’ is contextually false. For claims (b) and (c), contextual 
parameters set truth conditions by restricting the contextually appropriate causal field 
for each outcome. For example, meteorologists examining the effects of the storm 
would accept the truth of (b), whereas engineers investigating the architectural 
properties of the building would hold that construction errors caused the building’s 
collapse. Similarly, scientists measuring radioactivity would accept the truth of (c), 
whereas engineers of the device would take the device’s working properly to be the 
cause of the measurement. In each instance, context partially defines the truth condi-
tions for causal claims.

A closely related view, contrastivism, holds that the causal relation is a quaternary 
relation between a cause, an effect, and contextually specified contrast classes for the 
cause and the effect. Schaffer’s (2005) strain of contrastivism holds that the context-
sensitivity of contrast classes is due to semantic, rather than entirely pragmatic, con-
straints. For Schaffer, there is an underlying contrastive structure to causal language 
that is made explicit in this quaternary relation. There are two actual mind-independent 
events, c and e, paired with contrast events c* and e*. (The contrast events are unactual-
ized.) The selection of contrast events for use in a causal claim is context-sensitive; 
different contrasts can result in different truth conditions.

Contrastive causal claims have the structure: ‘c rather than c* causes e rather than 
e*,’ where c* and e* are contrasts with the actual cause and effect c and e. Formally:

(Contrastivism) c rather than c* causes e rather than e* if: (i) c and e are actual, distinct events, 
and (ii) c* and e* are alternative possible events, (iii) e* counterfactually depends on c*.

With respect to (a), for example, the contrastivist would hold that ‘Jane’s failure to 
water the plant (rather than her watering the plant) caused the plant’s death (rather 
than its continued existence).’ The contrastivist accepts a similar read of (b) and (c): 
‘The storm (rather than clear weather) caused the building’s collapse (rather than its 
survival)’ and ‘The presence of radioactivity (rather than its nonpresence) caused the 
Geiger counter to sound (rather than to remain silent).’
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Finally, pragmatism about causation holds that causal claims are sensitive to prag-
matic factors, including practical aims of the topic in question. Price (2005) posits 
pragmatism about the ‘causal practice,’ according to which the causal concept depends 
on the particular needs of a theoretical project.6 Like contextualism, this view is com-
patible with a kind of realism about causation according to which a single in-the-world 
causal instance can have different pragmatic interpretations. In an earlier exposition of 
the view, Price writes:

In my view, an adequate philosophical account of causation needs to begin with its role in the 
lives of agents, creatures who have the primitive experience of intervening in the world in pursuit 
of their ends. . . . Here, I simply want to emphasise that the view is not the topic-subjective claim that 
talk of causation is talk about agents or agency, but rather the practice-subjective doctrine that 
we don’t understand the notion of causation—as philosophers, as it were—until we understand 
its origins in the lives and practice of agents such as ourselves. (2001: 107)

For the pragmatist, causal claims are subject to constraints imposed by theoretical 
practices and endeavors. Moreover, the causal concept itself is bound up with manipu-
lability by agents. As Menzies and Price put it:

[Our] approach makes the notion of causation an extrinsic one, to be explained by relation to 
our experience as agents: on our probabilistic version of the agency approach, the concept of 
causation is to be explained in terms of the way in which an agent’s producing, manipulating 
or “wiggling” one event affects the probability of another event. (1993: 193)

And:

We all have direct personal experience of doing one thing and thence achieving another. We 
might say that the notion of causation thus arises not, as Hume has it, from our experience of 
mere succession; but rather from our experience of success: success in the ordinary business 
of achieving our ends by acting in one way rather than another. (1993: 194–5)

Drawing on statements of the view, we can formulate pragmatism in the following way:

(Pragmatism) C is a cause of e if pragmatic considerations establish that c is a cause of e.

Here, both the causal concept and the causal relation are relativized to human thought 
and practice. The explanatory desideratum (for example, scientific prediction or legal 
explanation) determines the causal relation and its truth conditions. Price, pragmatism’s 
contemporary defender, characterizes this approach as turning ontological questions 
about the causal relation into questions about the human causal concept. “Causation is 
practice-subjective,” Price claims, “if an adequate philosophical account of causation needs 
to make central reference to the role of the concept in the lives and practice of creatures 
who use it” (2001: 106). Price is careful to note that he does not take pragmatism to 
equal topic-subjectivity, or a view according to which “talk of causation is in part talk 
about speakers, agents, or humans” (2001: 106).

Now that the basic features of the three views have been laid out, it will be helpful to 
clarify which elements are objective and mind-independent, and which elements are 

6 Here I have in mind Price’s pragmatism, but see also Eagle (2007).
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infected by human thought and intervention. Then we can better weigh them against 
causal idealism.

To begin, consider a token instance of the causal relation expressed by the following 
claim: ‘The wind gust caused the boulder to fall over the cliff.’ To a causal realist who 
does not subscribe to context-sensitivity, the relation instanced here is objective, 
mind-independent, and context-invariant. Call this particular instance of the causal 
relation BOULDER. And let us assume that, for the realist, the world contains countless 
instances of the causal relation such as BOULDER—a vast nexus of mind-independent 
instances of causation. Presumably, the truth conditions for ‘The wind gust caused 
the boulder to fall over the cliff ’ just are the conditions of BOULDER. For the realist, 
variations in context cannot make the sentence false given the reality of BOULDER.

On to contextualism. The contextualist might agree with the description of the 
causal relation instanced in BOULDER as mind-independent. But she also holds that 
human-created context sets parameters on the truth conditions for the claim. There is 
no context-invariant mapping between the human causal concept and the world; 
however the objective causal relations are arranged, it is the context of inquiry that 
determines whether or not a causal claim is true. ‘The wind gust caused the boulder to 
fall over the cliff ’ might be true in a metereological context but false in a broader 
historical context.

Like contextualism, contrastivism aspires to respect the mind-independence of 
causation while retaining contextual flexibility. According to the contrastivist, ‘The 
wind blowing (rather than not blowing) caused the boulder to fall off the cliff (rather 
than to remain still)’ is true regardless of human-created context, as are countless 
other  related contrastive claims. “Causation is mind independent,” Schaffer writes, 
“[and] mere redescription cannot stem the causal tide” (2005: 338). Humans context-
ually privilege a particular contrast class, contrastivists claim, but do not thereby bring 
the causation into being.

However, it is a controversial matter exactly how objective and mind-independent con-
trastive causation is. On the one hand, contrastive causation is mind-independent 
insofar as the quaternary relation holds between the actual and contrast events 
regardless of human thought or agency. For example, “The wind blowing (rather than 
calm air) caused the boulder to fall over the cliff (rather than remain still)” is true 
regardless of human thought or intervention. And counterfactual dependencies are 
mind-independent.

On the other hand, it is unclear that there is a difference between raising contrasts to 
salience and selecting the causal relata full stop. With respect to selections of contrasts, 
Schaffer holds the contrastivist should:

(i) deny that there is any objective basis for selection independent of the contrasts but (ii) 
 maintain that there is an objective basis given the contrasts. (2005: 338)

Humans raise certain contrasts to salience, Schaffer maintains, but humans do not 
choose the causal relata. And yet, two of the four causal relata are included in each 
causal relation in virtue of a human raising them to salience. The causally important 
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four-place relation does not exist without a human to choose which contrasts to 
include for the actual-world events.7 Thus there is a case to be made that humans 
choose the causal relata simpliciter under contrastivism, and that it is not as mind-
independent as it claims to be.

Pragmatism, in contrast, does not lay claim to objectivity or mind-independence. 
Like causal idealism, pragmatist causation does not exist without the perspective of 
human agents. According to Price:

[To] treat causal concepts as perspectival, in this naturalistic spirit, is inevitably to theorise 
about the non-causal world to which we apply these concepts—the bare Humean world, in the 
midst of which we embedded creatures come to think in causal ways. I’ve already noted 
the Kantian character of this project. In these terms, the bare Humean world plays the role of 
the non-causal “thing in itself ”. (2005: 289)

Price sees the causal concept as similar to ‘up’ and ‘down’—an essentially human con-
struct. It is worth noting that Price denies that his sort of pragmatism is anti-realist in 
our relevant sense. He writes:

There are two different ways to discover that something isn’t as real as we thought. There’s the 
kind of discovery we made with respect to phlogiston, ether, unicorns, leprechauns, and the 
like; and there’s the kind of discovery we made with respect to foreigners. We didn’t discover 
that foreigners don’t exist, but merely that the concept foreigner is perspectival. And that’s 
where causation belongs, in my view, along with folk favourites such as up and down, night and 
day, and the rising sun itself. (2005: 289)

Yet it seems clear from Price’s various characterizations of the view that it is not 
compatible with an objective, mind-independent relation any more than the concepts 
‘up,’ ‘down,’ or ‘foreigner’: if the causal concept is a matter of perspective, it doesn’t 
exist without human mental activity. Pragmatism is a close cousin of idealism.

From these formulations, we can draw the following chart. A theory is commit-
ted to a mind-independent causal relation if it posits a network of causal relations 
that exist in exactly the way they do regardless of human thought and agency. If a 
theory has mind-independent causal relata, it is a mind-independent matter which 
entities bear the causal relation to one another. An ‘x’ denotes that a theory has the 
relevant property:

Mind-independent causal relation? Mind-independent causal relata?
Contextualism x
Contrastivism x x
Pragmatism
Idealism
Realism x x

7 Even if countless four-place relationships exist mind-independently, the contextually important four-
place relation—the one or ones that ‘do the causal work’—are raised to salience by humans.
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This chart nicely illustrates the similarities and differences in ontological commitment 
shared by these theories. As I will argue, even the h-isms that accept a mind-independent 
causal relation should be considered on par with causal idealism.

3. H-isms versus Idealism: Two Case Studies
In this section, I will explore how each h-ism handles two well-known problems for 
theories of causation: causation by omission, and the distinction between background 
conditions and causes. I will then compare the h-isms to causal idealism.

For our purposes, the most relevant problem involving causation by omission is 
selective: why does one omission rather than another count as the cause of the effect? 
Reconsider Jane’s failure to water the plant as the cause of the plant’s death. What 
makes that failure to water the plant, rather than countless others, the cause of the 
plant’s death? There is counterfactual dependence between Barack Obama’s failure 
to water the plant and the plant’s death, but it seems counterintuitive to hold him 
accountable for the plant’s death.8

Contextualists have a ready explanation: context selects Jane’s particular omission 
over others (e.g. Barack Obama’s omission, Abraham Lincoln’s omission, etc.) as the 
relevant cause of the outcome. Even if many people and things failed to water the plant, 
norms of assertion governing the truth conditions for the omissive claim generally 
favor Jane’s failure. (We can imagine outré contexts in which Abraham Lincoln’s 
omission to water the plant is the cause of the plant’s death; for example, a case where 
Abe promised to time travel in order to water the plant but failed to do so. See Bernstein 
(2014) for an exploration of this issue.)

Does contrastivism have an explanation? According to contrastivism, Jane’s 
omission to water the plant (rather than her watering the plant) causes the plant to die 
(rather than to live). But why is Jane responsible and not others? Schaffer (2010) holds 
a view according to which an omission is just a way to describe actual events upon 
which the relevant contrasts are based. For example, if Jane was singing karaoke rather 
than watering the plant, the contrastive claim is ‘Jane’s singing karaoke (rather than 
watering the plant)’ is the relevant causal contrast. But this doesn’t solve the problem 
of why Jane is the pertinent party, as Schaffer recognizes. He handles the problem of 
profligate omissions by arguing that normative expectations on Jane rather than 
Barack Obama make Jane’s actions causally germane. But imposing this normative 
constraint on the selection of relevant actual events thereby introduces additional 
human-dependence into the causal relation.

8 Here I assume that moral responsibility involves causation. Even if the relevance of causal outcomes to 
moral responsibility is controversial, almost all ethical theories posit or assume some sort of relationship 
between causation and moral responsibility. And it is outcomes (in addition to intentions, promises, and 
other morally relevant features of problem cases) that are often the subjects of moral evaluation.
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Similarly, pragmatism dictates that normative or practical constraints on omissive 
claims determine which omission is a cause of the outcome. In a moral context, 
Jane’s promise to water the plant is the subject of practical interest, and thus her 
omission is the cause of the plant’s death. In a scientific context, the plant’s biological 
processes are the subject of interest, and thus the plant’s failure to deliver oxygen to its 
roots is the cause of the plant’s death. Generally, it would violate conversational rules to 
mention Jane’s omission in the scientific context or the plant’s biological processes in 
the moral context.

All three h-isms can account for causation by omission. But in each case, human-
created contexts select which omission out of many is causally salient. Even for the 
theories that are compatible with a mind-independent causal relation, context, seman-
tics, and pragmatics are doing the heavy lifting of solving the selection problem. 
Consider contextualism and contrastivism, both of which posit a mind-independent 
causal relation. These theories could deny an objective causal relation and achieve 
the same results for causation by omission. This is yet more evidence that the seat of 
explanatory power in both theories lies in the human-injected elements rather than 
the causal relation that both posit.

Another well-known challenge for causal theories is how to distinguish between 
background conditions and causes. The birth of the universe is a causal condition of 
Abe Lincoln’s death, but few people would call the former a cause of the latter. In a less 
extreme problem case, it might be hard to judge whether the engineer’s error was a 
cause or a mere background condition of the building’s collapse.

The three h-isms are well suited to this problem as well. According to contextualism, 
the engineer’s error was the cause of the building’s collapse because context selects it 
over the background conditions. The contrast events in ‘The engineer’s error (rather 
than the building’s construction) caused the building to collapse (rather than stay 
standing)’ are selected by context. And pragmatics dictate practice-relative interests, 
which restrict relevant causal candidates and cull background conditions.

But here again, the objective causal structure of the world does not shoulder the 
explanatory load. Humans label one part of reality as a cause and another as a back-
ground condition: reality itself does not ‘do the work.’ Reality could have been different, 
and yet humans would have selected the relevant contextual parameters, contrast 
events, or pragmatic constraints on what counts as the cause. For this reason, I will 
now argue, causal idealism should be considered on a par with the three h-isms.

4. Weighing the Views
Having illustrated the views and studied how they deal with problems for theories of 
causation, we are now in a position to weigh causal idealism against the three h-isms 
outlined above. We will compare them with respect to theoretical desiderata for a 
theory of causation: explanation, parsimony, metaphysical fundamentality, and 
suitability to ground moral responsibility.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/09/2017, SPi

causal idealism 227

Return to BOULDER. For the proponent of an objective causal relation, what 
explains the boulder’s falling over the cliff just is the reality of BOULDER. To the 
contextualist, human-created context explains why the wind (rather than, say, the 
bear scraping around nearby destabilizing the ground beneath the boulder) 
causes the boulder to fall. The contextualist might retort that she does accept the 
mind-independence of the causal relation; it is simply the truth conditions that 
are context-sensitive. For example, she agrees with the objectivity and mind-
independence of BOULDER, but holds that context determines when utterances 
involving BOULDER are true.

Here I say: for the contextualist, the ontological realism about causation isn’t doing 
the heavy explanatory work. Context, rather than an objective causal relation, is the 
seat of explanatory force. If an aim of a causal theory is to give the conditions for true 
causal assertions, then locating the truth conditions for the causal assertions in 
thought rather than reality thereby relocates the theory’s explanatory power in human 
thought. We cannot understand why the boulder went over the cliff without appealing 
to a particular context. Even if the contextualist’s causal relation is mind-independent, 
causal explanations that require contextual parameters are irreducibly human-based.

Similarly with contrastivism. Contrastivism’s flexibility lies in its ability to draw out 
causal truths relative to salient contrasts. But it is the human intervention of raising 
the contrasts to salience that achieves much of the explanatory power. Consider the 
following two contrasts:

(1) The wind blowing (rather than not blowing) caused the boulder to fall over the 
cliff (rather than to remain still).

(2) The wind blowing (rather than gusting) caused the boulder to fall over the cliff 
(rather than gently roll off the cliff).

Here the difference is illuminating due to the contextually salient contrasts, not the 
objective counterfactual dependencies that hold between the actual events and 
between contrasts. Contrastivism’s informativeness is driven by human selection, not 
by an objective causal relation.

This is true for pragmatism as well. Unlike the other two h-isms, pragmatism doesn’t 
aspire to mind-independence. Pragmatism accepts that human interests drive the 
explanatory power of the causal relation. ‘The wind blowing caused the boulder to fall 
over the cliff ’ is true in virtue of human concepts and practical application of the 
causal concept. Were humans to vanish, so, too, would the causal relation.

I submit that idealism’s human-driven explanatory power is at least as powerful as 
those of the h-isms. If the explanatory power of h-ist theories lies in their human-
dependent elements, idealism has the same explanatory power without resorting to 
complicated theoretical machinery. For idealism doesn’t need context, contrasts, or 
pragmatic constraints. Idealism does not require the linguistic model of contextualism, 
the modal structure of contrastivism, or the collective perspectives or practical inter-
ests of pragmatism. Idealism requires only an observer or observers.
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Moreover, explanation ‘bottoms out’ in humans in all four views: the buck stops, as 
it were, with human mental activity. In contrast to causal realism, according to which 
causation itself grounds explanation, causation itself does not ground explanation in 
any of our above cases. The h-ist world minus humans is explanatorily impoverished. 
The h-ist picture of explanation is at least no better than the idealist’s world in which 
causal explanations lie entirely with human observers.

Idealism is simpler and more parsimonious than contextualism and contrastivism. 
Aside from the linguistic and modal machineries mentioned above, contextualism and 
contrastivism each claim to accept a mind-independent causal relation. But the causal 
relation is explanatorily inert, a shadow waiting for illumination by human thought. 
The theories are more bloated than they have to be. Idealism, in contrast, posits only 
the human-based condition for causation without the extra ontological weight.

Many metaphysicians want causation be part of the ‘glue’ of the universe—a joint 
carving, perfectly natural, metaphysically fundamental relation. It goes without saying 
that such a relation must be entirely mind-independent. Only contextualism posits 
such a relation, and as we have seen, it doesn’t shoulder the explanatory weight of the 
view. (This feature, too, makes the contextualist causal relation particularly unsuited 
to fundamentality, since explanation is supposed to bottom out in fundamentalia.) 
Contrastive causation cannot be a fundamental relation, since possibilia are included 
in the causal relata. And pragmatist causation is entirely mind-dependent. While 
idealism does no better in this regard, it certainly does no worse than the three h-isms 
with respect to causation not being included in the basic glue of the universe.

There is an exception to the theoretical parity between idealism and h-isms in the 
theories’ ability to ground moral responsibility. Assuming that causation is at least 
necessary for moral responsibility, moral chaos would ensue if moral responsibility 
were to be grounded in individual humans’ causal projections. Consider ‘Jane is 
 morally responsible for the plant’s death.’ In virtue of what is this the case? A mere 
idealistic projection of causation would spell trouble for a theory of moral responsi-
bility. For we cannot hold agents accountable for actions on the basis of a mere 
 individual projection of causation. Contextualism comes out ahead because collective 
human agreement is required for context-setting. Contrastivism comes out ahead 
insofar as many moral explanations are already contrastive in nature.9 And pragma-
tism comes out ahead insofar as causation can be understood from a specifically 
moral or legal perspective.

But this disparity is not a defeater for causal idealism. All it shows is that something 
greater than individual human minds, namely, collective human agreement, is 
required for a causal concept that grounds moral responsibility. A concept can be 
socially constructed even if causal idealism is true. Such a project would also comport 
well with moral views that deny objective moral facts.

9 See Schaffer (2010) for an extended discussion of contrastive claims in the law.
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One might object that causal idealism is not a theory of causation. The objection 
goes something like this: a theory of causation must contribute something to our 
understanding of the causal concept and causal relation. It must tell us when the causal 
relation holds and when it doesn’t. It must deliver results by providing application con-
ditions for the causal relation. When we’re not sure if something is a case of causation, 
a good theory should be able to yield a result such as ‘Yes, it is a case of causation 
because there is counterfactual dependence’ or ‘No, it’s not a case of causation because 
there is no lawful regularity.’ But causal idealism doesn’t provide illuminating application 
conditions like those theories.

To this I say: neither do the h-isms. The h-isms help us understand when human 
contexts or practices suggest that there is a causal relation. But they don’t provide sub-
stantive, non-circular definitions of the causal relation. While idealism doesn’t either, 
it’s no worse off in this regard. The idealisms and h-isms share a commitment to the 
inextricable linkage of the causal relation with the human conception of it.

5. Conclusion
Causal idealism is simpler than contrastivism, pragmatism, and contextualism. It pos-
sesses equal explanatory force and greater ontological parsimony. Even though it has 
fallen out of favor historically, its theoretical virtues should make it a contender among 
mixed views of causation that incorporate human thought and agency.
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1. Introduction
My aim in this essay is twofold. First, following up a common suggestion in the recent 
literature,1 I’ll show how we can formulate versions of physicalism, dualism, and ideal-
ism as theses about grounding, or metaphysical explanation, rather than as more 
straightforwardly ontological theses concerning what exists. Second, I’ll argue that 
this reformulation provides a helpful lens through which to look at arguments in the 
philosophy of religion. In particular, traditional versions of theism are naturally 
understood as versions of idealism, once idealism is understood as a thesis about 
grounding. I’ll go on to argue that once we see theism as a version of idealism, we can 
see that theistic arguments from design—in particular, fine-tuning arguments—have 
a limitation that is otherwise easy to overlook. Viewed through this lens, it’s natural to 
understand such arguments as aiming to convince, not just the atheist, but the phys-
icalist and/or dualist. And this turns out to be harder than one might have thought.

The debate between physicalists, dualists, and idealists is often presented as an onto-
logical one—a debate over what exists.2 Very roughly, physicalists hold that everything 
is physical, dualists hold that some things are physical, and some are mental, while 
idealists hold that everything is mental. Of course, this can’t quite be right. For one, 
most physicalists are happy to grant that there are minds.3 And some dualists would 
agree that everything is physical.4 One response to these difficulties for the above 
formulation is to try harder to come up with a theoretically tidy way of framing the 
question at issue between physicalists, dualists, and idealists that will put each position 
on the mind-body problem in the category where it intuitively belongs. A more attractive 

1 See, e.g., Fine (2001), Schaffer (2009), Bennett (2011a), Dasgupta (2014).
2 See, e.g., Unger (2014: 27).
3 Notable exceptions, on some interpretations, include Paul Churchland (1981) and Patricia Churchland 

(1986).
4 This is one way of understanding the position of the property dualist—she grants that everything is 

physical, but still holds that some physical things have irreducibly mental properties.
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response, however, is to hold that the definite article is misleading here—there are 
various closely related questions, each of which could be thought of as the basis for a 
physicalism/dualism/idealism debate. That is, we can ask the schematic question:

Question What sorts of X’s are there?

And allow for the following three schematic answers:

Physicalism: Physical X’s only
Dualism: Both physical and mental X’s
Idealism: Mental X’s only

for various different values of X.5 When we substitute ‘object’ for X, we get the simple, 
traditional question as put at the very beginning of this essay. We can also substitute 
‘property’ for X to get a formulation that allows for property dualism as a distinct pos-
ition. But these aren’t the only options. In particular, much recent work in metaphysics 
proceeds on the assumption that debates traditionally formulated in ontological terms 
can be fruitfully understood as debates about grounding, about which more in a 
moment.6 There are stronger and weaker forms of this position. Stronger forms will 
hold that ontological questions are typically boring, perhaps because too easy; 
existence questions are trivial, so rather than asking what exists, we should instead ask 
what grounds what (Schaffer 2009). But there are also weaker forms, according to 
which, while questions about existence may well be interesting and non-trivial, questions 
about grounding are interesting too (Audi 2012).

What is grounding? It’s impossible to give an uncontroversial characterization, as 
many basic facts about it are subject to dispute. What are the relata of the grounding 
relation—objects (if so, singularly or plurally?), facts?7 Are there many grounding 
relations,8 a few,9 or just one?10 What are its structural properties—is it transitive? 
Irreflexive?11 Is there a theoretically significant grounding relation at all, or is the 
notion incoherent, or useless?12

For the purposes of this essay, I’ll assume that grounding is an asymmetric relation 
between facts, such that if A grounds B, then A provides a certain kind of explanation 
of B. One phrase often used to elicit this notion of grounding is ‘in virtue of ’—in the 
sense I intend, if A grounds B, then B holds in virtue of A’s holding.13 Some find it easiest 
to get a grip on the notion through the metaphor of a ‘tiered’ conception of reality, 

5 Note that these answers are not necessarily exhaustive—it’s plausible that, for some choices of X, 
plausible answers will involve holding that there are some non-physical, non-mental X’s.

6 E.g., Fine (2001), Schaffer (2009), Rosen (2010), Bennett (forthcoming).
7 See Bliss and Trogdon (2014: §3) for a survey of views about the logical form of the grounding 

relation.
8 See Wilson (2014). The view that there are many grounding relations isn’t quite Wilson’s view—rather, 

she holds that there are many relations in the neighborhood of what’s discussed under the heading of 
‘grounding,’ but that it is not theoretically fruitful to view them as species of a single genus.

9 See Fine (2001).   10 See Berker (draft).   11 See Bliss and Trogdon (2014: §6.2).
12 See Hofweber (2009), Wilson (2014).   13 See Rosen (2010).
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in which more fundamental tiers ground less fundamental ones. This sort of tiered 
conception is presupposed when people talk about one discipline ‘reducing’ to 
another—e.g., about biology reducing to chemistry, or chemistry reducing to physics. 
Consider economic facts, e.g., concerning the value of various currencies. While most 
of us are happy to grant that such facts exist, we also don’t think of them as particularly 
fundamental—rather, we think of them as grounded in psychological facts about what 
exchanges people are willing to make. If people around the world were suddenly, for 
whatever reason, less willing to exchange goods and services for dollars, demanding 
more dollars than they used to in return for the same goods and services, then in virtue 
of that psychological fact, dollars would thereby be worth less. Moreover, this relation 
isn’t merely causal; we don’t have two distinct facts here, linked by a causal chain—as, 
e.g., in the case of a rock being thrown, and its later shattering a window. Rather, the 
links between psychological facts about willingness to exchange goods and services 
for dollars, and economic facts about the value of dollars, are more intimate than that. 
But I don’t intend too much to hang on this contrast. Some writers have held that 
causation may well be a species of grounding relation, and in fact, for my purposes, it 
would be easier to make the points I ultimately want to if it were.14 Also, I should stress 
that even if some class of facts is not particularly fundamental, that does not make it 
any less worthy of study—while I take it that the example of grounding I just used is 
relatively uncontroversial,15 it would obviously be a mistake to conclude from the 
fact that economic facts are not fundamental that they are not worthy of serious study 
and theorizing.16

Armed with at least a rough grip on the notion of grounding, we can use it in the 
schema from earlier to get another way of framing a physicalism/dualism/idealism 
debate—we can ask what sorts of facts lie at the bottom of chains of ground. That is, 
given a chain of grounding explanations, A in virtue of B, B in virtue of C . . . in virtue of 
Z, where Z has no further ground, what sorts of facts are apt to fill the role of Z? The 
physicalist holds that all chains of ground bottom out in physical facts.17 The dualist 
holds that both physical and mental facts can be ultimate grounders. And the idealist 
holds that chains of ground bottom out in mental facts.

What insight is gained from framing debates in the philosophy of mind in terms 
of grounding explanation, rather than in more familiar ways? While there may be 
several, my focus in this essay will be on implications in the philosophy of religion. 

14 See Bennett (2011b). It’s more common, however, to sharply distinguish causal/scientific from 
metaphysical explanation. See, e.g., Miller (2015).

15 Perhaps a certain sort of Marxist traditionalist, who held to the labor theory of value, would 
disagree.

16 Dotson (draft) draws attention to the ways in which fields of study can be marginalized when their 
subject matters are considered non-fundamental. I’m sympathetic to the concerns she raises, and hope that 
I’m avoiding the pitfalls she identifies.

17 There is an ongoing debate about whether physicalism can be adequately formulated in terms of 
ground. Sider (2011) argues that it cannot, Bennett (2011a), deRosset (2013), and Dasgupta (2014) argue, 
in various ways, that it can. While my sympathy in this debate is largely with Dasgupta, I’ll try to remain 
neutral in what follows.
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For philosophers in the Western tradition, idealism and theism are closely linked; 
Berkeley is the paradigm idealist, and theism plays a crucial role in his philosophical 
system.18 Famously, without God, Berkeley seems to be unable to account for the intui-
tive idea that the objects we interact with in our everyday lives don’t cease to exist 
once we stop looking at or thinking about them.19 But the connection doesn’t look to 
run in the other direction. That is, while it looks hard to be an idealist without being a 
theist, there doesn’t seem to be any special difficulty in being a theist without being 
an idealist. However, once idealism is understood in terms of ultimate metaphysical 
explanation—in terms of grounding—this is less clear.

First, God is, on a traditional theistic picture, a sort of person, about whom there are 
mental facts.20 Just as the facts that I prefer strawberry to vanilla and that I am only 
somewhat forgiving are mental facts about me, the facts that God willed there to be 
light and that God is perfectly forgiving would be mental facts about God. In light of 
this, it’s natural to understand the traditional theistic claim that God created and 
sustains the universe as amounting to the claim that all facts about the universe have as 
their ultimate explanation mental facts about God (e.g., what she willed). That is, once 
we understand idealism, not as a claim about what exists, but as a claim about what 
sorts of facts are ultimate grounders, it’s natural to think that theism amounts to a 
version of idealism. All ultimate grounders are mental facts, because all ultimate 
grounders are mental facts about God.

Or at least, the foregoing will be true if causation is a species of grounding. If caus-
ation is not a species of grounding, however, then even though theism entails that all 
facts have facts about God as their ultimate causal explanation (if they have any causal 
explanation at all), it’s not so clear that all facts are ultimately grounded in facts about 
God. Perhaps they still are—this is a natural way of interpreting the claim that God is 
the “ground of being” (Tillich 1951). And more recently, Pearce (2017) argues, convin-
cingly to my mind, that God must be understood as the ground—not merely the 
cause—of all contingent events if certain versions of the cosmological argument are to 
have any force. Still, it’s plausible that on at least some versions of theism, e.g., deism, 
once we grant that causation is not a species of grounding, we will hold that some facts, 
while causally explained by facts about God, are not grounded in facts about God. Given 
such commitments, we might end up with a merely dualistic, rather than idealistic, 
version of theism. For what follows, however, the distinction won’t much matter.21

So far, these might seem like boring classificatory points. OK—if we define idealism 
somewhat differently from how it is normally defined, theism may (or may not) turn 

18 Things look very different in the Indian Buddhist tradition. While idealism is an influential doctrine, 
it doesn’t have the sorts of connections to theism that it does in the West. See Coseru (2012: §6.4) for 
discussion.

19 Though see Helen Yetter-Chappell (this volume).   20 See, e.g., Swinburne (2004).
21 Why not? Because the sorts of physicalist views I’ll be discussing are inconsistent both with the idea 

that mental facts lie at the bottom of chains of ground, and with the idea that they lie at the bottom of 
chains of causal explanation.
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out to be a version of idealism. So what? Ultimately, my aim is to argue that a certain 
limitation of theistic arguments from design is easier to see once we view them through 
the lens of distinctions in the philosophy of mind, and in particular once we frame 
them as arguments offered by an idealist aimed at convincing a physicalist, rather than 
arguments offered by a theist aimed at convincing an atheist.

Arguments from design for the existence of God are typically understood—both 
by their proponents, and by their opponents—as attempted inferences to the best 
explanation. The proponent points to certain features of the universe—perhaps features 
of biological systems on earth, or more likely in contemporary philosophical contexts, 
the apparent ‘fine-tuning’ of various parameters in our best physical theories—and 
argues that the best explanation of those features is that they are the result of intelligent 
design.22 The opponent, in many cases, grants that design is a potential explanation of 
these features, but denies that it is the best one.23 While both the proponent and the 
opponent of the argument agree that establishing design wouldn’t be enough on its 
own to prove theism—for all design arguments say, the designer(s) might lack various of 
the traditional divine attributes24—both agree that it would be a significant intermedi-
ate step. For instance, if design were established, further arguments might be offered to 
suggest that the design was carried out by a single perfect being, rather than, e.g., by a 
team of bumbling demigods.25

On this picture, while a successful design argument wouldn’t get us all the way to 
theism, it would get us a good deal closer—it would render theism a good deal more 
likely than in the absence of such an argument. In the remainder of this essay, I want to 
argue against this picture. I’ll argue that if our imagined atheist starts out as a (certain 
sort of) physicalist, or even as a (certain sort of) dualist, then even a fully successful 
design argument should have little or no tendency to push her toward idealism (which 
it would have to do, if it were to push her toward theism).

My strategy will be as follows. I’ll start by considering a certain, specific sort of 
physicalist view, and explaining why, given such a view as a starting point, even a 
 successful design argument shouldn’t significantly increase the probability of idealism/
theism; that is, somebody who starts out with such a view, and becomes convinced by a 
design argument, would be under little or no rational pressure to become more con-
fident in idealism/theism. I’ll then attempt to generalize the argument further and 
further, starting by broadening the class of physicalist views to which it applies, and 
ultimately extending it to certain dualist views as well. While I’ll grant that there are 
some starting points from which a successful design argument ought to significantly 
increase the probability of idealism/theism, they are fewer and more atypical than we 
might have expected.

22 See, e.g., Collins (2009).
23 A common alternative explanation involves positing multiple universes, such that it was highly likely 

that at least one universe would be life supporting. See, e.g., Leslie (1989).
24 This point is forcefully emphasized by Hume (1779/2007).   25 See, e.g., Swinburne (1968).
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2. Starting Points ‘Immune’ to  
Theistic Design Arguments

Let’s start with an extreme behaviorist view about the mental, of the sort sometimes 
(perhaps unfairly) attributed to Ryle (1949). According to this view, for some mental 
fact to hold, various physical facts must also hold. Take the mental fact that I don’t like 
getting wet. For that fact to hold, various physical facts about how my body is disposed 
to move must also hold—e.g., I must be disposed to pick up an umbrella and hold it 
over my head on rainy days, and/or to stay indoors when no umbrella is nearby. 
Moreover, these dependence relations are knowable a priori, by reflection on the 
meanings of our concepts. Offering the terminology of ‘ground’ to the behaviorist, it’s 
natural to interpret her as holding that it is a priori that mental facts must be grounded 
in facts about how physical bodies are disposed to behave.

How should the behaviorist react to design arguments? It will help to start with an 
everyday design argument, of the sort sometimes used as a warm-up to more ambitious, 
theistic design arguments. Suppose our behaviorist encounters a watch in a field.26 She 
should and most likely would respond by drawing an inference to the best explanation; 
she should come to believe that there was a mental cause of the watch—an intelligent 
agent who came up with a plan for how to build the watch, and successfully carried out 
that plan. Given her behaviorism, this will commit her to believing in a complex 
physical system with a great variety of behavioral dispositions, some of which were 
manifested in building the watch. Such further, physical grounds would be required, 
given her behaviorism, for mental facts about an agent’s plans for watch-building to 
hold. The general lesson here is that our behaviorist can happily accept inference to the 
best explanation arguments where the best explanation involves positing mental facts, 
so long as in doing so, she also accepts that there are further, physical grounds for that 
mental fact.27

As far as I can see, our behaviorist ought to respond to more ambitious, attempted 
theistic design arguments in much the same way. Suppose our behaviorist becomes 
convinced by some version of the ‘fine-tuning argument,’ according to which various 
large-scale features of the universe—e.g., its extremely low initial entropy—call out for 
explanation in terms of design.28 A traditional theist might hope that this argument 
could provide support for the hypothesis that facts about our universe are best 
explained by mental facts about God (e.g., what she wills), while mental facts about 
God have no further ground. But this hypothesis isn’t open to our behaviorist for the 
reasons explained above; as a matter of conceptual necessity, mental facts—whether 
about persons, or about God—cannot be ungrounded, for our behaviorist. This doesn’t 

26 The example is due to Paley (1802/2008).
27 That’s not to say she needs to know exactly which physical facts ground the mental fact she posits, 

since she needn’t know the exact nature of the designer to make a design inference.
28 See Penrose (1989: ch. 7) for discussion of the initial low entropy of the universe.
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mean the behaviorist can’t accept the fine-tuning argument. Rather, it means that 
whatever designer she posits to account for fine-tuning cannot be the sort of ultimate 
ground of being required by theism.

What might such a non-ultimate designer look like? One helpful example is pro-
vided by the “simulation hypothesis,” defended by Nick Bostrom (2003). Bostrom 
argues that we should find it plausible that we are living in a computer simulation. The 
details of his argument for this claim won’t concern us here—what’s relevant is that it 
involves hypothesizing both that (a) everything we observe on a day-to-day basis is 
explained by intelligent design, but (b) the intelligent designer(s) is not the ground of 
all being, but is instead a complex physical system, made up of physical parts (which 
she did not herself design). The simulation hypothesis is a special case of a ‘tiered’ 
 conception of reality, of the sort mentioned earlier in the context of clarifying the idea 
of grounding. According to the simulation hypothesis, even those facts that physic-
alists tend to regard as fundamental—e.g., facts about elementary particles—are 
ultimately grounded in further facts about the states of some computer(s), which 
are themselves explained by the decisions of some designers, which themselves have 
further grounds.29 Perhaps, as in Bostrom’s hypothesis, the designers are running 
“ancestor simulations,” interested in seeing what day-to-day life in their own world 
might have looked like centuries earlier. Even if a design argument succeeded in ren-
dering some large-scale design hypothesis plausible, it would have no tendency to 
undermine the behaviorist view we started with—it’s not the right kind of argument 
to do that, as it’s not aimed at the behaviorist’s account of mental concepts—and so 
it would have no tendency to suggest that mental facts about the designer(s) of our 
world have non-mental ground.

We can put the above point more generally in terms of independently plausible 
principles of belief revision. Many writers hold some version of the idea that, if one 
(rationally) starts out believing P, and then one (rationally) adopts the belief that Q, 
where Q is consistent with one’s prior beliefs (including the belief that P), one shouldn’t 
abandon the belief that P.30 Applied to the present case, the idea is that if we grant 
behaviorism as a rational starting point, and then adopt a large-scale design hypothesis 
on the basis of some design argument, we shouldn’t thereby abandon our behaviorism, 
since behaviorism is consistent with large-scale design. Rather, we should accept the 
version of the large-scale design hypothesis consistent with behaviorism—namely, a 
non-theistic, non-idealistic version, in which facts about the designer themselves have 
further, non-mental grounds.

To what extent do the above considerations depend on our starting point, a particular 
version of behaviorism? Less than you might think, or so I’ll argue. I’ll start out by 
considering how we might relax the behaviorism, arguing that both functionalists and 

29 See, e.g., Chalmers (2005).
30 In the belief revision literature, this principle is relatively uncontroversial; see, e.g., Alchourrón et al. 

(1985).
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certain sorts of dualists can accept analogous arguments to those offered above. I’ll also 
discuss some cases where the argument does not so neatly generalize.

The feature of behaviorism that did work in the preceding paragraphs was that it is a 
view in the philosophy of mind according to which mental facts must have non-mental 
grounds. While behaviorism is a particularly simple, extreme example of such a view, 
it’s far from the only such view. For instance, functionalists hold that facts about the 
mental states of a system are grounded not just in facts about its observable behavior, 
but also facts about the causal relations among its internal states, as well as the causal 
relations between those states and its environment.31 If we start out with functionalism, 
rather than behaviorism, we’ll still get the result that design arguments shouldn’t 
increase the probability of theism/idealism. This isn’t entirely obvious, since it’s some-
times claimed that functionalism is neutral on debates between physicalists, dualists, 
and idealists,32 so I’ll dwell on this point a bit.

Suppose we grant that functionalists need not require that a system have physical 
states in order for there to be mental facts about that system; any sorts of states will do, 
so long as they play the right functional roles. Does this mean that functionalism, 
unlike behaviorism, is compatible with idealism, so that a functionalist who becomes 
convinced by a design argument might have reason to become more confident in 
theism/idealism? As I understand the dialectic, it does not; while the functionalist 
can allow that a system without physical states can have mental states, she will still 
insist that facts about the mental states of such a system must have further grounds, 
and if such grounds are not physical facts, then they must be non-physical but still 
non-mental facts.33

The idea that functionalism is compatible with dualism is ultimately a version of the 
idea—typically billed as a selling point of functionalism—that functionalism allows 
for mental states to be multiply realizable. For example, just as a hammer is anything 
that can hammer in nails, whether it be made of wood and metal, or plastic and rubber, 
so a mind is anything with parts that play the right functional roles, whether it be a 
brain, a digital computer, or something entirely non-physical. But even if the function-
alist recognizes this last possibility, it’s not really one on which dualism or idealism 
would be true, at least if those positions are understood as I’ve suggested, in terms of 
grounding. I suggested we could understand both dualism and idealism as theses 
about grounds, with dualism holding that some ultimate grounders are mental facts, 
and the idealist holding that all ultimate grounders are mental facts. If we are function-
alists, and we allow that some or all mental facts might be grounded in functional facts 
about some non-physical system, we are not allowing that some (let alone all) mental 
facts might be ultimate grounders. In fact, we’re insisting that they cannot be ultimate 

31 See Levin (2013) for a survey.   32 For example, Levin (2013).
33 Could there be non-physical, non-mental facts? Answering that would require answering the notori-

ously difficult question of how to understand the distinction between the physical and the non-physical. 
See Hempel (1969). Luckily, for present purposes, it’s not necessary to answer this question.
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grounders, by holding that they must be grounded in functional facts about some 
(physical or non-physical) system.34

Given the above, the rest of the argument is just like it was in the case of behavior-
ism. If all mental facts—including facts about the will and/or character traits of an 
intelligent designer of our universe—must have further, non-mental grounds (whether 
they be physical, or not), then nothing like traditional theism could be true. So if 
we start out rationally believing functionalism, and then come to believe that the uni-
verse was intelligently designed, which is consistent with functionalism for the same 
reasons it’s consistent with behaviorism, we shouldn’t abandon our initial belief. And, 
as in the case of behaviorism, this means adopting a version of the design hypothesis 
that is consistent with functionalism—one on which mental facts about the designer 
are not ultimate grounders, but instead themselves have some further grounds. Later 
I’ll return to the idea that adopting the design hypothesis might itself put pressure on 
our starting point in the philosophy of mind, but first, I’ll argue that even certain 
versions of dualism lead to the same sort of conclusion I’ve defended in the case of 
behaviorism and functionalism.

So far I’ve been considering how it might be rational to respond to a persuasive 
design argument given a starting point on which all mental facts must have non-mental 
grounds. What if we start, however, from a dualist view, which allows that mental facts 
can be ultimate grounders? I’ll argue that the right response will depend on what sort 
of dualism we espouse.

First the easy cases. If our dualist holds that no mental facts have non-mental 
grounds—that is, that all explanations of mental facts ultimately ground out in further 
mental facts—then it’s quite natural for her to be moved to a theistic version of ideal-
ism by a design argument. The route would go as follows. She would start out thinking 
that there are mental facts, whose ultimate grounds are mental, and physical facts, 
whose ultimate grounds are physical. She would come to be convinced that certain 
physical facts—e.g., the facts of ‘fine-tuning’—require a mental explanation, in terms 
of intelligent design. Moreover, accepting that explanation requires accepting that, not 
just those particular physical facts that called out for a design explanation, but all phys-
ical facts, must be ultimately explained by intelligent design. Unlike in the cases of 
behaviorism and functionalism, this particular dualist starting point will not require 
mental facts about design to have some further, non-mental grounds. So there’s nothing 
to stop our dualist from accepting—or at least regarding as significantly more probable 

34 But couldn’t they be grounded in functional facts about some non-physical, mental system? Given 
functionalism, this answer starts a regress; if mental facts A about a system are grounded in non-physical, 
mental facts B about that system, then those facts B will need some further functional explanation. If the B 
facts are grounded in non-mental facts, the regress stops. But if they’re grounded in still more mental facts, 
it continues.

Of course, we might be more moderate in our functionalism, holding that some but not all mental facts 
are amenable to functionalist analysis. I discuss such views later in the essay.
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than before—the theistic version of the design hypothesis, on which all facts are 
ultimately grounded in mental facts about the will and/or nature of a powerful agent.35

Perhaps surprisingly, however, not all versions of dualism have this feature. That is, 
there are versions of dualism that block the theistic version of the design argument in 
much the same way we saw above that behaviorism and functionalism do. It’s common 
to draw a distinction within the mental between sensation/experience on the one 
hand, and thought/cognition on the other. Sellars’s (1956) distinction between 
 ‘sentience’ and ‘sapience,’ Davidson’s (1982) distinction between ‘sensation’ and 
‘thought,’ and even Chalmers’s (1996) distinction between the ‘phenomenal’ and the 
‘psychological’ can be seen as different ways of getting at a similar idea.36 Moreover, it’s 
common to hold that mental facts concerning sensation or experience present 
more of a challenge to physicalism than do mental facts concerning thought or cogni-
tion. So a moderate dualist might hold that while facts about sensation/experience 
cannot be grounded in physical facts, facts about thought/cognition can and must 
have such grounds.37

If this is the version of dualism we start with, then it’s not so clear that a successful 
design argument could do much to motivate idealism/theism. After all, if we accept 
some version of the sensation/thought distinction, then it’s natural to place the sorts 
of mental facts posited by design arguments on the ‘thought’ side of the divide. The 
design argument posits the existence of a powerful designer who acted on some plan 
or intention, based on preferences. And if we accept some distinction between brute 
sensation on the one hand, and thought on the other, then plans, intentions, and 
preferences seem to involve more than mere sensation. And if the sorts of mental 
facts posited in the design argument are not the sorts of mental facts—facts about 
sensation—that can be ultimate grounders, then our dualist is in the same boat as the 
physicalists we considered earlier; accepting the design argument will lead her to posit 
certain mental facts as explanations for physical features of our universe, but her views 
on the philosophy of mind will force her to accept further non-mental grounds for 
those mental facts she posits. Of course, many dualists won’t be happy with the par-
ticular version of dualism I’ve sketched here—in particular, the sort of sharp divide 
between sensation and thought this version of dualism depends on is controversial.38 
I mention it only to make clearer just what sorts of starting points in the philosophy of 
mind leave room for a route to theism/idealism via a design argument.

35 Of course, as noted above, the design argument on its own won’t be enough to establish theism—
further arguments would be needed to show that there is a single designer, that she is perfect, etc. But 
this is still a much better result for the theist than with the other starting points—given those starting 
points, theism wasn’t on the table as a possible conclusion of a design argument. Given this version of 
dualism, it is.

36 See Siewert (2006) for some discussion of parallels.
37 This is one way of reading Chalmers (1996).
38 In particular, it will not sit well with dualists who subscribe to the ‘phenomenal intentionality 

research program’—see Kriegel (2013).
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3. Starting Points Threatened by  
Theistic Design Arguments

So far I’ve been assuming, sometimes tacitly, that whatever starting point we have in 
the philosophy of mind, it isn’t itself threatened by design arguments. That is, in each 
of the cases above where I argued that a design argument would not render theism/
idealism more plausible, I appealed to a principle of belief revision to the effect that 
(1) if one starts out believing P, and (2) one comes to believe that Q, where Q is con-
sistent with one’s prior beliefs (including P), then (3) one shouldn’t abandon the belief 
that P. But whether (2) accurately characterizes the cases we’ve been discussing may 
depend on the nature of one’s starting point in the philosophy of mind.

When one’s view in the philosophy of mind is held on broadly a priori grounds, it’s 
hard to see how accepting a large-scale design argument—an argument that appeals to 
contingent, empirical facts—could be in tension with it. That’s not to say that views 
held on a priori grounds can never be rationally undermined by empirical consider-
ations. Plausibly, this is just what happens when one’s belief in some tautology is 
rationally undermined by the misleading testimony of devious logicians.39 In such a 
case, you get empirical reasons to think that the a priori reasoning process that led to 
one of your beliefs was unreliable. But nothing like that seems to be going on in the 
cases relevant to the present discussion—that is, accepting the conclusion of a design 
argument shouldn’t have any tendency to suggest that the a priori reasoning that led 
you to your positions in the philosophy of mind was unreliable. So, given the assump-
tion that our starting point in the philosophy of mind is held on a priori grounds, the 
aforementioned principle of belief revision applies, and whatever version of the design 
hypothesis we adopt, it should be consistent with our starting point in the philosophy 
of mind. And even if our physicalism is held on less straightforwardly a priori grounds, 
so long as it is consistent with—better yet, not even in tension with—a large-scale 
design hypothesis, then the arguments I’ve been discussing will go through.

While physicalism is sometimes claimed to be a contingent, empirical hypothesis, at 
least in the philosophy of mind, physicalist positions are often argued for on broadly a 
prioristic grounds. To take one example already mentioned, Ryle (1949) accuses the 
Cartesian dualist not of an empirical error, but of a “category mistake,” which is usually 
taken to involve a kind of conceptual confusion. This broadly a prioristic approach is 
not limited to behaviorists. For example, ‘Canberra Planners’ like David Lewis (1966) 
and Frank Jackson (1998) offer what amount to a priori, conceptual analysis-based 
arguments against idealism and dualism as those positions are understood in this essay.

But not all versions of physicalism have this feature. Consider the following, broadly 
a posteriori route to a sort of biologically based physicalism.40 One notes the empirical 

39 Field (2005) and Christensen (2007) both discuss the possibility of mathematical knowledge being 
undermined by misleading testimony.

40 I have in mind the sort of physicalism typically associated with Searle (1980), or Block and Stalnaker 
(1999).
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fact that there are lots of striking mental/physical correlations—e.g., physical facts 
concerning bodily damage correlate with mental facts about pain, physical facts about 
alcohol ingestion correlate with mental facts about blurry perception, etc. One asks 
oneself what might explain these correlations. While one could posit brute, contingent 
psychophysical laws linking the mental and the physical, one worries that this would 
just push the question back to what explains those psychophysical laws. Instead, one 
thinks one will have a simpler picture of the world if one posits a deeper metaphysical 
link between mental and physical facts. Perhaps it’s in the essence of mental facts to be 
grounded in physical facts,41 or it’s just part of what it is to be a mental fact that it is 
grounded in certain physical facts.42 The point of these views is to posit a link between 
the mental and the physical that doesn’t itself call out for explanation, on the grounds 
that one ends up with a neater picture of the world—one that involves fewer messy, 
unanswered questions—when one does so.43

To take an example of Dasgupta’s (2014), we might ask what explains the correlation 
between, on the one hand, events in which people give talks, ask questions, go for dinner, 
and so on, and, on the other hand, conferences. A natural answer is that that’s what 
conferences are. Put in terms of grounding, we might say that facts about conferences 
are grounded in facts about people giving talks, asking questions, going for dinner, and 
so on. Moreover, it’s plausible that this metaphysical link between conference facts and 
other facts—this grounding relation—doesn’t itself call out for further explanation.44

The above example is relatively uncontroversial, perhaps because the metaphysical 
link in question—the grounding relation between talk-giving, question-asking, 
dinner-going facts, and conference facts—could plausibly be discovered by broadly a 
priori reasoning. The suggestion at present is that one might accept a similar meta-
physical link between mental and physical facts—in particular, biological facts—not 
on the basis of broadly a priori reasoning, but instead on the grounds that, given the 
empirical facts about mental/biological correlations, one will thereby end up with a 
simpler, neater picture of the world. Suppose one arrives at one’s physicalism in some-
thing like this way. Can one still accept a design argument without feeling substantial 
pressure to abandon one’s physicalism, and adopt theism/idealism?

Here the answer is much less clear than in the cases of analytic behaviorism and 
functionalism; the central question will be the messy one of whether one will still end 
up with a neater view of the world by holding all mental facts to have physical grounds, 
or not. For example, to the extent that one’s physicalism promised to offer tidy explan-
ations of mental/physical correlations, does adopting a large-scale design hypothesis 
undermine that promise? While fully addressing this question is well beyond the scope 
of this essay, there’s at least some reason to think that the answer is ‘yes.’

41 Dasgupta (2014).   42 Rayo (2013).
43 This is how Rayo (2013) reads Block and Stalnaker (1999).
44 While they’re working in slightly different frameworks, the idea that mental/physical links are in a 

metaphysical category so as to not themselves call out for explanation is a central part of both Dasgupta’s 
(2014) and Rayo’s (2013) views on the metaphysics of mind.
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If one starts with a biologically based physicalism—one on which mental states 
are grounded in, e.g., neural states—then it’s very hard to see how an agent capable 
of designing our universe could have mental states, since it’s hard to see how such 
an agent could be at all biologically similar to us.45 So accepting a large-scale design 
hypothesis will clash with one’s prior views, and the question of how to resolve the 
clash will be a difficult one.46 Rejecting one’s earlier physicalism will threaten to 
leave the mental/physical correlations one started with unexplained, but retaining 
one’s physicalism will make it impossible to posit design to explain large-scale 
 features of the universe. Nothing I’ve said so far rules out the possibility that 
the  rational response to accepting a large-scale design argument, given such a 
 biologically based physicalism as a starting point, wouldn’t be to abandon one’s 
physicalism, and adopt, or at least invest some significant credence in, a theistic/
idealistic design hypothesis.

4. Conclusions
In contemporary philosophy, debates about fine-tuning and design are typically 
 conducted independently of debates about the metaphysics of mind. While I haven’t 
defended any particular position on either of these debates, I hope I have made it 
plausible that this is a mistake. In offering a design argument for a position in the 
philosophy of religion—theism—one is ipso facto arguing for a position on the meta-
physics of mind; one is arguing for a version of idealism, given the taxonomy of this 
essay.47 So whether theistic design arguments could rationally persuade their targets 
will depend, not just on the questions about the nature of probabilistic explanation 
typically addressed in contemporary debates, but also on whether they provide any 
reason for those targets to revise their views in the philosophy of mind. My aim in this 
essay has been to show that this latter question is complicated, and will be answered 
differently for different targets. In particular, many versions of physicalism, and even 
some versions of dualism, are ‘immune’ to theistic arguments from design; given 
these starting points in the philosophy of mind, even the best case for a design argument 
would fail to render theism more probable.

45 This is so, I think, even if we’re imagining a simulation design hypothesis, rather than a theistic design 
hypothesis. Searle (1980) repeatedly emphasizes that a simulation of some phenomenon X, even if it per-
forms the same functions, is not thereby an instance of X. In particular, when X is a mental phenomenon, 
he holds, there’s no reason why a simulation of that phenomenon in a very different medium should also 
have mentality. Such a view in the philosophy of mind is hard to square with the simulation hypothesis, 
which is naturally understood as involving the assumption that sufficiently faithful simulations of creatures 
with minds will themselves have minds.

46 As remarked above, in general questions about belief revision are easiest when the new beliefs one 
adopts are consistent with one’s prior beliefs.

47 Or perhaps dualism, depending on one’s views about grounding, causation, and the particular version 
of theism one argues for.
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In this essay I will argue that, given certain background assumptions, a version of 
idealism follows from a version of the fine-tuning thesis. The essay will be divided into 
five sections. In the first, I will distinguish among different versions of idealism and 
indicate the one that is at issue in my argument. In the second section, I will do the 
same for versions of the fine-tuning thesis. In the third, I will show how we can derive 
the relevant version of idealism from the relevant version of the fine-tuning thesis, so 
long as we make certain further assumptions; in particular, assumptions about the 
nature of explanation. In the fourth, I will discuss the relation between idealism and 
observer selection effects. And in the final section, I will expand on the arguments 
already given, and argue that similar reasoning may lead us to the surprising conclusion 
that consciousness is the final cause of the universe.

1. Varieties of Idealism
There are various philosophical positions that could be described as idealistic. What 
these have in common is that they all assign some kind of priority to the mental. They 
differ, however, concerning the kind of priority they assign.

One form of idealism is ontological. This is the view that only the mental (e.g., minds 
and mental states) exist. Ontological idealists can be either eliminativists about physical 
objects (maintaining that physical objects don’t exist or are unreal) or reductionists 
about physical objects (maintaining that physical objects, or facts about such objects, 
are identical with or constituted by mental objects or facts about such objects).

While, when people refer to idealism, it is often ontological idealism that they have 
in mind, it would be a mistake to regard this as the only form of idealism. Consider, for 
example, Immanuel Kant. Kant never claimed that tables and chairs, sticks and stones, 
don’t exist or that they are unreal. Nor does he claim, with Berkeley, that such objects 
are composed of mental states, or that we eat, drink, and clothe ourselves in ideas 
(Berkeley 1982: §38). Rather, while he maintained that space and time are mere forms 
of intuition, he insisted that the objects we perceive by way of these forms of intuition 

15
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have a mind-independent existence. Thus, for example, in the Prolegomena to Any 
Future Metaphysics (4: 288–899), he writes:

[Traditional] idealism consists in the claim that there are none other than thinking beings; the 
other things that we believe we perceive in intuition are only representations in thinking 
beings, to which in fact no object existing outside these beings corresponds. I say in opposition: 
There are things given to us as objects of our senses existing outside us, yet we know nothing of 
them as they may be in themselves, but are acquainted only with their appearances, that is, with 
the representations that they produce in us because they affect our senses. Accordingly, I by 
all means avow that there are bodies outside us, that is, things which, though completely 
unknown to us as to what they may be in themselves, we know through the representations 
which their influence on our sensibility provides for us, and to which we give the name of a 
body—which word therefore merely signifies the appearance of this object that is unknown to 
us but is nonetheless real.

Roughly the same thought can be found in the Critique of Pure Reason (A42/B59). 
Thus, Kant very clearly rejects the traditional form of idealism found in Berkeley. And 
so if it is true, as Kant and nearly everyone since him have maintained, that his philoso-
phy is a form of idealism, then it must be a form of idealism very different from the 
traditional variety.

The core of this idealism can be found in the project of a Copernican revolution in 
philosophy, whereby objects are understood in terms of our experience of them rather 
than vice versa. On this view, it is only possible to have experience of objects if these objects 
satisfy certain conditions. Thus, we can deduce important features of the objects of our 
experience (e.g., facts about their causal and spatiotemporal relations) from the existence 
of experience, and hence from the existence of something mental.1 The priority that 
experience has, for Kant, is not the priority of material constitution, nor is it the priority of 
efficient causation. Rather, it is an explanatory priority: by considering what is required for 
experience to exist, we can derive necessary truths about the objects of experience.2

Something similar is true of the post-Kantian German idealists. Fichte and Hegel 
both begin with the idea that the self (Das Ich) or Spirit (Geist) must be free or spon-
taneous and at the same time self-conscious and hence aware of its own freedom—it 
must, in Hegel’s words, be “for-itself ” what it is “in-itself ” (Hegel 1977: §25 and Hegel 
1991: §10). And, as necessary conditions for the possibility of such self-conscious 
freedom, these philosophers deduce a wide range of conclusions not only about 
the physical world of nature, but also about human society, history, and culture (see 
Fichte 1992 and 2000 and Hegel 1990).

Let us call the kind of idealism that assigns explanatory priority to the mental 
explanatory idealism.3 A question arises concerning the scope of such mentalistic 

1 See the preface to the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, as well as the section entitled 
“On the Supreme Principle of All Synthetic Judgments.”

2 Naturally, there is some controversy about how best to understand Kant's idealism. For an alternative 
view, see James Van Cleve (1999).

3 Daniel Greco discusses explanatory idealism in his contribution to this volume.
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explanation. In order for a view to count as an example of explanatory idealism, how 
many facts must this view imply are explainable in mentalistic terms? Must it imply 
that all facts are so explainable? Must it imply, for example, that something mental 
explains the precise number of hairs on each person’s head, the precise shape of every 
coastline, and the precise moment at which each radioactive atom decays? By this 
criterion, Kant and the post-Kantian German philosophers would not count as 
explanatory idealists, since their explanatory ambitions don’t seem to stretch this far. 
Does it suffice for the view to imply that some facts have mentalistic explanations? By 
this criterion, just about everyone will count as an explanatory idealist, since just about 
everyone (apart from eliminative materialists such as the Churchlands (1981 
and 1986)) grants that some human actions can be explained in terms of the beliefs and 
desires of the agents, and hence that some facts have mentalistic explanations. What 
we should recognize is that there is a spectrum of views about the scope of mentalistic 
explanation and that, correspondingly, explanatory idealism comes in degrees. In 
order for a view to count as an instance of explanatory idealism, it must extend the 
realm of mentalistic explanation beyond that of folk psychology and maintain that 
something mental can explain a range of important phenomena that appear, prima 
facie, to be mind-independent. And the greater the scope of such phenomena that a 
view implies to be amenable to mentalistic explanation, the more this view will count 
as idealistic, in the explanatory sense.

A related question concerns not the scope of propositions that a view implies are 
amenable to mentalistic explanation, but rather the role that the mental plays within these 
explanations. To count as an instance of explanatory idealism, a view must imply that 
the mental plays an important role in explaining the phenomena in question. But there 
will be a spectrum of forms of explanatory idealism that differ in the explanatory role they 
assign to the mental—stronger forms of explanatory idealism assigning greater explana-
tory roles. At the extreme end of the spectrum, the strongest versions of explanatory 
idealism will imply that mentalistic claims alone, without any additional background 
assumptions, suffice to explain the apparently mind-independent phenomena. But to 
count as an instance of explanatory idealism, a view needn’t have this extreme implica-
tion, and traditional forms of explanatory idealism don’t seem to be committed to it.

2. Varieties of Fine-Tuning
Let’s begin with a general definition of fine-tuning. For any parameter P and condition 
C, let us say that P is fine-tuned for C just in case:

(i) Holding fixed the factors relevant to C other than the value of P, the range of 
possible values of P that are compatible with C is much smaller than the range 
of possible values of P that are incompatible with C.

(ii) The actual value of P is among those values which, holding fixed these other 
factors, are compatible with C.
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As an illustration, let us suppose that Goldilocks enjoys eating porridge only if it is 
between 71.3 and 71.4 °C. And suppose Baby Bear’s porridge is precisely 71.37 °C. In 
this case, Baby Bear’s porridge will count as fine-tuned for Goldilocks’s enjoyment. 
Note that, in order for it to count as so fine-tuned, it doesn’t matter why its temperature 
lies in the relevant range. It needn’t, for example, have been prepared with Goldilocks’s 
enjoyment in mind. It suffices that she enjoys only porridge whose temperature lies 
in a very narrow range and that the temperature of Baby Bear’s porridge lies within 
that range.

In addition to the notion of fine-tuning, it will be useful also to have a notion of 
strong fine-tuning. Let us say that parameter P is strongly fine-tuned for C just in case:

(i) P is fine-tuned for C.
(ii) There is no condition, C', such that P is fine-tuned for C', C' is simpler or more 

natural than C, and, holding fixed the values of the other parameters that are 
relevant to C and C', any value of P that is consistent with C' is also consistent 
with C.

To illustrate the distinction between fine-tuning and strong fine-tuning, consider the 
following two conditions:

Enjoyment: Goldilocks enjoys the porridge.
Combination: Goldilocks enjoys the porridge while wearing red suspenders and 
listening to Perry Como.

Now suppose that both these conditions obtain, and that the porridge temperature is 
fine-tuned for Enjoyment. In this case, it follows that the porridge temperature is likewise 
fine-tuned for Combination. For the range of porridge temperatures consistent with 
Combination must be at least as narrow as the range of porridge temperatures 
 consistent with Enjoyment. And since we are assuming that Combination obtains, it 
follows that the porridge temperature must lie within the narrow range consistent 
with Combination.

It doesn’t follow, however, that the porridge temperature is strongly fine-tuned for 
Combination. Whether this is so will depend on the details of the case. Let’s consider 
both possibilities. First, consider a version of the case in which Goldilocks’s porridge-
enjoyment is unaffected by what she is wearing, and is likewise unaffected by what she 
is listening to. In this version of the case, the range of porridge temperatures consistent 
with Combination will be the same as the range of porridge temperatures consistent with 
Enjoyment. Consequently, the porridge temperature won’t count as strongly finely-
tuned for Combination. For there is another condition for which the temperature is 
fine-tuned, namely Enjoyment, which is simpler or more natural than Combination, 
and any porridge temperature that is consistent with Enjoyment is likewise consistent 
with Combination.

But now consider another version of the case. Suppose wearing red suspenders and 
listening to Perry Como each have the effect of making Goldilocks pickier about 
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porridge temperature, and that when these factors are combined their effects are 
amplified. Thus, when she is both wearing red suspenders and listening to Perry Como, 
she will enjoy porridge only if its temperature is between 71.36 and 71.38 °C. In this 
case, the porridge temperature is 71.37 °C, so it will count as strongly fine-tuned for 
Combination. For, while there are other, more natural conditions for which the 
temperature of the porridge is likewise fine-tuned, none of these other conditions has 
the feature that any porridge temperature that is consistent with it is likewise consistent 
with Combination.

Having defined strong fine-tuning, I can now formulate the version of the fine-
tuning thesis on which I will be focusing, namely the following:

Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness: A large number of fundamental physical 
parameters (e.g., the constants that figure in the laws of physics) are strongly fine-tuned 
for the existence of consciousness.

This version of the fine-tuning thesis differs from, and is stronger than, some of the 
versions that are common in the literature. While some of these versions refer to fine-
tuning for consciousness or for sentient or sapient life (see Barnes 2011 and Darg 
manuscript), many make no reference to consciousness but only to life in general. And 
some don’t refer to fine-tuning for life at all, but rather to fine-tuning for some precursor 
to life such as stars, planets, or carbon atoms.

Now, if there is fine-tuning for any of these other conditions (life, stars, carbon, etc.), 
and the condition in question is a necessary condition for consciousness, then it will 
follow that there is fine-tuning for consciousness—just as, if the porridge temperature 
is fine-tuned for Enjoyment, it must likewise be fine-tuned for anything that obtains 
and that entails Enjoyment, such as Combination. However, just as we saw that the 
porridge temperature could be fine-tuned for Enjoyment without being strongly fine-
tuned for Combination, so likewise the fundamental physical parameters might be 
fine-tuned for life, or stars, or carbon, or what have you, without being strongly fine-
tuned for consciousness. Whether there is strong fine-tuning for consciousness will 
depend on the details of the case. One way it might turn out is that consciousness is no 
pickier, as it were, than life (or than stars, carbon, etc.). In other words, it might turn 
out that any values of the fundamental physical paramaters that would allow for life 
(or stars, carbon, etc.) would likewise allow for consciousness. In this case, the funda-
mental physical parameters won’t count as strongly fine-tuned for consciousness. 
Alternatively, it might turn out that consciousness is pickier than any of these simpler 
conditions. That is, it might turn out that there are some possible values of the funda-
mental physical parameters that would allow for life, stars, carbon, etc., but would not 
allow for the existence of the kind of living organism that possesses consciousness.4 
In this case, the fundamental physical parameters will count as strongly fine-tuned for 
consciousness.

4 Darg (manuscript) argues for this claim.
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I will make no attempt to resolve the question as to whether Strong Fine-Tuning for 
Consciousness is true. Instead, I will be concerned with the implications of this thesis 
for idealism.

3. From Fine-Tuning to Idealism
To derive explanatory idealism from Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness, we will 
need the right account of explanation. In what follows, I will be assuming a unification-
ist account. On the unificationist picture, explanations are inferences that increase our 
understanding of the world by reducing the number of facts that are treated as brute. 
The basic idea of this account is expressed by Michael Friedman as follows:

This is the essence of scientific explanation—science increases our understanding of the world 
by reducing the total number of independent phenomena that we have to accept as ultimate or 
given. A world with fewer independent phenomena is, other things equal, more comprehen-
sible than one with more. (1974: 15)

The most well-developed version of the unificationist view is presented by Philip 
Kitcher (1989). On Kitcher’s formulation, an explanation is an inference contained 
within the explanatory store of science. And the explanatory store of science is the set of 
sound inferences that belong to the family of inferences patterns that maximally unify 
our scientific knowledge. The degree to which a given family of inference patterns 
counts as unifying depends on three factors. The first factor is parsimony, or how few 
patterns the family of inference patterns contains. The second factor is stringency, or 
the degree to which each of these inference patterns imposes tight constraints on what 
counts as an instance of this pattern. And the third is strength, or the scope of known 
propositions that can be inferred from other known propositions (and hence rendered 
non-brute) on the basis of these inference patterns. Thus, if a family of inference 
patterns contains only a small number of such patterns, if each of these patterns is 
highly constrained, and if together they enable us to derive a wide range of known 
propositions from other known propositions, then this family will count as highly 
unifying. And if no other such family of inferences patterns is more unifying, then 
inferences belonging to this family will count as explanations.

Let us now consider a particular pattern of inference that we may call nootropic 
inferences (I name it so by analogy with anthropic reasoning, modified so as to empha-
size that what is at issue is the existence of consciousness rather than the existence of 
human beings).5 Nootropic reasoning is reasoning from the premise that conscious-
ness exists, together with the premise that consciousness can only exist if the universe 

5 In saying this, I don’t mean to suggest that the phrases ‘anthropic principle’ or ‘anthropic reasoning’ 
were ever meant to refer to anything specifically related to human beings. I simply prefer to adopt an 
expression that avoids this connotation.
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is thus-and-so, to the conclusion that the universe is thus-and-so. As an illustration, 
consider the following schematic inference:

1. Consciousness exists.
2. Background conditions A, B, and C obtain.
3. If background conditions A, B, and C obtain, consciousness can exist only if the 

gravitational constant lies between 6.5 and 6.8 × 10-11 m3 kg-1 s-2.
4. Therefore, the gravitational constant lies between 6.5 and 6.8 × 10-11 m3 kg-1 s-2.

Is this inference explanatory? On the unificationist picture of explanation we are 
considering, the answer to this question will depend on whether the most unifying 
family of inferences patterns includes the nootropic pattern. And this, in turn, will 
depend on how the inclusion of the nootropic pattern within a family of inference 
patterns affects the parsimony, stringency, and strength of that family. Since we are 
only talking about a single inference pattern, and since this inference pattern is fairly 
tightly defined, its inclusion will not significantly reduce the parsimony or stringency 
of the family of inference patterns to which it is added. However, if Strong Fine-Tuning 
for Consciousness is true, then the inclusion of the nootropic inference pattern will 
significantly increase the strength of this pattern. For if Fine-Tuning for Consciousness 
is true, then there will be numerous physical parameters whose values can be inferred, 
with a high level of precision, using such inferences. Moreover, it follows from Strong 
Fine-Tuning for Consciousness that there are many such parameters whose values can 
be derived with greater precision on the basis of nootropic reasoning (i.e., reasoning 
from the existence of consciousness) than they could from any simpler basis (e.g., 
reasoning from the existence of life or stars or carbon). And so it follows that the 
inclusion of the nootropic inference pattern within a given family of inference patterns 
will greatly increase its strength, enabling us to derive a wealth of conclusions about 
the universe that we could not otherwise draw.

It is very plausible, therefore, that if Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness is true, 
then any family of inferences patterns that is maximally unifying, in the sense that it 
optimally combines parsimony, stringency, and strength, will include the nootropic 
pattern. And so it will follow, on the unificationist account of explanation under 
consideration, that nootropic inferences are explanatory.

But if nootropic inferences are explanatory, then numerous facts about the funda-
mental physical parameters can be explained in part in terms of the existence of 
consciousness. Recall, however, that we defined explanatory idealism as the view that 
mentalistic facts play an important role in explaining a wide range of phenomena that 
appear, prima facie, to be mind-independent. Now, clearly, the fact that consciousness 
exists is a mentalistic fact. And, equally clearly, this fact plays an important role in 
nootropic explanation. Moreover, facts about the fundamental physical constants are 
paradigmatic examples of prima facie mind-independent facts. Consequently, the 
unificationist view of explanation we are considering seems to imply that, if Strong 
Fine-Tuning for Consciousness is true, then a mentalistic fact plays an important role 
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in explaining a wide range of prima facie mind-independent facts. Or, in other words, 
this view of explanation seems to imply that, if Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness 
is true, then so is explanatory idealism.

4. Idealism and Observer Selection Effects
In section 3, I argued for the following claim:

Central Thesis: If Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness and the unificationist 
account of explanation are both correct, then so is explanatory idealism.

This argument relied on the claim that the most unifying family of inference patterns 
includes the nootropic pattern. But one might reject this claim. For one might hold that 
there is an alternative inference pattern that could be substituted for the nootropic 
pattern and that would lead to an even more unifying family of inference patterns. The 
alternative pattern in question is what we may call the observer selection inference 
pattern (see Carter  1974). In observer selection reasoning, we infer that an object 
observed in a given manner must have a given feature on the ground that, otherwise, it 
could not be observed in the manner in question. Thus, we might infer, of anything we 
observe by vision, that it must reflect light, since otherwise it couldn’t be seen. Or we 
might infer, of anyone we interview by telephone, that he or she must have access to a 
telephone, since otherwise we couldn’t interview her by telephone. Or we might infer, of 
any fish we catch with a given net, that it must be above a certain size, since otherwise we 
couldn’t catch it with the net in question. The general form of this reasoning is as follows:

1. X is observed in manner M.
2. In order for anything to be observed in manner M, it must have feature A.
3. Therefore, X has feature A.

One might hold that any fact about the universe that could be derived by nootropic 
inference could equally be derived by observer selection inference. Moreover, one 
might hold that the observer selection pattern allows us to infer additional conclusions 
that are not derivable using the nootropic pattern, such as the conclusions about 
light reflectance, telephone access, and fish size mentioned above. Hence, one might 
maintain that the observer selection inference pattern supersedes the nootropic infer-
ence pattern with respect to adding strength, and hence unifying power, to a family 
of inference patterns. Consequently, one might deny that the most unifying family of 
inference patterns will include the nootropic pattern.

I have two responses to this objection. The first is to point out that, even if every-
thing stated in this objection is true, it won’t help my opponent, since it won’t allow my 
opponent to avoid my Central Thesis. Here’s why not. Suppose we maintain, as the 
objection suggests, that the most unifying family of inference patterns includes not the 
nootropic pattern but rather the observer selection pattern. On this view, it will follow 
from the unificationist account of explanation that observer selection inferences are 
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explanatory. Furthermore, if we suppose, as Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness 
implies, that many facts about the fundamental physical constants can be derived on 
the basis of nootropic reasoning, and if we further suppose, as the objection under 
consideration insists, that observer selection reasoning can do all the work of nootropic 
reasoning, then it follows that many facts about the fundamental physical constants 
can be derived on the basis of observer selection reasoning. And so together these 
assumptions imply that many facts about the fundamental physical constants can be 
explained on the basis of observer selection inferences.

But recall that observer selection inferences proceed from a claim about observa-
tion: they proceed from the assumption that something is observed in some way or 
other. And this assumption is clearly mentalistic. Hence, if many facts about the funda-
mental physical constants can be explained by observer selection inferences, then 
many prima facie mind-independent facts can be explained in terms of a mentalistic 
fact, a fact that plays an important role in their explanation. And so explanatory ideal-
ism is true. Thus, even if we accept the claims made in the objection, the unificationist 
account of explanation together with Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness will still 
imply explanatory idealism, and so my Central Thesis will be vindicated.

My second response to the objection raised above is this. The objection assumes that 
the most unifying family of inference patterns would include not the nootropic pattern 
but instead the observer selection pattern, and that the latter can be used to derive all 
the same facts about the fundamental constants as the nootropic pattern. But this 
position is difficult to defend. For it seems that, within any observer selection inference 
whereby we could derive the value of any fundamental physical constants, a nootropic 
inference would be included as a component. To see why this is so, let’s consider how 
we might use observer selection reasoning to derive a conclusion about the value of the 
gravitational constant. The inference might go something like this:

1. The universe is observed.
2. In order for the universe to be observed, it must contain the kind of beings that 

are able to make observations—to wit, conscious beings.
3. Therefore, the universe contains such beings.
4. In order for the universe to contain such beings, the value of the gravitational 

constant must lie between x and y.
5. Therefore, the value of the gravitational constant lies between x and y.

Note, however, that steps 3 through 5 of this inference are equivalent to a nootropic 
inference. And so the inference above includes a nootropic inference as a component. 
Hence, if my opponent maintains that the most unifying family of inference patterns 
licenses the inference from 1 through 5, she must also grant that this family of infer-
ence patterns licenses the inference from 3 through 5, and so she must grant that this 
family licenses nootropic inferences. And if inferences licensed by the most unifying 
family of inference patterns count as explanatory, then it will follow that nootropic 
inferences are explanatory.
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5. Why Consciousness May Be the Final  
Cause of the Universe

Let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness is 
true. And let us further suppose that a unificationist view of explanation, along the 
lines sketched above, is correct. In this case, it is plausible that consciousness is the final 
cause of the universe.

To see why this is so, let us begin by considering the notion of a final cause. By a final 
cause, I mean something that plays the right kind of role in a teleological explanation. 
Teleological explanations explain causes or enabling conditions in terms of what they 
enable, or what they are required to bring about. Thus, in a teleological explanation, we 
explain the fact that x is A (or that Xs are A) in terms of the fact that x (or Xs) must be A 
in order to be B, or in other words, in terms of the fact that x being A is a necessary 
precondition for x being B. If x being A can be explained in this way, then we may say 
that x being B is a final cause of x being A. For example, if we can explain the fact that 
knives are sharp on the basis of the fact that knives’ being sharp is a necessary condi-
tion for their cutting things effectively, then knives’ cutting things effectively will be a 
final cause of their being sharp. Similarly, if we can explain the fact that hearts have 
chambers on the basis of the fact that hearts’ having chambers is a necessary condition 
for their pumping blood effectively, then hearts’ pumping blood effectively will be a 
final cause of their having chambers.

In each of these cases, there is a story to be told about how the effect explains the 
enabling condition, or how the fact that x must be A in order to be B explains why x is A. 
In the knife case, we can spell out the connection by way of the following kind of 
explanatory inference:

1. Knives are created by designers who intend for them to cut things effectively, 
and hence see to it that they can do so.

2. Therefore, knives can cut things effectively.
3. In order to be able to cut things effectively, knives must be sharp.
4. Therefore, knives are sharp.

We may call this kind of explanatory inference design explanation. Because it explains 
a proposition of the form ‘Xs are A’ in terms of a proposition of the form ‘in order to 
be B, Xs must be A,’ design explanation is an instance of teleological explanation.

In the heart case, the connection is different, and can be spelled out by way of the 
following kind of explanatory inference:

1. Since having a heart that pumps blood effectively promotes reproductive success, 
natural selection has selected for hearts that pump blood effectively.

2. Therefore, (typical) hearts pump blood effectively.
3. In order to pump blood effectively, hearts must have chambers.
4. Therefore, (typical) hearts have chambers.
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We may call this kind of explanatory inference natural selection explanation. 
Because it explains a proposition of the form ‘Xs are A’ in terms of a proposition of the 
form ‘in order to be B, Xs must be A,’ natural selection explanation is another instance 
of teleological explanation.

Let us now consider the values of the fundamental physical constants. Could these 
be explained teleologically, and hence have a final cause? And could consciousness be 
this final cause? There are several conceivable ways in which this might be true. The 
most obvious way is that the universe might have been created by a designer who 
aimed to create conscious beings. In this case, the values of the physical constants 
would be susceptible to a design explanation of the following form:

(1) The universe was created by a designer who intended for it to contain con-
sciousness and hence saw to it that it does.

(2) Therefore, the universe contains consciousness.
(3) In order for the universe to contain consciousness, the value of constant C 

must lie between x and y.
(4) Therefore, the value of C lies between x and y.

Since design explanations are teleological explanations, this is a teleological explan-
ation of the fact that the value of C lies between x and y. And since the existence of 
consciousness in the universe plays the role of a final cause in this explanation, it fol-
lows that, if this explanation is sound, then the universe’s containing consciousness 
will be a final cause of the value of C lying between x and y.

Another way in which consciousness might be the final cause of the universe 
involves a kind of cosmic natural selection. Suppose, for example, that the only way a 
given universe U can ‘reproduce’ is for there to occur, within U, an extremely high-
energy particle collision that ruptures the fabric of spacetime, resulting in a new uni-
verse with physical parameters similar to those of U. And suppose these extremely 
high-energy particle collisions can only occur in particle accelerators that are created 
by intelligent, conscious beings. If this story were true, then we could give the follow-
ing explanation of the fundamental physical constants:

1. Since the existence of conscious beings promotes the reproductive fitness of 
universes, cosmic natural selection has selected for universes containing 
consciousness.

2. Therefore, (typical) universes contain consciousness.
3. In order for a universe to contain consciousness, the value of constant C within 

this universe must lie between x and y.
4. Therefore, (typical) universes have a value of C that lies between x and y.

This is a natural selection explanation, and hence a teleological explanation, in 
which the existence of consciousness figures as a final cause.

But suppose we reject both these kinds of stories. Suppose we maintain that the uni-
verse was not designed and that the universe is not the product of any kind of cosmic 
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natural selection. Suppose we maintain, therefore, that the physical constants of the 
universe cannot be explained either by design or by natural selection. Does it follow 
that they cannot be explained teleologically, and hence that they have no final cause?

The answer is ‘no.’ For I have argued that anyone who accepts the unificationist 
account of explanation, together with Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness, should 
hold that nootropic inferences are explanatory. This is true, as I argued in section 4, of 
anyone who regards observer selection inferences as explanatory, since these infer-
ences contain nootropic inferences. And this is likewise true of anyone who accepts 
the kinds of cosmic design or cosmic natural selection arguments considered above. 
For these arguments contain what is essentially a nootropic inference (as steps 2–4, in 
both cases). And this is also true of those who reject all these stories. Even if you reject 
design, and you reject cosmic natural selection, and you reject cosmic observer 
selection effects (perhaps because you are skeptical of the existence of multiple uni-
verses, which cosmic observer selection effects seem to require), you should still grant 
that, if Strong Fine-Tuning for Consciousness is true, then nootropic inferences will 
help to unify our scientific knowledge, and will thus count as explanatory given a 
unificationist model of explanation. Hence, one should grant that the following 
inference is explanatory:

1. Consciousness exists.
2. The value of physical constant C must lie between x and y in order for con-

sciousness to exist.
3. Therefore, the value of C lies between x and y.

But in this case, we are explaining the fact that the value of C lies between x and y in 
terms of the fact that this is required in order for consciousness to exist. And so this is a 
teleological explanation in which the existence of consciousness figures as the final 
cause. Hence, if this argument is explanatory, then the existence of consciousness will 
be the final cause of facts about the fundamental parameters of the universe.

But what about the claim that the existence of consciousness is the final cause, not 
just of various parameters of the universe, but of its very existence? This conclusion, 
too, would seem to follow from the picture under consideration. For the existence of 
the universe, like the various facts about its fundamental parameters, can be inferred 
by nootropic reasoning. Indeed, the following appears to be a limiting case of a noo-
tropic inference:

1. Consciousness exists.
2. In order for consciousness to exist, the universe must exist.
3. Therefore, the universe exists.

Hence, if nootropic inferences are explanatory, then we can explain the existence of 
the universe in terms of the fact that its existence is a necessary condition for the 
existence of consciousness. Hence, we will have a teleological explanation of the exist-
ence of the universe, and the existence of consciousness will be its final cause. And so, 
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on this picture, there is an answer to the question as to why the universe exists, and this 
answer points not to something outside the universe, but to something within it.6, 7
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1. From the Incommensurability of  
Paradigms to Kuhnian Idealism

Thomas Kuhn’s 1962 monograph, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, revolutionized 
the study of the confirmation of scientific theories. Whereas the logical empiricists 
had concentrated primarily on individual hypotheses and their logical relations to 
individual pieces of empirical evidence, Kuhn was concerned with something broader, 
less well defined, and less able to stand in straightforward logical relations to evidence: 
an entire research tradition, with its core commitments, canonical exemplars of 
 scientific success and failure, accepted experimental procedures, and comprehensive 
worldview—all of which may change gradually. During what Kuhn termed ‘normal 
science,’ an exemplary scientific achievement (a ‘paradigm’) sets the standard for 
 scientific success; science aims to produce more theories that succeed in the same 
ways as the ‘paradigm’ theory does. Normal science thus operates within a ‘para-
digm’ in a broader sense of the word. A ‘paradigm’ in this broader sense includes 
(often tacit) standards inspired by the exemplary scientific achievement—including 
standards for what sorts of facts require what sorts of explanations, for what sorts of 
measuring devices are reliable, and for what sorts of experimental conditions 
approach the ideal. These standards of theory choice settle which theories should be 
adopted given the evidence.

But in a ‘crisis,’ it becomes reasonable to look for alternatives to the prevailing 
paradigm; in a ‘scientific revolution,’ a new paradigm takes over. Rival candidates for 
paradigm bring with them rival paradigms of scientific success. Therefore, according 
to Kuhn, these rivals are ‘incommensurable’: there is no common, neutral standard by 
which to evaluate them. That is, there is no independent, impartial standard of theory 
choice that is sufficient to resolve the crisis.

Of course, rival candidates for paradigm agree on various platitudes regarding 
theory choice; Kuhn (1977: 321–2) gives a non-exhaustive list of virtues that would 
make a scientific theory more plausible, including accuracy to observations, consist-
ency with other accepted theories, breadth beyond what the theory was initially 

16
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intended to explain, simplicity in the way it creates order and unity, and fruitfulness. 
But although these standards are incorporated within all rival candidates for para-
digm, they are too minimal to decide the issue in a crisis. To have any bite, they require 
interpretation (both regarding how they apply individually to particular cases as well 
as regarding how they should be traded off against one another), and these interpret-
ations will differ in different candidates for paradigm.

Accordingly, different paradigms aim for theories that excel at different things; 
different paradigms have different goals. If the aim of science is the truth, then since 
what science is aiming for depends on the paradigm, the truth is partly constituted by 
the paradigm. That is, part of what makes a given theory true (i.e., part of what makes it 
the case that science would achieve its aim—at least regarding the phenomena in the 
theory’s scope—by reaching the theory) is the paradigm in force. This ‘Kuhnian idealism’ 
is visible in some of the most provocative (or, if you prefer, notorious) passages in 
Structure, such as this one:

The developmental process described in this essay has been a process of evolution from primi-
tive beginnings—a process whose successive stages are characterized by an increasingly 
detailed and refined understanding of nature. But nothing that has been or will be said makes 
it a process of evolution toward anything. . . . We are all deeply accustomed to seeing science as 
the one enterprise that draws constantly nearer to some goal set by nature in advance. But need 
there be any such goal? . . . Does it really help to imagine that there is some one full, objective, 
true account of nature and that the proper measure of scientific achievement is the extent to 
which it brings us closer to that ultimate goal? (2012: 169–70)

‘Kuhnian idealism’ is also visible in the passages where Kuhn suggests that scientists 
after a paradigm-shift are working in a different world than their predecessors:

At the very least, as a result of discovering oxygen, Lavoisier saw nature differently. And in the 
absence of some recourse to that hypothetical fixed nature that he “saw differently”, the principle 
of economy will urge us to say that after discovering oxygen Lavoisier worked in a different 
world. (2012: 118)

Of course, we can readily agree that after the discovery of oxygen, scientists made 
different sorts of observation reports, had different expectations of what they were 
going to experience, had different theories and classifications, regarded different 
measuring devices as reliable, identified different phenomena as most elementary and 
hence most revealing, dealt with new theoretical puzzles after having rejected the 
presuppositions of old ones—and in this metaphorical sense ‘worked in a different 
world.’ But Kuhn seems to have meant something more than this in saying that 
“the . . . most fundamental aspects of the incommensurability of competing paradigms” 
is that “in a sense that I am unable to explicate further, the proponents of competing 
paradigms practice their trades in different worlds” (2012: 149).1

1 I claim no originality in regarding Kuhn’s professed view here as a form of idealism. See, for instance, 
Ruse 2009: 518.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/11/2017, SPi

idealism and incommensurability 261

One version of Kuhn’s thought is that the facts are whatever science would reach at 
the point at which it would achieve its aims, but since those aims depend on the 
paradigm, so too do the facts. What the world is really like depends on the paradigm 
because the paradigm helps to set the standard for what a scientific theory has to do 
in order to successfully describe the world. This is the “Kuhnian banner” (as Gutting 
(2009: 166) puts it) under which some historians and sociologists of science have 
marched. For instance, Gutting (2009: 67) describes Andrew Pickering’s Constructing 
Quarks (1984) as contending that in view of incommensurability, “what we call 
‘physical reality’ is a contingent product of the goals of the scientific community.” 
Quarks, for example, are real insofar as the scientific community’s goal would be 
achieved by belief in their reality, and that goal is to find the theory that best meets 
the standards for scientifically successful theories, where those standards are relative 
to the prevailing paradigm. That our commitments and practices (the paradigm) in 
this way help to constitute the world in which we live and that science investigates is 
a form of idealism.

The aim of this essay is to respond to two of the arguments that Kuhn gave for the 
incommensurability of paradigms as it underwrites this form of idealism. The first 
argument is that rival candidates for paradigm share only minimal platitudinous 
standards and so in a crisis, their common neutral ground is insufficient to sustain 
powerful reasons for the new paradigm over its rivals. I reply in section 2 by explaining 
how Galileo managed to find decisive reasons even during the crisis in physics brought 
on by the Copernican Revolution. I argue that Galileo had sufficient ingenuity to 
extract powerful reasons from the meager common ground that was available in the 
crisis. The second argument for incommensurability that I examine is that since any 
standards of theory choice are dependent on the paradigm, a case for the paradigm is 
inevitably partly circular. Kuhn (2012) makes this argument, but it is perhaps more 
famously made by Feyerabend (1978)—in connection, once again, with Galileo. 
Galileo’s telescopic observations could confirm the Copernican model of planetary 
motion only insofar as the telescope could justly be believed reliable regarding celestial 
objects. But how could Galileo have defended the telescope’s reliability regarding the 
heavens except by appealing to the Copernican model? Galileo is thereby caught in a 
‘Catch 22’, Feyerabend argues. In section 3, I show that according to Bayesian confirm-
ation theory, evidence can strongly confirm a hypothesis even though the evidence 
comes from an instrument whose reliability is supported only by the grace of the very 
hypothesis that is being confirmed. In fact, that the telescope’s reliability is not 
independent of the Copernican model turns out to enhance rather than to detract 
from the power of Galileo’s telescopic evidence to confirm the Copernican model.2

2 Kuhn gives other arguments for incommensurability that I do not discuss—such as that the terms 
used in different paradigms have different meanings and that observations are ‘theory laden’ so that there 
is no neutral evidence for judging among rival paradigms.
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2. How Theory Choice Can Be Rational  
Without a Prevailing Paradigm

As we have seen, Kuhn believed that there are standards of theory choice within 
paradigms but that in a crisis, there are insufficient paradigm-neutral standards to 
ground compelling reasons to favor one of the rival candidates for paradigm. The 
presuppositions about the world that are taken for granted in a crisis are too meager to 
sustain a powerful case for any particular candidate.

I agree with Kuhn that the platitudinous theoretical virtues (empirical accuracy, 
consistency, breadth, etc.), absent any interpretation, are inadequate to ground a 
powerful argument, and also that such interpretations can just as well be regarded as 
general claims about the world as further methodological rules for theory choice.3 
I also agree with Kuhn that these interpretations/claims/rules are not delivered by 
logic alone. But it could still be that in a crisis, that is, without a prevailing paradigm 
that is not being called into question, certain beliefs common to all of the rival candi-
dates for paradigm are sufficient (and are held with sufficient confidence) to ground 
compelling reasons for one of these candidates. The common ground will inevitably be 
sparse and will differ in different crises. Nevertheless, if a scientist is creative enough, 
she may be able to draw enough from this meager common ground to generate a 
decisive reason for (or against) an important component of one of the rival candidates 
for paradigm.

I will briefly give two examples of such reasons—both from Galileo and both 
concerning falling bodies. Just as (Kuhn says) the standards of theory choice supplied 
by the prevailing paradigm in ‘normal science’ are typically not spelled out explicitly, 
so likewise (I say) in a crisis, the common ground that backers of all rival candidates 
for paradigm are prepared to take for granted often remains unstated. We will have to 
dig a bit, then, in order to see where this common ground lies.

The first powerful Galilean reason that succeeds despite the absence of a prevailing 
paradigm is his famous reason for denying that a heavier body falls freely at a faster 
rate than a lighter body. Although Galileo had formulated this reason much earlier, its 
canonical presentation is in his Two New Sciences of 1638 (1974: 66–9; National Edition 
107–10).4 Because the Copernican theory of the heavens posited that the Earth is 

3 On the need for further interpretation of the platitudes, Gutting (2009: 165–6, 171–2) writes: “But no 
one was able to get around the ultimate need to supplement methodology with judgments that are not 
determined by methodological rules. . . . We have seen how Kuhn … established the irreducible role of 
judgment in the epistemology of science. Scientific knowledge is typically, if not always, based on the 
shared judgments of experts in a field that a particular conclusion is appropriate given all the relevant data 
and arguments.” I do not regard my argument as ‘getting around’ this point. But I do not see this point as 
leading to idealism—or as particularly Kuhnian. Rather, it reflects Wittgensteinian (also Kantian) rule-
following considerations. Those considerations should lead us to question the notion (implicit in Gutting’s 
remark) of what it takes for a theory choice to be “determined by methodological rules.”

4 There is an enormous literature on Galileo’s ‘thought experiment.’ For some references (both to philo-
sophical discussions and to literature on its historical context), see Gendler 1998: 402. I make no attempt 
here to deal with the nuances of Galileo’s text or to compare my (doubtlessly unoriginal) view of Galileo’s 
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moving, the Copernican theory was incompatible with the prevailing Aristotelian 
paradigm’s account of the motion of bodies on or near the Earth, such as falling bodies. 
Under these ‘crisis’ circumstances, very little with regard to terrestrial physics could 
be taken for granted. Therefore, it was challenging for Galileo to find sufficient shared 
premises from which to argue against the view that a heavier body freely falls faster 
than lighter body. Yet Galileo, by a “short and conclusive demonstration” (1974: 66), 
found a way to do the job.

Put succinctly, here is Galileo’s reason for denying that after the same span of time in 
free fall from rest (relative to the Earth), a heavier body is falling faster than a lighter 
body. Suppose a heavier body is connected to a lighter body—forming what I will call a 
‘compound’—and consider hypothesis h: that a heavier body freely falls faster than a 
lighter body. Then although neither component of the compound is falling freely, each 
is moving in a manner that reflects not only the way in which it would move if it were 
on its own, falling freely, but also the influence of the other body to which it is attached. 
According to h, then, the heavier component is slowed down by being attached to the 
lighter component; the compound freely falls more slowly than the heavier component 
would if it were by itself, falling freely. However, since the compound is heavier than 
either of its components, h dictates that the compound freely falls faster than its heavier 
component would if it were by itself, falling freely. So from h, we have arrived at a 
contradiction.

This argument might well seem ‘too good to be true’: to have derived a conclusion 
about the world from no premises at all about the world. In fact, I am suggesting, the 
argument exploits some beliefs about the world, but these beliefs were common 
ground among the rival candidates for paradigm and so could be taken for granted. To 
uncover those presuppositions, consider some other ways that h might be applied to 
Galileo’s example of a heavier body connected to a lighter body. Rather than conclude 
that according to h, the compound must freely fall both faster and slower than its 
 heavier component would if it were by itself, we might conclude that according to h, 
the compound must quickly break apart as it falls, its heavier component soon out-
pacing and thereby separating from its lighter component. This conclusion avoids any 
contradiction.

Alternatively, we might conclude that h makes no prediction regarding how the 
compound behaves in free fall. To make a prediction, h must be supplemented by an 
auxiliary hypothesis specifying whether the compound constitutes one body or two 
bodies (or something else). If the compound constitutes one body, then h predicts that 
the compound freely falls faster than its heavier component would by itself. If the 

presentation to the views of others. But I am especially indebted to Gendler’s account, especially for pointing 
out (405) the role played by the tacit understanding that there is no fact of the matter regarding the number 
of bodies involved in Galileo’s scenario. However, I do not agree with Gendler that this tacit understanding, 
had it been made into an explicit general premise, would have been considered less certain than the con-
clusion that it was being used to support and that one function of the ‘thought experiment’ was to bring 
the Aristotelian to accept that at least in this particular scenario, there is no such fact of the matter (408).
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compound constitutes two bodies, then h predicts that the compound freely falls more 
slowly than its heavier component would by itself. But h does not predict that the 
compound must freely fall both faster and slower than its heavier component would by 
itself—unless h is combined with two auxiliary hypotheses that contradict each other: 
that the compound is both one body and two bodies! But no hypothesis will fare well 
when combined with two auxiliary hypotheses that contradict each other.

Galileo does not bother arguing against either of these ways of applying h to Galileo’s 
example of a heavier body connected to a lighter body because, I believe, both of these 
ways were already blocked by various background beliefs that were tacitly taken for 
granted even in this crisis. Firstly, it was widely believed that ordinary macroscopic 
bodies are typically composed of many small bodies of varying weights—and so are 
like the compound in Galileo’s example. It was also widely believed that ordinary 
macroscopic bodies, when falling, do not spontaneously burst apart into many small 
components. A thrown ball or stone does not decompose on the way down.

Furthermore, it was widely believed that the division of nature into ‘bodies’ is a 
 matter of human convention, not a matter of fact. Whatever the actual laws governing 
falling bodies turn out to be, they do not care about anything that might be identified 
with ‘the number of bodies’ comprising Galileo’s compound any more than the laws 
care about the predominant language or religion in the country in which a body is 
falling. The same macroscopic physical system is equally well described as one large 
body and as an aggregate of smaller bodies—and the same laws (whatever they are) 
that govern the system as a whole also govern each of its components. The properties 
that influence the behavior of a given physical system (perhaps its weight or its shape 
or its chemical constitution) do not include the number of bodies constituting it.

That there is no objective number of bodies in a physical system, that ordinary 
macroscopic bodies are aggregates of diverse components, and that ordinary macro-
scopic bodies do not spontaneously break apart as they fall were all taken for granted 
despite the absence of a prevailing paradigm for terrestrial physics. Because Galileo 
used only such minimal raw materials, Galileo’s was a powerful reason for denying that 
heavier bodies fall freely faster than lighter bodies. Of course, the common ground 
that Galileo exploits will not necessarily be common ground in every crisis, and in a 
crisis it may sometimes take a Galileo to find a way to turn the meager common ground 
into such a powerful reason.

Let’s look briefly at another example where Galileo managed to find tacit back-
ground beliefs that, as common ground, sufficed to sustain a powerful argument. Later 
in Two New Sciences, Galileo (1974: 167) presented his theory that if a body falls freely 
to Earth from rest, then in successive equal temporal intervals, the distances it traverses 
grow as the sequence of ascending odd numbers. In other words, Galileo proposed 
that if s is the distance that the body traverses in the first time interval, then in the 
succeeding intervals, it covers 3s, 5s, 7s, 9s, . . . It is easy to formulate rival theories to 
Galileo’s ‘odd-number rule,’ such as that the distances traversed grow as the sequence 
of natural numbers (that is: 1s, 2s, 3s, 4s, …), which was shortly thereafter proposed by 
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Honoré Fabri, and that the distances grow as the sequence of powers of 2 (that is: 1s, 2s, 
4s, 8s, …), which was shortly thereafter proposed by Pierre Le Cazre. An experimental 
argument in favor of one of these theories and against the others would tend to be inef-
fective in the absence of a shared paradigm for terrestrial physics (with its shared 
standards for which measuring devices are accurate and when to blame disturbing 
factors for a theory’s failure to fit observation perfectly).

However, according to a 1627 letter from Gianbattista Baliani to Benedetto Castelli, 
Galileo had a powerful argument favoring his proposal over rivals like these (see 
Meli 2010: 32).5 The argument is that if Fabri’s or Le Cazre’s proposal holds for time 
intervals expressed in one unit (e.g., seconds), then it follows that the proposal will not 
hold for time intervals expressed in another unit (e.g., minutes). If we take the distances 
given by these proposals for successive 1-unit intervals of time

Fabri: 1s, 2s, 3s, 4s, 5s, 6s, . . .
Le Cazre: 1s, 2s, 4s, 8s, 16s, 32s, . . .

and switch to a new unit of time that is twice as long as the original, then we find the 
distances traversed in successive 1-new-unit intervals of time to be

Fabri: 3s (= 1s + 2s), 7s (= 3s + 4s), 11s (= 5s + 6s), …
Le Cazre: 3s (= 1s + 2s), 12s (= 4s + 8s), 48s (= 16s + 32s), …

These distances do not fit the proposals. For example, Fabri’s proposal is that the 
distances traversed grow as the sequence of natural numbers. But the distances 3s, 7s, 
and 11s do not stand in the ratio of 1 to 2 to 3.

Expressed in today’s terminology, the point is that neither Fabri’s nor Le Cazre’s 
proposal is ‘dimensionally homogeneous.’ Roughly speaking, we can define ‘dimen-
sional homogeneity’ as follows:

Relation R is “dimensionally homogeneous” exactly when it is a broadly logical truth that if R 
holds in one system of units, then R holds in any system of units for the various fundamental 
dimensions (e.g., length, mass, time) of the quantities so related.6

Of course, a relation can hold without being dimensionally homogeneous. For example, 
on a given date it may be that my son’s weight equals my age—but this relation holds 
only if my son’s weight is measured in pounds and my age is measured in years. The 
relation is therefore not between my son’s weight and my age themselves, but rather 
between their measures in a particular system of units.

In contrast, part of the meager tacit background belief common to all parties during 
the ‘crisis’ of terrestrial physics during Galileo’s time was that the relation among the 

5 In October 1643, Marin Mersenne mentioned these rival proposals in a letter to Theodore Deschamps. 
In his reply, Deschamps gave the same argument to show that neither Fabri’s nor Le Cazre’s proposal is 
correct. See Palmerino  1999: 295–6; I have followed Palmerino’s elegant method of displaying the 
argument.

6 For more details on ‘dimensional homogeneity,’ see Lange 2009 and the references given there.
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distances traversed in successive equal time intervals by a body falling freely from rest 
is independent of the system of units. Presumably, neither Fabri nor Le Cazre said 
explicitly that they believed the relevant relation to be dimensionally homogeneous, 
but by the same token, neither specified some particular units as having to be used to 
measure distance or time. Galileo argued that since neither Fabri’s nor Le Cazre’s 
proposal is dimensionally homogeneous, the relation in question cannot be given by 
either of these proposals.

Galileo’s proposal, by contrast, is dimensionally homogeneous. For example, if we 
take the distances it dictates (1s, 3s, 5s, 7s, 9s, 11s, …) and switch to a unit of time that is 
twice as large, we find that by Galileo’s proposal, the distances covered in these longer 
intervals are 4s (= 1s + 3s), 12s (= 5s + 7s), 20s (= 9s + 11s), . . . The ratio of 4 to 12 to 20 
is the ratio of 1 to 3 to 5—the odd-number sequence that Galileo’s rule demands.7

That there is a dimensionally homogeneous relation among the distances traversed 
in successive equal time intervals by a body falling freely from rest was tacit common 
ground in this particular crisis, but it need not be in every crisis. Furthermore, perhaps 
only a scientist with tremendous ingenuity would have been able to recognize that 
such a meager premise suffices to support a decisive argument justifying one among 
the rival theories. Finding powerful reasons in a crisis is inevitably going to be difficult. 
But it is not impossible.

Interestingly, both of the Galilean reasons for theory choice that I have described in 
this section are very naturally regarded as reasons for treating certain theories as 
non-starters. Kuhn maintained that paradigms come with expectations for which 
theories might possibly be true and for which theories are too outlandish to deserve 
being taken seriously and tested empirically. But if rival candidates for paradigm 
disagree on where these lines should be drawn, then it is difficult to see how empirical 
evidence could ever create consensus among scientists backing different candidates 
for paradigm. Similarly, in his attempt to incorporate Kuhn’s views within a Bayesian 
conception of the rationality of confirmation, Salmon (1990) appealed to the “swamping 
of the priors” as one means by which consensus can rationally emerge in science. 
Under certain conditions, agents given the same evidence and updating their opinions 
by Bayesian conditionalization will converge in their opinions, despite starting from 
very different prior probabilities. However, as Salmon recognized, there are certain 
conditions under which swamping will not occur. One of the familiar limitations on 
convergence theorems is that the agents must agree on the hypotheses to which they 

7 Galileo’s odd-number rule is not the only proposal regarding falling bodies that achieves dimensional 
homogeneity. Whereas the odd-number rule says that in the nth interval, the body covers 2n-1 times the 
distance covered in the first interval, consider the rule that in the nth interval, the body covers 3n2–3n + 1 
times the distance covered in the first interval. On this proposal, the distances traversed in successive 
intervals are 1s, 7s, 19s, 37s, 61s, 91s, . . . Like Galileo’s rule, this proposal is dimensionally homogeneous. 
For example, in time intervals that are twice as long, the distances covered on this proposal are 8s (= 1s + 7s), 
56s (= 19s + 37s), 152s (= 61s + 91s) . . . —and the ratio of 8 to 56 to 152 is the ratio of 1 to 7 to 19. So 
although Galileo’s dimensional argument rules out some rivals to the odd-number rule, it does not suffice 
to rule out every rival.
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assign zero priors. The two examples from Galileo show how scientists, even in the 
absence of a common paradigm, can exchange compelling reasons for assigning zero 
priors to the same hypotheses.

3. Are the Arguments for Paradigms  
Viciously Circular?

As we have seen, Kuhn recognized various standards of theory choice that are essential 
to science, including empirical accuracy, consistency, fruitfulness, etc. These aims are 
common to all rival candidates for paradigm; they structure the kinds of reasons for 
(or against) various candidates that are given in a crisis. Kuhn believed that he was 
thereby not vulnerable to Lakatos’s (1970: 178) famous charge that “in Kuhn’s view 
scientific revolution is irrational, a matter for mob psychology.” However, because 
these aims of science are nearly empty without interpretation, and because these inter-
pretations differ in rival candidates for paradigm, the reasons for (or against) rival 
candidates are circular: advocates of each candidate give reasons that presuppose the 
paradigm they advocate. This circularity supports the view of different paradigms as 
seeking the scientific theories that most fully satisfy somewhat different goals, so that 
(if the truth is what each paradigm seeks) a given paradigm’s standards help to consti-
tute the truth concerning its own world. Here lies what I termed ‘Kuhnian idealism.’

Kuhn emphasized that although the arguments advocating a given candidate for 
paradigm are circular, their circularity is compatible with their being informative and 
even persuasive:

When paradigms enter, as they must, into a debate about paradigm choice, their role is neces-
sarily circular. Each group uses its own paradigm to argue in that paradigm’s defense.

The resulting circularity does not, of course, make the argument wrong or even ineffectual. 
The man who premises a paradigm when arguing in its defense can nonetheless provide a clear 
exhibit of what scientific practice will be like for those who adopt the new view of nature. That 
exhibit can be immensely persuasive, often compellingly so. Yet, whatever its force, the status 
of the circular argument is only that of persuasion. It cannot be made logically or even prob-
abilistically compelling for those who refuse to step into the circle. The premises and values 
shared by the two parties to a debate over paradigms are not sufficiently extensive for that. 

(2012: 94)

In other words, the argument can display how scientists would go on under the new 
paradigm, and this display can be sufficiently attractive to convince others to join in. 
But the argument’s performing this function is distinct from its serving as a non-
question-begging reason for adopting the paradigm. Such a reason would require neutral 
standards by which to evaluate different ways of going on.

Kuhn emphasized that crucial components of a paradigm are the gold-standard 
measuring devices, experimental procedures, and observational practices. These com-
ponents open another avenue by which arguments for rival paradigms are circular—an 
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avenue famously emphasized by Feyerabend (1978). He develops this point primarily 
in connection with Galileo’s innovative use of telescopic observations of the heavens 
to support Copernicus’s theory. According to Feyerabend, telescopic arguments for 
the Copernican theory presupposed the telescope’s reliability, but the principal 
arguments for the telescope’s reliability regarding the heavens presupposed the 
Copernican theory. Therefore, telescopic arguments for the Copernican theory were 
viciously circular. In this section, I will take issue with Feyerabend’s argument for such 
incommensurability.

Feyerabend (1978) argues that Galileo’s telescopic observations (purportedly 
revealing Venus’s phases, lunar mountains, sunspots, and Jupiter’s satellites, for example) 
could not have confirmed Copernicus’s model of planetary motion because the 
 telescope’s reliability regarding heavenly bodies could not yet be independently 
confirmed. The telescope disagreed with the naked eye in its testimony regarding the 
heavens (as when the telescope showed the apparent sizes of Venus and Mars to vary 
over time, whereas their sizes hold steady according to the naked eye). The telescope’s 
reliability regarding terrestrial objects failed to confirm its reliability regarding 
celestial objects because medieval cosmology, unlike the Copernican model, regarded 
the heavens and the Earth as fundamentally dissimilar. Only by presupposing the 
Copernican model, the theory ultimately being tested, could the telescope’s reliability 
regarding terrestrial objects be justly projected to heavenly bodies as well. Furthermore, 
there was no other instrument by which to confirm the reality of the celestial features 
purportedly revealed for the first time by the telescope. Moreover, as Feyerabend 
emphasizes, contemporary optical theory was unable to explain how the telescope 
works. In addition, as Hacking (1989) notes, there is obviously no way to manipulate 
heavenly objects to see whether any change we make in them is matched by a corres-
ponding change in telescopic images. All together, then, Galileo faced a formidable 
challenge in confirming the telescope’s reliability regarding celestial bodies.

Of course, telescopic images of the heavens conformed to Copernican predictions. 
However, Feyerabend writes,

Galileo introduces these phenomena as independent evidence for Copernicus while the situation 
is rather that one refuted view—Copernicanism—has a certain similarity to phenomena 
emerging from another refuted view—the idea that telescopic phenomena are faithful images 
of the sky. (1978: 141)

In other words, the fact that the telescopic images, if reliable (i.e., accurate: ‘faithful 
images of the sky’), accord with the predictions of Copernicus’s theory counts as 
evidence for the telescope’s reliability only if we already justly accept the truth of 
Copernicus’s theory. But Galileo could not presuppose the Copernican theory’s truth. 
Likewise, the fact that the telescopic images, if reliable, accord with the predictions of 
Copernicus’s theory counts as evidence for Copernicus’s theory only if the telescope 
can already justly be taken as reliable regarding the heavens. But as we have seen, 
Galileo had no independent evidence of that.
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Thus, on Feyerabend’s view, Galileo is caught in a Catch 22. To confirm the 
Copernican model telescopically, Galileo would need independent evidence of the 
telescope’s reliability regarding celestial objects, which he did not have. My students in 
a recent seminar on the Copernican Revolution for first-year undergraduates initially 
found Feyerabend’s critique quite convincing.

But Feyerabend’s argument seems to presuppose the hypothetico-deductive 
model of theory testing: confirming evidence must follow deductively from back-
ground knowledge and the hypothesis to be confirmed. (The fact that the appear-
ances through Galileo’s telescope follow from the Copernican model and the 
telescope’s reliability regarding the heavens fails to confirm the telescope’s reliabil-
ity, according to Feyerabend, because the Copernican model cannot be taken for 
granted as background knowledge. Likewise, since the telescope’s reliability regard-
ing the heavens is not background knowledge, the Copernican model is not con-
firmed by the fact that certain appearances through Galileo’s telescope follow from 
the telescope’s reliability and the Copernican model, according to Feyerabend.) 
I will now show that the Bayesian account of confirmation allows evidence e (such 
as Galileo’s telescopic evidence regarding the heavens) to confirm hypothesis h (the 
Copernican model) even though the evidence comes from using a measuring 
device whose reliability r (the telescope’s reliability regarding heavenly bodies) is 
supported by other evidence (such as the telescope’s reliability regarding terrestrial 
objects) only by the grace of the very hypothesis h being confirmed. The basic idea 
that turns out to be reflected in the Bayesian formalism is that Galileo’s evidence 
powerfully confirms Copernicanism because it would take an extraordinarily 
unlikely coincidence for the Ptolemaic picture to be correct and the telescope to be 
unreliable regarding celestial objects, and yet the telescope to yield exactly the same 
observations as would have resulted from the Copernican picture had the telescope 
been reliable regarding the heavens. The unlikelihood of such a conspiracy fuels the 
confirmation.

By Bayes’s theorem and the theorem of total probability (and suppressing, for the 
sake of notational simplicity, any explicit mention of background knowledge),

 pr pr pr pr pr pr pr( | ) ( ) ( | ) / [ ( | ) ( ) ( |~ ) (~ )]h e e h e h h e h h= +h  (1)

 pr pr pr pr pr( | ) ( | & ) ( | ) ( | & ~ ) (~ | )e h e h r r h e h r r h= +  (2)

 pr pr pr pr pr( |~ ) ( |~ & ) ( |~ ) ( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~ )e h e h r r h e h r r h= +  (3)

If e consists of the appearance of Venusian phases through Galileo’s telescope, then 
pr(e|h&r) = 1. If e consists of the telescopic appearance of sunspots, an Earth-like lunar 
surface, or satellites orbiting planets besides Earth, then pr(e|h&r) is fairly high but less 
than 1. To simplify our calculation, let’s look just at Galileo’s most powerful evidence 
for the Copernican model, and so let pr(e|h&r) = 1. Taking the Ptolemaic model as the 
Copernican model’s only rival (ignoring the Tychonic model, as Galileo and 
Feyerabend do), pr(e|~h&r) = 0.
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The telescope’s reliability regarding terrestrial objects is part of Galileo’s background 
knowledge when he turns the telescope skyward. This knowledge very strongly confirms 
the telescope’s reliability regarding celestial objects if the Copernican model is true, 
since that model effaces the traditional Aristotelian distinction between the superlun-
ary and sublunary realms. Of course, the telescope could be unreliable regarding celes-
tial objects even if it is reliable regarding terrestrial objects and the Copernican model 
is true; for example, the telescope could be unreliable over very long distances or 
through interplanetary dust. But r is so strongly confirmed by background knowledge 
and h that we might start out, for the sake of simplicity, by approximating pr(r|h) = 1, 
and so pr(~r|h) = 0. Substituting these nice 1’s and 0’s into (2) and (3), we find that

 pr and( | )e h =1  
 pr pr pr( |~ ) ( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~ ).e h e h r r h=  

Substitution of these into (1) yields

 pr pr pr pr pr pr( | ) ( ) /[ ( ) ( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~ ) (~ )]h e h h e h r r h h= +  (4)

Thus, on the Bayesian view of confirmation, h receives some increment of confirm-
ation from e if and only if

 pr pr pr pr pr pr( ) /[ ( ) ( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~ ) (~ )] ( ),h h e h r r h h h+ >  

which holds exactly when

 1> +pr pr pr pr( ) ( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~ ) (~ ).h e h r r h h  

Since pr(h) = 1 – pr(~h), the above inequality is logically equivalent to

 pr(~ ) ( |~ ~ ) (~ |~ ) (~ )h e h r r h h> pr & pr pr  

and so to

 1> pr pr( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~ ),e h r r h  (5)

which (by the standard definition of conditional probability) is equivalent to

 1> pr( & ~ |~ ),e r h  

which is surely true. Contrary to Feyerabend, then, there is no Catch 22 blocking e 
from confirming h, according to the Bayesian account.

Had we not made the simplifying assumption that pr(r|h) = 1, the left side of (5) 
would have been more complicated. Substitution from (2) and (3) into (1) would have 
yielded

 pr pr pr pr pr( | ) ( ) [ ( | ) ( | & ~ ) (~ | )] /h e h r h e h r r h= +  (4')

 pr pr pr pr pr pr pr( ) [ ( | ) ( | & ~ ) (~ | )] (~ ) ( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~h r h e h r r h h e h r r+ + hh).  
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Then the same sequence of manipulations as before would have yielded

 pr pr pr pr( | ) ( & ~ | ) ( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~ )r h e r h e h r r h+ >  (5')

as necessary and sufficient for h to receive some increment of confirmation from e. We 
will see in a moment that the right side of (5') is quite small, and pr(r|h) is still large 
even if it is not 1, so (5') is satisfied.

Let’s see by how wide a margin (5) is satisfied (and likewise (5')) and so by how great 
an increment e confirms h. Plausibly, pr(e|~h&~r) is very low; for the telescope to be 
unreliable and the Copernican model false, but the telescopic images to be just as if 
the telescope were reliable and the Copernican model true, seems very unlikely. The 
telescope would have to be unreliable in a very peculiar manner: so as to compensate 
exactly for the Ptolemaic model by making heavenly phenomena (such as Venusian 
phases) look just as if the Copernican model were true, when it is actually false. 
Therefore, since pr(~r|~h) does not exceed 1, (5)’s right side (which is also (5')’s right 
side) is very low.

By way of illustration, we might take pr(h) = .1, pr(r) = .2, and pr(e|~h&~r) = .1. If 
we again for simplicity stipulate that (given the background) h entails r, and so that ~r 
entails ~h, then

 pr pr pr(~ ) / (~ ) (~ |~ )r h r h=  

and so

 pr pr pr(~ |~ ) (~ ) (~ ),r h h r=  

which we have set at .8. Substituting all of these values into (4), we find

 pr( | ) (. ) /[(. ) (. )(. )] %.h e = + ≈1 1 1 8 56  

If we instead more plausibly set pr(e|~h&~r) = .01, then pr(h|e) ≈ 93%. That is very 
substantial confirmation in either case.

In sum, Feyerabend argued that e cannot confirm h because the telescope’s reliability 
regarding the heavens could not antecedently be justly believed likely, and the only 
way to use e or the evidence previously on hand (exhibiting the telescope’s reliability 
regarding terrestrial objects) to confirm r (its reliability regarding the heavens) is to 
appeal to h itself. As we have just seen, Feyerabend’s argument fails, according to 
Bayesian confirmation theory; h is strongly confirmed by e.

Surprisingly, perhaps, h’s increment of confirmation is greater insofar as r is not 
independent confirmationwise from h. A common measure of e’s confirmatory 
relevance to h is pr(h|e) / pr(h). By (4'), this quantity equals

 [ ( | ) ( | & ~ ) (~ | )] /pr pr prr h e h r r h+  

 pr pr pr pr pr pr pr( ) [ ( | ) ( | & ~ ) (~ | )] (~ ) ( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~h r h e h r r h h e h r r+ + hh),  
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which equals
 

1
pr pr pr pr pr pr pr( ) (~ ) ( |~ & ~ ) (~ |~ ) / [ ( | ) ( | & ~ ) (~h h e h r r h r h e h r r+ + || )]

,
h

 

which equals

 
1

pr pr pr pr pr pr pr( ) (~ ) (~ |~ & ) ( |~ ) / [ ( | ) (~ | & ) ( |h h r h e e h r h r h e e h+ + ))]
.  (6)

Now we can see how r’s being supported by h (considering background knowledge of 
the telescope’s reliability regarding terrestrial objects) actually contributes to e’s power 
to confirm h. Let’s look at some of the quantities in (6). Plainly, pr(r|h) is higher to the 
extent that r is supported by h, that is, to the extent that background knowledge of the 
telescope’s reliability regarding terrestrial objects would leave r well confirmed if h 
were known. In addition, pr(~r|~h&e) will remain substantially the same whatever 
may be r’s support of h (since the telescope is almost certainly unreliable regarding the 
heavens if the heavens look Copernican through the telescope even though they 
aren’t). Likewise, pr(~r|h&e) will remain substantially the same (namely, very low) no 
matter what the confirmatory relation may be between r and h (since the telescope is 
probably accurate regarding the heavens if the heavens look Copernican through the 
telescope and, in fact, they are). Furthermore, insofar as the confirmation of r by h 
(considering background knowledge of the telescope’s reliability regarding terrestrial 
objects) is stronger, pr(e|h) is larger; given h, the telescope’s known reliability regard-
ing terrestrial objects supports its reliability regarding the heavens, and it thereby 
(given h) makes e more likely. Suppose, then, that we hold pr(e) and pr(h) fixed as we 
allow r to become increasingly well supported by h (given our background knowledge 
of the telescope’s reliability regarding terrestrial objects). Consider the long fraction in 
(6)’s denominator. Our results earlier in this paragraph entail that this fraction’s 
denominator increases and its numerator diminishes insofar as r becomes better 
supported by h (given our background knowledge). (The numerator diminishes because 
pr(e) = pr(e|h) pr(h) + pr(e|~h)pr(~h), and pr(e|h) is increasing while pr(e), pr(h), and 
pr(~h) are remaining the same—so pr(e|~h) must be diminishing.) Therefore, the long 
fraction in (6)’s denominator is diminishing, and so (6) is increasing. Thus, the degree to 
which r is supported by h actually enhances e’s power to confirm h.

4. Conclusion
The incommensurability of paradigms suggests a kind of ‘Kuhnian idealism’ visible in 
some of Kuhn’s remarks in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. On this view, scien-
tists within different paradigms are investigating different worlds in that the facts 
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(that is, the theories that achieve science’s aim) on each paradigm are different (since 
science’s aim is different). The prevailing paradigm helps to constitute reality; the aim 
of science is to arrive not at some paradigm-transcendent truth, but rather at a truth 
that the paradigm helps to constitute.

I have argued that the incommensurability of paradigms is not great enough to 
sustain Kuhnian idealism. In a crisis, common ground among rival candidates for 
paradigm consists of more than the platitudinous theoretical virtues. As Galileo illus-
trates, reasons favoring one candidate for paradigm can sometimes (with sufficient 
ingenuity) be extracted from the meager beliefs about the empirical world that can 
safely be taken for granted in the given crisis. Furthermore, contrary to Feyerabend, a 
given candidate for paradigm can be supported by observations made with the aid of 
some measuring device even if that device’s reliability is primarily supported by 
evidence that confirms its reliability given the paradigm in question but not given its 
rival. The fact that the telescope’s reliability regarding the heavens is not independent 
of Copernicanism actually ends up augmenting the telescope’s capacity to confirm 
Copernicanism.
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Some observations:

1. Mathematical entities do not come for free. There is a field, philosophy of 
mathematics, and it studies their nature. In this domain, many theories of the 
nature of mathematical entities require ontological commitments (e.g., Platonism).

2. Fundamental physics (e.g., string theory, quantum mechanics) is highly math-
ematical. Mathematical entities purport to be abstract—they purport to be 
non-spatial, atemporal, immutable, acausal and non-mental. (Whether they 
truly are abstract is a matter of debate, of course.)

3. Physicalism, to a first approximation, holds that everything is physical, or is 
composed of physical entities. As such, physicalism is a metaphysical hypothesis 
about the fundamental nature of reality.

In section 1 of this essay, I urge that it is reasonable to ask the physicalist to inquire into 
the nature of mathematical entities, for they are doing heavy lifting in the physicalist’s 
theory, describing and identifying the fundamental physical entities that everything 
that exists is said to reduce to (supervene on, etc.). I then ask whether the physicalist in 
fact has the resources to provide a satisfying account of the nature of these mathematical 
entities, given existing work in philosophy of mathematics on nominalism and 
Platonism that she would likely draw from. And the answer will be: she does not. I then 
argue that this deflates the physicalist program, in significant ways: physicalism lacks 
the traditional advantages of being the most economical theory, and having a superior 
approach to mental causation, relative to competing theories.

In section 2, I urge that given these results, both a kind of idealism and something 
near enough to idealism are in better shape, overall, than physicalism. In particular, 
I identify panprotopsychism (or ‘protomentalism,’ as I like to call my version of it) as 
the most promising answer to the mind-body problem, in light of the considerations 
in section 1, and other considerations that I introduce.

17
Idealism, or Something  
Near Enough
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1. The Heart of Physicalism
Let me begin with my earlier observation: fundamental physics is deeply, if not 
exhaustively, mathematical.1 To illustrate with a quotidian example: Suppose you are 
drinking a steaming cup of cappuccino. Why does it have the properties it has, such as its 
bitterness and its warmth? It has these properties because it is made of atoms configured 
in a certain way; and atoms have the structure they do because of their configuration of 
fundamental particles. And according to quantum field theory, fundamental particles 
are merely ripples or thickenings in the quantum field, which is explained mathemat-
ically. And if, for instance, string theory is employed to explain particle natures, the 
particles are vibratory frequencies of strings, which is again explained mathematically. In 
short, fundamental physics seems to be highly mathematical (Schneider forthcoming).

As it turns out, I’ve argued that the mathematical nature of fundamental physical 
theories raises a serious problem for physicalism. For consider that the physicalist gen-
erally regards her ontological universe as one of concrete entities, consisting in entities 
like spatiotemporal objects and property instantiations. But fundamental physics is 
mathematical, and mathematical entities purport to be abstract—that is, they seem to 
be non-spatial, atemporal, immutable, acausal and non-mental. (Here, I am merely 
using the standard definition of an abstract entity.) Consider, for instance, the 
Schrödinger equation. And consider the heavily mathematical approaches to quantum 
gravity, such as string theory and loop quantum gravity. In essence: because funda-
mental physics is highly mathematical, mathematical entities, which are anything but 
‘concrete,’ are playing an important role in physics (Schneider forthcoming).

Mathematical entities do not come for free, however. As observed, physicalism 
holds that everything is physical, or is composed of physical entities. This is a meta-
physical hypothesis about the fundamental nature of reality. It is reasonable to ask the 
physicalist to inquire into the nature of mathematical entities, for mathematical 
entities are doing major work in the physicalist’s theory, describing and identifying the 
fundamental physical entities that everything that exists is said to reduce to (supervene 
on, etc.). The key question raised by this essay is whether the physicalist in fact has the 
resources to provide a satisfying account of the nature of these mathematical entities, 
given existing work in philosophy of mathematics on nominalism and Platonism that 
the physicalist would likely draw from. I believe the answer is: the physicalist does not.

I shall call a supervenience (reductive, realization, etc.) base that contains that which 
is identified by a given physicalist program as fundamental a ‘physical base.’ The 
physicalist holds that everything is physical, being either a fundamental physical entity 
or depending upon fundamental physical entities in the base.2 Now, I’ve observed that 

1 Much of this section is an updated version of Schneider (forthcoming).
2 Depending upon the reductive, realization, or supervenience thesis the ‘base’ can be as large as all of 

spacetime or as small as the neural basis of a type identity claim. There are debates in the physicalism litera-
ture about these matters, but this discussion does not require a particular account of the size of the base nor 
a specific sort of dependency relation.
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in the face of the aforementioned mathematical nature of fundamental physics, one 
could raise the following worry for physicalism.

It seems that the fundamental particulars and fundamental properties in the 
physicalist’s base—the building blocks of the physicalist’s ontological reality—need to 
be individuated mathematically. That is, mathematical entities seem to make the entities 
in the base the types of entities that they are. And if something individuates something 
else it is often considered to be part, or even all, of the entity’s nature. Unless, that is, an 
argument is provided to the contrary.3 I am challenging the physicalist to provide such 
an argument. Without an argument, the presumption is that the individuative entity 
does, at least in part, contribute to the nature of the entity (Schneider forthcoming). 
So, again, playing Devil’s advocate, I ask the physicalist: why is the physical base not 
abstract (at least in part) if fundamental physical entities seem to be individuated 
by abstract entities? Why do abstract entities not contribute to the nature of the 
properties and particulars in the base?

Here’s another way to state the matter, and which provides some background on the 
notion of individuation. Consider an example of a well-known identity condition. In 
the personal identity literature, the soul theory offers an identity condition involving 
identity of a person over time (the psychological continuity view offers another). This 
is a proposal about how to individuate persons, presenting an identity condition in 
which the survival of a person is determined by having the same soul over time. An 
entity individuates something else when it figures in its identity condition. The pre-
sumption is that if something individuates something else, that individuative entity is 
part of its nature, at least without an argument to the contrary. The physicalist owes us 
an argument, if this is not really what is going on. Prima facie, mathematical entities 
seem to play a key role in the identity conditions for entities in the physical base—the 
conditions of sameness and difference of entities within a given metaphysical category 
at a given time or over time. So why aren’t the entities in the physical base abstract, 
then, given that fundamental theories in physics are heavily mathematical?

To be sure, most physicalists will vehemently reject the idea that abstract entities are 
part of the nature of the physical base. They will generally say, as seems reasonable, that 
mathematics merely describes the universe; the universe isn’t mathematical. I agree. 
For I am just pressing the physicalist to explain why the entities in the base are meta-
physically distinct from mathematical entities—why all the mathematics is merely 
descriptive. For this seems to me what the physicalist should say. But can she say the 
mathematics is merely descriptive? What ontological resources are available to her?

Here, the physicalist can appeal to work in philosophy of mathematics. Platonism in 
philosophy of mathematics contends that there are mathematical entities, that is, 
entities that fall in the domain of mathematics, such as numbers and mathematical 
structures.4 According to the Platonist, mathematical entities are abstract: they are 

3 We shall consider such arguments shortly. See also Schneider forthcoming.
4 Different Platonist theories regard different kinds of entities to be basic (e.g., numbers, structures).
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non-physical, non-causal, immutable, non-spatiotemporal, and non-mental. Nominalists 
in philosophy of mathematics reject Platonism, holding that there are no abstract 
entities.5 This being said, a natural response to our problem is to appeal to a form of 
nominalism, called ‘fictionalism.’ Fictionalism agrees with Platonism that our math-
ematical sentences and theories purport to be about mathematical entities, but contra 
Platonism, fictionalism denies that there are abstract entities. Our mathematical 
statements are not true. (However, fictionalists can allow that the statements are “true 
in the story of mathematics.”6) Fictionalism is currently regarded by most philosophers 
of mathematics as being the most plausible form of nominalism.

According to fictionalism, sentences like ‘1+1=2’ are not true for the same reason 
that sentences like ‘Commander Data was on the Enterprise’ are not true—there 
are  no such things as Data or the number two. Both are fictional (Balaguer 1998; 
Field 1980, 1989). What is meant by ‘fictional’ in the context of mathematical fiction-
alism? Mark Colyvan explains the sense in which mathematical entities are said to 
be fictional:

fictionalism in mathematics does not mean that “anything goes.” Authors of mathematical 
theories, like writers of good literary fiction, are not free to develop their fiction in any way they 
please. For a start, consistency is usually thought to be strongly desirable. Beyond that, there 
are also requirements not to introduce unnecessary items. In good mathematics, like good 
literary fiction, posited entities contribute to the story. But perhaps the greatest constraint on 
writing mathematical fiction is that the latest installment must be consistent with all previous 
installments. Previous generations of mathematicians introduced such “characters” as sets, 
functions, natural numbers and so on. The current generation of mathematicians must develop 
these “characters” in ways that are consistent with what went before. It is as though current 
mathematicians are all contributing to a multi-authored series of books. (2011)

The difference between sentences like ‘11 is odd’ and ‘7 is even’ is that the former (and 
not the latter) are in the fictional story of mathematics—a story that’s made up of our 
mathematical theories. As Colyvan writes, fictionalism has “a very straightforward 
epistemology: there is nothing to know beyond the human-authored story of math-
ematics. And coming to know the various fictional claims requires nothing more” 
(2011). Why do we appeal to certain mathematical stories, and not to others? As Mark 
Balaguer explains: “The reasons are that this story is pragmatically useful, that it’s 
aesthetically pleasing, and most important, that it dovetails with our ‘way of thinking’” 
(1998: 13).

5 Herein, when I speak of “nominalism” I have in mind nominalism in philosophy of mathematics, 
rather than nominalism about universals.

6 Both Field and Leng hold that ‘9 is odd’ and ‘5 is even’ are both strictly untrue, but ‘9 is odd’ is true in 
the story of mathematics. (To be true in the story of mathematics, for them, is to follow from mathematical 
axioms accepted by humans.) For Mark Balaguer, the story of mathematics can extend beyond the 
 currently accepted axioms, encompassing the “full conceptions,” in his own words, that humans have of 
mathematical entities (Balaguer 1998; Field 1980; Leng 2010).
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I’ve argued that physicalists should not be fictionalists (Schneider forthcoming). 
For fictionalism takes mathematics to be a purely human story, explaining mathematical 
discourse in terms of mental phenomena such as human aesthetic and pragmatic 
interests. This gives rise to three difficulties. First, physicalism will become circular, for 
mental phenomena are explained by reference to physical properties and particulars 
that are themselves individuated by mental phenomena. Second, a putative physicalist 
solution to the mind-body problem must employ a reductive (supervenience, realization, 
etc.) base that is itself physicalistically kosher, being free of mental or otherwise non-
physical entities. And a base of physical entities that is individuated by mental entities 
is not physically acceptable. Third, because a prediction or law in fundamental physics 
is couched in a mathematical vocabulary, it will turn out to be untrue, being either false 
or vacuous. While physicalists realize that current physics is false, as relativity theory 
and quantum mechanics contradict, it would be a bad result if the physicalist had to 
say that the claims of a completed physics will turn out untrue, or are merely true 
within the fictional story of mathematics!

A natural response to these difficulties is to observe that although fictionalism is 
mind-dependent, the fictionalist Hartry Field also proposed a promising nominaliza-
tion procedure that is separable from his fictionalism, and this is what the physicalist 
should appeal to (Schneider forthcoming). Field argued that it is not necessary, in 
 producing a physical theory, to quantify over abstract entities. Drawing from Hilbert’s 
axiomatization of Euclidean geometry, Field provided a formalization of Newtonian 
gravitational theory in which the quantifiers range over spacetime regions (including 
points) and point-particles. He provided relational predicates that, as applied to spa-
tiotemporal intervals, allows one to mimic the operations of multiplication, addition, 
and so on (Field 1980). Let us call this ‘the spacetime response.’

I quite like Field’s nominalization program. Unfortunately, the physicalist cannot 
appeal to it. Consider that theories of quantum gravity are more fundamental than 
quantum mechanics, seeking to unite quantum mechanics and Einstein’s theory of 
general relativity, which are currently at odds with each other. According to two leading 
theories of quantum gravity (loop quantum gravity and string theory) spacetime is not 
fundamental—it is emergent (Schneider  forthcoming; Seiberg  2006; Huggett and 
Wuthrich 2013; Swingle manuscript). Physicists often use the expression ‘emergent’ 
without defining it, but overall, these discussions seem to paint a picture in which 
spacetime is what philosophers have called ‘strongly emergent’ (Chalmers 2006). That 
is, the spatiotemporal truths are not deducible from truths at the fundamental level, 
even in principle.7 Consider, for instance, holographic theories, which map all the 
information from a 3D structure to a 2D boundary, preserving all the same informa-
tion, leading people to ponder whether the universe is a hologram. The point here 

7 I am not suggesting that advocates of the view that spacetime is emergent suggest there is downward 
causation, however. I am just claiming that they hold that the spatiotemporal truths are not deducible, even 
in principle.
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is that there seems to be no unique spatiotemporal structure that is fixed by the 
base-level physical laws and facts.

Now, I’ve observed that the situation with these theories of quantum gravity raises a 
problem for the spacetime objection (Schneider forthcoming). The spacetime regions 
and points would be individuating the fundamental properties and substances posited 
by these theories, entities like strings and spin networks. But spacetime emerges from 
the fundamental entities. It is very puzzling to say that the fundamental entities are 
also individuated by them. If something emerges from some base, it is supposed to be 
due to the nature of the entities in the base that the emergent entity exists, otherwise, it 
doesn’t really emerge from the base. If macroscopic spatiotemporal features individuate 
fundamental microscopic entities, then, aren’t these features just part of the nature of 
the microscopic entities? If this is correct, then the features of emergent spacetime 
would trace back to the configurations of microscopic entities, but then, since a given 
microscopic entity would have one or more spatiotemporal properties as part of its 
nature, spacetime would seem to emerge from itself. For spacetime is individuating 
that which it ‘emerges’ from (Schneider forthcoming). I find this puzzling, especially 
since the string theorists are saying that spacetime is not found at the fundamental 
level, just appearing “as approximate semiclassical notions in the macroscopic world” 
(Seiberg 2006; Schneider forthcoming).

Further, even putting aside this direction of explanation problem, it isn’t even clear 
how spacetime, since it is said to be an approximation that is not even applicable to 
phenomena at the microphysical level, could be said to individuate the fundamental 
entities in string theory. Why would a mere approximation play such an important 
role? In any case, it is crucial to bear in mind that theories of quantum gravity are under 
constant development. Perhaps these issues will be clarified upon a fuller elaboration of 
the manner in which spacetime is emergent. (The matter is rather unclear in the 
 discussions in physics I’ve seen.) For now, the spacetime response is problematic.

Of course, the physicalist can respond that there are many other nominalist 
approaches to choose from. Unfortunately, I cannot canvass these today, but I have 
considered them elsewhere and so far, I have been unable to locate a nominalist 
approach that is both independently plausible and physicalistically kosher (Schneider 
forthcoming). One problem is that mind-dependency seems rife in the nominalism 
literature in philosophy of mathematics, although sometimes the mind-dependency is 
not explicit.8 And any mind-dependent approach will not suffice for the same reason 
fictionalism did not. For example, psychologism claims that mathematics is about 
mental objects. E.g., ‘2+2=4’ is about the ideas of 2 and 4. Conventionalism holds that 
mathematical sentences are analytically true, e.g., ‘2+2=4’ holds solely in virtue of the 
meanings of the expressions. Notice that conventionalism would not yield a physicalist 
answer to the mind-body problem because mental phenomena would be supervenient 
upon (or reducible to, etc.) physical entities individuated by intentional properties. 

8 For instance, below, I suggest that the Millian approach is covertly mind-dependent.
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Game formalism says that mathematics is a symbol manipulation game. Again, this is 
mind-dependent, as these ‘games’ are human creations, and, as an anti-realist theory, 
much of even a future physics would turn out to be false (Schneider forthcoming).

What about an approach that takes the truthmakers for mathematical statements to 
be properties or objects? Let us now turn to a familiar object-based approach to see 
what the problem is.

1.1 Object and Property-Based Nominalist Approaches

On the Millian approach, mathematics is the most general of the sciences, giving us 
laws about physical objects. For example, ‘2+2=4’ tells us that whenever we add 
two objects to a pile that already has two objects, we will end up with four objects 
(Mill 1973). I shall call these objects ‘Millian objects.’ Notice that according to physical-
ism the entities in the physical base are supposed to be the basic building blocks for 
everything that exists. Because the physicalist is hoping to individuate these building 
blocks, the individuative entities cannot be macroscopic physical objects, for the 
fundamental building blocks are supposed to compose macroscopic objects (Schneider 
forthcoming). If the physicalist appeals to macroscopic objects to be the truthmakers 
for statements in mathematized physics, her approach would be circular.

Perhaps the Millian objects should instead be fundamental physical objects like 
particles and strings, rather than macroscopic ones. This broadly Millian approach 
will not work, however (Schneider forthcoming). First, if the physical base contains 
physical substances, then the Millian approach will be circular, as one cannot indi-
viduate fundamental objects by reference to themselves. Second, I’ve mentioned that 
physicalists often have property ontologies, taking a spatiotemporal mosaic of prop-
erties as metaphysically basic (where such can have causal natures or be entirely 
categorical or non-nomic, as with a Humean supervenience thesis). Pure property 
ontologies need to take physical objects as metaphysically derivative, even objects that 
physics regards as fundamental. Objects are instead bundled out of properties or they 
are properties, together with a substratum or thin particular (see Armstrong 1997; 
Schneider 2012, 2013a). Bearing all this in mind, the Millian approach puts the onto-
logical cart before the horse. For objects, not physical properties, would turn out to be 
basic. And the nature of the physical properties would depend upon the Millian 
objects. So substances (including minds) could not be propertied substrata or bundles 
of tropes. Third and finally, this view presupposes the very concepts of number and 
addition—notice the objects are already numbered, and they are added together—so 
upon reflection, it doesn’t really explain the nature of number. And because this pos-
ition presupposes the concepts of units and addition, it makes covert appeal to human 
classifications and concepts. The physicalist needs to avoid mentalistic approaches to 
the nature of mathematical entities, as discussed.

For further discussion see (Schneider  forthcoming), where I also respond to a 
related trope-theoretic approach, which explains numbers via tropes, rather than 
objects (Campbell 1990). Now, having discarded a variety of nominalisms in pursuit of 
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a nominalist answer to our problem, let us turn to a different approach entirely—a 
physicalism that draws from Platonism.

1.2 Platonistic Physicalism

Platonistic physicalism may strike you as unusual, as we expect physicalism to be a form 
of monism. But it is actually a form of dualism of the abstract and concrete. Platonism in 
philosophy of mathematics does not entail that there are concrete entities, but our 
Platonist is a physicalist, so she will surely include concreta in her ontology, although 
she will face problems concerning their nature, as we’ll see. There is, on the one hand, a 
realm of abstract mathematical entities, as per Platonism, and on the other, a realm of 
concrete entities, such as ordinary objects and their dispositions, as per physicalism. 
Given this, we can contrast physicalist monism, which repudiates abstracta, from phys-
icalist dualism, which quantifies over both abstract and concrete entities.

Elsewhere, I’ve urged that Platonistic physicalism is not really a physicalist position, 
and further, that it faces deep epistemological and metaphysical problems (Schneider 
forthcoming). I will confine myself to a few remarks here: if physicalism must appeal to 
Platonistic physicalism, then it loses the following two traditional advantages.

(1) Perhaps the strongest consideration in favor of physicalism is that it prom-
ises to be the most economical account of reality. For according to the physicalist, 
competing views of the nature of mentality, such as property dualism and substance 
dualism, posit extra ingredients to reality, above and beyond those posited by science, 
and are less economical than physicalism.9 But Platonistic physicalism cannot deliver 
on this promise, however, for it posits extra ingredients outside of spacetime that 
are not part of physics itself, and that are arrived at on the basis of philosophical 
reflection about the nature of mathematical entities. Indeed, I’ve just observed that 
this form of physicalism is a kind of dualism, for there is, on the one hand, the con-
crete realm of objects and their properties, and on the other, an abstract realm of 
Platonistic entities.

(2) Insofar as the nature of the entities in the physical base seems abstract, both 
mental and physical causation becomes a mystery, for how do abstracta enter into 
causal relations? Abstracta are, by definition, immutable, acausal, and outside of space 
and time. While the physicalist has traditionally had an advantage over property dualism 
in the domain of mental causation, claiming that mental properties are epiphenomenal 
if property dualism is true, the physicalist’s situation is even worse than the property 
dualist’s. For the Platonistic physicalist cannot even explain physical causation, insofar 
as the base is abstract.10 Further, because the physicalist holds that the mental is just the 
physical, mental causation will be mysterious as well.

9 Of course, it may be that positing an extra ingredient is justified because doing so provides the best 
explanation of consciousness.

10 The physicalist will likely want to deny this. To do this effectively, she must provide an account of the 
nature of the entities in the base, one in which the basic entities are clearly concrete. I’ve ruled out various 
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So, where does all this leave us? Thus far, the physicalist faces a dilemma. On the one 
hand, it is natural for the physicalist to turn to nominalism to answer the problem 
of the base. But even well-received nominalist theories, like fictionalism, introduce 
severe direction-of-explanation worries into the physicalist’s program. On the 
other hand, we’ve seen that Platonistic physicalism is dualist: it holds that immutable, 
non-spatiotemporal entities exist, and play an important role in physical theories. And 
it faces serious problems. Given this, it is time to consider if we can do better than 
physicalism.

2. Comparison: Protomentalism, Panpsychism, 
Property Dualism and Idealism

Let us ask: How does our discussion of the problem of the base inform the debate over 
the nature of consciousness? Does it improve the case for idealism, for instance? 
I believe it does, although I suspect that a different position is superior, a position that 
is still admittedly close to idealism. I will consider idealism shortly, but it is instructive 
to begin with a discussion of a well-known alternative to physicalism, naturalistic 
property dualism. Naturalistic property dualism holds that qualia and physical proper-
ties are both fundamental properties, and further, qualia are macroscopic properties 
that emerge from brains, and perhaps other complex systems (Chalmers 1996). The 
property dualist claims she has a superior explanation of the explanatory gap between 
mental and physical properties. Physicalists dispute this, of course, and they contend 
that physicalism is more economical than dualism. Property dualists counter this, 
saying that the addition of qualia to one’s fundamental ontology is justified, for it is the 
best explanation for consciousness. Physicalists then respond that the dualist is just 
taking qualia as fundamental, and doing this is not really explaining qualia but taking 
them as basic. And the debate continues (Schneider forthcoming).

In my experience, when it comes to intuitions about consciousness, philosophers 
tend to rarely change their minds. Instead of debating warring intuitions, I’ve used a 
different sort of strategy, one that claims that physicalism rests on weak metaphysical 
foundations. For physicalism doesn’t mesh with well-respected positions on proper-
ties and particularity in the fields of metaphysics, and, as we’ve seen, with theories 
of  the nature of mathematical entities in the field of philosophy of mathematics. 
Physicalism thereby lacks a solid metaphysical foundation (Schneider 2012, 2013a  
2013b, forthcoming).

I’ve noted that physicalists have long claimed that their approach is more econom-
ical than dualism. They also hold that they have the upper hand with respect to mental 
causation, for they claim that a complete account of the causation of thought and 
behavior can be provided by appealing to the physical properties of the brain. Qualia, 

nominalist approaches to making the base concrete. In Schneider (forthcoming), I show how the Platonistic 
physicalist might try to render the base concrete as well. I respond to these attempts.
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being non-identical to physical properties, are epiphenomenal. I’ve just observed 
that the Problem of the Base strips physicalism of these two advantages, though. For 
if the physical base threatens to be abstract, physicalism is in worse shape, overall, 
than property dualism with respect to causation, as it now has a problem with 
both physical and mental causation. Further, physicalism is not more economical 
than property dualism: an ontology of physical and abstract entities is just another 
form of dualism, after all, and this is not more economical than traditional property 
dualism, at least if the property dualist does not add abstract entities to her ontology 
(Schneider forthcoming).

This leads me to ask: can the property dualist really avoid abstracta? If not, she would 
not be a dualist, but a pluralist, so her position would actually be less economical than 
physicalism. There is indeed a sense in which the traditional property dualist faces the 
Problem of the Base. For the property dualist quantifies over both mental and physical 
properties, and perhaps over physical particulars, and given that physics is highly math-
ematical, it may seem, at least at first blush, that physical entities are abstract. Having nat-
uralistic inclinations, the property dualist needs to explain why this is not the case. After 
all, we’ve noted that if physical entities have (even partly) abstract natures then causation 
would be mysterious. Further, the dualist may wish to specify the nature of fundamental 
physical entities in order to provide a well-defined conception of the physical, and 
relatedly, to demarcate the difference between physical and non-physical properties.

The property dualist could be a Platonist, of course, although in this case, technically, 
she would be a pluralist, not a dualist. Indeed, perhaps the dualist should be a Platonist, 
as Platonism is a well-respected approach in philosophy of mathematics that may be 
correct. But importantly, the property dualist need not be a Platonist, for she can view 
mathematics as a system of human classifications without falling prey to circularity. For 
mental phenomena can be the truthmakers for statements in mathematized physics 
(Schneider  forthcoming). For the property dualist takes mental phenomena to be 
fundamental in any case.

Appealing to mentalistic truthmakers changes the shape of property dualism, how-
ever. Here, there are two routes the dualist can take.

(i) If mathematical entities are explained in terms of phenomena like human classi-
fications, or aesthetic concerns, as with fictionalism, for instance, then the property 
dualist can claim that macroscopic mental properties, such as concept or belief types, 
individuate the fundamental physical entities. Although naturalistic property dualism 
has not been framed herein as a version of panpsychism, this modified dualist position 
is similar to panpsychism in that mental phenomena are metaphysical constituents 
of  microphysical entities. However, the view features fundamental mental entities 
that are macroscopic, rather than microscopic. The macroscopic mental entities serve 
to individuate the fundamental physical properties (Schneider forthcoming).

This may be too much to swallow, but if one is willing to live with this feature of 
the view, there are benefits. This brand of property dualism is no less economical than 
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physicalism, as noted, and there is a sense in which mental entities are causal. Because 
mental properties individuate the physical properties, the mental is part of the nature 
of the physical. (Part, but not all, for presumably the property dualist will want the 
physical properties to be something more than just mental properties.) If the physical 
depends on the mental and the physical realm is causal, one can devise at least a deriva-
tive sense in which the mental properties are causal.

(ii) The following position strikes me as superior to this one, however. Notice that 
the property dualist can avoid macrophysical truthmakers altogether by turning to 
panpsychism or panprotopsychism, and thus putting mental (or protomental) phe-
nomena into the micro-level itself. (According to panprotopsychism, the fundamental 
entities identified by physics have properties that are precursors to consciousness and 
can collectively constitute consciousness in certain sophisticated computational 
systems, such as brains.) Because, in this case, the truthmakers for mathematical 
statements would supervene upon a supervenience base of micro-level mentalistic 
or protomentalistic entities, macroscopic properties are not required to individuate 
fundamental physical properties and objects. The micro-level properties can do all the 
work (Schneider forthcoming).

There are both monistic and property dualist versions of panpsychism and panpro-
topsychism (Alter and Nagasawa 2015; Chalmers 2015; Goff 2015; Strawson 2006). 
Ceteris paribus, a monistic version of either view that repudiates Platonism would 
stand to be more parsimonious than physicalism, and a property dualist/nominalist 
version of either view stands to be equally parsimonious. Panpsychism and panpro-
topsychism both tend to fare well with respect to mental causation as well, for the phe-
nomenal properties are at the micro-level (Chalmers 2015; Schneider forthcoming).

Now let us ask: Is a monistic panpsychism, in particular, a form of idealism? (We 
shall return to panprotopsychism shortly.) Unlike leading solutions to the mind-body 
problem, contemporary philosophers of mind have paid little attention to idealism. 
This volume reflects the beginning of a new dialogue, so it is important to bear in mind 
that it is currently unclear what a fully refined definition of idealism will look like. But 
given our current understanding of what idealism is, it seems that a monistic pan-
psychism may indeed be a form of idealism, or something near enough.

In their introduction to this volume, Tyron Goldschmidt and Kenneth Pearce 
characterize idealism as the family of views that give priority to the mental. Daniel 
Greco, in his essay in this volume, provides an account of idealism in terms of 
grounding. According to him, idealism is the view that all grounding chains end 
in mental facts (Ch. 14). In his own essay in this volume, Pearce defines ‘fundamen-
tal idealism’ as the view that all of fundamental reality is mind-like, but he distin-
guishes this position from weaker idealist theses (e.g., the mereological idealism 
he defends; Ch. 12).

These versions of idealism all seem to allow that some versions of panpsychism 
could be forms of idealism. Of course, it is important to look at the details of a particular 
version of panpsychism in order to understand the relation between the mental 
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properties (events, substances) and the physical properties (events, substances), and 
to see whether the panpsychism in question is even monistic to begin with, at least 
about concreta (more on concreta shortly). For instance, a view that is sometimes 
called ‘panpsychism’ but in which only some of the fundamental properties are experi-
ential, would not be a form of idealism, but a form of dualism or pluralism, because 
other, non-mental, properties are also fundamental ingredients of reality. A candidate 
panpsychist idealism would be a ‘pure panpsychism,’ if you will—one in which all the 
fundamental entities are mental.

A word on ‘all the fundamental entities’ in the above sentence. We might think the 
following situation should be compatible with idealism: consider a possible world in 
which (i), Platonism is correct and (ii), all the fundamental spatiotemporal entities 
fully depend upon mentalistic entities. This is a kind of dualism of the abstract and 
concrete (where concreta are mental), but it is not unreasonable to believe that this is a 
world in which idealism holds, or at least something near enough.

It is interesting to ponder whether panpsychism would be as popular as it currently 
is if more philosophers noticed that it is a form of idealism, or at least verges on idealism. 
For in the eyes of many, idealism simply gets the facts wrong: the world isn’t solely 
mental. In light of this, it is reasonable to ask: Are there ways to stop short of idealism? 
One way is to say that some quiddities instantiated in the spatiotemporal world are 
non-mental. This leaves one with a property dualism of mental and non-mental (i.e., 
physical) quiddities, a view that is less economical than a monistic position. This view 
has other drawbacks as well: As with all dualisms, one wonders how the mental and 
physical realms interact causally; in this case, it is unclear how the microproperties 
that are experiential can interact with those that are not. Further, one wonders whether 
the experiential properties are genuinely causal, or whether it is in virtue of an object’s 
having physical properties that it has the causal powers it has.

A better way to stop short of full-blooded idealism can be appreciated by considering 
the following approach.

2.1 Monistic Panprotopsychism (or ‘Protomentalism’):  
A Minimalist Approach

We’ve seen that panpsychism, like emergent property dualism, treats experience as a 
fundamental feature of the universe. Panpsychism has an important advantage over 
emergent property dualism, in addition to the aforementioned advantage that in its 
monistic form, it is more parsimonious. (I will henceforth concentrate on monistic 
panpsychism, calling it, simply, ‘panpsychism.’) Emergent property dualism faces the 
serious concern that its mental properties will be epiphenomenal. Panpsychism does 
not face this difficulty, at least insofar as it is monistic, for it places experience at the 
ground level of physics, and experience thereby turns out to be causal.

Still, panpsychism has some serious problems. First, it seems implausible that 
fundamental particles (or strings, etc.) have experiential properties. There is simply 
no  evidence for this. In contrast, it is clear that certain macroscopic systems have 
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experience, for each of us can tell, via introspection, that we have experience, and we 
infer from other’s behaviors and neurophysiological similarity with us that others 
experience the world too. Why would there be clear evidence for macroexperience, but 
not for microexperience? (Here, by ‘macroexperience’ I mean the sort of experience 
that humans, and at least some nonhuman animals, experience.) I suspect that the 
panpsychist would respond that microexperience is a minimal kind of experience—it 
is the ‘what it’s like to be a microphysical entity.’ This level of experience is so minimal 
that we shouldn’t expect it to be detectible.

This response is problematic. Why is this ‘microexperience’ still a form of experience—
that is, why is it an experiential property at all, given that it is so minimal that it can 
inhere in something like a quark or string? For consider Saul Kripke’s well-received 
claim that the essential property of pain is its phenomenal feel: as Kripke observed, we 
cannot really conceive of a pain that lacks its phenomenal feel (Kripke 1980). Put more 
generally, the essential feature of a particular experience is that there is something it 
feels like for a subject to have it from the inside. But now consider that, in contrast, we 
can easily imagine fundamental physical properties lacking any experiential properties. 
Being experiential does not seem to be essential to any of these properties, contra 
panpsychism. So why are the panpsychist’s putative ‘experiential’ micro-level properties 
even the same kind of properties that are said to be essential to conscious experiences in 
macroscopic subjects? A commonly accepted feature of experiential properties—that 
they have their phenomenal feel essentially—does not seem present.

Second, the panpsychist generally holds that the bearers of the putative microex-
periential properties are mini-subjects (‘microsubjects,’ if you will). Perhaps they feel 
they must defend this because that which has experience must be some kind of subject, 
e.g., a mind, self, or person. Particles are nothing like subjects, however. Particles lack 
the key ingredients that many associate with subjectivity—psychological continuity, 
brains, personhood, narratives, unified conscious experience, and so on. It is best to 
avoid this category mistake altogether and not use the expressions ‘experience’ and 
‘subject’ in the context of fundamental microphysical entities. At best, we have 
 panprotopsychism—the microproperties, instantiated by fundamental microphysical 
entities, give rise to experiences. Like transparency, experience is a macroscopic 
phenomenon that depends upon the arrangements of fundamental particles. But these 
basic ingredients are not themselves subjects. Nor do they have experiences.

Indeed, panprotopsychism is fairly palatable from the vantage point of physicalism 
itself. For the physicalist holds that consciousness arises from a configuration of 
fundamental properties. Like the panprotopsychist, the physicalist believes that her 
fundamental entities have properties that are the nonexperiential precursors to 
consciousness and which collectively constitute consciousness in certain sophisticated 
systems. The physicalist, like the panprotopsychist, thinks the microproperties do this.

Given this, why isn’t panprotopsychism just a form of physicalism? It is not physicalism 
for two reasons. First, we have seen that the problem of the base leads one to rethink 
the traditional advantages of physicalism, viewing mentalistic monisms, in particular, 
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as having a dialectical advantage. While it is open to the panprotopsychist to appeal to 
Platonism to explain the nature of mathematical entities, as discussed, she can instead 
be a nominalist, and this would give her the most economical theory—her view would be 
a genuine monism, avoiding the dualism of the abstract and concrete that the Platonistic 
physicalist commits to. But if mental entities are the truthmakers for statements in 
fundamental physics, the fundamental entities in physics are themselves mentalistic. 
On a reasonable construal of physicalism, this is not a scenario in which physicalism 
holds; and if one insists on calling this view ‘physicalism,’ it is a mentalistic physical-
ism indeed. More specifically, the protoexperiential properties that the panprotopsychist 
says underlie everything would serve as the truthmakers for statements in fundamen-
tal physics.

Second, as Galen Strawson has aptly observed, the physicalist’s (nonmentalistic) 
microproperties seem to be the wrong sort of ingredients to serve as the truthmakers. 
For the physicalist holds that experience in macroscopic systems fully depends upon 
the configuration of the system’s microingredients. So the experience must have 
been there, in the underlying microingredients, all the time. But if this is the case, at 
least some of the microingredients must be mentalistic to begin with. So (nonpanpsy-
chist) physicalism is false.11 From this conclusion, Strawson urges that what is needed 
is a view that puts mentality in the microingredients. I concur with Strawson, but 
this does not mean that panpsychism follows, for some form of panprotopsychism 
could be true.

3. Conclusion
The mathematical nature of fundamental physics was my point of departure, and I’ve 
argued that it undermines physicalism. Physics is not physicalistic, it would seem. At 
the end of the day, I’ve arrived at panprotopsychism, although idealism has not fared 
poorly. According to panprotopsychism, the fundamental entities identified by 
physics have properties that are precursors to consciousness and can collectively con-
stitute consciousness in certain sophisticated computational systems, such as brains. 
Panprotopsychism firmly rejects panpsychism. There are not microsubjects having 
experiences, even low-level ones; there is not something it is like to be a quark or a pho-
ton. At best, physically fundamental entities have the ingredients that can constitute 
mental states in certain complex systems.

‘Panprotopsychism’ is an ugly name. We might instead call the view ‘protomental-
ism,’ as it puts quasi-mentalistic ingredients at the fundamental layer of reality—the 
level of the fundamental physical properties characterized by a completed physics. 
This is a non-physicalist monism, for the fundamental ontology is not purged of 

11 I am taking liberties with Strawson’s argument, for Strawson believes that panpsychism is a form of 
physicalism. So on his view, physicalism is not false because panpsychism is true. But I will use a more 
conventional notion of physicalism here, according to which panpsychism is not physicalism.



OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 11/16/2017, SPi

idealism, or something near enough  289

anything mental, as the physicalist would have it. Indeed, as we saw, we needed 
mentalistic entities at the fundamental level to serve as truthmakers for statements 
in fundamental physics. This is not idealism either, for these truthmakers are not 
full-blown mental properties. But the view is close to idealism, as the fundamental 
ingredients are protomental.12
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