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Ethica is proud to complete its second year of publication. This year the journal has 

grown enormously with a bigger team, more entries from all over the world, and the launch of 

the Ethica blog. 

 

The journal aims to give undergraduates a philosophical voice and presents an 

opportunity for students to publish their best work. Each submission was reviewed by at least 
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not make it to publication. This highlights that Ethica is a journal that not only publishes 

students’ work but focuses on helping authors improve their own academic pieces. This year’s 
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the team believe readers will both enjoy and find interesting. Each author has worked extremely 

hard on their pieces, and it has been a privilege to be able to publish them in our journal. 

 

I cannot express enough appreciation for the hard work and dedication of both the 

editorial and executive team. The growth of Ethica in the last year would not have been possible 

without each member of the team who put many hours into advertisement, training, editing, 

and reviewing submissions and the overall format of this year’s journal. Not only have the team 

been able to work to bring this journal together, but we have also launched our new blog. The 

blog includes articles by our own team members as well as faculty members at Lancaster 

University. Their enthusiasm for Ethica is what made the journal come together and I would 

not have been able to do it without each and every one of them. I would also like to thank the 

Philosophy Department at Lancaster University, especially Alison Stone and Rachel Cooper, 

for giving their time to help train all the editors to provide the necessary skills to produce the 

highest quality journal possible. Finally, I would like to thank all the authors whose works are 

included, without them there would be no journal to publish. 

 

Lucy Jeal, 

Editor-in-Chief 

 



Volume 2, 2022 

 

 3 

Affirming Impartiality: A rejection of Alison Hills’ dualism of 

practical reason through the categorical imperative 

Zacharie Chiron 

Abstract 

In the face of widespread belief that the pursuit of self-interest is morally acceptable, 

this paper considers the dualism of practical reason as put forward by Sidgwick and Hills, and 

rejects the equivalence in justifiability of egoism and impartiality that it posits. I first object to 

Hills’ conception of justification by arguing that it allows unjustifiable agent-relative reasons 

due to its being too loose. Secondly, I present Kant’s deontological categorical imperative as 

an impartial moral framework that breaks Hills’ equivalence between egoism and impartiality 

and thus does not fall to her dualism, and hence shows impartiality to be more plausible than 

egoism. 

 

I) Introduction 

A challenge of primary concern for any system of ethics is to be accepted as true or 

authoritative over other actual ways of living. One way for this is for it to be proved rational: 

at least coherent, and ideally logically required. And two markedly different ways of living are 

according to one’s self-interest, or impartially understood as arbitrarily favouring no party, 

whether self or other. I have a deep conviction that acting primarily out of self-interest is 

fundamentally immoral, that ethics is about caring for other people as well as oneself. Yet I 

realise that at a time of egoistic-leaning individualism and when some people justify to 

themselves the accumulation of millions or billions of dollars while others die of hunger, my 

position is unfortunately not self-evident. 

 

This paper starts with a brief review of the popular and widespread idea that the pursuit 

of self-interest is rational. Then, the bulk of this paper focuses on Alison Hills’ dualism of 

practical reason as the main threat to the rationality of impartiality in the strong sense (its being 

logically required). The dualism of practical reason posits a parallelism between egoistic 

reasoning and impartial reasoning to show that both can be justified by reasons (respectively, 

agent-relative and agent-neutral)1 and therefore neither can be claimed to be rationally required 

over the other. This paper attempts to pick up on its flaws before assessing whether Kantian 

 
1 Agent-relative reasons are reasons that apply or are understandable to the agent only, whereas agent-neutral 

reasons are applicable or understandable regardless of the agent. 
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ethics may serve as a resolution to the dualism, in favour of impartiality. The conclusion is that 

impartiality is at least more plausibly rational than the pursuit of self-interest. 

 

II) The pursuit of self-interest as rational 

One of the most extreme renditions of the pursuit of self-interest as right (in this case, 

because deemed natural) is Callicles’. His position is that the strong and intelligent are entitled 

by nature to exploit their inferiors for their own advantage, and that conventional morality was 

invented by the weak to constrain the strong. 2 Plato’s thought-experiment of Gyges’ ring 

reinforces egoism: it depicts a person acting morally in life who suddenly ceases to do so when 

they find a ring allowing them to be invisible. Then, protected from sanctions, they use this 

ring to pursue their desires and interests without restraint.3 Egoism is here shown as natural, or 

in the words of Glaucon in The Republic: “They say that to do injustice is, by nature, good”.4 

And indeed, nature was often taken to be authoritative in Greek philosophy.5 It is interesting to 

note however that while egoism is held to be right, it is held to be unconventional, in the sense 

that it is not how people act in most social contexts. 

 

I believe egoism is not so unconventional, at least in modern individualistic society. 

While most people would probably not be unrestrained egoists to the extent permitted by 

Gyges’ ring, the majority of people’s decisions in life seem to be done in the pursuit of their 

interests over those of others.6 For instance, while individuals with vested interests in a cause 

are not necessarily more likely to hold supportive attitudes towards it, “they are much more 

likely to act on their supportive attitudes”.7 This shows that on average, there is indeed a 

tendency to act upon self-interest. So acting in one’s self-interest (at least to some degree) is 

the social norm, not only done when unseen. Additionally, Chong argues: 

 

 
2 Christopher C.W. Taylor and Mi-Kyoung Lee, “The Sophists,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Stanford 

University. September 30, 2011. https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/sophists/ 
3 Plato, 2000, The Republic (Mineola: Dover Publications), Kindle, https://a.co/aqqXr7C, 18. 
4 Plato, The Republic, 18. 
5 Taylor and Lee, “The Sophists.” 
6 In the pursuit of their interests, perhaps extended to that of their close ones. But their close ones are those 

whom they particularly care for, which therefore related to their own interests. 
7 Rebecca K. Ratner and Dale T. Miller, 2001. “The Norm of Self-Interest and Its Effects on Social Action,” 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 81 (1): 5. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.81.1.5 

https://a.co/aqqXr7C
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.81.1.5
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Some group norms and values are followed because they benefit group members, but even 

when the substance of the group norm does not directly serve one’s interest, it can be in one’s 

interest to conform to group norms when the norm is enforced by social pressure.8 

 

Following Chong’s line of argument, the norm of acting self-interestedly is rationalised 

by the interest of conforming with social pressures. For instance, one’s friends might find it too 

extreme if one donates a large portion of their wealth, and therefore dissuade one from doing 

so or mock one if one does so. Thus the pursuit of self-interest is rationalised as an inescapable 

social norm, even though it is not. To be clear, I do not mean that unrestrained full egoism is 

the social norm, but rather there is a tendency to favour one’s own interests over that of others 

when they conflict, and to keep charity limited, as shown by the previous example. It will be 

debated precisely what perfect impartiality consists of and what it implies, and depending on 

our conception of egoism and impartiality, our current society will lean more or less far from 

impartiality (I argue, in the direction of egoism). Defining impartiality as acting in a way which 

arbitrarily favours no party, whether self or other, a question arises as to what an arbitrary 

preference is. Indeed, even impartially it seems reasonable to feed oneself first. For our present 

purposes, it suffices to say that it is the social norm in our current Western society to lean 

towards egoism and view it as rational. This is clear since it is socially accepted - and even 

expected - to use one’s resources (time, money, etc.) for one’s own superficial desires before 

other’s vital needs. 

 

 Reinforcing the social norm is the assumption in economics and in the organisation of 

public life that rational behaviour is what furthers one’s own interests. This is exemplified 

through the concept of the economic man as “unswervingly rational” and “completely selfish”.9 

This is often grounded in game-theory models and rational choice theory which claims that 

individuals are rational actors trying to maximise their advantage.10 Yet it is questionable to 

assert that the rational choice is the one which maximises one’s own advantage. Indeed, it is 

unclear in what sense it would be irrational to sacrifice one’s own utility for that of another, for 

example due to impartial thinking. Even if broader interpretations of the economic man view 

 
8 Dennis Chong, 2000, Rational Lives: Norms and Values in Politics and Society. Chicago, IL: University of 

Chicago Press, 7. 
9 Steven D. Levitt and John A. List. 2008, “Homo Economicus Evolves,” Science 319 (5865): 909. 

10.1126/science.1153640 
10 Akhilesh Ganti, “Rational Choice Theory,” Investopedia, April 29, 2020, 

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/r/rational-choice-theory.asp. Think for instance of new public management 

theories and Weber’s book Economy and Society. 
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him as instrumentally rational but not necessarily selfish, the association is often made, thus 

spreading the above assumption. This paper will attempt to show that there is in fact more 

reason to believe that it is rational to act impartially than to act selfishly. 

 

III) The dualism of practical reason 

Hills gives a sustained argument for the existence of a dualism of practical reason 

between impartiality and egoism. Impartiality has been defined above as acting in a way which 

arbitrarily favours no party, whether self or other. Egoism, on the other hand, corresponds to 

favouring oneself and one’s own interests to that of others. 11  The dualism, in putting 

impartiality and egoism in parallel, attempts to show that “no ethics is rationally required”.12 

To be clear, it does not argue for egoism against impartiality, but rather that neither is rational 

over the other, which is therefore a threat to impartial ethics. Indeed, while it would not imply 

that an impartial ethics such as utilitarianism is irrational, in the sense of incoherent or absurd, 

it could demonstrate that there is no compelling reason to follow an impartial ethics. Were 

Hills’ argument able to withstand criticism, this paper would have to conclude that it is not 

rational to be impartial, in the strong, logically required sense. The following paragraphs will 

spell out Hills’ argument and responses to it. 

 

 The strength of ethical arguments that are based on rational necessity is that they show 

to be “unreasonable”13 or foolish the one who does not follow them. Moreover, this may 

reinforce the commitment of those who do follow such ethics. A less ambitious goal could be 

to show that an ethics is merely not rationally forbidden, which would offer no positive 

argument to adopt it but defend its partisans from arguments to reject it. The dualism of 

practical reasoning, in arguing that impartiality is not rationally required, is particularly 

challenging to (impartial) ethics as it hinders its normative strength. 

 

 For the purpose of this paper, utilitarianism is understood as the moral theory that a 

person should always maximise everyone’s utility, impartially. There are various conceptions 

 
11 One might object to this definition of egoism with the claim that I could forgo some of my pleasure to further 

my friends mental state and that this is in my interest. While it is indeed my interest in the sense that I take 

interest in my friend’s condition, it is not necessarily a matter of self-interest, but an interest that one takes in 

others. 
12 Alison Hills, 2003, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason,” Utilitas 15 (3): 315. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/s0953820800004088. 
13 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason,” 315. 
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of utility, such as welfare (also conceived in many different ways), but their discussion falls 

outside the scope of this paper. Hills defines utilitarianism more narrowly as “the theory that 

each agent should maximise everyone’s happiness”, opposed to egoism as “the theory that each 

agent should maximise her own happiness”.14 Hills’ argument follows from Sidgwick who 

contends that utilitarianism cannot be shown to be better justified than egoism, as there is 

“conflict between self-interest and duty, practical reason being divided against itself”.15 Indeed, 

both are utility maximisers. Hills explains that they differ on whether agents should maximise 

their own utility (agent-relative) or everyone’s utility (agent-neutral). 16  Thus a way for 

utilitarianism (or impartiality in general) to ‘win’ over egoism would be if a theory of practical 

reason could not include agent-relative reasons. But Hills argues that egoist (agent-relative) 

reasons are as legitimate as impartial (agent-neutral) ones. 

 

This argument largely depends on what is understood as a reason. Hills defines a reason 

as something which “must be able to explain and to justify action”, should apply to all agents 

being in analogous situations, and must be “understandable by other rational agents, and 

exchangeable with them”.17 This means that things which are based on a false belief of mine 

or that only one person perceives as a reason are excluded. In other words, one must be able to 

communicate the reason to another, and the other must be able to understand and also employ 

this reason. And these requirements indeed appear to be a plausible start. Some extreme actions 

such as murdering another person ‘for fun’ might fall outside this category - they are 

explainable by reasons which others can neither understand nor accept or reuse, - and rightly 

so it seems. 

 

But I believe Hills’ understanding of justifying an action is too loose, and in fact 

amounts to little more than an explanation. While it appears evident that egoist reasons can 

explain one’s actions (for example: I bought a Mars bar instead of donating money because the 

Mars bar gives me pleasure), it is more contestable that they may justify egoist actions. Hills 

contends that egoists can exchange egoist reasons and recognise when someone has acted for 

good reasons: they have “acted in a way that will maximise [their] happiness”.18 And since 

 
14 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason,” 316. 
15 Henry Sidgwick, 2019, The Methods of Ethics (Glasgow: Good Press), Kindle, https://a.co/7VdwM77, 508. 
16 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason.” 
17 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason,” 317. 
18 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason,” 317. 

https://a.co/7VdwM77
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egoist reasons can be appreciated by and exchanged with other rational agents, they can be 

used to justify to oneself and to others what one does. By this definition, because other egoists 

(who are rational agents) can understand and exchange a certain reason, for example not saving 

a little girl from drowning because it would spoil one’s clothes, it is justified. Even “I killed 

my sister because she annoyed me” could be accepted as a justifying reason (though not, of 

course, by the sister). But this seems implausible: it is not because people can exchange the 

reasons, can in effect explain their action, that the action is justified. Following Hills’ 

understanding of justifying reasons, almost any action might be justified by the needs or even 

wishes of the doer, and therefore be rationally permitted. This makes the meaning of 

‘justifying’ void, and akin to the meaning of ‘explanation’. 

 

The egoist may object, with Hume, that justification in general is instrumental, that it 

“ultimately depends on one’s desires and motivations”.19 Indeed, it shows that the action 

successfully brings about a goal; but goals are neither rational nor irrational. Thus if my goals 

happen to be egoistic, then I can justify actions which actually bring about those goals. My 

rejoinder merely reformulates my above argument: this only explains actions in terms of their 

goals, it gives coherence to these actions in terms of their goals, but it does not justify those 

actions necessarily. Moreover, the goal itself arguably needs moral justification, at least in 

terms of its permissibility.20 

 

Hills21 considers a further constraint on the definition of reason: it should demonstrate 

that everyone has a reason to promote that action. She admits egoist reasons cannot justify 

actions in that sense, but claims this sense of justification is “not essential to the concept of a 

reason”.22 She supports her argument through the example of a paper-clip collection: no one 

other than me has any reason to augment my paper-clip collection. I believe this example only 

seems powerful because it is a trivial example and thus a universal obligation to increase one’s 

paper-clip collection seems ridiculous. Crucially, it concerns a permissible act/goal, neither 

forbidden nor obligatory. Indeed, if the action is saving someone in need, it is more probable 

 
19 Maria Alvarez, “Reasons for Action: Justification, Motivation, Explanation,” Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, Stanford University. December 21, 2017. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2017/entries/reasons-just-vs-expl/ 
20 I note that Hume would reply that the morality of goals has nothing to do with their rationality (they don't 

have any), it has to do, ultimately, with how we feel about them. 
21 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason.” 
22 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason,” 318. 
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that everyone has a reason to do so. We will come back to this when considering the Kantian 

response. 

 

 Finally, Hills generalises Sidgwick’s dualism to cover any theory of practical reason, 

thus putting at risk any impartial ethics. She does so by showing that theories of practical 

reasoning can be formulated as a combination of three points: about the source of reasons (what 

is valued by the reasons, for example pleasure, human flourishing, etc., in other words, the 

motivation or goal of reasons), about the kind of reasons derived from the source 

(maximisation, satisficing, etc.), and finally whether the reasons are egoist or impartial or 

both.23 She shows through examples that this allows us to put in parallel many theories of 

practical reasoning, consequentialist or not, with the sole difference being whether the reasons 

are egoist, impartial or both, thus revealing a conflict. For example: 

 

1. Impartialism: Each agent should promote everyone’s intimate relationships. 

2. Egoism: Each agent should promote their own intimate relationships. 

3. Impartialism with an egoist bias: Each agent should promote everyone’s 

intimate relationships, but give extra weight to promoting their own intimate 

relationships. 

 

Theory 1 and 3 will very clearly reduce one’s capacity to fulfil theory 2, for instance. 

The different theories of practical reason are in conflict and, Hills argues, “[n]either kind of 

reason can be ruled out as illegitimate”, and it is impossible to “prove which is the correct 

theory of practical reasoning”.24 This claim is still subject to my criticism that Hills’ notion of 

justifying reasons is too loose, and that under a stricter understanding of justification, the egoist 

stance would not be justified. Accordingly, the correct theory of practical reasoning could be 

shown to be impartial. The next section will develop this line of thought by drawing on Kant’s 

categorical imperative (henceforth, CI) as an impartial system that is not subject to Hills’ 

dualism. 

 

 

 

 
23 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason,” 326. 
24 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason,” 328. 
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IV) The Kantian objection 

One possibility for impartiality to remain rational in a strong sense (rationally required), 

even for the reader who may side with Hills’ understanding of justifying reasons, is to find an 

impartial system of ethics that goes against this dualism. It is clear that the dualism is a 

frightening attack on utilitarian forms of thinking, in a broad sense, that is ethical systems 

concerned with promoting a utility, welfare or good, what Hills calls the source of reasons.25 

The dualism seems much less effective, for instance, on a virtue ethics moral framework. 

Indeed, it is not about assessing whether some reasons are justifiable regarding a certain good 

to be promoted in some way, but about cultivating virtues. Of course such a framework is not 

necessarily clearly impartial either, so this does not solve the problem. But Kant’s ethics is 

impartial at least in some sense, as it demands, according to Barbara Herman, “that the moral 

agent submit himself to the authority of impartial value”.26 While Kant allows for many forms 

of partiality (such as paying special moral regards to loved ones, family, benefactors, etc.) 

according to many scholars (e.g. Marcia Baron27), Kantian ethics remains impartial in a strong 

sense. This is most notable through the universalisability test of the CI, or through the idea that 

all persons must be treated never merely as means but also as ends (one cannot favour close 

ones as ends while denying this respect from others).28 Baron herself clarifies that to think we 

might do more for a friend than for others does not contradict impartial ethics, since friendship 

creates a relevant difference in circumstances.29 This is in keeping with my earlier definition 

of impartiality as not favouring arbitrarily one party over another. So let us attempt to 

formulate Kantian ethics and see whether it falls to Hills’ dualism. 

 

 Kant bases his ethical system in a CI (an imperative that always applies, regardless of 

the circumstances) which he describes as an “unconditional and indeed objective and hence 

universally valid necessity”, 30  a principle that is mandatory to follow regardless of one’s 

inclinations. And therefore, “all immoral actions are irrational because they violate the 

 
25 Hills, “The Significance of the Dualism of Practical Reason,” 326. 
26 Barbara Herman, 1983, “Integrity and Impartiality,” Monist 66 (2): 233. 

https://doi.org/10.5840/monist198366216. 
27 Marcia W. Baron, 1995, Kantian ethics almost without apology, Cornwell University Press, 94. 
28 Immanuel Kant, [1785] 2011, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Trans. Mary Gregor and Jens 

Timmermann, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 4:429. 
29 Marcia W. Baron, 1991, “Impartiality and Friendship,” Ethics 101(4): 851. 10.1086/293346. 
30 Kant, Groundwork, 4:416.  

https://philpapers.org/go.pl?id=BARIAF&proxyId=&u=http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1086%2F293346


Volume 2, 2022 

 

 11 

[categorical imperative]”.31 If Kant is right about the rational obligation to follow the CI, and 

if the CI indeed has a strong impartial dimension, then rationality demands the CI’s 

impartiality. The strength in Kant’s argument lies in the idea that “a rational will must be 

regarded as autonomous”,32 meaning it authors its own law. If this view of rationality demands 

the CI ‘law’, and if the moral agent is autonomous, then the moral agent is rationally required 

to adopt the CI, and hence impartiality. The argument has a strong intuitive power as well since 

it implies that someone acting against the CI acts against their own law, and acting against 

one’s own law intuitively seems incoherent, irrational. 

 

 A reasonable interrogation at this point is why one should autonomously give oneself 

the CI for law in the first place. Indeed, if one need not do that, then it no longer seems that its 

impartiality is rationally required. And the moral sceptic might simply deny this obligation. 

Yet there is a form of hypocrisy in this stance. Indeed, the first formulation of the CI states: 

“Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become 

a universal law”,33 and it would seem intuitively unfair to act in a certain way while refusing 

that others act in this same way. That is why the maxims of our actions must be universalisable. 

For instance, if I think it is fine to insult my classmate, I accept that they can also insult me. 

And since in real life, I do not want them to insult me, I can only will a universal law which 

forbids anyone from insulting the other. Hooker links this to the generalisation principle in 

ethics, which he argues is necessary for any act to be truly a (positively) free action.34 Thus, 

despite any desire I might have to insult my classmate - which may constitute a partial reason 

for doing so - I am rationally required to act impartially; to act according to the universal law 

rather than my own inclination. It should be noted that, in some sense, being hungry and 

wanting to eat food that one rightfully owns can follow from partial reasoning (after all, I am 

hungry and I want to escape this undesirable state). Yet the CI must allow this, therefore the 

CI can’t forbid all forms of partiality (as observed earlier). But conceptual distinctions shall 

suffice to maintain the CI’s impartiality. 

 

 
31 Robert Johnson and Adam Cureton, “Kant's Moral Philosophy,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 

Stanford University, July 7, 2016, https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/kant-moral/ 
32 Johnson and Cureton, “Kant’s Moral Philosophy.” Also, see Kant, Groundwork 4:440. 
33 Kant, Groundwork, 4:421. 
34 John Hooker, 1996, “Kant and Cultural Relativism,” Unpublished manuscript. Pittsburgh, PA: Carnegie 

Mellon University: 7. 
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 Firstly, I may well eat to sustain myself but with no intention to favour my personal 

interests over those of others. Indeed, if I am to act impartially, and to continue to respect 

humanity in my person and that of any other, I must respect my bodily needs, and I must be 

able to function well enough to respect others, and this requires eating. It is important to 

distinguish actions furthering one’s interests that are done to ultimately promote one’s personal 

interests, and those that are not. Motive may coincide with one’s self-interest, or with one’s 

duty, or with both. The parallel can be drawn with how Kant explains we should act not merely 

in accordance with duty, but from duty. Similarly, eating may be done not merely in accordance 

with one’s interests, but also from duty, rather than ultimately for one’s personal interests. 

 

 Secondly, as touched upon with Baron, some forms of differential treatment need not 

break impartiality. For instance, it seems reasonable as a parent to spend most of one’s time 

caring for one’s own children, and this does not necessarily break impartiality because of the 

particular relationship between the parent and children which creates additional duties, and 

thus is not an arbitrary partiality. Impartiality in that sense does not imply mathematically 

equal treatment of all, but rather the genuine consideration of the interests of all (it is “no excuse 

for a policy of turning my back on needy people other than my children (and me)”35) and 

investments of resources (time, money, etc.) appropriate for each person depending on the 

relationship and other elements of circumstances. Note that the Kantian might contest the 

‘partiality’ framing altogether, thinking instead of particular responsibilities, including self-

responsibility to keep oneself healthy, for instance. 

 

For more details on how the CI can command individuals to act (impartially) in certain 

ways, which this paper cannot expand upon here, Denis’ analysis through the issue of abortion 

is very helpful.36 Denis elaborates on how the formula of universal law comprises two tests to 

pick out which maxims violate duties: the contradiction in the conception test, for perfect 

duties, and the contradiction in the will test, for imperfect duties.37 These two tests stress the 

importance of rationality in Kant’s system, as the (impartial) moral obligations are the ones 

which are not incoherent in their conception, and can be willed as universal law: fundamentally 

 
35 Baron, Kantian ethics almost without apology, 94. 
36 Lara Denis, 2007, “Abortion and Kant’s Formula of Universal Law,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 37 (4). 

https://doi.org/10.1353/cjp.2008.0001. 
37 Denis, “Abortion and Kant’s Formula of Universal Law,” 552. 
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the system is about coherence. And indeed, coherence seems an important part of, and 

condition for, rationality. 

 Were Hills to try to defend her dualism, she would have to come up with an egoist 

parallel of the impartial CI as a theory of practical reasoning, with parallel sources of reasons 

and kinds of reasons. Some bending is needed to fit Kant’s framework in Hills’, but I believe 

her most compelling formulation would be the following: 

 

● Source of reasons: reason 

● Kind of reasons: acting in accordance with (analogous to Kant’s idea of actions 

in accordance with duty, that conform with duty but aren’t necessarily done from 

duty38) 

1. Impartialism: Each agent should act in accordance with everyone's reason (the 

Kantian would phrase it as acting on the basis of maxims that could be followed by all 

other agents). 

2. Egoism: Each agent should act in accordance with their own reason. 

3. Impartialism with an egoist bias: Each agent should act in accordance with 

everyone’s reason, but give extra weight to acting in accordance with their own reason. 

 

 Kant’s response here might be that theories 1, 2 and 3 would all produce the same 

effects, because reason is universal. It matters not whether each agent acts in accordance with 

everyone’s reason or their own, since reason is universal. One might argue that this may be an 

equivocation on ‘reason’: people still have different reasons to do different things. Yet, reason 

being universal for Kant, and leading to the acknowledgment of the CI, one acting in 

accordance with their own reason should ultimately grasp that this is to follow the CI. Therefore 

there is no remaining dualism: the egoist just like the impartialist must act in accordance with 

reason, which due to the CI, is impartial. And indeed coming back to Hills’ paper-clip 

argument, if a morally impactful choice is considered instead, we would all will a world in 

which it is universal law that we must save someone in need, as we would want this to apply 

to ourselves as well (contradiction in the will test). Thus, not only does everyone have a reason 

to save me or you when in need, but everyone should do so to act in accordance with universal 

reason, to act rationally, regardless of their inclinations. In effect, Hills’ further constraint on 

the definition of reason, that it should demonstrate that everyone has a reason to promote that 

 
38 Kant, Groundwork, 4:397-398. 
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action, is actually essential to the concept of a justifying reason. It is only that the question of 

justifying reasons is made trivial when one considers (non-)duties to maximise paper-clip 

collections. 

 

 Hills might object that the paperclip argument shows that there are at least some reasons 

which are justificatory for one person but not for others. Yet, if there are agent-relative 

justifications, then the dualism stands, even if there are also agent-neutral justifications. My 

rejoinder here consists in pointing out that the paperclip argument shows that there are some 

explanatory reasons which function for one person but not for others, whether they are 

justificatory remains unclear. They may even be classified as incentives rather than reasons. 

 

Still, the reader might ask whether it is true - as argued above - that reason is universal. 

This is a very substantive issue that Kant scholars do not pay sufficient attention to. It certainly 

does seem as though basic principles of logic, such as coherence, which appear to form at least 

part of what reason is, are universal. No matter the inclination or the culture (except perhaps in 

the case of 1984), 2+2=5 is accepted by everyone’s reason as a contradiction. It is possible that 

people would disagree as to what they could will as a universal law, which would undermine 

the universality of reason, and therefore open up the possibility that one’s own reason would 

differ from everyone’s reason. This would collapse us back to the dualism under which one is 

not rationally required to act impartially rather than egotistically, as justifying reasons can be 

given for both. I concede that this matter may amount to an empirical question: it could require 

asking people what they would will as a universal law, and seeing if significantly different 

responses would arise. One might contend that Kant would refuse this as it would make the 

moral law contingent on human desires, and therefore heteronomous. But I think such a 

position emerges from a mistaken understanding of the will. The will is to be distinguished 

from desires. The will, for Kant, “can indeed be affected but not determined by impulses […] 

Freedom of choice is this independence from being determined by sensible impulses”.39 In 

other words, while impulses and desires can play a part in forming the will, they do not dictate 

it. This is because, the will – understood as a causally efficacious capacity for reflective choice 

– steps back, as it were, from given motives.40 In other words, the will in causing reflection 

allows for the very instant in which decision-making – aware of the desires and other factors 

 
39 Paul Katsafanas, 2014, “Nietzsche and Kant on the Will: Two Models of Reflective Agency,” Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research, 89 (1): 185. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24672985. 
40 Katsafanas, “Nietzsche and Kant on the Will: Two Models of Reflective Agency,” 186. 
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that influence it – can be done free from determination by impulses. Justifying this claim falls 

out of the scope of this paper. Nonetheless, the existence of this distinction between will and 

desires shows how a Kantian might concede that there is an empirical element to knowing what 

is a universal law – namely through the contradiction in the will test – without falling into the 

trap of a morality based on human desires. At any rate, the dualism as spelt out by Hills still 

faces the issue of the looseness in its understanding of “justifying reasons”. Unless Hills can 

explain how her concept is really more than a mere explanation, the dualism is at least very 

fragile, and the CI seems rather more compelling, showing that it is rational to be impartial. 

 

V) Concluding remarks 

After considering societal norms and economic assumptions that promote the pursuit 

of self-interest as rational, and picking upon their questionable aspects, we were able to see 

how the pursuit of self-interest can be rationalised by individuals regardless of whether it is 

justified. Then I analysed Hills’ dualism of practical reason and displayed some of its 

limitations. As was showcased, a significant trouble in Hills’ dualism is that it accepts too wide 

a range of reasons as “justifying reasons”, therefore rendering the concept of justification void. 

Furthermore, while the dualism applies well to utilitarian forms of thinking, it does not work 

well for Kant’s CI, which holds/implies that it is rationally required to be impartial. Hence, if 

Kant’s CI is rationally required, it would be irrational for us not to be impartial. 
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The Faith of the Philosopher 

Nash Meade 

Abstract 

As philosophy has developed over the last few millennia, its purpose and theories have 

shifted well away from the traditional ancient notions of philosophical inquiry. Today, 

philosophy often falls into two camps: the analytics, whose work primarily focuses on the 

logical analysis of philosophical problems, and the continentalists, whose work deals with 

metaphysical notions of being, place, and purpose. Regardless of how one feels about the 

current split, one thing is for certain: we have come a long way from Socrates’ “The 

unexamined life is not worth living.” The question, however, is whether the development of 

philosophy as a more predominantly analytical exercise is in “good faith.” This paper 

examines the possibility that philosophy has proverbially lost its way in the academic realm, 

using Sartre’s bad faith as a framework for analysis about what can be considered essential to 

the work of philosophy.  

 

The Faith of the Philosopher 

“The unexamined life is not worth living.”41 Without a doubt, this is one of the most 

famous quotes within philosophical canon; it is certainly one of the most famous of Socrates’. 

The phrase contains a simple concept, which is further explored by his student Plato and Plato’s 

student Aristotle: living is akin to being. In other words, life itself is its own answer to the 

question of the meaning of life, and philosophy, or living reflectively, is the key to 

understanding that. This subtle idea pervades much of ancient philosophy, from the Taoists to 

the Greeks, with each one giving their unique flavor as to what being within philosophy really 

means. This concept, however, clashes with Sartre’s more modern concept of bad faith, 

whereby one should claim nothing as essential to one’s being beyond what one’s being is: 

freedom.42 Sartre’s concept is often linked to performative actions, however. Can it also be true 

of something like philosophy? Or is it possible that philosophy, because of its character as a 

reflective and self-relational act, as set out by the ancients, is an exception to the rule?  

 
41 1. Plato, Apology, in Five Dialogues, Revised by John M. Cooper, trans. by G. M. A. Grube (Indianapolis: 

Hackett, 2002), 41. 
42 Freedom tends to be a complicated notion within Existentialism as a whole, given that being and freedom are 

often inextricably connected. Since Sartre is the main existentialist being worked with and reflected upon in this 

paper, his definition of being—the perceived ability to choose to do something (which will be further described 

below)—is the one that will be used. 
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The most pressing question here is also one of the most difficult to answer: what is philosophy? 

I will not attempt to give it a full definition here; instead, I will explain how it is commonly 

done in contemporary academics. The two most common modes of “doing” philosophy are 

metaphysics (more often called Continental philosophy now) and analytics. There is significant 

overlap within these two branches, and the line which separates them is often blurry, but this 

binary allows me to extend a different one: the difference between doing-philosophy and being-

philosophy. Doing-philosophy is the more academic notion of philosophy that one is likely to 

see today. By writing this paper I am performing doing-philosophy, since I am working out 

philosophical concepts in an externally directed logical analysis. The process of writing the 

paper and performing the analysis is the prominent feature of doing-philosophy, not writing in 

and of itself. For example, ruminating on a philosophical problem over a cup of tea in the 

afternoon is just as much doing-philosophy as writing out those thoughts on paper is. This is 

different from being-philosophy, which is best expressed in Socrates’ unexamined life. Being-

philosophy is the act of living philosophically, whereby one’s concern is not necessarily 

working out concepts for the sake of analysis so much as working out concepts in a self-

reflective and self-oriented way that leads to a life lived upon that reflection. 

The Taoist notion of seeking a natural place in which one can find peace and see the 

Tao, thereby living within the Tao, is an example of what I would consider being-philosophy. 

Unlike other qualities of being, being-philosophy is a type of mindset. One is not an engineer 

in the same way one works through being-philosophy. As a form of self-reflected practice, 

being-philosophy pervades different processes, such as engineering, in how it helps one to 

make choices between given options. Although engineering may not typically need self-

reflective choices—I do not think that the choice between two parts will cause anyone to fall 

into a reflective crisis—the ability to think in a way that extrapolates qualities, such as good 

and bad, correct or incorrect, logical or illogical, or choices in which those qualities matter is 

inherently the work of being-philosophy. In this way, being-philosophy is akin to the 

psychological concept of metacognition, whereby someone becomes aware of one’s thinking 

through reflection upon it, although being-philosophy is a more particular form. While 

metacognition is a general process by which the mind becomes aware of itself and its processes, 

being-philosophy is specifically related to reflection upon values; that is, a reflection upon the 

question of why and the application of that why to everyday life.  



ETHICA 

 20 

The second pressing question is that of the definition of bad faith. Throughout Being 

and Nothingness, Sartre uses examples of persons in bad faith to illustrate it, of which the most 

famous is likely the waiter analogy, where a young person is so into being a waiter that their 

performance of such becomes unnatural.43 Sartre, however, gives a definition as well: “The 

condition of the possibility for bad faith is that human reality, in its most immediate being, in 

the intra-structure of the pre-reflective cogito, must be what it is not and not be what it is.”44 In 

laymen’s terms, bad faith is the failure to recognize the performative nature of the different 

things that we do or to assimilate something into ourselves at the very moment it is lost; that 

is, the waiter operates in bad faith because the waiter is treating the act of “waitering” as 

essential to their being. Sartre claims periodically through Being and Nothingness that the most 

essential characteristic of our being is freedom. This is not the freedom to choose to be 

something else, however, so much as the ability to choose to do anything. Choosing to be 

something else (something beyond “being human") would be bad faith.  

In fact, this also falls under the above notion of qualities in choices. The act of choosing 

at all is, essentially, reflective, if one is making a choice with any notion of consequence or 

importance. Although this becomes muddled amongst questions of behaviorism and biological 

determinism, one could argue that, if one is aware, even in a state of determined behavior, that 

one is acting via determined behavior, then one is committing a philosophical act. Although 

behaviorism and biological determinism would assert that one simply makes choices because 

of the domino cascade of previous actions and behaviors, the simple awareness of the dominoes 

is enough for a reflective process to occur, even if said process may not be able to change the 

cascade of behaviors outright. As the determinist would say, one’s reflection on the dominoes 

is also produced by said dominoes. To fall on more traditional Taoist practices, the awareness 

of the Tao and its movement does not stop the Tao’s movements, yet awareness of the Tao is 

how one makes peace with it and its processes. Thus, the freedom to choose must be tempered 

by the ability to reflect on why one chooses at all. 

Being-philosophy 

Existentialism, as a philosophical tradition, parsed down the broadening scope of 

philosophy and returned it to its roots by putting the person back at the center of conversation. 

 
43 2. Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. by Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Washington Square Press, 

1956), 101-103. 
44 Sartre, 112. 
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One’s being became essential to the understanding of the world, and subjectivity became the 

most prominent form of knowledge. Although existentialism would, perhaps, not directly state 

this as the case, many of the concepts in existentialism fall upon the Socratic unexamined life 

paradigm in that an “unexamined life is not worth living.”45 The unexamined life is one in 

despair, one caught in the absurd, or one lived in bad faith. By putting the person back at the 

center and subjectivity as the mode of knowledge, the living of one’s life became the end of 

the journey, instead of some kind of rational answer to a logical conundrum.  

Sartre’s bad faith is no different. Sartre consistently imposes bad faith as something that 

is done in moments one is not reflecting on what one is doing. As the example goes, the peeping 

tom is not reflecting on his act as a peeping tom; instead, he is simply moving forward on an 

impulse without reflection.46 Although the peeping tom becomes aware of what he is doing by 

being observed in the example, it is also possible that a peeping tom would become aware of 

the act he is performing through reflection too. 

Thus, the question is simple: is reflection, as an inherently philosophical act, also 

essential to being? Sartre contends that our most essential quality is freedom; however, how 

can we ever be aware of that freedom without reflection, whether it be self-oriented or 

outwardly? There is a delicate balance between these two functions of being—freedom and 

reflection—that is best characterized by Kierkegaard in the beginning of The Sickness Unto 

Death: “The self is a relation which relates itself to its own self…the self is not the relation but 

[consists in the fact] that the relation relates itself to its own self” (269).47 That is, although 

freedom to be a self is essential to our being, so too is self-reflection, as, without reflection, 

one would be unaware of one’s own being.  

Thus, Being-philosophy—the act of reflecting on the self or on choices which impact 

the self—is essential to our being; in fact, without self-reflection, our notion of the self would 

not even exist. Not even Descartes’ cogito exists without reflection on what one is at the very 

core of consciousness, as Descartes methodological doubt presupposes the ability to reflect on 

 
45 Plato, 41. 
46 Sartre, 347-348. 
47 3. Søren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, in Fear and Trembling and The Sickness 

Unto Death, trans. by Walter Lowrie. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1941), 269. 



ETHICA 

 22 

one’s circumstances and then to doubt what one is experiencing.48 To think requires outward 

objects; to reflect requires only consciousness. Thus, without self-reflection, freedom falls 

essentially into bad faith (or perhaps even into Kierkegaardian Despair) for, without reflection, 

one’s exercise of freedom is mindless.  

Kierkegaard’s definition also falls upon the bad faith paradigm in that the self is 

something beyond the relation of the self; thus, the definition of the self by Kierkegaard and 

the definition of bad faith by Sartre intertwine to create a more complete picture of the self-in-

relation-to-itself than either do apart. The peeping tom is a peeping tom by exercising freedom 

without reflecting upon what he is doing, just as the performing waiter is caught in bad faith 

by thinking that their performance is the exercise of their freedom when, in reality, they have 

suppressed their freedom by subsuming the act into their essential nature—something that they 

would be aware of with a little self-reflection. The metacognitive act of becoming aware of the 

processing of thoughts involved with a performance—the need to “perform” at all at a task, the 

belief that performance, in this context, is freedom, etc.—turns towards being-philosophy once 

this thought process shifts from awareness of the string of thought to the question of why that 

string of thought is occurring.  

Although Socrates never explicitly refers to freedom, he was surely aware of this 

conundrum. The unexamined life is not worth living because it is a life lived on impulse, which 

is its own set of chains on being. Although it seems paradoxical, one can be as much a slave to 

impulse as one can be to a certain system of values. The peeping tom lives on the impulse to 

do that act and is therefore chained into doing something upon that impulse. The examined life, 

although it may deny someone certain activities, also frees one in that one is fully engaged with 

and aware of why one is doing something. One does not regard those actions as essential to 

one’s being, but the self-reflection involved is the buffer to that. If one reflects on why one is 

acting out as a peeping tom, one is likely not taking it to be essential and is therefore not in bad 

faith. The ancient notion of philosophy as essentially self-reflective can also be considered a 

necessity to prevent bad faith. This is supported by the nature of bad faith’s origins within a 

lack of such an act of self-analysis. Thus, being as essentially freedom, and self-reflection as 

essentially being-philosophy, become equally necessary in one’s ability to overcome bad faith. 

 
48 Rene Descartes, Discourse on Method and Meditations on First Philosophy, trans. by Donald A. Cress 

(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1998), https://grattoncourses.files.wordpress.com/2017/12/rene-descartes-discourse-on-

method-and-meditations-on-first-philosophy-4th-ed-hackett-pub-co-1998.pdf, pp. 64-65.  
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Doing-philosophy 

The concept of doing-philosophy can seem paradoxical with the practice of being-

philosophy. If philosophy is essentially self-reflective, then how can it also be performative in 

some instances? Would not the performance of philosophy be self-reflective? Academia, 

however, does create a situation where it is possible to think one is performing doing-

philosophy when one is merely making a rhetorical move. One can write an analysis without 

reflecting; that is, one can perform the act of philosophy (as it is understood in academic terms) 

without reflecting. For example, one can write a paper based off a prompt, only answering the 

question at hand in the way one is expected to without considering the implications of said 

argument.  

The obsession of academics with production only exacerbates the seeming paradox of 

doing-philosophy. Of course, this is not true of all academics, but the existence of standardized 

testing and writing exams creates a scenario where the purpose of education is not learning and 

is instead preparation for a test. To some extent, this problem dissipates in university, but some 

academic disciplines (such as biology) can continue to push in this direction due to the 

existence of post-undergraduate exams.  

A student intending to pursue graduate school in philosophy is fully aware that they 

will be required to write papers, perform analyses, and attend conferences to “prove their 

academic worth.” The work they do, however, only has to be academically sound and is not 

something that must be inherently philosophical or self-reflective, even though it is “for 

philosophy.” In essence, they can write a paper or create a presentation without caring for it 

whatsoever, performing the act of doing-philosophy (they do still have to do research and some 

analysis, if nothing else) without gaining any of the benefit from it, in the same way that one 

may toss notes from a class at the end of the semester as a symbol of “Never going to use these 

again.” An analysis is only valuable if it is retained and used to further understanding: this is 

the necessary condition of good faith doing-philosophy.  

Thus, an analysis (whether through personal rumination, writing, or some other means) 

developed for the express purpose of renown—or, in a more Sartrian sense, for others—falls 

into a more negative category. They are a form of bad faith, due to the reflective or 

metacognitive process of the rhetorical process being shunted for the sake of others. If one 

writes a paper that one wants to be popular, deep, philosophical reflection will often be 
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discarded for the sake of popular consensus. If one becomes aware that one is performing 

“philosophy student” in an essential way—perhaps because someone considers oneself 

particularly wise for a paper that one wrote and care nothing for—then one can begin to 

extricate oneself from the bad faith. In fact, it could be argued that doing-philosophy, whether 

in good faith or bad, is only possible with the existence of others, as it is a performance of 

analysis and thereby a movement towards a discussion to be developed with others, instead of 

having to be inherently reflective due to it being for myself. 

Perhaps, though, it is not a paradox at all. If self-reflection is inherent to the work of 

philosophy, then can one consider this performative doing-philosophy philosophy at all? 

Instead, it may simply be an exercise in rhetoric that only requires performance; that is, analysis 

itself is a kind of performance when not done reflectively. As stated above, the analysis is only 

truly valuable if it is reflected upon, whether it be by oneself or by others. A philosophical 

analysis that is done and then discarded is no more a useful analysis than a bat that always 

strikes a home run but breaks upon the first hit. Performative analysis is bad faith doing-

philosophy, while rhetorically sound analysis developed for the sake of increased 

understanding and reflection, both individually and communally, is good faith doing-

philosophy. Thus, the act of doing-philosophy is not essentially bad faith; instead, it is the belief 

that non-reflected upon, argument-for-the-sake-of-convincing rhetorical work is philosophy, 

and therefore essential to one’s being, that is bad faith.  Bad faith, after all, is a lack of process, 

not a product. Even in the instance of something developed for the sake of academic 

recognition, if one reflects through that process, one is not falling into bad faith. In fact, a paper 

written in bad faith could become a tool of good faith later if one were to return to the paper 

and reconsider what one wrote or argued for.  

What is important to remember is that philosophy is not a “thing”; it is a process. Being-

philosophy is not some label which automatically makes something reflective and 

philosophical; it is a state of mind—a state of being—that places itself on top of the work one 

is doing, whether that be in creating arguments or in acquiring new knowledge. Plato’s 

Republic is an exemplar of what good faith doing-philosophy and being-philosophy can be. 

The work is a form of argumentative analysis that was clearly used by Plato to reflect upon his 

own values, along with goading others to do the same without trying to convince others only 

for the sake of convincing them, making it good faith doing-philosophy. However, it is also a 

work of being-philosophy for Plato if the historical accounts of his actions throughout his life 
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are to be believed. But even a work like the Republic can become purely a game of rhetoric if 

one never reflects and applies the work in a meaningful way. Plato was certainly not acting in 

bad faith in writing the Republic, but one could act in bad faith towards it by not seeing it as 

what it is essentially: a catalyst for reflection. 

Philosophical reflection, although separate from self-reflection, is also necessary in the 

prevention of bad faith. In fact, philosophical reflection is often that which brings us out of 

Plato’s Cave, not self-reflection. One must first become aware of the logical flaws in an 

argument or ideology before one can transition into reflection upon why one holds those values, 

and whether those values should continue to be held as essential.  

The Death of Socrates 

As has been argued, the original core of philosophy, dubbed being-philosophy in this 

paper, is essentially self-reflective and, therefore, essential to one’s being. As such, to live 

without philosophy, or in a way that robs philosophy of this original purpose, could be said to 

be a form of bad faith. This also extends to the belief that one is doing philosophy when one is 

simply performing in a way that has been dubbed philosophy, as is the case with bad faith 

forms of doing-philosophy. The most common way for someone to encounter the recognition 

of this bad faith would also be through others, as Sartre suggests, in moments where one is 

challenged about one’s philosophical beliefs. If one writes a philosophical paper, believing it 

to be an act of philosophy, even though one has no intentions of pursuing the analysis or using 

it as a reflective tool, then one has performed a rhetorical act that one has deemed 

philosophical—which is bad faith. The same is true if one has espoused logical analyses that 

one touts as incredibly important, only to discard them the moment that a class discussion is 

over. 

What is important in these scenarios is the purpose of the argument. An argument 

developed as a building block towards a more fundamental understanding of a question can 

operate in good faith, even if the process is not entirely self-reflective, as it would be 

philosophically reflective instead. In this scenario, when one is faced with a point which strikes 

at a flaw in the developing argument, the writer or speaker ought to be immediately struck with 

the recognition of what they missed; that is, reflection is the immediate response, instead of the 

defense of the argument. Contrast this to those who argue for the sake of argumentation. 

Sophistry, appropriately, is the form bad faith takes in these scenarios. 
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This is not to say that the debater must continue to adhere to a belief if they become 

aware of them. The essential purpose of philosophy, as it is defined here, at least, is to reflect 

in the pursuit of more sound conclusions, whether they be about absolute values, subjective 

artistic tastes, or simply a rumination. The freedom to choose conclusions through a reflective 

process, even if it is one which has taken decades to perform through hundreds of papers or 

arguments, is what makes philosophy so essential to freedom, as it keeps freedom contained 

within the idea of what one can live with having done, even if this “having done” is much triter 

than an ethical dilemma. Nietzsche’s Eternal Recurrence is also an applicable metaphor here, 

as it is a charge to reflect on every action one makes without challenging the freedom of choice 

that necessitates that need for reflection. In fact, it only proposes that we make those reflected 

choices shamelessly—another way to prevent oneself from slipping into bad faith.49 

However, one of the most exemplary figures in this intertwining is Socrates himself. 

When put on trial for false charges, he chose to allow himself to be executed. In some ways, 

this seeming lack of commitment to living could be seen as a form of bad faith, but it is truly 

the opposite. Socrates had the freedom to choose to live, but he was unwilling to live in a world 

where he had to betray his self-reflection and principles, which exists as the permanent theme 

of the Crito. When Crito argues that the democratic government was wrong in their sentencing 

of Socrates, Socrates replies, “I cannot, now that this fate has come upon me, discard the 

arguments I used; they seem to me much the same. I value and respect the same principles as 

before….”50 He would have felt like he was living in a perpetual form of bad faith, riddled with 

shame every time someone looked upon him, knowing that he had caved to the mob. In doing 

this, he also set a precedent for his students to stand by their principles, even if they change, 

when faced with an outcome that would oppress those principles.  

The inauthentic life, like the unexamined life, is not worth living, just as non-reflective 

philosophy is not worth doing. Rhetoric is important, as is one’s ability to work through school, 

but its most valuable use is as a catalyst of reflective practice when it is focused on the 

development and pursuit of sound philosophical notions and values. As was stated at the begin 

of this paper, my writing of it is doing-philosophy, and also an act of rhetoric, but it is certainly 

not in bad faith, as I have used the rhetorical work of it to reflect upon my own philosophical 

 
49 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, edited by Bernard Williams, trans. by Josefine Nauckhoff (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2011) 194-195.  
50 Plato, Crito, in Five Dialogues, Revised by John M. Cooper, trans. by G. M. A. Grube (Indianapolis: Hackett, 

2002), 48.  
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values first and to make a claim second, nor will this be discarded the moment that I am done 

with it. The faith of the philosopher is in reflection, even if the tools of his reflection differ, and 

it is only in holding reflection to be essential that the philosopher—that anyone—can perform 

the freedom of choice that Sartre so desperately wants everyone to know that they have. 
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On Final Causes and Their Intelligibility in Berkeley’s Idealism 
 

 

 

 

Filippo Iorillo 

Abstract 

In this essay, I assess the role played by final causes in Berkeley’s idealism. I argue 

that the very logic of Berkeley’s metaphysics does not allow a clear definition of final causes. 

The definition oscillates between a Spinozist instrumental view and a Leibnizian intellectualist 

view. I show that neither Spinoza’s definition of final causes nor Leibniz’s one applies to 

Berkeley’s. A mere instrumental view of these causes is reductive because Berkeley does not 

assign active causal power to sensory ideas.  A Leibnizian definition of final causes does not 

apply to Berkeley’s system: it is too broad.  I further argue that this vacillation in the definition 

creates a tension with the notion of passivity of ideas. Causality seems to be ascribed to non-

voluntary ideas, in contrast with what Berkeley claimed. Finally, I analyze concurrentism as a 

way to solve this tension: the relationship between the human mind and God’s mind could 

guarantee an intelligible account of final causes.  

 

Introduction 

George Berkeley wrote in a time where the corporeal universe was increasingly 

analyzed only in mechanistic ways. He argued against matter51 to avoid dogmatic assumptions 

that could have led to skepticism and atheism. He claimed that everything is mind-dependent: 

there is no objectively real counterpart to the ideas of sensation we perceive. He also argued 

against hylopsychism52: objects – i.e., bundles of ideas - do not inherently possess active powers 

such as forces or causes. “While there certainly is order in Nature, no necessity is discernible 

in it either by observation or by reason”53. Causal power is to be found in the mind: the human 

mind for voluntary ideas and God’s mind for sensory ideas54. Nonetheless, Berkeley’s idealism 

leaves room for final causes55.  

 

 
51 Berkeley defined matter as the “self-existent stupid unthinking substance [that is] the root and origin of all 

beings” as quoted in Dicker, G. Berkeley's Idealism: A Critical Examination. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2011: 235 
52  Term used by Turbayne, C M. "Berkeley's Two Concepts of Mind." Philosophy and Phenomenological 

Research 20, no. 1 (1959): 87 
53 Jessop, T. E. "Berkeley's philosophy of science." Hermathena, no. 97 (1963): 31. 
54 Throughout the essay I will use the notion of “sensory ideas” and “non-voluntary ideas” interchangeably to 

differentiate them from the “voluntary ideas” that our mind, according to Berkeley, is able to cause. 
55 §107 in Berkeley, G. A Treatise concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge. Oxford Philosophical Texts. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998 [Hereafter PHK] 
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Aristotle in the first book of his Metaphysics introduced the notion of final cause as the 

purpose or end of an action56. For Berkeley, they are the way through which humans understand 

the uniformity and predictability of nature guaranteed by God. If sensory ideas cannot have 

any active causal power, how is one to understand final causes? Does it mean that God is also 

imprinting in our minds the principles to understand and to predict the regularity of nature? In 

what ways can the human mind detect teleology in nature? 

In my opinion, Berkeley’s idealism entails a problematic consequence concerning final 

causes: the difficulty of a clear definition of them. I will analyze sections from A Treatise 

Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (PHK), and I will argue that the notion of 

final causes in Berkeley oscillates between a Leibnizian intellectualist view57 and a Spinozist 

instrumentalist view of final causes. Leibniz argued in favor of final causes: they elevate the 

human mind to greater levels of perception and happiness. Spinoza argued against final causes, 

viewing them as nothing but human fancies58. In addition, I will argue that this vacillation in 

the definition in Berkeley has an important metaphysical consequence: it contradicts the 

passivity of ideas, implicitly attributing a causal power to them. 

To support my argument, I will proceed in four steps. In section 1, I will provide a brief 

account of causality in Berkeley’s idealism and the necessity of teleology in nature. In section 

2, I will address the difficulty in defining final causes in Berkeley. In Section 3, I will analyze 

the sign/signified relationship among ideas that seems to imply they have an active causal role 

in order for them to be intelligible by the human mind59. Finally, in Section 4, I will claim that 

ultimately the contradiction between causality and passivity of ideas is unresolved unless one 

surmises a concurrentism between the human mind and God’s mind for the very intelligibility 

of final causes. 

 

1. Causality in Berkeley’s idealism 

Berkeley writes in PHK §25: 

 
56 Another useful definition of final cause comes from Aristotle’s Physics (194b16-195a3) “Again, something's 

end - i.e., what it is for - is its cause, as health is of walking. For why does he walk? We say, 'To be healthy'; and 

in saying this we think we have provided the cause since causes are spoken of in many ways, there are many non-

coincidental causes of the same thing” in Ross., W. D. Aristotle's Physics. Oxford: Clarendon, 1966. 
57  Leibniz’s teleological discussion is drawn from Carlin, L. “Leibniz and Berkeley on Teleological 

Intelligibility.” History of Philosophy Quarterly 23, no. 2 (2006): 151–69 
58 Spinoza’s Ethics (Part I, Appendix), 2020 
59 I will draw on Brook, R. "Berkeley, causality, and signification." International Studies in Philosophy 27, no. 2 

(1995): 15-31 & Brook, R. “Berkeley and the Passivity of Ideas.” Iyyun 66 (2017): 59-74 among others. 
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“All our ideas, sensation, or the things we perceive, by whatsoever names they may be 

distinguished, are visibly inactive, there is nothing of power or agency included in them. So 

that one idea or object of thought cannot produce or make any alteration in another”. 

The passivity of ideas is so clear to Berkeley that “there is nothing else requisite but a 

bare observation of our ideas” to prove they are not active causes. Furthermore, Berkeley 

denied causation in natural events: physical phenomena cannot be efficient causes. Winkler60 

offers a cogent account of the notion of causation in Berkeley, useful to understand why the 

very concept of idea implies its passivity. The complexity of causation61 in Berkeley’s idealism 

incorporates two elements: volition and efficacy. Something is a cause if and only if there is an 

act of will and there is the ability to bring about the effect. “We are justified in saying that a 

causes b if and only if a performs an act of will (the volition component of the causal relation), 

and that act of will is such that whenever an act like it occurs, an event like b follows (the 

efficacy component)”62. Clearly, ideas lack volition: they cannot be active causes. 

In the last paragraphs of PHK (§150-151), Berkeley answers another important 

question. How can one account for the uniformity and predictability of natural events? 

According to the Bishop of Cloyne, God is the cause behind it. God allows us to perceive the 

ideas in a regular way.  Nature must be interpreted as the effect and consequences of sensory 

ideas on our minds according to general laws. If we ascribe an active causal role to Nature, 

then Berkeley would reply: “That word is to me an empty sound, without any intelligible 

meaning” (PHK §150). 

In this sense, a law of nature in Berkeley’s idealism, where bodies are a bundle of inert 

ideas and only spirits can be causes, is “nothing but a permanent or standing regularity in the 

way God has chosen to cause ideas of sense in us”63. The hand of the Almighty Agent ensures 

the uniformity of the world. It gives a foundation to the sciences which must look for these 

regularities to improve the practical lives of men. 

 

 

 
60 Winkler, K “Berkeley on Volition, Power, and the Complexity of Causation.” History of Philosophy Quarterly 

2, no. 1 (1985): 53–69 
61 Ibid., p. 55 
62 Ibid., p. 55 
63 Dicker, Berkeley’s idealism, 233 
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1.1 Final Causes in Berkeley’s Idealism 

 Building on these metaphysical and epistemological foundations, Berkeley redefines 

the role of “the two great provinces of speculative science” (PHK 101), namely natural 

philosophy and mathematics. Consistent with his purpose of removing obscure metaphysical 

explanations in science, Berkeley targets both the Scholastic old qualitative physics and the 

modern mechanistic one in PHK §102: 

 

“The current opinion that every thing includes within itself the cause of its properties: or that 

there is in each object an inward essence, which is the source whence its discernible qualities 

flow, and whereon they depend. Some have pretended to account for appearances by occult 

qualities, but of late they are mostly resolved into mechanical causes, to wit, the figure, motion, 

weight [...]” 

 

 

 Science cannot provide a reasonable explanation of nature if it insists on ascribing an 

essential, intrinsic, obscure property to bodies that accounts for the causal explanation of 

events. On the other hand, the mechanistic reduction to figure, motion, mass, force, and so on 

also fails. Both traditions “mistakenly treat matter as capable of being a repository of causal 

powers, whereas in fact the only true causation is agency”64. Berkeley criticizes the scientists’ 

tendency to over-generalize and use analogies: “the eagerness of the mind [it is] carried to 

extend its knowledge into general theorems” (PHK 106).  

 

 His attack on gravitation, “the great mechanical principle now in vogue” (PHK §103) 

is useful to understand the general purpose of science for him. Many bodies seem subject to 

gravitation, should one, therefore, conclude gravitation is universal?  Berkeley mentions the 

fixed stars as a problem for the generalization of inductive reasoning: they show no attraction 

among them65. There cannot be an essential feature in bodies generating an effect. “It depends 

entirely on the will of the governing spirit, who causes certain bodies to cleave together” (PHK 

§106). The fixed stars are the quintessential example of what Berkeley calls “the language of 

nature”. God in making us perceive ideas is in a way communicating to us. He is directing 

humans to act “for the convenience and felicity of life” (PHK §108). It is evident that the 

 
64 Richmond, A. Berkeley's Principles of Human Knowledge: A Reader's Guide. Reader's Guides. New York: 

Continuum, 2009: 121 
65 The example is taken from Winkler, K P. "Berkeley, Newton and the Stars." Studies in History and Philosophy 

of Science. Part A 17, no. 1 (1986): 23-42. 
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purpose of science is not to discover corporeal causes but to understand this divine language, 

the regularity of the way through which God is impressing ideas on us: the laws of nature.  

 

 At this point, Berkeley redefines the purpose of science according to his metaphysics. 

He claims that it is vain for philosophers to inquire for any natural efficient cause in corporeal 

nature. “The motivation, whereby God assigns properties to objects might remain forever 

inscrutable and it is thus not a fit subject of scientific inquiry”66. However, the history of nature 

should still be studied, the regularity and predictability of nature that God guarantees can be 

useful for men.  

 

 In addition, Berkeley writes that we can discover the general laws of Nature, “and from 

them deduce the other phenomena, I do not say demonstrate” (PHK §107). Deduction depends 

on the supposition of a wise and good agent that operates uniformly and in a constant 

observance of the “rules we take for principles”, which we cannot evidently know” (PHK §107, 

my emphasis). Now, science has an apparently more solid foundation, but I think the above 

claims have a problematic metaphysical consequence. In this restricted view, a teleology of 

nature could mean that God has ascribed an intrinsic quality to passive ideas we are not able to 

know. For this reason, it opens to the problematic interpretation of the sign/signification 

account in causal terms that I will address in section 3. It all stems from a difficulty to define 

final causes since they do not belong intrinsically to sensory ideas, nor it is plausible that God 

is imprinting them in the human mind in a sort of mental occasionalism as I will discuss in the 

next section. 

 

 Another crucial point to underline is that Berkeley re-introduces final causes to explain 

nature:  

 

“Considering the whole creation is the workmanship of a wise and good agent; it should seem 

to become philosophers, to employ their thoughts (contrary to what some hold) about the final 

causes of things: and I confess, I see no reason, why pointing out the various ends, to which 

natural things are adapted and for which they were originally with unspeakable wisdom 

contrived, should not be thought one good way of accounting for them, and altogether worthy 

a philosopher” (PHK §107) 

 

 
66 Richmond, Berkeley’s Principles, 124 
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 I believe that the appeal to final causes is problematic in Berkeley’s idealism. It is a 

necessary consequence of his assumptions, but it obscures the concept of idea. It seems to 

restore an “occult quality” in ideas that the finitude of the human mind is not able to account 

for. 

 

2. The difficulty in defining final causes 

 A deeper insight on what Berkeley means for “final causes” is fruitful to the discussion. 

I will show they are far from the Scholastic conception, and the notion oscillates between 

Leibniz’s concept of final cause and Spinoza’s one in his criticism of teleology in nature. 

 

 Final causes in Berkeley’s idealism cannot be “occult qualities” in the Scholastic 

sense67. Occult qualities are supposed to be intrinsic in bodies and to be the unknown causes 

of the effects we see. Now, ideas are not only inert, not able to cause other ideas, but they are 

“a transparent conception of a quality or non-structural property [that] figures directly in 

experience”68. The very concept of idea for Berkeley cannot entail an occult quality69. 

 

2.1 A Spinozist view 

 When reintroducing final causes, Berkeley is targeting the Cartesian mechanistic 

tradition. Descartes wrote: “The only principles which I accept, or require, in physics are those 

of geometry and pure mathematics; these principles explain all natural phenomena and enable 

us to provide quite certain demonstrations regarding them”70. Berkeley sees “no reason, why 

pointing out the various ends, to which natural things are adapted, should not be thought one 

good way of accounting for them” (PHK §107).   

 

 This idea of “pointing out the various ends to which natural things are adapted” seems 

the same one criticized by Spinoza in his Ethics. However, I argue that there is an important 

 
67 By occult quality I refer to the natural tendency ascribed to object that “act” in a certain way. For example, 

according to the old qualitative-type Scholastic physics, influenced by Aristotle, a stone will sink to water because 

it has an intrinsic natural tendency to descend towards the earth. 
68 Robinson, H.M. “Berkeley’s role in theistic idealism” in Farris, Benedikt Paul. The Routledge Handbook of 

Idealism and Immaterialism. Routledge Handbooks in Philosophy Ser. Milton: Taylor & Francis Group, (2021): 

120 
69 Berkeley’s purpose is to analyze the errors of the physics of his time without bringing back the old qualitative 

Scholastic physics as noted by Jessop, T. E. "Berkeley's philosophy of science." Hermathena, no. 97 (1963): 23-

35. 
70 Part 2, §64 in Descartes, René. Principles of Philosophy. Repr. with Correct. ed. Collection Des Travaux De 

L'Académie Internationale D'histoire Des Sciences 30. Dordrecht: Reidel, 1984. 
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difference. Spinoza labeled final causes as “nothing but human fancies”71: the human mind is 

limited and full of prejudice when it comes to ascribing a telos to nature. It confuses natural 

things for instruments that God has made for humans. And so, humans think everything is 

designed for a purpose, for the man.  

 

 Now, Berkeley clearly has an instrumental view of non-minded nature and as shown 

above, science for him should follow this pragmatic purpose of serving the felicity of men. 

Nonetheless, Spinoza is still ascribing final causes to the objects themselves, as intrinsic 

qualities that are considered by “ignorant people to be salient attributes of things because […] 

they believe that all things were made for their own sakes, and they call a thing’s nature good 

or bad, healthy or diseased and corrupt, depending on how it affects them” 72 . Berkeley, 

however, rules out any causality in objects.  

 

 Berkeley writes in PHK §65: 

“The connection of ideas does not imply the relation of cause and effect, but only a mark or sign with 

the thing signified. The fire which I see is not the cause of the pain I suffer upon my approaching it, but 

the mark that forewarns me of it”. 

 

 When it comes to non-minded nature, the cause/effect terminology is not even 

applicable for Berkeley. Spinoza would assert that it is a man’s illusion to say fire was designed 

to keep him warm. Berkeley would be on a different ontological level claiming that fire is just 

a visual idea that warns us of the tactile idea (i.e., burning) that we get if we approach it. The 

relationship between fire and getting burnt is not a cause/effect relationship but a sign/signified 

one. 

 

 There is an important ontological difference between Spinoza’s target of criticism and 

Berkeley’s notion of final causes. Final causes cannot be merely restricted to this instrumental 

view targeted by Spinoza. The very ontology of ideas and the notion of causality in Berkeley 

suggest that there is something more. I think Spinoza’s criticism still helps clarify that a mere 

instrumental view of final causes is too restricted for Berkeley. There is something more that 

the notion entails. 

 

 
71 Spinoza, Ethics, Part I Appendix p.105 
72 Ibid., p. 109 
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 The laws of nature are for Berkeley a language through which God is communicating 

to us. “Visible ideas are the language whereby the governing spirit, on whom we depend, 

informs us what tangible ideas he is about to imprint upon us” (PHK §44)73. A felicitous 

expression used by Leduc-Fayette74 is parler aux yeux: God is speaking to the human eye. 

Berkeley’s idealism ascribes this notion of divine language to ideas and their association: 

“these combinations must be made by rule and with wise contrivance” (PHK §64). If we 

maintain this idea of Nature as divine language and as shown, the notion that final causes are 

not to be found in non-minded nature and cannot be merely instrumental, how are final causes 

to be defined? 

 

2.2 A Leibnizian view 

 Perhaps Berkeley’s notion of final cause is closer to the one Leibniz has. In this section, 

I show some similarities between the two authors, but I argue that they do not share the same 

concept of final cause due to their different metaphysical systems. I will draw on Carlin75 to 

support my argument. 

 

 Leibniz argued for “the utility of final causes in physics” 76  in the Discourse on 

Metaphysics. He thought it would be “dangerous”77 to ban final causes from physics, “as if 

God in acting had proposed no end or good whatever”78.  

 Berkeley holds that sensory ideas are inactive and causally inefficient. Leibniz would 

also agree that extended bodies that we come to know through perception are visibly inactive79.  

 

 
73 Berkeley discusses Nature as divine language in §44, §65 and §108 in PHK as pointed out by Dancy in the 

Oxford Edition of the PHK from which I am quoting. 
74 As mentioned in Bertini, D. “George Berkeley.” APhEx: Portale Italiano di Filosofia Analitca 18 (2018): 1-27 
75 Carlin, L. “Leibniz and Berkeley on Teleological Intelligibility.” History of Philosophy Quarterly 23, no. 2 

(2006): 151–69 
76 Leibniz, G W. Discourse on Metaphysics. Repr. ed. Philosophical Classics. Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 1968: 315 
77 Ibid., p. 315 
78 Ibid. 
79 Carlin (Carlin, L. “Leibniz and Berkeley on Teleological Intelligibility.” History of Philosophy Quarterly 23, 

no. 2 (2006): 151–69) notices that many scholars hold Leibniz and Berkeley to maintain similar philosophical 

views. However, Carlin pinpoints a substantial difference between Berkeley and Leibniz. While both philosophers 

underlie the importance of perception, Berkeley claims that any appeal to unsensed realities in unintelligible; 

Leibniz also appeals to the role of the intellect in explaining phenomena beyond what sense perception does. 

Carlin uses the example of Force and Infinite Divisibility -two issues about which Berkeley and Leibniz disagree- 

to show that they were not so philosophically close as one might initially think. 
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 Nevertheless, for Leibniz it is only “through the intellect, and not through our sensory 

apparatus, that we come to see that bodies are active, or endowed with force”80The concept of 

infinite divisibility plays a crucial role. Unlike Berkeley, Leibniz believes the universe to be 

infinitely complex. However, it is governed by intelligible laws81. Leibniz claimed: “When we 

see any good effect or some perfection which occurs or which ensues from the works of God, 

we can say with certainty that God has purposed it”82.  Since the universe is infinitely complex 

for Leibniz, there is always more for the finite mind to know. In this sense, as underlined by 

Carlin83, the purpose of the laws of nature is to lay down the conditions for finite minds to 

pursue greater perfection of mind, and thus greater happiness. Thus, Leibnizian final causes 

are more than mere instrumental laws to guide man. They elevate the human mind to greater 

levels of perception and happiness.  

 

 This Leibnizian view of final causes cannot be applied to Berkeley. The very logic of 

Berkeley’s idealism does not allow us to ascribe this role to final causes. The teleological 

intelligibility in Leibniz stems from the connection between forces and efficient causes that 

pertain to objects and the human intellect, capable of discovering these laws.  For Berkeley, 

there is no active causal power in non-minded nature. The only true cause is God: “the 

continuous cause of our succession of sensible ideas”84  

 

 One can still hold that God is the ultimate cause, but how can one understand 

phenomena? For Carlin, it follows directly from Berkeley’s idealism that final causes must be 

resumed for intelligible explanations of phenomena. Since ideas are passive and causally 

inefficient, the only way to understand the relations between phenomena is to appeal to final 

causes85. They are practically useful for men because they show “That food nourishes, sleep 

refreshes, and fire warms us; that to sow in the seed-time is the way to reap in the harvest” 

(PHK §30).  

 

 
80 Ibid., p.155 
81 To Leibniz, it looked “unreasonable” (Leibniz, G W. Discourse on Metaphysics. Repr. ed. Philosophical 

Classics. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1968: 316) to introduce a supreme wise and benevolent being 

as the order of things and then exclude this very being from the explanation of phenomena.  
82 Ibid., p. 316 
83 Carlin, Teleological Intelligibility, p.161 
84 Ibid., p. 156 
85 Ibid., p. 158 
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 However, I have argued that final causes in Berkeley’s idealism cannot be restricted to 

mere instruments, a view that Spinoza has in mind, because of the ontological nature of ideas. 

Nonetheless, as Carlin showed, Leibniz’s notion of final causes that elevate the human mind 

cannot apply to Berkeley’s idealism, but the latter still has strong teleological demands in virtue 

of its own logic86. Perhaps, there is a relationship between final causes and the human mind, 

and maybe God’s mind too since ultimately agency is a necessary condition for causality in 

Berkeley. This is what I will examine in the next section. 

 

3. The laws of the mind and the passivity of ideas 

 It is hard to clearly define final causes in Berkeley. I argue that this problematic nature 

of the definition can have challenging metaphysical consequences for Berkeley’s idealism. In 

this section, I will argue that the oscillating nature of final causes creates a tension in the notion 

of the passivity of ideas. I will support my argument drawing from Brook 87,88.  

 

 Brook89 underlines an important tension in Berkeley’s idealism: ideas are passive and 

causally inefficient, but when it comes to the relation sign/signified, ideas seem to “ ‘suggest’, 

‘evoke’ (Berkeley’s terms)” 90  mental states, mental expectations in us. Brook 91  uses an 

example: suppose you see dark clouds in the distance getting closer and closer. You anticipate 

it is going to rain. What is it that caused this anticipation in the mind? It cannot be the clouds 

qua sign because they have no volition, thus no causal power.  “The strict cause of my 

expectation of rain is not the cloud formation, two options apparently remain: that I cause the 

expectations and their contents occasioned by signs, or God does”92 

 

 According to Brook, the cause of the expectation of rain in the mind cannot be attributed 

to the human mind nor to God. Firstly, these are non-voluntary ideas that the mind is 

perceiving, therefore the mind has no active causal power here. Ascribing the cause of the 

expectation to God would be problematic because it would result in a mental occasionalism à 

la Malebranche. It would be difficult to explain why God would only cause mental states from 

 
86 Ibid., p. 157 
87 Brook, R. "Berkeley, causality, and signification." International Studies in Philosophy 27, no. 2 (1995): 15-31. 
88 Brook, R, “Berkeley and the Causality of Ideas; a look at PHK 25”, PhilPapers (2001), link [last accessed: 11-

01-2022] 
89 Brook, R. "Berkeley, causality, and signification." International Studies in Philosophy 27, no. 2 (1995): 15 
90 Ibid., p. 15 
91 Ibid., p. 16 
92 Ibid., p. 17 

https://philpapers.org/rec/BROBAT-2
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an idea qua sign and not also cause human behavior like occasionalism claims93. In addition, 

Berkeley famously argued against Malebranche: we ourselves move our own limbs. The mind 

is an active causal agent only when it comes to voluntary ideas because it can will and produce 

an effect. 

 

 There is clearly a non-volitional causality at play, but it seems it cannot be logically 

ascribed to God, to the human mind, or to ideas.  Another crucial detail to notice is that when 

it comes to the expectation, the anticipation of rain when we see the clouds, there is a reference 

to the past experience of the subject that is not present in the mere perception when one opens 

his eyes94. The latter are the laws of nature that we simply perceive, the first are what Brook 

calls the laws of psychological association. They are more obscure in Berkeley. The principles 

of psychological association rely on the regularity of past experiences and so the subject is able 

to form expectations about the future. Now, Brook writes: “For phenomena to serve as signs in 

the Berkeleian system psychological regularities must already be operative”95. For example, I 

know I expect to be burnt if I get closer to the visual idea I perceived of a flame. There is 

already something in the mind that associates fire with the expectation to be burnt. 

 

 I think that this tension stems from the inability to clearly define final causes in 

Berkeley. It is problematic to define how the mind is understanding “That food nourishes, sleep 

refreshes, and fire warms us; that to sow in the seed-time is the way to reap in the harvest” 

(PHK §30). If final causes cannot be ascribed to the visual idea of a flame, they must have a 

place in this system of psychological regularities.  Could one say that perhaps these 

psychological regularities are very similar to the final causes in themselves because they guide 

the mind in predicting the regularities in the world? No, according to Brook this argument 

would beg the question96.   

 

 On one hand, final causes are needed for the very intelligibility of nature, to understand 

its regularity. On the other hand, it seems that Berkeley’s idealism leaves no room for final 

 
93 Ibid., p. 20 
94 Ibid., p. 25 
95 Ibid., p. 27 
96 Brook (Brook, R, “Berkeley and the Causality of Ideas; a look at PHK 25”, PhilPapers (2001), link [last 

accessed: 11-01-2022]: 33) argues that psychological laws are only “useful in this way because the [subject] learns 

by association that past associations correlate with changes in an agent's (her own or others) mental states or 

behavior. The power of association grounds the usefulness of its principles. Thus, explaining the existence of 

[psychological] laws by appealing to their practical value [...] would beg the question” 
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causes to be ascribed to ideas themselves, nor to have a place in the human mind when it comes 

to non-voluntary ideas. There is a clear tension with the passivity of ideas as well. 

 

 Considering non-volitional causality and constant association, one could claim that 

ultimately Berkeley’s notion of efficient causality is also oscillating between Malebranche’s 

and Hume’s one. However, Winkler clearly explains why this view is not correct97.  On one 

hand, Winkler notes that there is not a necessary connection between volition and effect. There 

is not an energy or power internal to the cause98.  “If power for Berkeley is nothing more than 

a volition's being reliably followed by a particular kind of event, then the power he observes 

within himself is a power also observed by Hume”99. In addition, the mere constant conjunction 

is not enough for Berkeley, there must be something more. On the other hand, Malebranche’s 

occasionalism ascribes the causal power to the omnipotent God and leaves no room for human 

volition. Berkeley, pace Malebranche, believes that the volitional activity of finite spirits is 

enough to establish them as causes100.  

 

 Berkeley’s notion of efficient causality seems to depart from Hume’s and 

Malebranche’s one. The notion of final causes remains unclear because of the very nature of 

Berkeley’s idealism as I have claimed above. 

 

4. The role of God 

 The human mind by itself cannot cause non-voluntary ideas. Passive ideas are by 

definition causally inefficient. This section analyzes whether final causes are somewhat to be 

found in the relationship between man's and God’s mind. I discuss concurrentism as a way to 

solve this tension. 

 

 God plays a very active role in Berkeley’s idealism. God is constantly upholding the 

world, “creation consists not in the creation of ideas, since these are eternal, but in causing 

finite spirits to perceive those ideas”101. Spiegel102 argues that the only way to understand 

 
97 Winkler, Complexity of Causation, p. 56-66 
98 Ibid., p. 56 
99 Ibid., p. 58 
100 Ibid., p. 66 
101 Levine, M P. “Berkeley's theocentric mentalism: Pantheism?” Sophia 26 (1):30-41 (1987): 30 
102 Spiegel, J “Berkeley on Divine and Human Agency A Teleological Reconstrual” in Ganssle, Gregory E. 

Philosophical Essays on Divine Causation. Routledge Studies in the Philosophy of Religion. Milton: Taylor and 

Francis, 2021. 
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human agency in Berkeley’s system is to realize there are efficient and final causes in the 

relationship between the human mind and God’s mind103. According to Spiegel, human agency, 

viz. human causal power, is possible because the human mind provides the teleological 

component and God’s mind provides the efficient causal component of an event. This view is 

known as concurrentism104. 

 

 Considering concurrentism, one could draw an analogy between human agency and the 

intelligibility of final causes in nature. The very intelligibility of final causes can be understood 

in the relationship between the human mind and God’s mind. God is providing the efficient 

cause and humans the volition to understand and reveal the regularity behind the sensory ideas 

perceived by the mind. How would this concurrentism work when I look at the sky and see 

black clouds? The human mind alone obviously cannot cause the rain. God is the sole efficient 

cause of the rain, but the volition of my mind to understand the gathering of the clouds plays a 

role in revealing the teleological component of the event.  

 Nature is a divine language and requires two interlocutors. God is producing letters and 

the human mind is forming the words to understand the whole language. In isolation, it would 

be hard to pinpoint the significance of one letter (God’s perspective) or words (human’s 

perspective). Only the combined relationship gives intelligible meaning to the words. 

Therefore, the intelligibility of final causes could come from this teleological concurrentism of 

volition-causation between the human mind and God’s mind. In this way, the passivity of ideas 

is preserved, and the active causal power is ascribed to God and humans in line with Berkeley’s 

idealism. 

 

 However, as much as concurrentism might solve the tension in Berkeley’s system, it is 

subject to a strong objection: the passages in which Berkeley discusses concurrentism do not 

 
103 Ibid., p. 150 
104   Spiegel (Spiegel, J “Berkeley on Divine and Human Agency A Teleological Reconstrual” in Ganssle, Gregory 

E. Philosophical Essays on Divine Causation. Routledge Studies in the Philosophy of Religion. Milton: Taylor 

and Francis, 2021: 142) argues that in the context of divine and human agency three views are discussed in the 

literature: mere conservationism, concurrentism, and occasionalism. Mere conservationism does not follow from 

Berkeley’s idealism: it would ascribe an active causal power to ideas or perhaps even re-introduce the notion of 

“matter”. I have claimed occasionalism does not follow either, however it is still debated in the literature (see 

McDonough, J K. "Berkeley, Human Agency and Divine Concurrentism." Journal of the History of Philosophy 

46, no. 4 (2008): 567-90.; Brook, R. “Berkeley and the Passivity of Ideas.” Iyyun 66 (2017): 59-74). 
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convincingly show he approved it105,106. Spiegel107 suggests concurrentism is perhaps what the 

bishop of Cloyne ought to have opted to avoid contradictions in his system, but one cannot say 

he actually endorsed this position. 

 

Conclusion 

 In this essay, I have looked at the role played by final causes in Berkeley’s idealism. I 

have argued that the unclear definition of final causes creates a tension between the passivity 

of ideas and teleological intelligibility. A mere instrumental view of these causes is reductive 

because Berkeley does not assign active causal power to sensory ideas.  A Leibnizian definition 

of final causes does not apply to Berkeley’s system: it is too ample and cannot follow from the 

logic of Berkeley’s idealism.  

 Brook (2011) returns to the tension in Berkeley’s idealism between causality and 

passivity of ideas. He concludes that the tension is unresolved unless one ascribes a causal 

power to ideas. It would be a dramatic step back for Berkeley since he opposed the old 

Scholastic qualitative physics.         

 I have analyzed whether the tension could be resolved by a version of concurrentism 

where the relationship between the human mind and God’s mind guarantees an intelligible 

account of final causes. The latter, however, comes under the sway of criticism because 

Berkeley was not very clear about his concurrentist position. In the end, the tension is still 

unresolved due to the opaque definition of final causes that stems from Berkeley’s idealism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
105 The objection is raised by Brook, R. “Berkeley and the Passivity of Ideas.” Iyyun 66 (2017): 70 
106 McDonough (McDonough, J K. "Berkeley, Human Agency and Divine Concurrentism." Journal of the History 

of Philosophy 46, no. 4 (2008): 567-90.), on the contrary, finds a consistent endorsement of concurrentism by 

Berkeley. The problem for McDonough is that Berkeley “does not provide us with a fully explicated philosophy 

of mind or spirit—that was to be the topic of Part II of the Principles” (p. 590). That would have also helped the 

discussion about final causes. I like to think of it as Stephen Daniel (Daniel, S. H. "Berkeley and Spinoza." Revue 

Philosophique De La France Et De L'étranger 135, no. 1 (2010): 134.): “As Berkeley wrote part II of the Principles 

of Human Knowledge, he came to see how much of his doctrine of mind sounded like that of Spinoza. Faced with 

this realization, he could well have decided to heed his own advice not to offend the churchmen, and subsequently 

‘lost’ his manuscript” 
107 Spiegel, Berkeley on Divine and Human Agency, p. 155 
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Perdurantism, Conceptionism’s Only Hope 

Tommy Fuller 

Abstract 

This paper seeks to refute the idea presented by Lee that no matter which way you view 

persistence you ought to accept the twinning argument as sound (Lee 2020). I believe Lee to 

be right on two fronts, although not for all the same reasons he gives. I believe that 

perdurantism can produce a work around to the twinning argument, although Lee is right that 

the exdurantist ought to accept the twinning argument. As they admit that neither twin is 

literally the zygote on their own already; effectively giving up the game. However, his thought 

that both the endurantist and the perdurantist ought to accept the twinning argument not 

because their view is incompatible with conceptionism, like endurantism, but rather because 

they have a more fundamental commitment to commonplace counting. I believe this to be 

unfounded. It is in the ability that perdurantism has over endurantism to hold the 

multiple occupancy view, the negation of commonplace counting, that separates the two. 

Endurantism’s denial of temporal parts leaves the conceptionist in an unwinnable dilemma: 

violate the logic of transitive relations, or further the idea of, genuine, co-location. This 

dilemma is not present to the perdurantist, however. Thus, I believe that perdurantism 

can answer the twinning argument and is the only view of persistence available to the 

conceptionist if they wish to keep their position alive.  

§1 Introduction

Conceptionism is the view that life begins at conception. This is the traditional view, 

held among many religious organisations. Lee believes it is committed to two main principles: 

(1) A zygote is a human being: every zygote is numerically identical with or

constitutes a human being 

(2) A human being was once a zygote: If a zygote develops into an adult, then that

adult is numerically identical with the zygote from which it originated (Lee 2020). 

This debate around where human life begins is highly important to the field of stem cell 

research and stem cell therapy (Holland 2017). We are not simply trying to decipher how far 

back into our history we can pinpoint the time and location of when we began to exist. This 

debate has greater ramifications than that. If we truly believe that life begins at conception, 
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then that results in the numerous amounts of stem-cell researchers no longer being regarded as 

researchers but rather as paid murderers mutilating the carcasses of short-lived human beings. 

In other words, this debate revolves around whether zygotes, and or embryos deserve moral 

status.  

 

 This essay will discuss the twinning argument an argument which seeks to undermine 

conceptionism. It does so by proposing that human life begins post gastrulation. Thus, stem-

cell research and stem-cell therapy is back on the table, ethically speaking. This essay will also 

delve into greater detail to explain why bioethicists have pointed out the twinning argument 

rests on a particular metaphysical view of persistence, namely endurantism (Effird & Holland 

2019). Lee notably believes that this is false and that the twinning argument could be 

formulated and rephrased to be accepted by each main metaphysical view of persistence: 

endurantism, perdurantism, and exdurantism (Lee 2020). This essay will also, in large part, 

respond to Lee’s claim that the twinning argument has just as much weight in any given 

formulation. I, however, believe Lee is wrong, and I hope to show by the end of the essay that 

an endorsement of perdurantism is the only avenue available to the conceptionist if they hope 

to keep their position alive.  

 

§2 The twinning argument 

 The twinning argument seeks to show that human life begins post-gastrulation. This is 

the point in the life cycle of the embryo in which it develops the primitive streak, a linear band 

of thickened epiblast. However, the biological terms describing what occurs is not the matter 

at hand. What is important about the emergence of the primitive streak is that twinning is no 

longer a possibility. Whereas prior to the development of the primitive streak it is possible for 

the embryo to undergo monozygotic twinning, which is the creation of an identical twin i.e. the 

creation of two twins from one zygote, and thus it can create an entirely new human being 

without another egg being fertilised. The problem this poses for the conceptionist is created in 

the form of a question: “could both twins be identical to, or be constituted by, the zygote from 

which they originate?” Lee puts the argument formally:  

 

(1) Sam and Eddie are monozygotic twins that come from the same zygote (Zye)  

(2) Zye is numerically identical with at most one individual  

(3) It would be arbitrary to say that Sam is Zye any more than it would be to say 

that Eddie is Zye (Both have equal claim to Zye)  
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(4) If they both have equal claim to be Zye, then Eddie is identical with Zye iff Sam 

is too          

      (C1) Therefore, neither Sam nor Eddie is identical with Zye 

      (C2) Therefore, a human was once a zygote is false (Lee 2020).  

 

 The argument as Lee puts it is valid. Lee asks us to assume, for sake of a reductio that 

Sam was identical to Zye. If this was the case, then by (3) we would have to also say that Eddie 

was also identical to Zye and if this were the case then by the transitive nature of identity Sam 

and Eddie must also be identical to each other (Lee 2020). However, we’ve already established 

that they are two separate individuals. Although they are identical twins they are so in a 

qualitative sense, they look the same and share many features in common with each other. 

However, they are not the same person; they are two separate individuals and any position that 

compels you to say otherwise must be abandoned. Which is exactly what conceptionism 

demands of us, as proven by the twinning argument. Leading many to abandon conceptionism 

entirely.  

 

 What is important about this argument is what it attempts to establish. It does not 

attempt to show that no zygotes could be human beings; rather the point is more subtle. It 

establishes, if successful, that there are counterexamples to one of the key tenets of 

conceptionism. Namely that every human was once a zygote. Therefore, in its current 

formulation, we could say that conceptionism is false (Lee 2020). So, the twinning argument 

seems prima facie to pose a serious issue to the conceptionist. However, as some have pointed 

out, this argument implicitly endorses a metaphysical view of persistence: endurantism. A 

position we will learn more about in the coming section.  

 

§3 Meet our contestants  

 The three main theories of persistence are: endurantism, perdurantism, and 

exdurantism. Endurantism is the most common understanding of persistence or as Putnam 

would put it, it’s the man on the street’s philosophy of persistence (Putnam 1967).  It states that 

objects persist or endure through change by a continuity of numerical identity. Put another way, 

an object can change because it is the same object before and after said change. What is 

important about this view to our discussion is that it is described as a three-dimensional view. 

That is, it denies the existence of temporal parts. Therefore, under endurantism objects are 

wholly present at any given moment (Ney 2014). This has led many bioethicists to believe that 
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the twinning argument rests on endurantism. This requirement for strict continuation of identity 

from the zygote is not possible for either identical twin proving, as stated before, that one of 

conceptionism’s key tenants must be false. If both are identical to the zygote, then, due to the 

transitive nature of identity, the twins must be identical to each other. A nonsensical proposition 

that leads to an acceptance of the twinning argument (Holland 2017). However, what are our 

other options? How else can we define persistence?  

 

 Perdurantism answers the question of persistence differently, rather than objects 

persisting by being numerically identical to themselves prior to the change. Instead, an 

individual, under perdurantism, is a four-dimensional space-time worm that persists by having 

temporal parts, or stages, located at different times that are not identical to each other. 

Therefore, under perdurantism an object is never wholly present, at any given time only a 

temporal part of an object is present. Importantly, these parts may also be shared by more than 

one individual. The same way spatial parts may be shared by more than one entity (Ney 2014). 

For example, two roads converging into one. The intuition goes that if you were to drive down 

the stretch of road that is shared by both roads intuitively, we want to say that, for that stretch 

of time, you are driving down both roads. This is the motivating intuition for objects also being 

able to share temporal parts. When an object is a temporal part of two individuals, we want to 

be able to say at that time, both are present within the object. Pertinently for this essay, this 

allows the perdurantist to re-interpret premise two of the twinning argument and state that 

although neither twin is identical to the original zygote, they both share the zygote as a temporal 

part. Providing a potential work around to the twinning argument (Effird & Holland 2019). A 

solution this essay will explain in greater detail further on. 

 

 Exdurantism is another four-dimensional view of persistence. However, it differs from 

perdurantism by instead of thinking of an individual such as ‘Sam’ as the sum of all of Sam’s 

temporal parts; rather, ‘Sam’ is a temporary existing stage and which stage refers to Sam 

depends on the context in which it is being used. However, this does not explain how an object 

persists under exdurantism. We need another component to explain how one stage of a being’s 

existence is linked to another. Exdurantists explain change by an object having other temporal 

stages at different times that are linked via the counterpart relation. Where x is a counterpart of 

y iff x is an entity that bears some salient similarity and causal relations to y (Ney 2014). 

Therefore, it seems the exdurantist can make a similar move the perdurantist has made to get 
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around the twinning argument by stating the zygote is a temporal stage that bears the 

counterpart relation to both Sam and Eddie (Holland 2017).  

 

 Lee believes that no theory of persistence can sensibly reject the twinning argument. 

Lee believes that the endurantist and the perdurantist must accept the twinning argument not 

because their views are inconsistent with conceptionism but rather because they have a more 

fundamental obligation to common-sense counting. Lee also believes exdurantism to fail to the 

twinning argument because exdurantism already concedes defeat by stating it is literally false 

that Sam and Eddie were once zygotes.  Both objections will be the focus of the coming 

sections.  

 

§4 Lee’s twinning argument in perdurantist terms  

 Lee’s first aim of his paper is to show that the twinning argument results in a rejection 

of conceptionism, both for endurantism and perdurantism. This first aim is not controversial, 

earlier in this essay we’ve seen the contradiction that unfolds from holding endurantism as your 

preferred metaphysics of persistence in conjunction with an endorsement of conceptionism. 

The two views are simply incompatible. However, his second goal of showing that 

perdurantism is just as incompatible with conceptionism as endurantism, I believe to be false. 

This will be the focus of the next sections. This and the next section’s purpose shall be detailing 

Lee’s argument and focusing on his justifications for holding such a view.  

 

 To start Lee develops a definition of conceptionism for the perdurantist. Where any 

commitment to endurantism, either implicit or explicit, has been paraphrased out for an 

endorsement of perdurantism. His definition of conceptionismp is as follows:  

 

(1) A zygote is a human part – Every zygote-stage is a temporal part or stage of a 

human being 

(2) A human being has a zygote part or stage – If a zygote-stage is “d-connected” 

to an adult stage, then it is a temporal part of the human being whose adult stage that is 

d-connected to the zygote stage. 

 

 This definition is somewhat more complicated than conceptionism with an endurantist 

bias, so there will be a brief explanation to quickly cover what this definition means before 

moving forward. The first tenant is relatively straightforward it merely states that every zygote 
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is a temporal part of an overall human being, making this principle very similar to our original 

one. However, our second principle does need some explaining. To start Lee defines d-

connected as being developmentally connected (Lee 2020). He does so because we cannot say 

that the adult stage grew from the zygote stage as we could with our original definition, this 

notion of being d-connected is our work around. As literally the adult stage did not originate 

from the zygote stage. Both are solely individual stages that only have the parthood relation to 

the overall human being in common. With this definition in mind, it is time to look at Lee’s 

twinning argument in perdurantist terms. Lee puts it as follows:  

 

(1p) Sam and Eddie are two human adults who are identical twins, and both are d-

connected to the same zygote stage, Zysta. 

(2p)  Zysta is a temporal part of at most one human being. 

(3p)  It would be arbitrary to claim Sam is any more d-connected to Zysta, as it would 

to claim that Eddie is. (Both have equal claim to be d-connected to Zysta)  

(4p)  If it would be arbitrary to say that one is more d-connected to Zysta than the 

other, then Zysta is a temporal part of Sam, iff Zysta is a temporal part of Eddie. 

(C1p)  Zysta is not a temporal part of either Sam or Eddie. 

(C2p)  A human being has a zygote part is false (Lee 2020). 

 

 Just as with our first formulation of the twinning argument this argument is valid. 

However, now we have begun to understand the ontological commitments of perdurantism, it 

is clear to see that the perdurantist ought to just deny premise (2p). As we have seen the 

perdurantist is more than happy to believe that Zysta could be a temporal part of more than one 

individual (Lee 2020). It is important to note that this does not lead to contradiction as with the 

original formulation. As with perdurantism, although, both Sam and Eddie claim Zysta as a 

temporal part this does not lead their adult stages being numerically identical, as at any one 

point in time what exists is only a stage of Sam and Eddie, so Sam and Eddie are never wholly 

present as was the case with endurantism. Sam and Eddie in their totality only ever refers to 

the conjunction of all their stages. Therefore, unless Sam and Eddie also shared every adult 

stage as a temporal part, something we know not to be true because they are two different 

people, then neither of them will ever be identical to each other. So, clearly the perdurantist 

has an option to deny the twinning argument where the endurantist does not. However, Lee 

does not believe this to be the case. He believes that although denying (2p) seems plausible, in 

reality this would not be a very fruitful decision. As Lee believes we have a more fundamental 
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obligation to common-sense counting. A position that outright blocks the option to deny 

premise (2p). We will learn more about common-sense counting and its antithesis the multiple 

occupancy view in the next section.  

 

§5 Multiple Occupancy and Common-Sense Counting 

 Lee describes the position of denying (2p) as the multiple occupancy view; and it is not 

hard to see why. It is the view that if a zygote develops into twins, then both twins exist at the 

moment of fertilisation (Lee 2020). This is achievable under perdurantism as the twins share 

the zygote as a temporal part. However, Lee argues this is also achievable to endurantists as 

well. Thus, endurantism is just as compatible with a rejection of the twinning argument as 

perdurantism and other four-dimensional views. The constitution conceptionist can claim that 

a zygote which later produces twins constitutes two human beings even though it has but one 

cell. This approach rejects the second premise in the original twinning argument. The identity 

conceptionist can make a similar move instead rejecting premise one. Claiming in effect, that 

there are actually two zygotes that exist at fertilisation and both twins are located at Zye (Lee 

2020).  

 

 Even though Lee himself furthers the idea that the endurantist can endorse the multiple 

occupancy view he does not believe this would be a very fruitful decision. Instead of endorsing 

a view which posits multiple occupancy of the zygote. Rather, what we should do is endorse 

common-sense counting. Which entails that when we look at, and talk about, a zygote there is 

exactly one zygote, and one human being if conceptionism is true. A position Lee believes we 

should not so hastily reject in favour of multiple occupancy. This leads Lee to make one of the 

main claims of his article; that the twinning argument does not rest on endurantism as many 

bioethicists have claimed, but rather it rests on common-sense counting. A position we should 

hold if at all possible. Therefore, the endurantist and perdurantist should endorse the twinning 

argument not because their view is incompatible with such an argument but because they ought 

to endorse common-sense counting (Lee 2020).  

 

§6 Dilemma for the endurantist conceptionist 

 I believe a defence of endurantism being just as compatible with a rejection of the 

twinning argument as perdurantism to be unfounded. They are fundamentally different views 

when it comes to their ontology. Endurantism denies the existence of temporal parts ensuring 

that an object is wholly present at a given moment; whereas perdurantism does posit the 
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existence of temporal parts meaning that an object is only, at a given time, ever a temporal part 

of the object as a whole. Meaning an object is never wholly present at a given time. The 

difference between these views shows the difference in their ability to hold the multiple 

occupancy view, . I am not claiming that we ought to reject common-sense counting. Rather, I 

am proposing that there are some contexts in which the multiple occupancy view is more 

favourable. That being the context of perdurantism. The endurantist, in holding the multiple 

occupancy view, has two choices: violate the logic of transitive relations or support a position 

which furthers the un-intuitive position of co-location. Whereas the perdurantist faces no such 

dilemma. 

 

 First let us consider the position called constitution conceptionism. Lee believes the 

constitution conceptionist can deny the twinning argument by simply accepting the multiple 

occupancy view. Thus, putting it on par with the perdurantist conceptionist view (Lee 2020). 

However, let us dive deeper into the ramifications of endorsing constitution conceptionism 

whilst also endorsing endurantism. Lee believes the constitution conceptionist can deny 

premise two of the original twinning argument which states that the zygote constitutes or is 

numerically identical to at most one individual. However, if the endurantist who accepts 

constitutive conceptionism denies this premise, they are committed to the belief that both twins 

are identical; due to the twins being wholly present at fertilisation. This issue is shown through 

the transitive nature of identity. If both twins are wholly present throughout their lives and are 

identical to the original zygote, then the twins must be identical to each other. Which is simply 

false and can be dismissed right away. Therefore, they must show a way to violate the logic of 

transitive relations if they are to maintain this position whilst furthering the idea that the twins 

are two distinct individuals. A position which is impossible to defend. Therefore, constitutive 

conceptionism is incompatible with a rejection of the twinning argument under endurantism 

and a rejection of common-sense counting. 

 

 Secondly, Lee suggests the identity conceptionists can also reject the twinning 

argument with an endorsement of the multiple occupancy view; rather than reject premise two 

of the argument, they can reject premise one. Which states: twins are two human individuals 

which are identical twins that come from the same zygote (Lee 2020). What Lee is suggesting 

we reject in this premise is that both twins come from one and the same zygote. When we look 

at, and we talk about, the zygote, in the case of twins, we are really looking and talking about 

two zygotes. Which of course is the rejection of common-sense counting that Lee is suggesting 
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the endurantist can take to reject the twinning argument. However, as stated before, one of the 

most fundamental beliefs that endurantism posits is that objects are wholly present through its 

existence. When we talk about the denial of common-sense counting under endurantism, this 

is not the overlapping of parts or the sharing of temporal stages. What is being discussed as a 

worthwhile position to the endurantist is really co-location. Two distinct individuals sharing 

the same location in space and time. This position can be motivated under a perdurantist 

understanding as objects share parts all the time. However, if the objects are wholly present 

and not merely parts of the object, who are we to motivate the idea of them sharing the exact 

same point in space and time. Lee gives the following motivation:  

  

 If Multiple Occupancy for Twins is indeed true, it is not implausible that two  

 Zygotes can exist while occupying the same place at the same time (Lee 2020, 545). 

 

 What is important to this quote is that Lee is stating if multiple occupancy simpliciter 

is true, then co-location is possible. However, it is important to point out that the context in 

which multiple occupancy is understood is tantamount to whether we can determine if it is true. 

Within the context of endurantism we have seen that it leads us either to the proposal of the 

twins being numerically identical or that co-location is possible; neither of which correlates to 

our intuitions about what is possible in the world. Therefore, we can safely conclude that within 

the context of endurantism multiple occupancy is indeed false. However, can we say the same 

for a perdurantist understanding of multiple occupancy? 

 

§7 Defending the perdurantist conceptionist 

 Lee believes the denial of common-sense counting holds such counterintuitive 

consequences under endurantism that we ought to reject the multiple-occupancy view under 

perdurantism as well. He rightly points out the perdurantist conceptionist violates common-

sense counting. When asked how many humans are present during the moment of conception, 

I believe Lee is right to state the perdurantist must answer two. However, Lee states that 

because this answer is greater than the number of zygotes present, we ought to dismiss it 

outright (Lee 2020). However, perdurantism has the grounds to do so. It is baked into the 

foundations of the theory that entities may share temporal parts. It may be justified to say that 

you could characterise perdurantism as a rejection of common-sense counting entirely. 

Therefore, it is not as simple as Lee believes, to say that common-sense counting is more 

important to uphold than allowing the perdurantist conceptionist to make the move that two 
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humans can share the zygote as temporal parts. Really, we should be looking at whether the 

perdurantist has the grounds to reject common-sense counting where the endurantist did not. I 

believe that they do have grounds for accepting the multiple occupancy view and it is with this 

endorsement that many problems of persistence are solved.  

 

 The ship of Theseus is as old as any thought experiment108. It asks us to imagine that if 

you were to fix a ship slowly over time by replacing the rotten boards one by one until you had 

none of the original boards left, and you were to put all the old boards back together to form a 

completely different ship, which one would be the true ship of Theseus? The one that had been 

replaced by new boards slowly over time (S1), or the one comprised solely of the original 

boards of the ship (S2) (Ney 2014)? Intuitively, we want to say that both have grounds to be 

the ship of Theseus. However, if we were to endorse common-sense counting, we would be 

denied the possibility of claiming both as the original ship as this would be a violation of 

common-sense counting and instead an endorsement of the multiple-occupancy view, as we’d 

be saying both (S1) and (S2) are present within the same ship at the same time. Therefore, 

under common-sense counting we are permitted only three options. (S1) is the ship of Theseus, 

(S2) is the ship of Theseus, or neither is the true ship of Theseus. To say either one is the ship 

of Theseus would be an ad hoc solution. There would be no grounds for choosing one over the 

other, as there are reasons for choosing both. Choosing one over the other would just be 

arbitrary. Therefore, under common-sense counting you are forced to conclude that neither is 

the ship of Theseus. A conclusion that contradicts our original intuitions towards the case.  

 

 
108 The ship of Theseus is a staple of metaphysical thought experiments. First developed by the ancient Greek 

biographer Plutarch (46AD), and later refined into its modern version by Hobbes (1839AD) (Rose 2020). It is 

not only a staple of metaphysics but also a hallmark of pop-culture often appearing in TV shows and movies. Its 

main thesis is to ask us how are things able to stay the same through change? Hobbes gives his thought 

experiment by discussing a damaged ship that has its boards replaced over time. However, I once explained this 

problem to my mother, and she quickly came up with a version of the problem and I’d like to detail it in her 

terms. The band Atomic Kitten first debuted with three members: Heidi, Kerry, and Liz. These were not the 

only people to be in Atomic Kitten however, as time passed members left and others joined the band until when 

they first broke up in 2009 only one of the original members, Liz, remained. As of their first break up the 

members were: Liz, Natasha, and Jenny (Wikipedia 2022). Now for sake of argument imagine Liz was replaced 

by another member we’ll call Sophie. Plutarch asks us what would happen if we took the original members of 

atomic kitten and made them start a new band, we’ll call Atomic Kitten 2, which band is the true atomic kitten? 

The band comprised of its founding members: Heidi, Kerry, and Liz or is it the band made up of its current 

members: Natasha, Jenny, and Sophie? This is what Plutarch and Hobbes asked us to ponder. Which of these 

bands is the true atomic kitten? The one comprised of the original members or the one made of the 

contemporary members. Each metaphysics of persistence will answer the question differently, however. And 

that is exactly what this section aims to explore.  



Volume 2, 2022 

 

 55 

 However, if we understood this problem through the lens of perdurantism we can easily 

cover our original intuitions; by stating that the ship prior to having any of its boards replaced 

is a temporal part of both the new and old ship. However, this solution requires us, at the time 

prior to any boards being replaced, to state there are two ships present. This is the multiple-

occupancy view. That both S1 and S2 share the ship, prior to being fixed, as temporal parts 

(Ney 2014). Thus, perdurantism, and the multiple occupancy view offers a solution to the ship 

of Theseus problem whereas an endorsement of common-sense counting leaves us to swallow 

our intuitions and state that neither is the ship of Theseus. Therefore, I believe a rejection of 

common-sense counting and an endorsement of the multiple occupancy view is not inherently 

problematic. Even though common-sense counting seems prima facie to be a sound principle 

we ought to adhere to; it cannot solve these metaphysical puzzles, thus the multiple occupancy 

has explanatory power behind it. Making an endorsement of it completely acceptable. The ship 

of Theseus case shows there are situations in which common-sense counting ought to be 

rejected. It cannot solve these problems, and I believe the perdurantist has a case to make that 

it ought to be rejected in the case of the twinning argument as well. 

 

§8 Are twins ever really zygotes? 

 So far there has only been a rough sketch of how the exdurantist can plausibly deny the 

twinning argument. It is now time to delve deeper to see if the other four-dimensional view of 

persistence can fare as well as perdurantism. As stated before, exdurantists view persistence as 

an object having multiple stages located at different times which bear the counterpart relation 

to one another. However, all that has been said so far is that x is a counterpart of y iff x is 

saliently similar to y and bears causal relations to y. How are we to define saliently similar in 

the context of human life. Efird and Holland believe this salient similarity can be answered as: 

x is a counterpart of y iff x is significantly spatio-temporally, causally, and genetically 

continuous with y (Effird and Holland 2019, 532). Therefore, we can safely conclude that both 

twins bear the counterpart relation to the zygote, as they are both significantly spatio-

temporally, causally, and genetically continuous with the zygote. Thus, the twinning argument 

has been thwarted by yet another four-dimensional understanding of persistence. However, Lee 

does not think we should conclude anything yet. We need to consider the semantics of the 

sentence ‘Sam and Eddie began at conception’. Exdurantism understands ‘Sam’ and ‘Eddie’ 

as referring to specific temporal stages that can change based on the context in which they are 

uttered. Therefore, at any given time only one stage of ‘Sam’ and ‘Eddie’ can exist. So, when 

we say ‘Sam and Eddie will see each other next week’ we have to conclude that this phrase is 
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literally false. As ‘Sam’ and ‘Eddie’ will not see each other next week. As time passes ‘Sam’ 

and ‘Eddie’ as we know them will cease to exist. What will exist next week is a temporal stage 

that bears the counterpart relation to ‘Sam’ and ‘Eddie’; and they will see each other next week 

(Ney 2014).  

 

 Lee asks us to apply this idea of propositions about future and past events being literally 

false under exdurantism to the proposition: ‘Sam and Eddie began to exist at fertilisation’ (Lee 

2020). What can we say about this proposition? Under exdurantism again we have to say that 

this is literally false ‘Sam’ and ‘Eddie’ did not begin at conception only a counterpart of them 

which is spatio-temporally, causally, and genetically continuous with them did. Lee asks us to 

contemplate what the twinning argument seeks to establish. Is it that Sam and Eddie literally 

came into existence at fertilisation, or is it that the zygote is significantly related to Sam and 

Eddie. The latter seems to be un-controversially true; everyone accepts the zygote is 

significantly related to the twins. The point of the twinning argument, I would argue, is the 

former. The twinning argument asserts that if neither of the twins literally came into existence 

at conception, then conceptionism must be false. The exdurantist conceptionist claim that ‘Sam 

and Eddie came into existence at conception’ proposes an uncontroversial truth as definition 

of their counterpart relation and expects a controversial outcome with wide-reaching 

ramifications; when this is simply not the case. Endurantists, perdurantists and everyone in 

between agrees that the zygote and the twins that grow out of it are significantly related. What 

we need to answer to combat the twinning argument is if we were to look at the original zygote 

would we be looking at Sam and Eddie? The exdurantist must answer no, thus the twinning 

argument under exdurantism has succeeded and the conceptionist can only look only towards 

perdurantism as their potential understanding of persistence if they wish to combat the twinning 

argument.  

 

§9 Where are we now? 

 So far, we have established that the only route possible for the conceptionist to avoid 

the twinning argument is to endorse perdurantism. However, where does that leave the agnostic 

stem-cell researcher? Should they be morally motivated to resign and turn themselves in to the 

police for the countless murders of human beings that have taken place, purely on accounts of 

this essay? I do not think so. So far all this essay has attempted to establish is that if the 

conceptionist wishes to deny the twinning argument their only shred of hope is to pursue a 

perdurantist understanding of persistence. However, there has not been an explanation for why 
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one ought to adopt perdurantism. In earnest, this has been pursued a little by explaining that 

perdurantism and the multiple occupancy view, can adequately hold our intuitions around the 

ship of Theseus. However, exdurantism can also answer our intuitions, and arguably better 

because it endorses common-sense counting whilst also being able to state that both ships have 

a claim to the original ship of Theseus (Ney 2014). Should our commitment be to common-

sense counting or to perdurantism? I’ve so far shown that to deny the perdurantist access to the 

multiple occupancy view on the grounds that the multiple occupancy view has catastrophic 

consequences for the endurantist is unfair. However, perhaps Lee is right. Perhaps we ought to 

endorse common-sense counting wherever possible; thus, we ought to deny that all zygotes are 

human beings. It is left to the conceptionist to further their own view and give us reasons to 

either accept perdurantism as the view of persistence that best captures our intuitions; or give 

us reasons to deny other theories of persistence such as endurantism and exdurantism. 

Therefore, as I see it the twinning argument has a rebuttal in the form of perdurantist, but it is 

up to the conceptionist to show us why we ought to adopt such a view of persistence and why 

it is that no other view of persistence can capture our intuitions quite as well.  
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On the Subject of Freedom in Hegel’s Philosophy of World History 

Holden Davis 

 

I: Introduction 

 It is well understood that Hegel describes history as “none other than the progress of 

the consciousness of freedom”109. By this, he suggests that history itself is a process of rational 

change that gradually universalises freedom. This narrative is teleological, meaning there is an 

endpoint or goal by which history can reach. One thing to note, however, is that Hegel does 

not specify the ‘subject’ of this freedom. It appears that the question should arise of determining 

Hegel’s true subject of freedom in the philosophy of world history. Throughout the text, it 

seems that Hegel gives conflicting statements about the subject of freedom, which leaves us 

with the task of wading through these various readings. This essay explores Hegel’s usages of 

freedom. I do not seek to determine what exactly he means by ‘freedom’, though certainly that 

will be touched on, but instead analyse ‘who’ or ‘what’ has the freedom throughout the 

philosophy of world history. My purpose in this paper, therefore, is to better understand Hegel’s 

subject of freedom.    

    

 In the most basic sense, Hegel could be referring to the individual agent as possessing 

freedom. In other words, as history continues, so too do humans become freer. This can be 

identified as the recognition that “all men as such are free”110. Different civilisations throughout 

history have therefore taken different measures to grant individual liberty, and history as a 

whole moves towards universal individual liberty. Of course, there is a question of what type 

of freedom Hegel means when he refers to freedom of the individual human, and I evidence 

various accounts. Upon inspection, however, Hegel appears to take freedom of the individual 

human to a ‘conglomerate’ level, by suggesting that the state (also referred to as nation) also 

possesses freedom. This suggestion closely follows Goldstein’s paper on the Hegelian meaning 

of the state. By states, Hegel commonly means culture or ‘a people’ rather than a specific 

country or nation111. To say the state is the subject of freedom, is akin to saying that freedom 

 
109 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of World History (USA: Cambridge Univ  
Press 1975), 54. 
110 Hegel, World History, 54. 
111 Michael Inwood, A Hegel Dictionary (Cambridge Mass: Blackwell 1992).  
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is somewhat contingent upon the state112. I will scrutinise this claim with close reference to 

Hegel’s writings.  

      

 Lastly, the most ‘Hegelian’ subject of freedom is naturally the world spirit. For the 

purpose of this paper, I do not wish to address the meaning of the spirit itself, as this constitutes 

a considerable discussion within continental philosophy. Instead, following my procedure of 

the prior two subjects, I shall explore Hegel’s reasoning for attaching freedom to the spirit. As 

the world spirit is a central theme throughout the philosophy of world history, I unpack Hegel’s 

usages and contexts of the world spirit in relation to freedom. As a small note on terminology, 

Hegel often uses the terms ‘the spirit’ and ‘spirit’ interchangeably throughout his writings. 

Though there may be some distinguishable meaning between the two, I shall use them 

synonymously.           

 I begin by explaining Hegel’s philosophy of world history. In this section I lay the 

foundations for the concept of freedom. I detail Hegel’s understanding of ‘philosophical 

history’, as well as its nature as a rational and teleological process. I then recount the course of 

world history as according to Hegel. Following that I provide a blueprint for the subject of 

freedom and formalise the trichotomy. In this section I note that the subjects of freedom I have 

offered are by no means mutually exclusive. On the contrary, as I shall demonstrate, the 

individual, state and spirit complement each other. I then analyse the text for contexts and 

meanings in which Hegel offers us different subjects of freedom. I conclude with the suggestion 

that we should relax our attempts to interpret freedom as a singular and rigid concept in Hegel’s 

philosophy of history.      

II: Hegel’s Philosophy of History 

 Hegel’s philosophy of history adheres to what he defines as ‘philosophical history’. 

This is more specifically recognised as the “thoughtful consideration” of history, by which 

humans are uniquely placed to do so113. In fact, the only distinguishing feature between us and 

non-human animals is precisely this ability to cogitate in a reasoned fashion. Under this rubric 

of thought, however, the truly applicable element to history is that of reason, since it is the 

entire “essence and truth”114. The argument(s) laid out by Hegel are not to be understood as 

 
112 Goldstein, Leon J, “The meaning of ‘State’ in Hegel’s Philosophy of History”, The Philosophical 
Quarterly 12 no. 46 (1962): 60-72. 
113 Hegel, World History, 22. 
114 Hegel, World History, 27. 
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physical documentations of history. Contrarily, they are the conclusions (warranted or not) that 

the application of thought to history produces metaphysical truths about the nature of freedom. 

             

 We may understand philosophical history better by contrasting it with traditional 

applications of historical thought. Original history is the typical task of the historian; they aim 

to provide as accurate an account as possible of the past. Any periodical example will suffice, 

but Hegel offers us the ‘History of the Peloponnesian War’ by Thucydides115. Secondly, 

reflective history is the process of acquiring truths or insight from the past.  For instance, what 

he defines as ‘universal history’ is the representation of a certain people or country. The metric 

of universal history could shift in scale, but the history itself “transcends the present”116. He 

also highlights ‘pragmatic history’ as a type of history that involves reflections on moral or 

ideological histories. This is constitutive of a reflective history that requires understanding how 

previous cultures or civilisations might influence our own.       

 Thus, the aim of the philosopher is not to document the events of history in an accurate 

manner, but instead to understand what the nature of history is. Hegel argues that the aim of 

philosophical history is not “abstractly general; but concrete and absolutely present”117. By 

this, Hegel is engaging in a reflective history about history itself, in the hope of extracting 

truths about the ‘spirit’ – which Hegel sees as the guiding force in the events of world history118. 

Philosophy is constituted by the speculation of external thoughts, and when applying this mode 

of thinking to history Hegel suggest that history might be forcibly constructed a priori119.  

           

 Thus, when applying reason to history, Hegel suggests that the absolute constitution of 

history reveals truth in a teleological manner, that is to say, history itself is moving towards a 

given goal or outcome. The actual mechanics of Hegel’s historical perspective are not overly 

relevant to the argument he is making. To briefly summarise, therefore, Hegel divides history 

into three unique stages: Oriental, Greco-Romanic and German Christian 120. In chronological 

order, he examines each of these periods by observing their respective approaches to freedom. 

He begins with what he calls the ‘Oriental’ nations (ancient China). These he argued were the 

least free of all, as only one individual was free, and the interests of that individual were 

 
115 Hegel, World History, 18. 
116 Hegel, World History, 17. 
117 Hegel, World History, 24. 
118 Hegel, World History, 24. 
119 Hegel, World History, 25. 
120 Hegel, World History, 129-30. 
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necessitated at the expense of the interests of all other individuals121. Everything that was done 

was done in the service of the emperor. Hegel compares this era with the “spirit of 

childhood”122.  

           

 With movements of Alexander the Great, however, the Oriental nations were 

superseded by the Roman-Greek era. This period of classical antiquity was somewhat of an 

improvement for Hegel as the extent of individual freedom surpassed that of the emperor. 

Rather than the interests of one being met at the expense of all others, there is a sense to which 

many individuals enjoyed the comforts of quiet freedoms. Nevertheless, there remained those 

who were quite oppressed: slaves, woman, children, the handicapped etc. Rather ironically 

perhaps, Hegel therefore states that the modern Germanic Christian nations were the “end of 

history” 123. They represented the adjoining of subjective and objective spirit, and the modern 

Germanic nations, according to Hegel, had reached a state of universal human freedom – and 

by extension universal consciousness of each individual’s freedom. By the “end of history”, 

we do not mean that time has stopped nor that nothing new can ever come about, but rather 

that our structured contact with the world is in our own hands of anticipation 124. In other words, 

there is nothing left to expect that we do not already anticipate ourselves. Arguably, part and 

parcel of this doctrine is a sense of total freedom and epistemic enlightenment that drives the 

“end of history”.           

 I suggest that this literal approach is somewhat detrimental to Hegel’s argument 

because it draws attention to the literal categorisation of history as necessary to his argument. 

Rather, the emphasis should lie on the conceptual understanding of history as teleological, as 

opposed to tracking real historical events. When incorporating a literal tracking of history, 

Hegel is subject to criticisms that seek to demonstrate that his stages of history are mistaken. 

Moellendorf for instance, argues that Hegel’s eurocentrism taints his argument in the 

philosophy of world history125. I am inclined to agree with Moellendorf, insofar as Hegel 

problematises his own theory by attempting to compartmentalise history. Thus, the present 

 
121 Hegel, World History, 130. 
122 Hegel, World History, 130. 
123 Real Fillion, Multicultural dynamics and the ends of history: exploring Kant, Hegel, and Marx (Ottawa 
Press 2008) 12.  
124 Fillion, Multicultural Dynamics, 12. 
125 Darrel Moellendorf, Racism and rationality in Hegel's philosophy of subjective spirit, History of 
political thought 13, no. 2 (1992): 243-255. 
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discussion centres around the conceptual claim(s) in Hegel’s work, rather than any literal ones.      

            

 

 When considering Hegel’s argument, it is natural to read freedom as though the subject 

of it applies to individual agents. Individuals are seen as possessing greater liberties throughout 

the course of history and it is with them that the freedom belongs. On this reading, the 

incremental emancipation of humankind is self-determined, in the sense that it might be 

collectively willed over time. On the surface, this ‘individualist’ reading is supported by 

Hegel’s writings, but upon inspection  requires further consideration. The statement by Hegel: 

“world history is the progress of the consciousness of freedom”, leaves the question rather open 

ended as to what is possessing the freedom126. Freedom is not an isolated concept, and needs 

to be contextualised to be understood, and so it appears that Hegel is reluctant to commit 

himself to any one entity as possessing the freedom.     

 In the Philosophy of World History, Hegel establishes a twofold understanding of 

freedom. The first concerns the objectivity of freedom, the freedom “in itself”127. The second 

concerns the form of freedom, insofar as “the requirement for freedom is that the subject should 

know that it possesses it…”128.  Thus, it is reasonable to suggest that the subject cannot be 

separated from the ‘freedom’ –they must be understood co-dependently. This type of 

relationship is indicative of similar dialectical thinking throughout Hegel’s thought.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III: The Subjects 

 What, therefore, are the contenders for the subject of freedom? The first possibility, and 

initially the obvious one, is to maintain that the subject of freedom is the individual. This is to 

say that the subject of freedom is each individual in themselves. I think the second possibility 

is to suggest that freedom in world history lies with the ‘state’. This term should not be confused 

with ‘country’ or ‘government’ but is instead interpreted like ‘Volk’. The final conceivable 

possibility is that Hegel intends the subject of freedom to be the ‘world spirit’. To formalise 

the distinction:  

 

α: The Individual Agent 

 
126 Hegel, World History, 54. 
127 Georg Wilhelm Fredrich Hegel, Excerpt from 'Lectures on the Philosophy of History' (Cambridge 
Univ Press 1999), 207-219. 
128 Hegel, Excerpts, 215. 
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β: The Nation/State  

γ: The World Spirit 

  

 It should be noted that these options are not mutually exclusive. I am not claiming that 

Hegel’s understanding of freedom is consistent throughout the philosophy of history, nor that 

the subject of freedom is partitioned to merely these options. Instead, I aim to demonstrate that 

each of these subjects has unique implications for Hegel’s philosophy of history, and part of 

the project throughout this paper is to sketch these implications. Further, as is often the case 

with Hegel, these ideas are best understood relationally. I wish to demonstrate that it is a 

mistaken reading of Hegel to assign freedom to merely one of these options.  

IV: The Individual Agent 

 The most obvious co-dependent relationship with freedom is the individual person. The 

individual has a clear epistemological relationship with freedom, insofar as they are able to 

recognise the extent to which they feel ‘free’. This self-knowledge actualises freedom itself, as 

it necessitates the requirements for freedom according to Hegel129. There is also a clear sense 

to which the individual in mind when Hegel is disseminating history through the stages. This 

is well evidenced throughout the Philosophy of World History.   

 

 In discussing the ‘Oriental’ stage of history, Hegel argues that the “spirit is still 

immersed in nature and is not yet self-sufficient; it is therefore not yet free”130. Hegel continues 

to suggest that the individual in this world is seen as “accidental property” insofar as agents are 

seen as subordinate to the will of the ‘One’ (that is to say the Emperor or ruler). In the Roman-

Greek world, Hegel argues that only “Some are free” – which assumes that the individual is 

situated in this light. The final stage of history, the Germanic-Christian nations, exemplify the 

universality of freedom. On this Hegel draws a definite parallel between freedom and 

individuals: “all men as such are free, and that man is by nature free…”131.    

 On a superficial level, Hegel is quite open about the individual as possessing freedom. 

In fact, he argues that “real freedom” is not based on feeling, but instead on thought and self-

conscious realisation. This epistemological caveat is something that is only truly held by the 

individual agent, as it would appear to be an unlikely claim that the ‘state’ is self-aware in its 

 
129 Hegel, Excerpts, 215. 
130 Hegel, World History, 130.  
131 Hegel, World History, 55.  
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agency. Nonetheless, this possibility should not be ruled out. Hegel elaborates: “Real freedom 

further includes freedom of trade or profession…whereby people are allowed to use their 

abilities as they wish…”132. Here it is transparent that freedom to the individual is key, though 

the kind of freedom being discussed here has a distinctly political strand. Later in this section, 

Hegel discusses the freedom to access offices in state and the kind of agency that gives birth to 

governments and states. Hegel suggests that “if the state is based on freedom, then the many 

wills of individuals also wish to share in the resolutions…”133.   

 

 Hegel is obtuse in his approach here, insofar as he is construing freedom in a very 

restricted sense of the term. It could be argued, for instance, that the kind of freedom being 

presented here is indicative of Berlin’s negative liberty134. Hegel often treats the individual as 

politically free, as the above exposition supposes a freedom from restrictions. This reading of 

Hegel would suggest that the subject of freedom as the individual agent is merely negative 

freedom. This charge against Hegel, however, appears shallow for two reasons. Firstly, the 

case for viewing freedom as positive self-realisation is strong in its own right. This is well 

evidenced in the introduction to the Philosophy of World History. Secondly, it appears 

inconsistent with Hegel’s discussions of spirit to view individual freedom merely as a political 

freedom. I shall examine both of these next.             

 The case for varied subjects of freedom is documented by Hegel during the introduction 

to the Philosophy of World History. Hegel declares that “the Idea of human freedom…reveals 

itself in its purest form of thought…It expresses itself in another form in physical nature, and 

the third form which it assumes is that of the spirit in the absolute sense”135. Further in this 

section, on the discussion of human freedom, Hegel asserts that knowing what determines 

oneself is the essence of human agency. He elaborates: “it is this which constitutes man’s 

independence…that of his own positive freedom”136. This is a distinctly different type of 

freedom to that of the political kind that we examined above. Here the advocacy is positive, 

self-determination. Hegel calls this “the initiator of his own movement”, insofar as we are free 

to do something137. This type of self-realization is a consistent theme throughout the text, 

 
132 Hegel, Excerpts, 215. 
133 Hegel, Excerpts, 216. 
134 Berlin, I. (1969). Two concepts of liberty. Berlin, i, 118(1969), 172.  
135 Hegel, World History, 46. 
136 Hegel, World History, 50. 
137 Hegel, World History, 50. 
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inasmuch as Hegel argues throughout that ‘man’ is required to become rational and free, 

through the potential of one’s own efforts.     

 In addition to the self-realisation account of individual freedom, it appears that the 

political freedom account is inconsistent with the later exposition on the ‘spirit’. As is clear by 

now, freedom is not a fixed concept for Hegel. It almost ‘flows’ through the subjects and is 

thus manifested in different ways. To maintain that Hegel understands the individual as having 

a political freedom from restrictions, is to misread his descriptions of the spirit. At various 

points throughout the introduction, Hegel argues that the spirit is in the individual. In a sense, 

it is what motivates us – the driving force behind our freedom. In the Realisation of Spirit in 

World History, Hegel argues that the purest form that the spirit can take is that of a thinking 

and feeling human person. He argues: “the most immediate knowledge spirit can have of itself 

when it assumes the shape of a human being is that it is capable of feeling”138. Hegel elaborates, 

however, by suggesting that this feeling is that of determination. This seems contrary to his 

explanations on political freedom - though this reading appears more appropriate as it includes 

spirit in its considerations. Freedom in the individual is thus not merely a freedom from 

restrictions, but a true sense of self-actualization and recognition of one’s own freedom. To 

affirm this view, Hegel states that “[man] can restrain this movement, and thereby master his 

spontaneity and natural constitution31.      
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

V: The Nation/State 

 Goldstein argues that it is a “mistaken assumption” to take Hegel’s understanding of 

‘state’ to be the traditional political organisation that holds control over a certain populous139. 

Though certain passages throughout Hegel’s Philosophy of World History do suggest that the 

state is interpreted as a governing political body, I think Goldstein is accurate. To support 

Goldstein’s assessment, Hegel argues that the “state tends to make a division between the 

government on the one hand and the people on the other, so that the former is equated with the 

concentrated activity of the universal and the latter with the many subjective wills of the 

individual citizens”140.         

  

 To better understand what Hegel means by the state, we must refer to the fact that Hegel 

views reason and rationality as an essential aspect to humans. As I have already covered, reason 
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is the only applicable area of thought that sets humans aside from non-human animals, and it 

is thus the only application of the philosophy history in the first place. With this distinction in 

mind, the “state is rationality made manifest in the world…The state is the spiritual Idea 

externalised in the human will and its freedom”141.  This interpretation of state has been 

defended for quite some time, insofar as the “state proper is the totality of human life so far as 

it is the life of moral beings united in a community by tradition, religion, moral convictions 

etc”142. It suggests that the state is the common and rational goals of a community united as its 

own metaphysical entity. It should be interpreted as the manifestation of rationality and reason 

in the world that Hegel argues “all Historical change is therefore essentially dependent upon 

the state…”143.          

 In what respect, however, can we view this totality as the subject of freedom? What 

does it mean to say that the progress of freedom is held by the state? Since Hegel is clear on 

the importance of the state, as manifesting the rationality of individuals, we should not 

understate the possibility that the state can be viewed in various degrees of freedom. We have 

already seen that Hegel views the key requirement of freedom as the ability to be self-aware of 

it, and thus it appears unusual to maintain that the state meets these requirements. Insofar as 

the state is an entity in itself, it is not an entity that is capable of the self-realisation that Hegel 

has in mind. Nevertheless, the co-dependence of freedom and the state is evident throughout 

the Philosophy of World History. Goldstein explains that any dissemination of the subject of 

freedom within the philosophy of world history is by nature contingent upon the state. He 

argues: “any treatment of that subject, [freedom], must certainly rest upon some view(s) of the 

‘state’”144.            

  

 Turning to Hegel, in his division on the relevance of spirit in history he characterises 

the state as “rational freedom”145. On the same page, we read that “freedom only attains an 

objective existence when its moments are present, not just ideally but in their own peculiar 

mode of reality…as a result, the totality, the soul, the individual unity, is created”146. I think, 

based on this, the better interpretation of the state is not to see it as a subject of freedom, but 

an externalisation of freedom. This seems most in accordance with Hegel’s writings. If we 
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think of the state as loosely translated to culture, then we find that culture is precisely the 

product of freedom. When individuals exert their free agency, an externalisation of rich and 

unique cultures (‘states’) arise.          

 

 Despite wanting to avoid the literal claims about history, this analysis situates itself 

rationally within Hegel’s stages of world history. At each stage, we see the physical 

emancipation of human beings, and in doing so more agents wield the ability to enrich the 

‘state’. Evidently, the Eurocentricity of world history according to Hegel dampens this process. 

For instance, it appears quite racist to discount Africa as having any significant importance in 

the history of the world, and simultaneously glorify a civilisation such as ancient Greece147. 

Whilst historical context does not absolve Hegel of this racism, on this occasion we might stand 

to gain from being lenient. This is because Hegel‘s stages of world history exemplify this 

externalisation process – the agency of individuals empirically manifested as the state 148. 

Naturally, that is not to say that another breakdown of world history, that included Africa for 

instance, would be any worse at exemplifying this same process; on the contrary.     

VI: The World Spirit 

 A rather large division in Hegel’s introduction to the Lectures on the Philosophy of 

World History is the “Realization of Spirit in History”149. The spirit, for Hegel, plays no small 

role in the determination of history and thus it is rational to examine it as a subject for freedom. 

Fillion argues that Hegel’s intention in this chapter(s) is to show that the drive of sprit is the 

freedom within humans to self-mastery. He elaborates: “… “the determination of spirit” is the 

freedom at the heart of human efforts to realize what human beings find within themselves to 

realize”150. Thus, the freedom of the spirit is a freedom deep within the human constitution. 

Rather than see individual agents and the world spirit as mutually exclusive entities, it is a 

recommended revision to view the spirit as an ‘operational’ freedom within human persons.

            

 To support this idea, Hegel offers us an explication of the world spirit in history: “The 

spirit [is] the substance of history; its nature is always one and the same; and it discloses this 

 
147 Babacar Camara, The falsity of Hegel’s theses on Africa. Journal of Black Studies 36, no. 1 (2005): 82-

96. 
 
148 Goldstein, Meaning of the ‘State’. 
149 Hegel, World History, 44.  
150 Fillion, Multicultural Dynamics, 91. 



Volume 2, 2022 

 

 69 

nature in the existence of the world”151. Houlgate highlights a useful dictum from Hegel that 

assumes that ‘free will’ is a combination of theoretical and practical spirit152. This is stated less 

explicitly in Hegel’s philosophy of world history. In the chapter titled “The Course of World 

History”, Hegel suggests that theoretical spirit when manifested as language, is not a process 

of self-consciousness but instead “freedom giving itself an external embodiment and proper 

reality”153. Further, we must not necessarily conflate ‘free will’, as in the context above, and 

‘freedom’. Given the array of usages in the Philosophy of World History, it appears 

inappropriate to assume that ‘freedom’ is synonymous with ‘free will’ in any definite sense 

(though we certainly cannot deny parallels between the two concepts). In the same chapter, 

Hegel explicitly states, quite notably, that “World history…represents the development of the 

spirit’s consciousness of its own freedom”154. Perhaps this settles the matter insofar as the 

evidence suggest the subject of freedom is ultimately the spirit. Though as stated earlier, the 

three subjects that I have offered are not necessarily mutually exclusive.      

 Self-knowledge of freedom is the critical requirement. This idea has been thoroughly 

explored in section IV. To what extent does spirit possess this self-knowledge? Can Hegel 

reconcile spirit with self-recognition of freedom? The textual evidence would suggest that 

Hegel assumes the position that spirit possesses self-knowledge. Much like the individual 

agent, therefore, it appears that the epistemic claims of freedom are extendable to spirit, and 

thus subject to the same analysis. Hegel defines the spirit as ‘Beisichselbstein’155. This can be 

understood as a ‘self-sufficient’ being, though Nisbet suggest that another translation is “the 

state of being self-conscious”156. That is not to say that spirit is has always been this way. On 

the contrary, Hegel maintains that spirit itself must undergo a process to reach this constitution: 

“The business of spirit is…to gain knowledge of itself”157.     

 

 Evidently, therefore, Hegel recognises that spirit is capable of self-knowledge. On the 

same page, we read that spirit is necessary to the development of history, inasmuch as the spirit 

knows that it is free. Unlike the individual and the state, it seems that Hegel views spirit on a 

considerably more fundamental level. It would not be misunderstood, I think, to say that spirit 
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is somewhat necessary to both the individual and the state. History is a rational process, and 

the spirit is guided by the unfolding of events as it gradually becomes more aware of its own 

freedom. Humans, according to Hegel, are uniquely rational so the determination of this 

freedom is found at the heart of the human constitution, inasmuch as the “passions and interests 

that animate the particular lives of human beings”158. These passions and interests develop 

materially to form the ‘state’. Thus, we have come full circle in our account of freedom. 

            

 The spirit encapsulates the need for understanding the subjects of freedom relationally. 

It ties together the contingency of the individual and the state and formulates freedom as a 

rational and necessary concept. In doing so, we find that each subject is reliant on the others. 

The implications of this should be clear. Freedom is not a single concept throughout the 

philosophy of history. Indeed, as much as Hegel sticks to one context of the term, he also sticks 

to another. As an overarching concept, the spirit appears to be the most ‘reliable’ subject of 

freedom as it offers an explication of freedom within history that transcends material nature. 

Hegel is clear that material nature plays a minor role in the development of world history. That 

is to say, the physical world contributes to the course of world history, but the “spiritual nature” 

is what drives the substance of history159. Hegel offers us an important distinction on this, 

arguing that the material world is its own rational system, but only in relation to spirit. On the 

same page, we read that the spiritual realm is “all-embracing” insofar as it encompasses wholly 

the activities and events of mankind. Thus, I hazard a suggestion based on this dichotomy: 

freedom of the spirit overhangs material freedom (ie of the state/individuals). Perhaps I am 

unjustified in making this claim, but it seems that given the nature of the spirit, the freedoms 

of the individual are contingent upon it.     

VII: Conclusion 

 It seems then, that freedom can be interpreted more variedly when considering the 

stages of Hegel’s thesis. It is not implausible to think that freedom can be interpreted distinctly 

at each stage in history. In addition, however, this paper has served as an exploration of the 

different subjects of freedom understood by Hegel in the philosophy of world history. I have 

not presented an argument throughout this paper, but instead explored the concept of freedom 

throughout the Philosophy of World History. I have shown that we must temper our attempts 

to cordon freedom to one necessary understanding. As I have demonstrated, the different stages 
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of freedom are uniquely placed to cater for a different reading of freedom. As scholars, we 

must recognise that freedom is a fluid concept and within philosophical works that offer 

freedom as a pivotal notion we should be open-minded about interpretations. Indeed, within 

the lectures on the Philosophy of World History, I have identified three potential readings of 

the ‘subject’ of freedom: individual, state, and spirit. Though these may not be the only subjects 

that we could identify, the logic for choosing these appears well supported by Hegel’s work. 

At different points throughout Hegel’s text, we see him attach the concept of freedom to any 

one of the subjects presented in this essay (as I have documented). We must remember that 

these subjects are not mutually exclusive - in fact, as I have shown, these views are 

complimentary towards one another.     
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Is content moderation a concern that is best left to platforms? 

Ryan Poplett 

Abstract 

 In a global landscape shackled by insecurity, stagnation and the imminent threat of 

climate change, the growing ‘platform’ business model has consolidated itself as a global 

leader in the economy. This essay discusses a small facet of the platform model; ‘social media’ 

and the moderation of user-created content. Currently, platforms and their affiliated partners, 

are absolute sovereigns of their own digital space, acting and moderating under a complete 

veil. This essay aims to discuss the implications of this opacity and whether, given these 

implications, the moderation of these platforms ought to be a concern beyond the companies 

that control them. Moreover, as platforms continue to embed themselves within our everyday 

lives, it is important that there is more awareness of how they function. This essay aims to also 

bridge this gap by consolidating multiple ‘streams’ of research from psychology, political 

economy, software studies, business studies and sociology. 

1. Introduction: 

 Social media platforms, and the companies that control them, have never had a more 

intimate relationship with the people that use them. In the digital age social-media platforms 

hold an important power in much of what we do. It is involved in our peer-relations, work, 

friendships, families, it influences our children160, and as demonstrated over the Covid-19 

pandemic, our belief systems161. Platforms are now a fundamental reality and an integral part 

to how their tens of billions of users162 interact with the world. How these platforms moderate, 

therefore, is a question of paramount importance. As Gillespie163 states: “our public culture is 

(…) a product of their design and oversight”.   

 Content moderation, therefore, acts as global policy. Platforms are absolute 

sovereigns of their own digital space and act as “regulators or bureaucracies” 164 of all 

 
160 Sonia Livingstone et al., “In their own words: What bothers children online?,” European Journal of 
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161 Christian Baccarella at al., "Social media? It's serious! Understanding the dark side of social media," 

European Management Journal 36, no. 4 (2018): 431-438.  
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163 Tarleton Gillespie. "Platforms are not intermediaries." Geo. L. Tech. Rev. 2 (2017a): 198. 
164 Hannah Bloch-Wehba. “Global Platform Governance: Private Power in the Shadow of the State.” SMU Law 
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communicative acts bellow them. Their chosen policy solutions regarding content 

moderation have global influence. They can censor public discourse almost as they please, 

and currently, platforms have no incentives to be impartial. Given a lack of government 

influence, platforms’ decisions are wholly driven by monetary means. Therefore, the vast 

infrastructure of data-driven private ordering and partnerships act as the sole arbiter of their 

actions.165 States currently use this system to leverage control over platforms to implement 

policy preferences without public scrutiny.166   

 Moreover, the ‘connective’ aspect of social-media platforms primarily functions as 

a data-collection service. Various tools and mechanisms are developed and aimed at 

changing your behaviour167 so platform use becomes habitual and regular.  

 Therefore, understanding exactly what a platform is and how it currently functions is 

fundamental to asking the question as to whether content moderation is a concern best left to 

them. Currently, governmental policy on platforms suggests that is. However, I will argue that 

platforms cannot be left to their own devices regarding content moderation. I will firstly 

demonstrate this by going over how Platforms currently moderate. This will reveal the 

monumental task that the moderation of billions of users is. However, while Platform’s current 

ability to moderate is impressive in its own right, it is a necessary function of any platform. 

Moderation is the only thing that makes platforms usable at all. However, in its current form, 

it is fundamentally flawed, partial, and subject to influence.  

 Secondly, I will discuss the various harms produced by social media. This will allow 

for an honest discussion on whether, given their incentives, platforms are able to use 

moderation to solve them. In fact, I aim to highlight how these harms are exacerbated directly 

by and through the way that platforms currently function. Finally, I will move away from user-

to-user interaction and look at Platforms as businesses. This will allow for an insight into the 

monetary incentive’s platforms have. This will ultimately prove a clear incentive against fixing 

or mitigating many of these harms previously discussed. Moreover, it will demonstrate a clear 

incentive for these companies to continue reducing online privacy through collecting, 

stockpiling, and distributing our data.168 

 
165 Fernando N van der Vlist, and Anne Helmond. "How Partners Mediate Platform Power: Mapping Business 
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December 17, 2021.; Hannah Bloch-Wehba. “Global Platform Governance” 29 
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2. What are ‘Platforms’? 

 This essay will primarily focus on ‘Social Media’ platforms, since, for them, content 

moderation is a more primary concern. Platforms of this style rely primarily on user-created 

content and interaction and therefore moderation acts as an essential component to their 

service. However, not all platforms are social media platforms, and the process of 

‘platformisation’ is one rife with issues in regard to long-term stability or sustainability. For 

example, Uber, a platform-based delivery and transport service, was able to operate at a net $1 

Billion loss annually 169 , supported mostly by Silicon Valley due to the valuable data it 

produces. This is despite outsourcing their costs to drivers in a slew of workers’ rights 

violations170.  

 The term ‘platform’ originated from platforms themselves – as a marketing metaphor. 

A ‘platform’ is flat, sturdy, a ‘foundation’ on which anything can be built. It is a cornerstone 

of a future skyscraper, an open and honest platform for all. Indeed, it is deliberately ‘liberal’; 

attempting to convey this idea that anyone can build upon this foundation – a catalyst to free 

speech and expression in a difficult modern world.171 

 However, metaphors obscure as much as they reveal. They shift the conversation, 

deliberately, in the direction in which their writer intended. The joining factor of platforms, 

however, is not their ability to connect people, but collect data172. This insatiable appetite for 

data culminates in a fundamental disregard for user privacy. The ‘platform’ metaphor, 

therefore, serves to shroud the users’ own role as a money-making tool in an enterprise focused 

on shifting the attention to user-to-user interactions.  

 In the wider literature ‘platform’ is a highly multi-disciplinary term, due, in part, to 

platforms’ wide reach. To understand platforms in their entirety, you require the consolidation 

of multiple ‘streams’ of thought: from business and software studies to political economy, 

psychology, sociology, and cultural studies.173 As such, this essay, in an attempt to appreciate 

this multi-faceted nature, necessarily limits its scope to social media.  

3. How are Platforms currently moderated?  

 
169 Nick Srnicek. “The challenges of platform capitalism: Understanding the logic of a new business model.” 
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 The truth is that we simply do not know, in full detail, how platforms moderate. As 

users, there are two documents that dominate our understanding of moderation principles. 

These are the ‘Terms of Service’ and ‘Community Guidelines’. Their exact names differ from 

platform to platform.174 Facebook’s ‘community standards’ are “brief and vague.”175 Twitter’s 

rules and help page on offensive content does little to explicitly say how they moderate. ‘Terms 

of Service’, on the other hand, acts mostly as a legal contract between user and platform. They 

say nothing about how exactly a moderator moderates.   

 This is very deliberate. The rulebook that dictates content moderator’s decisions has 

been chosen to be withheld from public view, other than a few leaks. It is “handled as a trade 

secret”.176 Within the vast digital space of platforms, the ways in which these moderators 

find the content that requires moderation is also only partially known. ‘Flagging’ is one of 

the main ways we know this is done. This is because it is entirely down to users to highlight 

content that personally disturbs them or that they believe does not align with the community 

terms of service. Through this, platforms partially outsource their labour onto users. User-

based moderation, however, is common.  

 Gillespie177 argues that moderation is the service that platforms offer. The platforms 

communicative abilities can be easily replicated by anyone on the internet, but only through 

moderation would they be rendered usable. As such, users must be considered as an essential 

part of this labour force. The Platform ‘Reddit’, for example, almost entirely relies on volunteer 

user moderation of small community-like forum spaces. It may be argued, however, that the 

most important quality of platforms is not their moderation, but their pre-existing user base that 

allows for the development of social networks and communities. But, as Gillespie reveals, 

communication is essentially reliant on moderation since without it, you cannot deliver a 

genuinely useable experience.   

 What is not left to users, however, is moderation through the deletion of content on the 

basis of the U.S. Digital Millennium Copyright Act of 1998 (DMCA). Through this process, a 

strictly U.S. law, becomes global. Moreover, it becomes global in a context where there is no 

court or jury, but complete opacity. As such, takedown requests tend to favour the 

rightsholders, typically large corporations with the resources to ensure what they want takes 

place. This raises important questions as to the accountability of these actions outside of user 
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and public view. When platforms are the sole and private adjudicators, whether the rule of law 

is upheld, is an unknown.  

 Moreover, due to this opaque nature of platforms’ moderation principles, whether a 

platforms decision is genuinely fair or “impartial”178 is difficult to assess. For example, it is 

hard to understand how Facebook’s decision to “suspend the accounts of Rohingya Muslim 

groups who were reporting on the ethnic cleansing of their people in Myanmar”179 operates 

under their core “commitment” to “give people a voice” and “to talk openly about the issues 

that matter to them.”180 In fact, The Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army, an insurgent group 

committed to fighting the ethnic cleansing of Rohingya by the Myanmar military, was 

considered a ‘dangerous organisation’ by Facebook. This is despite a top UN human rights 

official denouncing the military action. Therefore, this was seen by journalist Mohammad 

Anwar as a deliberate attempt to “suppress freedom (…) by colluding with the genocidaires in 

Myanmar”181 

 Twitter, contributing to the trend of supporting human-rights infringing regimes, 

decided to comply to Russian demand and delete 91% of 5,900 tweets, most of which 

contained support for the anti-Putin and anti-corruption opposition-leader Aleksie Navalny.182 

Twitter does not claim to have the same commitment to giving people a voice as Facebook 

does. Yet, in the light of the recent tragic invasion of Ukraine, this decision demonstrates a 

crucial flaw in the lack of accountability built into the moderation of platforms. Yet, both these 

decisions highlight an important part of how platforms moderate. In a context where their 

actions cannot be held accountable, states can leverage this to implement public policy that 

they would prefer to be kept out of the public eye. 183  

 When understanding how platforms moderate, moreover, another issue remains 

steadily within view: that is – the problem of scale. Moderation is not new within media, nor 

is it new on the internet, but the sheer scale of modern platforms exaggerates all existent issues 

ten-fold. Platforms, in the absence of public scrutiny, make deliberate choices to support 

organisations, groups, or governments that benefit them. The US supreme court in 2017 stated 

that social media platforms are “the most important places (…) for the exchange of views”.184 
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Bloch-Wehba185 states they are dealing with “disputes concerning” our “fundamental rights” 

of free expression and privacy online. Yet, their moderation policies and algorithms are often 

not disclosed, with only a general understanding gleamed from leaks and whistle-blowers.186 

Again, this makes it almost impossible to hold platforms accountable. Even if, as Langvardt 

suggests, platforms move to a “personal accountability” moderation model that completely 

shifts content moderation to users, it remains essential that companies “disclose their 

moderation policies.”187 

 What this means is that regardless of the extreme difficulties of moderation and 

the often close to impossible standards that users hold platforms to, the simple fact is that 

whoever controls content moderation “wield[s] enormous cultural power”.188 The fact that 

this power is also wielded behind closed doors means that we do not know the extent to 

which “deeply invested stakeholders”189 are able to control information.  

 

4. Is the current moderation of platforms sufficient? An analysis of the harms of social 

media  

 Content moderation can be wide or small in scope depending on how it is defined. I 

will go over the harms of social media and assess whether current content moderation 

principles are capable of mitigating or reducing these harms. As such, I will also analyse the 

negative implications of social media and social media use by splitting the effects into ‘wide’ 

and ‘small’ scope. Small scope implications are what content moderation is currently mostly 

focused on. These are individual-level user to user issues regarding, often, one to a small group 

of bad actors. These include harms such as cyberbullying, trolling, pornography, and 

disturbing content. On the other hand, ‘wide’ scope content is content that isn’t necessarily 

due to bad actors, but because of the innate nature of how platforms currently function as data-

collection enterprises. These are issues that tend to affect a wide variety of users. These include 

social media addiction, fake news, and mental health effects. These are the implications of 

tools in platforms that the former vice-president of Facebook claimed are “ripping apart the 

social fabric of how society work”190 
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 Small scope implications are not necessarily less severe than large scope harms. As 

Baccarella191 points out, sharing content on platforms comes with inherent risks. Often, these 

risks involve indecent exposure to pornographic or extreme content to minors or other groups 

that do not want to be exposed to it. A study of 10,000 European children aged 9-16 asked 

what, in their own words, are risks that concern them online.192 This study firstly demonstrates 

the diversity of risks which children on platforms face, which complicates the abilities of 

parents, lawmakers, and content moderators. Children online face all forms of bad actors, of 

which interactions with are issues in their own right. Moreover, they also produce a vast 

multitude of different issues, from sexual to direct harm and mental health.  

 Pornography was mentioned by one in five respondents. A 9-year-old boy from 

Denmark mentions he finds issue with “People who have sex on YouTube”. This message is 

echoed by many others, with the source being varied from direct messages and, as a 15-year-

old girl mentions, “advertisements that pop up”. Cyber-bullying, understood as peer-to-peer 

threats, is also widespread, with 19% mentioning it directly. This is closely related to threats 

from people they do not know, which can often take the form of sexual provocation, the 

distribution of violent imagery and racist messages. A 12-year-old Polish boy describes this: 

“propositions to meet from people whom I do not know, photos of naked people, bullying 

somebody or scenes showing homicide”. These issues are echoed by a 15-year-old from 

Ireland: “bad humour referring to disabilities, racism, sexism, war, etc. Hurtful messages from 

other people, embarrassing photographs published by others”193. Often, these children are also 

disturbed by images and videos depicting child abuse, animal cruelty and other depictions of 

violence.  

 These issues experienced by children are often experienced by adults too, however, 

children are vastly more vulnerable. This acts as a stark reminder of, firstly, the difficulty to 

moderate platforms given their ginormous scale. Secondly, it indicates that platforms ought to 

be held to higher standards – the risks children face are severe, and platforms’ primary concern 

is not in their protection.  

 Large scope issues are often the implications of the repeated effects of small scope 

issues. The implications of social media on mental health are often difficult to study since we 

are already heavily integrated with platforms in our daily lives, so isolating the effects of them 

can be difficult. Even if someone does not and has not ever used social media themselves, 
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platforms will still indirectly affect them through their friends, family, work, and peer groups. 

It is important to remember that for users, platforms are fundamentally social, and that as 

humans, social beliefs and standing with peer groups can have massive implications on mental 

health. Fox and Mooreland194 in a study of the psychological and relational stressors produced 

by platforms, particularly Facebook, compiles data from various studies as well as their own 

to demonstrate a variety of negative emotional triggers platforms cause, often as a direct effect 

of deliberate use of tools to sustain attention and develop social networks. Bevan195 correlates 

an increase in the number and time spent on social media with an increase in stress and 

decrease in quality of life. This finding is echoed by Kross where well-being is found to be 

lowered by the high levels of Facebook use over time. Chen and Lee196 found that interaction 

on Facebook “is associated with reduced self-esteem, cognitive overload, and feelings of 

distress.” Again, this issue raises an important question as to where platforms’ incentives lie. 

Currently, given their “voracious appetite”197 for data, these mental health issues that are 

directly precipitated by it, may be low on their agenda to fix.  

 Berryman198 argues that “concerns about social media precipitating a mental health 

crisis may be unwarranted” and that social media use is a poor indicator of mental health 

problems. However, they also revealed the simple fact that we do not know enough about the 

psychological implications of platforms on mental health. This is of great concern as we enter 

into an age in which children will be growing up in a world where they will have direct 

exposure to platforms for their entire lives.  

 With this exposure, the problem of addiction becomes evident. Whether excessive use 

of social media can be understood as an addiction or not is controversial199 in its own right. 

However, Griffiths 200  defines addiction through meeting six major components. This 
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characterization has been endorsed and verified by a number of studies. 201  Importantly, 

however, is the fact that platforms are so well designed to capture and retain attention. The fact 

that there are any cases that prompt a discussion that argues for addictive use is of great 

concern. Griffiths202 isolates the tools and mechanisms that facilitate social media addiction to 

the point that it becomes the “single most important activity in their lives”. These are as 

follows: unpredictable rewards, social affirmation and validation, smartphone sounds and 

vibrations, fear of missing out, social connection, reciprocal liking, social competition, and 

psychological investment. These tools and mechanisms may not be intended to produce 

addiction, and genuine addiction may be rare. However, what these demonstrate is the unique 

harm of behavioural change that social media platforms facilitate. Platforms are designed to 

have users come back again and again; they intend to create habits. As Griffiths203 notes, it is 

about creating and using “daily routines” to form habitual use. The more a user invests in these 

routines through carrying them out, the more likely they are to persist. Through the use of 

sounds, notifications, vibrations and various social factors, platforms can easily grab and retain 

users’ attention. Again, it is the younger population who is more vulnerable to this, with 

teenagers in particular being very vulnerable due to them being at an age in which they crave 

peer recognition. Since this ‘addiction’ is not an issue for platforms, but a function in their data-

collection, again, it seems unlikely that of their own volition, platforms will make a positive 

change to mitigate this issue.  

 Particularly within a world shaped by the Covid-19 pandemic, social media's 

facilitation of news, allowing for the development and sustainment of conspiracy theories 

and ‘fake news’ is also a harm of great concern. A world which is rife with misinformation 

and disinformation surrounding vaccinations, the pandemic, and politics demonstrates a 

genuine risk to democracy and the foundations of truth. This is perhaps what the former 

Facebook executive Palihapitiya was referring to when he infamously stated that the tools 

he worked on are “ripping apart social fabric of how society works”. 204 Fake news and 

conspiracy theories often start from the production of echo-chambers which produces and is 

reinforced by what is called an ‘intergroup-outer group bias.’205  Echo-chambers, in the 

context of platforms, are groups of users who frame, perpetuate, and reinforce a fixed world 

view due to the absence of exposure to diverse perspectives. 206  This develops a group 
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identity due to their shared views, which is reinforced through peer-acceptance. As such, 

groups who do not accept this world view are seen as an ‘outer-group’ and are often belittled 

or hated. This often causes political polarization and sometimes conspiracy theories or 

incitements to violence. Due to the intergroup-outer group bias, these groups are able to 

maintain controversial views and are often strengthened by outer-group resistance.   

 In America, it is thought that this phenomenon was part of what led to the Jan. 6 

storming of the capital and the spread of the “violent”207 QAnon conspiracy theory. Internal 

company documents, disclosed by a whistle-blower, reveals that Facebook was fully aware 

of these issues before attempts were made to limit the spread. In fact, the document suggests 

that they were also aware of, and had developed methods for, the mitigation of the spread of 

political polarization, conspiracy theories, etc. However, they initially chose not to use 

them. 208  What this demonstrates, however, is Platforms’ ability to polarise users and 

perpetuate extremist and bizarre ideologies and conspiracies. Platforms continue to act as a 

significant source of news and information. Therefore, it is important that this process that 

allows for the radicalisation of individuals through belief change, is known. Moreover, the 

fact that it took extreme public attention and backlash before the issue was dealt with, 

demonstrates how platforms are not inherently incentivised to mitigate this issue. Instead, it 

demonstrates how platforms can change belief, and indicates an importance for external 

incentives.  

5. How Platforms Monetize – Domination through Data-Collection 

 How platforms monetize is an essential question when answering what their role ought 

to be within moderation. This is because, as businesses, platform’s primary motive is, and will 

continue to be, profit. As users, when we join and participate within a platform, we have no 

obligation to pay any money towards them. Therefore, the question remains how these billion-

dollar businesses209 make money. Ostensibly, the answer is simply through advertisements. 

Facebook and Twitter’s income, for example, is made up almost entirely from advertisements, 

97.9% and 86.3% respectively in the 2020 fiscal year.210 Combined, this makes up almost a 

third of what is made in the total advertising infrastructure estimated to be worth $333 
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billion211. Programmatic Advertising is defined as “The automation of buying and selling of 

ad inventory using audience data to enable advertisers to show relevant ads to the audience at 

the right time and place” by the Observatory on the Online Platform Economy. 212 

Programmatic advertising, as opposed to non-programmatic advertising, makes up 84.5% or 

more of this vast total sum. What this demonstrates, firstly, is platforms reliance on user-data 

to circulate tailored advertisements.  

Facebook (Meta), for example, is as much of a platform as a tech and data enterprise – 

acquiring major platforms such as Instagram and WhatsApp 213 , totalling an estimated 

acquisition of 90 companies, many undisclosed.214 This blurs the distinction between the 

platform, the company that owns it and the various business intermediaries and API’s that 

shape it. The social media ‘platform’ that user's interface with is shaped by algorithms, models 

and software tools created by business intermediaries or ‘audience intermediaries’. 215 

Therefore, unless platforms are understood within this infrastructure, you will have an 

incomplete view as to the true incentives and power of these platforms, especially in relation 

to content moderation.  

 Google and Facebook (Meta) currently own a duopoly within this market due to the 

fact that they are able to dominate both the user/consumer side as well as the publishing side.216 

This monopoly is created through operating as ‘walled-gardens’.217 This is where Application 

Programming Interfaces, otherwise known as API’s, act as the increasingly more restrictive 

gates.218 As a publisher, platforms create ecosystems through these restricted APIs in which 

they have all the control. This forces advertisers to use their services at every step. Within the 

Facebook infrastructure, for an advertiser to have their product shown, they must use 

Facebook’s data for audience targeting, be personalised, and hosted within Facebook and 
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pushed on Facebook’s own selected inventory.219 

  Platforms therefore dominate this market, with their growth coinciding with the 

growth of the programmatic advertising market on the whole. This is because platforms 

operate as this bridge between both the publishing and consumer markets of this 

advertising-reliant ‘audience economy’. Platforms have the advantage of having direct 

access to billions of consumers, the tools to be able to reach them, as well as the data (from 

both sides of the market) to support these tools to make their advertisements more effective. 

API’s and SDK’s (software development kits) are integral to this programmatic advertising 

ecosystem and access to them is controlled and shared through partner programs.220 This is 

how these ‘walled gardens’ are able to be created. These partners are also often large 

companies of their own and will be acting in a similar way to platforms in terms of forming 

strategic business relations with both advertisers and publishers and trading data and 

resources. This forms a top-down ecosystem dominated by platforms which is characterised 

by “complexity” and “opacity”221 

 Van der List and Helmond222 mapped these businesses and data partnerships within 

this social media ecosystem. What they found is that partnerships are “essential” 223  to 

platforms’ advertising-based monetization model. Importantly, therefore, these partnerships 

are endemic within the “data collection” industry as well. Here, partners provide the key to 

expanding the use of the vast data collected by platforms to other “services, domains, and 

industries”224. Therefore, the power of platforms is diversified across these partners, where 

control is exercised through “partnership agreements” and “infrastructure”225. APIs, in this 

case, are the primary form of control that platform owners have over their partners. This is 

why these ‘closed gardens’ are so widespread and beneficial for platforms. Facebook and 

Googles’ duopoly is controlled primarily through this way, where key partners “Acxiom, 

Oracle, and Experian”226 act as the driving force of their profits with privileged API access.   

 This creates two primary issues for moderation. Firstly, since control over platforms 

is distributed across the owners as well as the partners, where user data is going is notoriously 

hard to trace. This means that platforms are able to act in opacity, where how they use audience 
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data cannot be held accountable. Moreover, platforms hold a monopoly within the 

advertisement industry. What this means is that there is a distinct lack of competition and 

therefore little incentives to address their issues. This makes it unlikely that platforms will 

consider moderation, outside what pleases partners, as a priority. When this is combined with 

a monopoly of users as well, as is in Facebook’s case, a clear disregard for privacy and 

accurate moderation is demonstrated. While it is true that users consent to the use of their data 

when they sign up to use a platform, this does not necessarily excuse privacy violations in an 

opaque industry. The simple fact remains that platforms simply have more of an incentive to 

collect, sell and distribute as much user data as they possibly can.   

 Therefore, platforms are designed in order to spread to and sustain as many users as 

possible. This allows them to grow their monopoly within both the data-

collection/distribution markets. This process involves deliberate behaviour change of users 

by developing functions that exploit reward mechanisms and desires related to social 

interaction, communication, and networks. These are features such as ‘friend listing’, 

‘tagging’, ‘comments’, ‘notifications’, etc. Through this process users find themselves 

reliant on platforms in their daily lives. This, again, means that platforms have almost no 

incentives to mitigate any harm associated with social media overuse/addiction or the 

formation of conspiracy theories/fake news. Instead, platforms have every incentive to 

sustain user attention for as much as possible, disregarding users’ privacy rights in the 

process227. As such, within this context, some form of external moderation must be needed 

if we consider the harms, previously discussed, worthy of being addressed. 

 Currently, platforms hold a unique power with a massive reach of an estimated 4.55 

billion users, that is 57.6% of the world population in 2021228. And if you have a smartphone, 

this percentage shoots up229 So many of the studies I have previously used230 emphasised just 

how much these platforms are embedded in our lives. Kapoor, et al. (2017) reveals some of the 

extent to which we rely on social media: from news, to entertainment, connection with peers, 

reviews/recommendations, emotional needs and more. I argue that these factors are effects of 

their advertisement and data reliant monetization model.  

 Kietzmann 231  provides insight into the nature of platforms by developing a 
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‘honeycomb’ framework of seven building blocks of social media functionalities and their 

respective implications. These building blocks are fundamentally social and communicative. 

They are intended to give users a social identity within a digital space in which they can 

communicate with other users, keep track of friends, create content, communities and have 

social standing. These building blocks also have a ‘dark side.’ 232  With ‘sharing’ comes 

“inappropriate distribution and content”; conversations: “misinformation, disinformation and 

aggressive engagement”; groups: “in group/out-group bias”; presence: “location monitoring 

and tracking”; identity: “exploitation of online self”; relationships: “threat, coercion, abuse, 

intimidation” and reputation: “shaming and defamation”.   

 Often, platforms are praised that given the problem of scale, they are able to moderate 

at all.233 However, as Gillespie234 points out, moderation is the essential service that platforms 

offer, without it, they would be fundamentally useless. What I argue is that due to this, 

platforms aim to offer the bare minimum moderation that they are able to get away with. The 

direct moderation that they do use is often to please partners, corporations, or governments. If 

growth continues due to their lack of moderation in certain areas, then they have no incentives 

to deal with it.   

 Fundamentally, platforms aim to use various tools and mechanisms that exploit human 

social needs for validation and social interactions to sustain attention and grow. Certain aspects 

of moderation that might be needed will directly inhibit this. Bhargava and Velasquez235 in a 

study of the addictive effects of social media identify three major design elements to meet these 

goals. First, is the communicative aspect which is at the forefront of social media – using “our 

desires for social validation and social reciprocity”. The second encompasses deliberate 

behaviour change – eroding our natural ‘stopping points’; our natural ability to be able to 

prioritize our attention. This is when you stop to look at Facebook on a break from work for 

five minutes, only to have those five minutes turn into half an hour, or even an hour. Linked 

with these stopping points is the use of “intermittent variable awards” (the slot machine effect). 

These rewards come in a variety of forms and can be social, physiological, and psychological. 

These rewards are often facilitated and are often reinforced through sounds, vibrations and 

even colours.236  

5. Conclusion - Why Content Moderation is a Concern that Cannot be left to Platforms 
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Alone: 

 All platforms moderate and moderation is not easy. As Gillespie237 argues, moderation 

at the scale at which platforms operate is such a complex undertaking that it is “amazing that 

it works at all.” They should not, therefore, be left to this difficult undertaking alone. 

Meaningful regulatory practices enshrined in law and policy must be implemented over 

platforms. Currently, platforms essentially act as free-floating corporate bureaucracies with 

almost no accountability to their actions. The accountability they do have, is held only in the 

responsibility to their stakeholders, primarily to their business partners.238 This responsibility 

acts directly counter to the mitigation of the harms they produce.   

 Platforms monetary incentives directly influence them to “invoke and amplify”239 

misinformation, disinformation, conspiracy theories, controversy and polarisation through 

algorithms designed to capture as much of your attention as possible. Anything that keeps 

users using will be exploited by platforms as much as they possibly can. All the while, they 

collect as much data on you as they are able to and bid this to companies (sometimes 

governments) worldwide. They provide exclusive access to your data to the highest bidders 

through APIs. Sometimes, this even threatens democracy with companies/foreign powers 

using user data and advertising on platforms to influence elections. This system allows 

platforms to operate within our world and the advertising economy as monopolies. They 

monopolise our data, our public discourse, and our attention.   

 When the former vice-president of Facebook says that platforms are “ripping apart the 

social fabric of how society work(s)” 240  they are being deadly serious. This isn’t even 

considering the mostly unknown long and short-term effects of social media use on mental 

health. Currently, children worldwide are growing up in a world dominated by social media. 

11- and 12-year-olds are complaining about “Racist messages; sexual messages”, 

“Propositions to meet from people” they “do not know”, “bullying” and “scenes showing 

homicide”. These children are growing up in a world dominated by platforms that are 

deliberately designed to exploit social factors to garner participation, and form habits to garner 

as much attention as they are able to.241  

 This is within a context of an industry dominated by opacity. Their moderation 
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principles are undisclosed, the details in how they use our data is unknown, and who they are 

selling it to, is unknown. Platforms merely “simulate genuine cultural participation and 

value”242 to profit from your attention. Platforms are not all bad. But in terms of whether they 

should have the responsibility of having the sole control over moderation that affects the 

discourse of the world? No, Content moderation is a concern that cannot be left to platforms 

on their own.  
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