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FROM THE GUEST EDITOR
Buddhist Philosophy Worldwide: 
Perspectives and Programs

Rafal Stepien
HEIDELBERG UNIVERSITY

This is the first of two special issues of the newsletter 
dedicated to Buddhist philosophy. My initial intention as 
guest editor was to prepare a single issue of the newsletter 
on the topic “Buddhist Philosophy Worldwide: Perspectives 
and Programs.” The idea was to include descriptive and 
prescriptive/evaluative elements: On the one hand, scholars 
working on Buddhist philosophy throughout the world were 
invited to provide a descriptive snapshot of the state of the 
field in their geographical/disciplinary area; on the other, 
they could proffer an evaluative appraisal of how Buddhist 
philosophy has been carried out and/or a prescriptive 
program of how they feel it should be carried out. This 
dual remit played out in a foreseeable manner, such that 
some authors composed largely descriptive pieces, while 
others took a more methodologically oriented approach in 
which they outline a vision of what the practice of Buddhist 
philosophy could or should entail, and/or how it can or 
could contribute to the practice of academic philosophy 
per se.

Eventually, for both practical and programmatic reasons, 
the decision was taken to unweave these strands into 
two separate newsletter issues, with the current spring 
2019 issue remaining devoted to “Buddhist Philosophy 
Worldwide: Perspectives and Programs,” and the ensuing 
fall 2019 one to be on “Buddhist Philosophy Today: 
Theories and Forms.” Practically, the total length of the 
articles submitted by the nineteen authors I was able to 
corral greatly exceeded that typical for a single issue of 
the newsletter, and the subsequent realization that roughly 
half of the authors had taken each of the two tracks I 
had laid led me and the APA to decide upon dividing the 
articles accordingly. More substantively, upon reading 
the final products it became clear to me that we were 
dealing here with two distinct and individually important 
sets of contributions to the study of Buddhist philosophy. 
On the one hand, given that the more descriptive articles 
preponderantly issued from non-Western cultural/
national contexts underrepresented within the field at 
large, and given also that the descriptions provided by 
these authors were typically accompanied by healthy 
doses of interpretation, I consider these contributions to 

constitute a solid bloc of scholarship on the practice of 
Buddhist philosophy worldwide. On the other hand, those 
contributions whose authors took a more evaluative or 
prescriptive approach likewise taken together comprise a 
well-rounded collection of articles, in this case one theorizing 
contemporary Buddhist philosophical scholarship.

In preparing the collection as a whole, I was particularly 
resolute that contributions cover a greater geographical 
span than that encompassed by the major centers in 
Europe and North America. Interestingly, it so happens that 
in all but two cases scholars working in European and North 
American universities where the field’s center of gravity 
lies chose to concentrate on theoretical elaborations of 
Buddhist philosophical practice; their contributions thus 
appear in the following issue. For the present survey 
of “Buddhist Philosophy Worldwide,” my insistence on 
a broad geographical coverage was motivated on the 
one hand by a methodological impetus to ensure as 
comprehensive as possible a spectrum of perspectives 
be included, and on the other hand by the conviction that 
Buddhist philosophy, being a strikingly multi- and trans-
cultural phenomenon itself, could and should be studied, 
carried out, and put into practice most fruitfully from the 
widest possible range of vantage points. As such, I actively 
sought out contributors from a variety of countries in Asia, 
where Buddhist philosophy has of course the longest of 
intellectual pedigrees, as well as Australasia, Africa, South 
America, and the Middle East in addition to Europe and 
North America. Unfortunately, I was unable to locate any 
scholars based anywhere in Africa, South America, or the 
Middle East outside of Israel willing to take part.

Nevertheless, the present volume includes what I believe 
is a hitherto unparalleled collection of texts detailing and 
appraising the state of the scholarly field of Buddhist 
philosophy around the world. It begins with an account of 
“Buddhist Philosophy in Australian Universities” by John 
Powers and Leesa S. Davis, which provides a comprehensive 
survey of the field both as it currently stands and as it 
has evolved throughout the shifting Australian academic 
context. Roy Tzohar’s study of “Buddhist Philosophy, and 
Eastern Philosophy in General, in Israel and Palestine” 
details the historical permutations and present status of 
the field in the shadow of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and 
the region’s tumultuous political context. Karin Meyers’s 
account of “Buddhist Philosophy in the Kathmandu Valley” 
is similarly exhaustive, with special focus on the Rangjung 
Yeshe Institute, the only educational institution in the area 
with accredited degree programs in Buddhist Studies 
specifically designed for international students. The 
following contributions on “Buddhist Philosophy in Poland: 
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supporting my suggestion as to the topic, and to my blind 
peer-reviewer for not only agreeing to be involved but for 
producing such fine reviews at such a speedy rate. I also 
express my gratitude to the Berggruen Philosophy & Culture 
Center for funding that enabled initiation of this work while 
I was the Berggruen Research Fellow in Indian Philosophy 
at Wolfson College and the Faculty of Philosophy of the 
University of Oxford, and likewise to the Alexander von 
Humboldt Foundation for funding that enabled completion 
of this work while I was a Humboldt Research Fellow at the 
Karl Jaspers Centre for Advanced Transcultural Studies of 
Heidelberg University. At Oxford and Heidelberg, Richard 
Sorabji, Jan Westerhoff, and Michael Radich stand out as 
colleagues and mentors especially supportive of this and 
like projects in and of Buddhist philosophy. Of course, I 
reserve my most profound thanks to the contributors 
themselves, without whose energy and insight none of this 
could have come to fruition.

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES AND 
INFORMATION

GOAL OF THE NEWSLETTER ON ASIAN AND 
ASIAN-AMERICAN PHILOSOPHERS

The APA Newsletter on Asian and Asian-American 
Philosophers and Philosophies is sponsored by the APA 
Committee on Asian and Asian-American Philosophers and 
Philosophies to report on the philosophical work of Asian 
and Asian-American philosophy, to report on new work in 
Asian philosophy, and to provide a forum for the discussion 
of topics of importance to Asian and Asian-American 
philosophers and those engaged with Asian and Asian-
American philosophy. We encourage a diversity of views 
and topics within this broad rubric. None of the varied 
philosophical views provided by authors of newsletter 
articles necessarily represents the views of any or all the 
members of the Committee on Asian and Asian-American 
Philosophers and Philosophies, including the editor(s) 
of the newsletter. The committee and the newsletter 
are committed to advancing Asian and Asian-American 
philosophical scholarships and bringing this work and this 
community to the attention of the larger philosophical 
community; we do not endorse any particular approach to 
Asian or Asian-American philosophy.

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES
1) Purpose: The purpose of the newsletter is to publish 

information about the status of Asians and Asian 
Americans and their philosophy and to make the 
resources of Asians and Asian-American philosophy 
available to a larger philosophical community. The 
newsletter presents discussions of recent developments 
in Asians and Asian-American philosophy (including, 
for example, both modern and classical East-Asian 
philosophy, both modern and classical South Asian 
philosophy, and Asians and Asian Americans doing 
philosophy in its various forms), related work in 
other disciplines, literature overviews, reviews of 
the discipline as a whole, timely book reviews, and 

Legacy and Prospects” by Jakub Zamorski and the “Study 
of Buddhist Philosophy in Sri Lanka” by Asanga Tilakaratne 
likewise examine the complex historical trajectories of 
the field in these varied contexts before discussing its 
present situation and future prospects. In his article on 
“Buddhist Philosophy in Two Japanese Cross-Philosophical 
Approaches,” Shinya Moriyama introduces the work and 
evaluates the abiding influence of Hajime Nakamura 
(1912–1999) and Toshihiko Izutsu (1914–1993) on the field 
in Japan. Huanhuan He then provides a survey of “Sanskrit-
based Buddhist Philosophy in China Today,” a discipline 
she observes has changed quite dramatically during the 
last two decades. Zhihua Yao, meanwhile, draws on his 
direct experience “Teaching Buddhism as Philosophy” 
in Hong Kong to reflect on how to present Buddhism in 
a way that is easily accessible to general philosophical 
readers with the hope of making it better received by 
them. Joseph McClellan’s article, “Preserving the Four 
Noble Truths at the Heart of Buddhist Pedagogy,” similarly 
draws on the author’s experience studying and teaching 
Buddhist philosophy, which in his case has taken place in 
contexts as varied as the United States, Nepal, Myanmar, 
and Bangladesh, and notably included culturally Buddhist 
Bhutanese as well as Ismaili Muslim Pakistani students, 
whose reactions to the academic study of Buddhist 
philosophy McClellan discusses. Finally, in “Sailing against 
the Current: The Buddha, Buddhism, and Methodology,” 
Hari Shankar Prasad presents an account of academic and 
non-academic perspectives on the study of Buddhism 
in contemporary India, before turning to more explicitly 
methodological considerations regarding such study.

As may transpire from the foregoing account, I have 
structured this volume in a manner that self-consciously 
works against any easy compartmentalizations of academic 
Buddhist philosophy along geographical and/or cultural 
lines (e.g., Western/Eastern, Northern/Southern, etc.). 
Instead, and in accordance with the mandate of this 
special issue, I have foregrounded those pieces which 
provide detailed accounts of their respective contexts, 
before moving toward more deliberative pieces so as to 
segue as seamlessly as possible into the overtly theoretical 
articles comprising the ensuing volume. One abiding 
regret I have to do with the assembled pieces regards the 
gender representation of the authors, for only two of ten 
contributors to this issue and only one of eleven in the 
following are female. This imbalance I readily recognize 
as problematic, though I can assure the readership that it 
remains not for any lack of trying to avert or rectify it: In 
addition to those who did agree to contribute, I invited a 
further eight female scholars of Buddhism who for various 
reasons were unable to commit to this project. Had they 
been able to do so (and I am not trying to make anyone feel 
guilty!), a more-or-less equal representation of genders 
would have been ensured; one, it merits mentioning, well 
in excess of the stubbornly skewed levels of representation 
in the field (of Buddhist philosophy, to say nothing of 
philosophy itself) as a whole.

My thanks go first of all to the editor of the newsletter, 
Prasanta Bandyopadhyay, for inviting me to act as guest 
editor, to the chair of the Committee on Asian and Asian-
American Philosophers and Philosophies, Brian Bruya, for 
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ARTICLES
Buddhist Philosophy in Australian 
Universities

John Powers
DEAKIN UNIVERSITY

Leesa S. Davis
DEAKIN UNIVERSITY

Overview. At present, there are roughly a dozen academics 
employed full-time in Australian universities who have 
a primary or significant professional commitment to 
Buddhist philosophy, who teach courses in the field and 
advise graduate students, and who have a track record 
of relevant publications. For the past several decades, 
three universities—Australian National University (ANU), 
Deakin University, and University of Tasmania (UTas)—have 
supported programs in Buddhist philosophy, although 
the field’s actual fortunes in these institutions have risen 
or fallen as a result of restructurings or departures when 
people have moved or retired.1

Australian National University (Canberra, Australian Capital 
Territory) has a longstanding commitment to Buddhist 
Studies and to the Asia-Pacific—a principle that is enshrined 
in the University’s Charter. During the 1960s–1980s, the 
main center focused on Buddhism was the Department of 
South Asian and Buddhist Studies in the Faculty of Asian 
Studies, headed by Jan Willem de Jong (1921–2000). His 
primary interest was philology and textual studies, but he 
also made notable contributions to Buddhist philosophy 
in his often lengthy and detailed book reviews and in 
publications relating to Buddhist philosophical literature 
(e.g., de Jong 1949, and 1978, and 1979). De Jong was a 
prolific scholar who published more than 820 articles in 
French, English, and Japanese.2

The program he headed produced a number of Ph.D.s who 
subsequently became leading figures in various subfields 
of Buddhist Studies, including Paul Harrison (Ph.D. 1980); 
Gregory Schopen (Ph.D. 1978) and John Jorgensen (Ph.D. 
1990). De Jong was appointed Professor and Head of 
Department in 1965 and continued to lead the department 
until he retired in 1986.

Following de Jong’s retirement, Buddhist studies at ANU 
entered a hiatus period until John Powers was hired as a 
Senior Lecturer in 1995. Powers was promoted to Reader in 
2000 and to Professor in 2008, and in 2013 he was elected 
as a Fellow in the Australian Academy of Humanities. 
Together with the late Primoz Pacenko, a Visiting Fellow 
supported by a research grant from the Pali Text Society, 
Powers revived the Sanskrit program and also began 
advising graduate students working on texts in Sanskrit, 
Pāli, Tibetan, and Chinese. John Makeham’s appointment 
in 2006 significantly augmented expertise in Buddhist 
philosophy and sinology, and ANU became Australia’s 
leading center for Buddhist philosophy.

suggestions for both spreading and improving the 
teaching of Asian philosophy in the current curriculum. 
It also informs the profession about the work of the APA 
Committee on Asian and Asian-American Philosophers 
and Philosophies. One way the dissemination of 
knowledge of the relevant areas occurs is by holding 
highly visible, interactive sessions on Asian philosophy 
at the American Philosophical Association’s three 
annual divisional meetings. Potential authors should 
follow the submission guidelines below: 

i) Please submit essays electronically to the editor(s). 
Articles submitted to the newsletter should be 
limited to ten double-spaced pages and must 
follow the APA submission guidelines. 

ii) All manuscripts should be prepared for anonymous 
review. Each submission shall be sent to two 
referees. Reports will be shared with authors. 
References should follow The Chicago Manual Style.

iii) If the paper is accepted, each author is required to 
sign a copyright transfer form, available on the APA 
website, prior to publication.

2) Book reviews and reviewers: If you have published a 
book that you consider appropriate for review in the 
newsletter, please ask your publisher to send the 
editor(s) a copy of your book. Each call for papers 
may also include a list of books for possible review. 
To volunteer to review books (or some specific book), 
kindly send the editor(s) a CV and letter of interest 
mentioning your areas of research and teaching.

3) Where to send papers/reviews: Please send all articles, 
comments, reviews, suggestions, books, and other 
communications to the editor: Prasanta Bandyopadhyay 
(psb@montana.edu).

4) Submission deadlines: Submissions for spring issues 
are due by the preceding November 1, and submissions 
for fall issues are due by the preceding February 1.

5) Guest editorship: It is possible that one or more 
members of the Committee on Asian and Asian 
American Philosophers and Philosophies could act as 
guest editors for one of the issues of the newsletter 
depending on their expertise in the field. To produce 
a high-quality newsletter, one of the co-editors could 
even come from outside the members of the committee 
depending on his/her area of research interest.

mailto:psb%40montana.edu?subject=
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were no academics employed by the university with the 
linguistic expertise to make use of Canberra’s Buddhism 
holdings, but they remain the most substantial resource for 
researchers in Australia and the Southern Hemisphere.

The study of Buddhist philosophy at ANU continues today 
in the College of Arts and Social Sciences following the 
appointment of Bronwyn Finnigan and Koji Tanaka in 
2012. Finnigan is a Senior Lecturer who specializes in 
Buddhist ethics, and she teaches seminars on Buddhist 
philosophy, ethics, and social and political philosophy. 
Finnigan’s research also examines issues in epistemology 
and philosophy of mind as well as conceptual linkages 
between Asian and Western philosophical traditions. 
Tanaka holds a Discovery Early Career Researcher Award 
(DECRA) from the Australian Research Council (ARC). This is 
mainly a research position, the focus of which is Buddhist 
logic in India and China. His research interests include 
philosophy of language, metaphysics, and philosophy of 
artificial intelligence.

Deakin University (Geelong and Burwood, Victoria) has 
maintained a program in Buddhist philosophy for decades, 
initially under the leadership of Max Charlesworth, who 
was Chair of Deakin’s History of Ideas and Religious 
Studies Departments from 1974–1975; he was appointed 
Foundation Dean of the Humanities in 1975. Purushottama 
Bilimoria was hired as a Lecturer in 1980. He taught 
comparative courses on Buddhism and Vedānta. Bilimoria 
retains a position as Honorary Associate Professor of 
Philosophy at Deakin and is a Senior Fellow at the University 
of Melbourne, but currently he is mainly based at University 
of California, Berkeley, where he is a Visiting Professor. One 
of Bilimoria’s most significant contributions to Buddhist 
philosophy internationally is his editorship of Sophia, 
one of the leading venues for cross-cultural philosophical 
research. The journal was founded by Max Charlesworth 
in 1962 with the aim of advancing discussion between 
the disciplines of philosophy and religious studies. Under 
Bilimoria’s leadership, Sophia became the leading journal 
in Australia for cross-cultural philosophy. Bilimoria has also 
recently published a comprehensive edited collection of 
articles on the history of Indian philosophy by sixty-eight 
academics (Bilimoria 2018).

Peter Fenner, a specialist in Madhyamaka philosophy and 
a monk in the Gelukpa tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, was 
a Senior Lecturer at Deakin from 1984 to 2005. Fenner 
taught courses on “Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti” and “Self 
and its Destiny in Buddhism.” He also supervised doctoral 
candidates in Buddhist Philosophy, two of whom went on 
to make contributions to the academic study of Buddhism: 
(1) Peter Paul Kakol, who published several articles and a 
comparative study of Madhyamika and process philosophy 
(2009); and (2) Leesa Davis, who took up an appointment 
at Deakin as a Lecturer in Philosophy in 2012. Since 
his retirement from academia, Fenner has worked as a 
meditation facilitator whose courses focus on therapeutic 
applications of nondual Buddhist thought (http://wisdom.
org/).

When John Powers was appointed as a Research Professor 
in 2016, he joined a cohort of colleagues who research 

Several courses on Buddhist philosophy were taught by 
Powers and Makeham, and the program also produced 
a number of Ph.D.s who subsequently made significant 
contributions to the academic study of Buddhism, including 
(1) Christian Coseru (Ph.D. 2004), whose dissertation 
focused on perception in the thought of Śāntaraks

˙
ita 

and Kamalaśīla (Coseru 2004).3 Currently a Professor at 
College of Charleston, Coseru has become a leading figure 
internationally in cross-cultural philosophical studies; (2) 
Royce Wiles (Ph.D. 2000), who mainly specializes in Jaina 
literature but who has also published articles in Buddhist 
philosophy and who teaches courses on Buddhism at Nan 
Tien Institute (NTI) in Wollongong, New South Wales; (3) 
Ruth Gamble (Ph.D. 2013), whose thesis (Gamble 2013) 
focused on the life and literary works of the third Karmapa, 
Rangjung Dorje (Rang byung rdo rje, 1284–1339); a revised 
version has been published by Oxford University Press 
(Gamble 2018); and (4) Pamela Lyon (Ph.D. 2006), whose 
thesis on cognition (Lyon 2006a) won ANU’s Crawford 
Medal, awarded for the best dissertation in a given year 
(Lyon 2006a). It began with an exploration of the conceptual 
implications of the “four seals” (caturmudrā) in Buddhism 
and evolved into a groundbreaking study in philosophy of 
biology. Since completing her graduate studies, she has 
expanded her research on cognition within the general 
discipline of philosophy of biology and has published nine 
articles in the field, including Lyon (2006b), Lyon (2007), 
and Lyon (in press).

The Faculty of Asian Studies was amalgamated into 
the College of Asia and the Pacific in 2010. Following 
a restructuring in 2016, Powers left ANU to take up an 
appointment as a Research Professor in the Alfred Deakin 
Institute for Citizenship and Globalisation at Deakin 
University in Geelong, Victoria, and Makeham became 
Director of LaTrobe University’s China Program, which is 
based at its campus in the Bundoora suburb of Melbourne. 
Their departure marked the end of Buddhist Studies in the 
College of Asia and the Pacific, and at present the College 
has no academics with expertise in the field nor does it 
offer courses in Buddhism.

ANU still retains the largest collection of Asia-related works 
in the Southern Hemisphere despite major cutbacks in 
staffing for Asian Studies. The combined Asia holdings of 
the National Library and ANU’s libraries (predominantly 
the Menzies Library, which contains the bulk of ANU’s 
Asia collection) are estimated to comprise 82 percent of 
the total for Asian Studies in Australia. The collection is 
particularly strong in Indic languages, Tibetan, Chinese, Pāli, 
and Japanese, and it also has large holdings in Burmese, 
Mongolian, Sinhala, and Thai.

The National Library of Australia is home to the Australian 
Buddhist Library’s collection. The Buddhist Library was 
founded in 1984 by a grant from Cantonese businessman 
Eric Liao (d. 2004). It comprises more than three thousand 
works in a wide range of languages, including Mahāyāna 
and Theravāda canonical collections in Pāli, Chinese, and 
Tibetan. The Buddhist Library’s books were donated to 
the National Library in 1988, and they augmented already 
substantial Asia holdings. With the demise of Buddhist 
Studies in ANU’s College of Asia and the Pacific, there 

http://wisdom.org/
http://wisdom.org/
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Leesa Davis is a Lecturer in Philosophy and Religious 
Studies in the Faculty of Arts and Education whose 
research interests include Zen, Madhyamaka, Buddhism 
in the West, and cross-cultural philosophy. Davis was 
instrumental in re-establishing a Religious Studies Major at 
Deakin and is the convener of the Buddhist Studies minor. 
She teaches an annual course on Buddhist philosophy as 
well as more general philosophy of religion and religious 
studies offerings that incorporate sections on Buddhist 
philosophy. She is also the Unit Chair of the Buddhist 
Studies in India study tour that, in partnership with the 
Five College Consortium in the USA led by Jay Garfield 
and the University of Tasmania led by Sonam Thakchöe, 
annually takes a group of Deakin students for a month-long 
immersive study of Tibetan Buddhist Philosophy at the 
Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies in Sarnath, India.

Davis has published a monograph on Advaita Vedānta 
and Zen Buddhism (2010) that examines the nondual 
philosophies of Advaita and Zen in the context of the 
phenomenology of their respective meditative practices. 
She has also published a number of articles on the 
connection between Buddhist philosophy and meditative 
practice and the nondual thought of Eihei Dōgen 永平道元 
(1200–1253).

University of Tasmania (UTas) in Hobart, Tasmania, has 
the only program in an Australian university specifically 
focused on Buddhist philosophy. It has traditionally 
emphasized Indian and Tibetan Madhyamaka and Yogācāra, 
as well as how Buddhist thought can contribute to global 
philosophical debates. The program was initiated by Jay 
Garfield, who was Professor and Head of the Philosophy 
Department from 1996 to 1998. One of his Ph.D. students, 
Sonam Thakchöe, now heads the Buddhist philosophy 
concentration within the department. While in Australia, 
Garfield was influential in bringing Asian thought into 
the mainstream of academia. This included working with 
colleagues in the US to create an Asian Philosophy stream 
within the American Philosophical Association. He also 
collaborated with Graham Priest (formerly Boyce Gibson 
Chair of Philosophy at Melbourne University and currently 
Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at the City University 
of New York Graduate Center) on several publications 
relating to paradox and inconsistency in Buddhist and 
Western thought.4 Since then, Garfield has continued to 
contribute to the field, both in Australia and the US. He 
has been a Partner Investigator (with John Powers and 
Sonam Thakchöe) on ARC Discovery projects on Dignāga’s 
Investigation of the Percept (DP110102042) and on the 
philosophical implications of Daktsang Lotsawa’s treatise 
Freedom from Extremes Accomplished through Knowledge 
of All Philosophies5 and responses to it by Gelukpa, 
Sakyapa, and Kagyüpa thinkers (DP160100947).

Thakchöe is currently a Senior Lecturer in the UTas 
Philosophy department in the School of Humanities, where 
he teaches courses on Asian philosophy generally, along 
with several offerings on Buddhist thought that cover a 
wide spectrum of topics, including Abhidharma, Yogācāra, 
Madhyamaka, ethics, and philosophy of mind. Thakchöe 
coordinates the UTas Asian Philosophy Program, and he 
heads the Tasmanian Buddhist Studies in India Exchange 

and teach on various aspects of Buddhism, including 
Leesa Davis (Buddhist philosophy, particularly Chan and 
Zen); Anna Halafoff (sociology of religion); and Gillian 
Tan (anthropology of Tibet). Since his arrival at Deakin, 
the School of Arts and Education has instituted a major 
in Religious Studies (ranked #45 internationally by QS in 
2018) and a minor in Buddhist Studies.

Much of Powers’s early work on Buddhist philosophy 
centered on Yogācāra. Powers (1995) was the first English 
translation of the Discourse Explaining the Thought 
(Sam

˙
dhinirmocana–sūtra), the main scriptural source for the 

tradition. Powers (1993) explored the sūtra’s interpretation 
theory in cross-cultural philosophical perspective, and 
Powers (1992a) included translations and studies of two 
commentaries on the sūtra attributed to Asaṅga (fl. fourth 
century) and Jñānagarbha (c. eighth century). Powers has 
also published a study of various interpretations of the 
sūtra’s title in India, Tibet, and China (Powers 1992b); a 
comprehensive overview of the history of scholarship on 
the text and its commentaries (Powers 2015); and historical 
studies of Yogācāra thought in India and China (Powers 
2011 and 2014).

Powers’s appointment is research-only, but he also 
supervises Honors and PhD students and contributes 
guest lectures in colleagues’ courses on topics relating 
to Buddhist thought and religion more generally. His 
work spans a broad range of topics, including Yogācāra, 
Madhyamaka, propaganda in theory and practice (e.g., 
Powers 2004), ethics (e.g., Prebish and Powers 2009, Powers 
2017c), human rights (e.g., Powers 1998), environmental 
issues, gender in Buddhism (e.g., Powers 2009 and 2018), 
and the history of ideas in India, China, and Tibet (e.g., 
Powers 2017b). Since his appointment at Deakin, he has 
published a study of the conceptual underpinnings of 
the Chinese Communist Party’s “regime of truth” in its 
Tibet propaganda (Powers 2017a), and he was the Chief 
Investigator for a project funded by the ARC, on Dignāga’s 
(c. 480–580) Investigation of the Percept (Ālambana-
parīks

˙
ā) and its commentarial traditions in India, Tibet, 

and China (“Negotiating Modernity: Buddhism in Tibet and 
China”: DP110102042). The main output was a monograph 
published by Oxford University Press (Powers 2017d), co-
authored with Douglas Duckworth, Jay Garfield, Yeshes 
Thabkhas, Sonam Thakchöe, and Malcolm David Eckel.

Powers is currently the Chief Investigator for another ARC-
funded Discovery Project (DP160100947: “A Buddhist 
Debate and Contemporary Relevance”) that explores 
a philosophical dispute regarding how the two truths 
(conventional and ultimate) should be understood. The 
controversy was initiated by Daktsang Lotsawa’s (sTag 
tshang Lo tsā ba Shes rab rin chen, 1405–1477) charge that 
Tsongkhapa (Tsong kha pa bLo bzang grags pa, 1357–1419) 
was guilty of “eighteen great burdens of contradiction” 
(’gal khur chen po bco brgyad) in his presentation of the 
Madhyamaka system. This project brings together an 
international team of researchers: Jay Garfield, Sonam 
Thakchöe, Yeshes Thabkhas, Douglas Duckworth, Khenpo 
Tashi Tsering, José Cabezón, Thomas Doctor, Jed Forman, 
and Lobsang Dorjee Rabling.
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as current issues relating to the region’s environment. 
Her groundbreaking study of the third Karmapa and the 
origins of the Tibetan Buddhist system of reincarnating 
lamas (sprul sku) rewrites the history of this institution 
and analyzes how his commitment to mahāmudrā thought 
influenced his perceptions of the places he visited and the 
people he met during extensive travels across Tibet and 
Central Asia (Gamble 2018; Gamble 2011). She argues 
that previous studies of Tibetan Buddhist philosophy have 
tended to privilege time over space. By paying attention to 
the Buddhist concept of abiding (gnas), Gamble’s analysis 
combines a sense of time and space, and so develops a 
nuanced perspective on experienced reality.

Her work also explores how the Buddhist doctrine of 
interdependence (rten ’brel) allows for beliefs about 
the environment that incorporate not only a nondualistic 
relationship between humans and their world, but also 
a densely populated space in which various types of 
beings co-abide. Furthermore, her work focuses on 
ethical implications of these ideas—how this multiplicity 
of interconnected beings who share lived space behave 
ideally and in reality. This involves examining Buddhist 
ideals of environmental being and the various often-
contradictory ethics of the exercise of power over the 
environment.

John Jorgensen, one of the world’s leading experts on 
Chan thought in China, Japan, and Korea, is affiliated with 
the China Studies Research Centre as a Senior Research 
Associate supported by an ARC Discovery grant that 
focuses on the influence of the Awakening of Mahāyāna 
Faith (大乘起信論 Dasheng qixin lun) on New Confucian 
Philosophy (DP160100671: The Awakening of Faith and 
New Confucian Philosophy).

Nan Tien Institute (NTI) in Wollongong, New South Wales, 
is an accredited tertiary institution founded in 2011 by the 
Taiwanese Buddhist organization Fo Guang Shan. It offers 
programs on Applied Buddhist Studies and Health and 
Social Wellbeing, as well as chaplaincy courses for Buddhist 
monastics. Three members of academic staff teach in the 
Applied Buddhist Studies M.A. course: Royce Wiles, Tamara 
Ditrich, and Ven. Jue Wei. Wiles specializes in Jaina Prakrit 
and Sanskrit literature. He teaches an “Introduction to 
Buddhism” course, which includes modules on philosophy, 
including Sarvāstivāda abhidharma, Madhyamaka, and 
Yogācāra. Ditrich’s main focus is mindfulness and 
meditation in Sri Lanka and Myanmar, and her interests 
include ways to integrate Buddhist mindfulness theory 
into educational settings. She teaches courses that 
explore the philosophical and practical implications of 
Theravāda abhidhamma texts. Jue Wei is an ordained nun 
in the Fo Guang Shan lineage who is mainly concerned 
with “humanistic Buddhism” (人間佛教 renjian fojiao) and 
its implications for Buddhist practice.

Monash University in Melbourne, Victoria is the institutional 
home of Monima Chadha, a Senior Lecturer and currently 
Head of Philosophy and Graduate Coordinator of the 
Philosophy Program. Chadha joined Monash in 2000 as a 
Lecturer, and in 2007 was promoted to Senior Lecturer. 
Chadha works on the cross-cultural philosophy of mind; her 

Program, which brings small groups of students from 
Australia and the US to the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan 
Studies in Sarnath, India, for seminars in Buddhist thought 
co-taught by Tibetan and Western academics. His main 
research interest is in Indian and Tibetan philosophy, and 
most of his publications relate to Madhyamaka ontology, 
epistemology, and ethics in cross-cultural perspective. He 
has published four books (three co-authored)6 and twenty 
refereed articles. Thakchöe is unusual in Western academia 
because his background includes training in traditional 
Tibetan cultural settings and a Ph.D. from UTas (2003). He 
was a Buddhist monk in India for several years and studied 
the traditional Gelukpa philosophical curriculum before 
enrolling in the Central University of Tibetan Studies, where 
he received his M.A. in 1997. Thakchöe’s collaborative work 
includes contributions to two books with the Cowherds, a 
shifting international collective of philosophers that has 
included Jay Garfield, Tom Tillemans, Georges Dreyfus, 
Bronwyn Finnigan, Guy Newland, Graham Priest, Mark 
Siderits, Koji Tanaka, and Jan Westerhoff.

LaTrobe University (Melbourne, Victoria) has recently 
established a small but productive program in Buddhist 
philosophy under the leadership of John Makeham, who 
is Chair and Director of the China Studies Research Centre 
in the College of Arts, Social Sciences and Commerce. 
Before joining LaTrobe, from 2008–2016 Makeham was 
Professor of Asian Studies at ANU’s College of Asia and 
the Pacific, where he worked closely with John Powers in 
developing a program in Buddhist philosophy. From 2013 
to 2016, Makeham held a Discovery Outstanding Research 
Award (DORA), and in 2005 received the Asian Studies 
Association’s highest award for sinology, the Levenson 
Prize, in recognition of his groundbreaking research in 
Chinese intellectual history. Makeham was elected as a 
Fellow of the Australian Academy of Humanities in 2009, 
and in 2015 he was recognized with the Special Book Award 
of China. He served as President of the Australasian Society 
for Asian and Comparative Philosophy from 1994 to 1996.

Makeham is an internationally renowned scholar of 
Confucianism and for the past two decades has expanded 
the scope of his research, which now includes significant 
contributions to the study of Buddhism in China. His 
publications include Transforming Consciousness: Yogācāra 
Thought in Modern China (Makeham 2014), a collection of 
articles by a team of international scholars that explore the 
previously understudied role of Yogācāra thought in the 
revival of Buddhism in early twentieth-century China. This 
was the main output of an ARC Discovery grant in which 
Makeham and John Powers were the Chief Investigators 
(“The Indian Roots of Modern Chinese Thought”: 
DP110102042; 2011–2014). Makeham has also published 
extensively on the appropriation of Buddhist concepts 
by Chinese philosophers, including Makeham (2015), a 
study of a treatise by Xiong Shili 熊十力 (1885–1968) that 
synthesizes concepts from Indian Yogācāra and Confucian 
philosophy.

Ruth Gamble joined LaTrobe as a David Myers Research 
Fellow in LaTrobe’s College of Arts, Social Sciences and 
Commerce. Her primary interests are in the history, 
cultures, and religions of Tibet and the Himalayas, as well 
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in de Jong (1994). David Seyfort Ruegg (2000) published a 
memorial article on de Jong’s life and work in the Indo-Iranian 
Journal, which was founded by de Jong in 1957, and to which he 
continued to contribute until his death.

3. A revised version was published by Oxford University Press 
(Coseru 2012).

4. E.g., Garfield and Priest (in press) and Garfield et al. (2015).

5. Grub mtha’ kun shes nas mtha’ bral grub pa zhes bya ba’i bstan 
bcos rnam par bshad pa legs bshad kyi rgya mtsho.

6. Including Thakchöe (2007) and Cowherds (2011 & 2015).

7. Jay Garfield and Bryan W. Van Norden (2016) address this issue 
in an opinion piece in “The Stone.”
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current research focuses on the evolution of the theory of 
mind in Buddhist philosophy, particularly in Abhidharma. 
Several of her publications deal with issues relating to self 
and no-self in Buddhism, and this is linked with insights 
from cognitive sciences. She teaches courses on classical 
Indian philosophy and contemporary Western philosophy 
of mind.

University of Western Australia (UWA) in Perth, Western 
Australia: Michael Levine was, until his retirement in early 
2018, a Professor in the School of Humanities, and is now 
a Senior Honorary Research Fellow. He has published on 
topics relating to Buddhist philosophy, including a study of 
the concept of enlightenment (Levine 2003) and a chapter 
on various conceptions of self in India (Levine 2018). He has 
an eclectic range of interests that include war and conflict, 
terrorism, geography, militarization, and the environment. 
Miri Albahari teaches a Level 3 course entitled “Philosophy 
East and West” (PHIL 3006), which includes some discussion 
of Buddhist thought.

Conclusion. Buddhist philosophy in Australian universities 
has had a complex history of development, decline, and 
resurgence over the past few decades. At the University 
of Tasmania, Sonam Thakchöe teaches the only Buddhist 
Philosophy courses in Australia that are housed in a 
Philosophy department. The fact that most Buddhist 
philosophy courses are taught in Religious Studies or Area 
Studies faculties is indicative of the difficulties involved in 
situating Buddhist philosophy in mainstream philosophy 
departments and in teaching so-called “non-Western 
philosophies” as traditions and systems of philosophical 
inquiry. This is an issue that is not unique to Australia7 but, 
in many ways, it limits the scope and status of Buddhist 
Philosophy courses in this country.

In the current shifting landscape of Australian academia, in 
which the humanities in general are threatened by budget 
cuts, there are some developments that point towards 
potential growth. The recent departures of John Makeham 
and John Powers from the Australian National University and 
the demise of Buddhist Studies at the College of Asia and 
the Pacific marked at least a temporary end to the field in 
that part of ANU, but the College of Arts and Social Sciences 
has instituted a program for the first time. The respective 
appointments of Makeham and Powers to LaTrobe and 
Deakin have helped these two Victorian universities to 
facilitate a resurgence of Buddhist philosophy courses, 
seminars, research projects, and the accompanying 
supervision of graduate students. Deakin already had a 
small but productive cohort of scholars with a diverse array 
of expertise in Buddhist philosophy, and during the past 
several years the program has expanded. This in turn has 
laid a foundation on which to build a more comprehensive 
and multifaceted Buddhist philosophy major.

NOTES

1. Purushottama Bilimoria (1995) has published a historical overview 
of the field of Asian and comparative philosophy in Australia.

2. A list of de Jong’s publications can be found in Hokke bunka 
kenkyü #14 (1988): 1–63 and #25 (1999); the latter has an index 
of his published book reviews arranged by author. His complete 
writings were collected in Schopen (1979); and his collected 
papers on Tibetology and Central Asian Studies were reprinted 
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Buddhist Philosophy, and Eastern 
Philosophy in General, in Israel and 
Palestine 
Roy Tzohar
TEL AVIV UNIVERSITY

INTRODUCTION
What makes the case of Israel especially interesting for 
the discussion of Buddhist philosophy as an academic 
endeavor—apart from its life under the shadow of the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the region’s tumultuous 
political context, and apart from the field’s overwhelming 
institutional presence relative to the size of the population—
is the fact that from the early- to mid-sixties Eastern 
philosophy was taken up here not merely in Departments of 
Religion or Regional Studies, but in Philosophy Departments 
as well. The following is a brief survey of the history of the 
academic study of Buddhist philosophy in Israel and, as far 
as I was able to obtain the information, in Palestine (see 
separate section below). Far from comprehensive, this 
account attempts to provide a brief institutional history of 
the roads taken and not taken in the formation of the field, 
to provide a schematic description of its current state, and 
to offer some thoughts on its future sustainability. 

A few more points about the parameters of this discussion: 
It refers only to academic research institutions, and only 
to those that either employ permanent faculty in the field 
of Buddhist philosophy or else offer more or less regular 
curricula in Buddhist philosophy or in Eastern philosophy. In 
other words, I will not touch here on the flourishing scene 
of non-academic dharma centers or mindfulness programs, 
nor on the various Engaged Buddhism organizations and 
groups (though these do sometimes offer courses in 
Buddhist philosophy, often taught by academics). Another 
point to consider is that, to date, there is no designated 
Buddhist Studies program in Israeli academia, and thus that 
scholars working in the field (often not exclusively but as part 
of a broader specialization in Indian or Chinese philosophy) 
come to it from diverse quarters: from Departments of 
Philosophy, but also from Regional Studies Departments 
and Religious Studies programs. Here, therefore, I refer to 
this full range of scholars, and not just to scholars who work 
exclusively on Buddhist philosophy within Departments 
of Philosophy; however, I will maintain a differentiation 
between work whose focus is philosophical (henceforth 
“Eastern philosophy”) and work that stems from other 
disciplines (henceforth “Eastern thought”).

GENERAL BACKGROUND
To date, six of Israel’s eight research universities,1 all of 
which are public,2 offer programs and curricula of various 
scopes in South and East Asian thought. Of these six, 
however, only the largest two—Tel Aviv University and 
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem—employ tenured or 
tenure-track faculty whose specialty is in Asian philosophy 
(Buddhist philosophy included), and these two institutions 
will therefore be the main focus of my survey below. In 
addition, Israel has about thirty colleges (both public and 
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The study of Eastern thought and philosophy was taken up 
informally in Israel in the late 1930s following the arrival 
of émigrés from among the European and mostly German 
Jewish intelligentsia. An exemplar of that kind of scholar is 
Moriz (Moshe) Spitzer (1900–1982),6 an Indologist known 
mostly for his work on the so-called “Spitzer manuscript,” 
one of the oldest surviving Sanskrit manuscripts ever found 
dealing with Buddhist philosophy (he is also known for his 
role, as editor-in-chief of the Schocken publishing house in 
Berlin, in publishing an anthology of Kafka’s diary entries 
and short stories in 1934 and Kafka’s novels in 1935). Spitzer 
immigrated to the then British-ruled Palestine in 1939, and 
while the Hebrew University (founded 1925) was by then 
well established, there was no academic home for the study 
of Eastern thought, as the Hebrew University’s Oriental 
Institute focused only on the Middle East. Spitzer became 
the focal point of a group of scholars and intellectuals who 
studied and translated from Sanskrit, with classes held in 
cafés or at his house. There were some attempts during 
the mid-fifties to create a position for Spitzer of Chair in 
Sanskrit and Indian Thought at the Hebrew University (with 
the encouragement of then Prime Minister Ben-Gurion, 
who took a special interest in Buddhism), but they were 
unsuccessful.7 Spitzer continued to work in publishing and 
became one of the most influential publishers of the new 
state of Israel.

It was only in the early sixties that Eastern philosophy, 
including Buddhist philosophy, received an institutionalized 
home in Israeli academia. Although this institutional 
embrace occurred at more or less the same time at both 
the more established Hebrew University and the newly 
founded Tel Aviv University, in each institution the field was 
born under a different star, so to speak, and the effects of 
this difference are felt to this day. Whereas at The Hebrew 
University Eastern philosophy was introduced within 
Regional and Religious Studies Departments, where it was 
approached with a strong philological emphasis (and never 
gained a foothold in the analytically leaning Philosophy 
Department), at Tel Aviv University, almost from day one, 
the focus was philosophical, and the topic was studied in 
the Department of Philosophy on equal terms with other 
contemporary philosophical traditions. 

At The Hebrew University, in 1962, following the gradual 
introduction of language training and curricula in Chinese, 
Japanese, and Indian Studies, the university’s School of 
Oriental Studies changed its name to the “Institute for Asian 
and African Studies.”8 Between the late sixties and mid-
seventies, the return to Israel of several young graduates 
who had trained abroad, along with several foreign scholars 
whom the university had successfully attracted, enabled 
the founding of a number of new academic units, including 
the Department for Chinese and Japanese Studies, and 
the Department for Iranian and Armenian Studies (in which 
Indian Studies and languages were taken up), which were 
eventually joined together under the auspices of the 
Department of Asian Studies (dealing with China, Japan, 
Tibet, India, and Indonesia).

Currently, East and South Asian thought, Buddhist 
philosophy included, is taught at The Hebrew University 
in programs of the Department of Asian Studies and the 

private) and nineteen teacher-training colleges.3 Most of 
these colleges offer either a BA degree or a professional 
certificate, but several also offer MA degrees in a limited 
number of fields. Some of these colleges offer courses 
in Asian and Buddhist philosophy but not at the graduate 
level (the most prominent of these are listed below). 

Some general remarks, for the sake of context, on the 
structure and character of the higher education system in 
Israel: The admission of students4 into Israeli universities is 
based largely on their scores on high school matriculation 
exams and on a Psychometric Entrance Test (akin to the 
American SAT). At age eighteen, there is an obligatory 
military service for all Israeli citizens (three years for men, 
two years for women), with the exception of the Arab-Israeli 
minority and Ultraorthodox Jews (the latter can, however, 
volunteer for non-military national service), so that most 
students start their undergraduate degrees in their early 
twenties or even later. Tuition for public institutions is 
subsidized and there are stipends for graduate studies, but 
the majority of students work to support themselves during 
their studies. The structure of the academic programs 
follows the Continental European system in some respects 
(for instance, BA and MA degrees in the humanities are 
tightly structured in terms of course requirements and 
language training, PhDs are more inclined toward personal 
tutoring and independent research) and the American 
system in others. Another point to consider is that the 
main language of instruction in Israeli academia is Hebrew, 
whereas the readings are in English5 (although in recent 
years, universities are offering more and more courses in 
English, catering mostly to international students). English 
is also the main language in which faculty research and 
publish their work. There are very few peer-reviewed 
academic venues in Hebrew and none in the field of Asian 
philosophy, and while local scholars may publish translation 
work in Hebrew, or Hebrew monographs for a broader 
readership, their professional publications are almost 
always in English-language academic venues abroad. This 
bilingual state of affairs naturally affects hiring and the 
profile of possible applicants (I return to this point below). 
While the number of both students and faculty members 
(permanent and adjuncts) who deal with Eastern thought 
is high relative to the size of the student body in Israel, 
there are few openings for tenure-track positions in these 
fields, and the competition is fierce. In terms of academic 
promotion and ranking structure, the universities are closer 
to the American system than to the Continental or British 
models, but with some idiosyncrasies. 

SOME INSTITUTIONAL HISTORY OF THE FIELD 
AND THE MAIN CURRENT ACADEMIC PROGRAMS 

The Hebrew University of Jerusalem and Tel Aviv University 
receive special emphasis in this part of the survey, not 
only because they are the only institutions with tenured 
faculty specializing in Eastern philosophy, as I mentioned 
earlier, but also because of the special importance of their 
role in forming and shaping the field and in making sense 
retrospectively of the evolution of the study of Eastern 
philosophy in Israel. 
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Indian philosophy taught by tenured faculty. During the 
first two decades or so of the department’s life, training in 
the prerequisite languages (mostly classical Chinese and 
Sanskrit) was conducted in a rather ad-hoc manner either 
by resident faculty or temporary hires. The situation was 
stabilized in 1995 with the founding of the Department of 
East and South Asian Studies, which focuses on the study of 
China, Japan, Korea, and India through various disciplines 
(the Social Sciences, Anthropology, Religious Studies, 
History—both premodern and contemporary, with a strong 
emphasis on the history of science—Literary Studies, Art 
History, and Philosophy).

Currently, courses on Eastern philosophy (including 
Buddhist philosophy) are offered at Tel Aviv University in 
both the Philosophy Department and the East and South 
Asian Department (and sporadically in the graduate 
program in Religious Studies). Both departments are 
exceptionally large relative to other university departments 
in general and even more so relative to other departments 
in the Faculty of Humanities. The first currently has about 
350 undergraduate students and 150 graduate students, 
and the second around 302 undergraduates and 55 
graduates. In both departments combined, there are 
about 20 graduate students working exclusively on Eastern 
philosophy, MA- and PhD-level combined.14

Both departments employ faculty (permanent and adjunct) 
who specialize in Eastern philosophy, and there is a high 
degree of cooperation between them (some have joint 
appointments, and graduate supervision is often cross-
departmental). All curricula on Eastern philosophy are 
offered to students of both departments (with some 
selectivity in more advanced courses) and, according to a 
rough estimate, in the 2017–2018 academic year some 250 
students were enrolled in courses in Indian and Chinese 
philosophy. Training in the relevant Asian languages—
Sanskrit, Hindi, Chinese (also classical), Japanese (also 
classical), and Tibetan (through personal tutorship)—is 
offered only by the Department of East and South Asian 
Studies, but is open to philosophy students and counts 
toward their graduate degree requirements. Enrollment 
in these language courses is usually high—this year, for 
instance, the study of Sanskrit boasts over twenty students, 
both undergraduate and graduate (in all years), and a similar 
number of students take classical Chinese or Japanese.

Currently, in both departments together there are four 
tenured faculty (two of whom are emeriti) and four adjuncts 
working on Buddhist thought and philosophy (but not all 
exclusively), as well as another four tenured faculty (one of 
whom is emeriti) and three adjuncts who specialize in non-
Buddhist Chinese and Indian philosophy. Three additional 
tenured or tenure-track faculty members offer courses 
in Indian thought and religion without a philosophical 
emphasis.15 

Apart from The Hebrew University and Tel Aviv University, 
the remaining four research universities offer either 
very little or no curricula in Eastern philosophy (though 
Haifa University in particular has a thriving Asian Studies 
Department).16 In the colleges the picture is similar, though 
Tel Hai College, on the northern border, is noteworthy for 

Department of Comparative Religion. The former now 
has some 250 undergraduate students and 25 graduate 
students, and the latter around 50 and 15, respectively. 
Between these programs, there are about 10 graduate 
students working in Buddhist and Indian philosophy at the 
MA and PhD level combined.9

The Hebrew University programs have a rich history in 
teaching Indian, Tibetan, and East Asian thought and 
culture, but their focus on philosophy has not been very 
strong (although this year, for the first time, a course is being 
offered in Indian Buddhist logic). Currently, the university 
has three faculty members (emeritus,10 tenure track, post-
doc) who deal with Buddhist philosophy and thought, and 
other permanent faculty (both tenured and emeriti) as well 
as adjuncts who offer courses—in all levels—in Indian, 
Chinese, Japanese, and Indonesian thought and religion.11 
The Department of Asian Studies offers training in relevant 
Asian languages such as Sanskrit (11 students this year), 
classical Chinese (23 students), Japanese (only modern), 
Korean, Hindi (11), and Indonesian (22 students).12

At Tel Aviv University, by contrast, the study of Eastern 
thought began, as I described above, as a distinctively 
philosophical project. From its founding in 1957 to the 
present day, Tel Aviv University’s Philosophy Department 
has offered courses in Chinese and Indian philosophy. 
Though many individuals have worked to develop and 
sustain this unique state of affairs through the years, it 
was initially made possible by the vision of one man, Ben-
Ami Scharfstein, one of the founders and the first Chair of 
the Philosophy Department. Scharfstein, who celebrated 
his hundredth birthday this year and until a decade ago 
was still teaching, is a native of Brooklyn, New York, and 
received his philosophical training at Harvard and then 
Columbia. He immigrated to Israel in the late fifties after 
being called there to establish the Philosophy Department 
at the then newly founded Tel Aviv University, and from 
the outset he insisted on integrating European and Anglo-
Saxon traditions of philosophical inquiry with what first 
appeared in the curricula as “comparative philosophy” but 
was later renamed “Eastern Philosophy.” And so he writes 
in a letter from 1964 to the then Dean of the Faculty of 
Humanities, regarding new hiring in this emerging field: 

It is quite unnecessary to stress the past and 
contemporary importance of China and of her 
culture. Of equal importance is Indic culture, in the 
absence of the study of which, the university must 
remain incurably provincial. . . . If the department 
of philosophy will have, at the same time, capable 
specialists teaching the thought of India, China, 
Greece, Rome, Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and 
Modern Europe, it will perhaps be unique in the 
world.13

In accordance with this vision, carried forth (but not without 
struggles, within and without the university) by Scharfstein’s 
students who later became department chairs and deans, 
Tel Aviv University’s Philosophy Department embraced a 
highly pluralistic approach to the discipline (manifested 
also in a balance between the Anglo-Saxon and Continental 
traditions), and to this day offers curricula in Chinese and 
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As for course offerings, while these remain rich and 
extensive, courses in the relevant research languages are 
always under the threat of being cut. Finally, regarding the 
question of sustainability with respect to faculty and future 
hiring in the field—while there is a large body of scholars 
whose expertise is in Eastern philosophy most are still in 
adjunct positions, and future hiring is uncertain, as is the 
replacement of retiree positions. For instance, in recent 
years two retiree positions in Indian and Chinese philosophy 
at Tel Aviv University’s Department of East and South Asian 
Studies and the Philosophy Department, respectively, have 
to date not been replaced. 

To a certain extent, in all these respects the field of 
Buddhist philosophy is just experiencing the same kind of 
strain affecting other fields in the humanities. Nonetheless, 
the possibilities that this field, as practiced in Israel, offers 
of engaging in Eastern philosophy within the discipline 
of philosophy itself is something still unique, both in the 
region and globally. As university policymakers at all levels, 
in Israel as well as in other countries, appear to embrace 
the fashionable motto that the twenty-first century is the 
“Asian Century,” the Israeli case offers a reminder of the 
importance of engaging, on an equal footing with Anglo-
Saxon and Continental philosophical traditions, also with 
Eastern philosophy, without which, as Scharfstein observed 
already in the early sixties, we are to remain incurably 
provincial. 

THE STATE OF THE FIELD IN PALESTINE 
Palestine—here referring to the territories under the 
control of the Palestinian National Authority, Gaza under 
the Hamas government, and the occupied territories 
under Israeli control, including East Jerusalem—has about 
seventeen universities and twenty university colleges, and 
about nineteen middle colleges, offering undergraduate 
and graduate degrees and various professional academic 
certifications.20 Not all of these institutions offer curricula 
in the humanities, and none, as far as I have found, offer 
classes or employ faculty engaging in Asian or Buddhist 
philosophy.21 The reasons for this lacuna are multiple and 
intricate, and doing them justice is beyond the scope of 
this brief survey; nevertheless, a major factor is plainly the 
chronic strain—political, economic, social, and personal—
placed on Palestinian students and faculty by the fact of 
living under military occupation. 

In conversations with several faculty members and 
students in Palestinian universities about what it means 
for them to operate academically under such conditions, 
recurring themes included the difficulty of maintaining 
continuity in academic work in these dire conditions and 
the eventual tendency towards choosing more “practical” 
fields of expertise. Few people are better placed to give 
a firsthand account of this topic than Sari Nusseibeh—a 
prominent Palestinian public intellectual, political activist, 
and a moderate involved in various peace negotiations and 
initiatives, also a former senior official of the Palestinian 
Authority, and primarily, in this context, a Professor of 
Philosophy (BA & MA Oxford, PhD Harvard, in Islamic 
philosophy), currently at Al Quds University and formerly 
the President of that university for over twenty years (until 
2014). The following is his account of the effects of the 

offering a BA in Asian Studies with courses on Chinese 
philosophy and thought and Japanese Zen.17 Following the 
global trend, mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) 
and mindfulness are part of the curricula in mainstream 
academic institutions, mostly in Education Studies Colleges 
for the training of teachers and therapists, and these 
curricula are typically accompanied by some teachings on 
Buddhist thought.18

SUMMARY AND THOUGHTS ABOUT THE FUTURE 
SUSTAINABILITY OF THE FIELD 

The study of Eastern philosophy and Buddhist philosophy 
in particular has a significant representation in Israeli 
academic institutions and is quite well integrated—in the 
case of Tel Aviv University, uniquely so—into the discipline 
of philosophy at large (while maintaining productive 
relations with neighboring disciplines like the study of 
religion, Indology, Sinology, etc.). Yet its flourishing as 
an intellectual endeavor and its institutional presence do 
not vouch for its sustainability, which is a key measure 
of the health of the field. Among the indicators of such 
sustainability are student numbers, reliable graduate 
programs and language training, and, of course, the 
number of tenured faculty and prospects for the future 
hiring of tenure-track scholars. 

While student numbers are still very high compared to other 
fields in the humanities, they are not unaffected by the 
general decrease in enrollment in the humanities: the past 
couple of years have witnessed a minor but steady decline 
in student enrollment in programs in Asian Studies. At the 
same time, local graduate programs produce more students 
than there are jobs available, and so top-tier MA and PhD 
students are encouraged to apply for PhD programs and 
postdoctoral fellowships abroad. In praxis, studying and 
researching at a top-ranking university in the US or Europe 
has more or less become a condition for entering a tenure-
track position in Israel. Considering the rarity of philosophy 
departments offering programs in Eastern philosophy in 
the US or Europe, however, most of the students who earn 
their PhDs abroad will be graduates of either Religious 
Studies or Regional Studies Departments. Currently, there 
is a solid presence of Israeli graduate students studying 
Eastern thought in major universities in the US as well as in 
Europe (mostly in the UK and Germany), and many of them 
seek jobs outside of Israel—for professional, personal, 
and sometimes ideological reasons. Of those of us who 
chose and choose to return to Israel, for many the shadow 
of the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the rising 
anti-democratic and racist tide loom large. The Humanities 
Faculties at Tel Aviv University and The Hebrew University, 
as well as in some other institutions, can still be described 
as strongholds of liberal left-wing thought, and many of 
their faculty members and students are involved in political 
protest and human rights activism, but the strongholds 
are in danger of becoming islands and indeed of sinking 
under the deluge of racist and anti-democratic legislation 
promoted by the current government. Cooperation with our 
Palestinian colleagues takes place largely in the context of 
political activism,19 with academic cooperation still rather 
rare.
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One last point I think it may be useful to be aware 
of is that, in line with British Mandatory [i.e. the 
British rule of the region until 1948] educational 
heritage, philosophy is not taught at schools (unlike 
the situation in former French colonies, such as 
Lebanon or North African Arab countries). So, 
neither are students aware of the field on applying 
for a degree; nor, if they come to be aware, do 
they list it as one they might get a school teaching 
job in once they graduate. 

Nonetheless, having taught all kinds of intro 
courses in philosophy, I found that students 
could be “captured” by the field. I am still 
hopeful, therefore, that philosophy has a future 
here. Perhaps changed political and economic 
circumstances will help. Also, a commitment in 
general educational policy.
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NOTES

1. These are: Bar-Ilan University; Ben-Gurion University of the 
Negev; The Hebrew University of Jerusalem; The Open University 
of Israel; Tel Aviv University; and The University of Haifa. This list 
excludes The Technion—Israel Institute of Technology; and The 
Weizmann Institute of Science, which do not offer degrees in the 
Humanities. As for Ariel University, which is located in the Israeli 
settlement of Ariel in the West Bank, regretfully, in 2018 the 
current Israeli right-wing government passed legislation placing 
the university (and two other colleges in the West Bank) under the 
direct authority of Israel’s higher education establishment. Since 
Ariel University, however, operates in the occupied territories, 
which were never officially annexed to Israel and are currently 
under military rule—as reflected, for instance, in the fact that the 
university is not acknowledged by grant agencies such as the 
European Research Council (ERC) and the US-Israel Binational 
Science Foundation (BSF)—in this paper the university (which as 
it happens does not offer any curricula in Eastern thought) will be 
considered among higher education institutions in Palestine.

2. Recently, the Interdisciplinary Center (IDC) in Herzeliya, a 
private college which however offers some graduate degrees 
in specialized (mostly professional) fields, received greater 
autonomy from the Israeli Council for Higher Education (CHE) in 
constructing and granting graduate degrees, and is perhaps on 
its way to become the first private university in Israel.

3. Data is based on the Israeli Council for Higher Education’s 
website: https://che.org.il/ (accessed December 2, 2018). Here 
I have not included colleges—three in my counting—in the 
occupied territories.

4. According to the Israeli Council for Higher Education, in the 
academic year 2015–2016 there were 309,870 students in all 
academic degrees. See https://che.org.il/en/statistical-data/ 
(accessed October 2, 2018). In this paper, by “students” I refer 
to all students who are Israeli citizens, including Israeli Arabs, 
i.e., Palestinians who hold Israeli citizenship and live within the 
territories of the state of Israel. According to the data published 
by the Israeli Council of Higher education (see https://che.org.
il/יברעה-הרבחל-ההובגה-הלכשהה-תשגנה-תכפהמ/), the percentage of 
Arab Israeli students in the entire body of students has doubled 
over the last decade, and stood at 17% of all undergraduates, 
14% of MA students, and 6.7% of PhD students in Israel in the 
academic year 2017–2018. While the numbers are growing, the 
total number of Arab Israeli students (48,627) relative to their 

Palestinian predicament on the study of philosophy in 
Palestine. It was given in a personal correspondence from 
October 2018, and I leave it to conclude this article: 

Unfortunately, philosophy as a subject is not a 
popular field of study for incoming Palestinian 
undergraduates. The general sense—if any 
is articulated—is that it is an aimless set of 
discussions about issues that have no relevance 
to practical life; and that will not place one in a 
good position to apply for a job after graduation. 
If students enroll in one of the philosophy courses 
offered then this is most likely done to fill out 
university requirements, if time and class location 
seem convenient. Of course, there are exceptions 
(over the years I taught in Birzeit [University, 
located in the West Bank near Ramallah], and 
al-Quds [University, campuses located in East 
Jerusalem and the West Bank], for example, I’ve 
known some 20–30 students who took philosophy 
either as a minor or a major, and I’ve had a stream 
of some 20 students who joined an MA program 
in “philosophy in Islam” over the past five years).

I think a major hurdle preventing undergraduates 
from choosing philosophy are the dire living 
conditions of the students, making them wish to use 
the university as a ladder to extricate themselves 
and their families from those conditions. What they 
look to get as a degree therefore is a ticket for a 
job. Especially these days, these are hard to find, 
even with professional degrees (like accounting or 
IT or medical professions). Often our students end 
up doing manual jobs in building sites, as porters, 
etc. This limited job market makes degrees in 
humanities (philosophy is a prime example) totally 
uncompetitive—a luxury for the well-to-do, or for 
another life, the chances to get a job with it almost 
nil.

On the other hand, philosophy as “a means to 
expand the mind” runs up against the walls of 
the Palestinian predicament—that compressed 
political space where all people could think of 
is the oppression they live under. Little room is 
left for a universalist perspective, or mode of 
thinking. Little room is left for “free thinking.” 
Political philosophy is thought of in terms of land 
confiscations, uprooting of trees, road-blocks, 
demolition of houses, permits to move around 
and to work, army raids, visiting times for family 
members in jails, and countless similar intrusions 
into daily lives. So pressing are these quotidian 
issues that they hardly leave room to theorize 
philosophically about them.

And if—finally—students or grown-ups feel the 
need to encase their experiences with a world 
outlook, they have their religion as a ready back-
up. This provides them with whatever spiritual 
comfort that disciplined philosophical rumination 
might have helped them with all along.

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do%3Furi%3DOJ:C:2013:205:0009:0011:EN:PDF
http://www.bsf.org.il/bsfpublic/DefaultPage1.aspx%3FPageId%3D221%26innerTextID%3D221
http://www.bsf.org.il/bsfpublic/DefaultPage1.aspx%3FPageId%3D221%26innerTextID%3D221
https://che.org.il/
https://che.org.il/en/statistical-data/
https://che.org.il/%D7%9E%D7%94%D7%A4%D7%9B%D7%AA-%D7%94%D7%A0%D7%92%D7%A9%D7%AA-%D7%94%D7%94%D7%A9%D7%9B%D7%9C%D7%94-%D7%94%D7%92%D7%91%D7%95%D7%94%D7%94-%D7%9C%D7%97%D7%91%D7%A8%D7%94-%D7%94%D7%A2%D7%A8%D7%91%D7%99/
https://che.org.il/%D7%9E%D7%94%D7%A4%D7%9B%D7%AA-%D7%94%D7%A0%D7%92%D7%A9%D7%AA-%D7%94%D7%94%D7%A9%D7%9B%D7%9C%D7%94-%D7%94%D7%92%D7%91%D7%95%D7%94%D7%94-%D7%9C%D7%97%D7%91%D7%A8%D7%94-%D7%94%D7%A2%D7%A8%D7%91%D7%99/
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16. The main focus of Haifa University’s Asian Studies Department 
is on modern and contemporary Asia, and apart from several 
courses on Indian religion, it offers no courses on the topic. 
Bar-Ilan University offers a cluster of courses on East and South 
Asia in its multidisciplinary program for undergraduates, and 
also Chinese, Japanese, and Korean languages (all taught by 
non-tenured faculty). The Philosophy Department at Ben-Gurion 
University of the Negev offers one course in Buddhist philosophy 
(taught by adjunct faculty). The Open University offers a few 
courses on Indian and Chinese pre-modern thought (taught by 
faculty from other universities), and plans to expand the curricula.

17. Apart from Tel-Hai College, Tzfat College offers courses in Indian 
philosophy taught by Dr. Itamar Theodor.

18. Noted for its rigorous engagement with the topic is the Sagol 
Center for Brain and Mind at the Interdisciplinary Center 
(IDC) in Herzliya, a neuroscience research center focusing on 
interventions such as mindfulness which employs scholars 
specializing in Buddhist thought and offers some courses in 
Buddhist philosophy.

19. This is done, for instance, by organizations and NGOs such 
as Ta’ayush (Arabic for “living together”), a grassroots joint 
movement of Palestinians and Israelis working toward Arab-
Jewish partnership, in which many academics (but not just) take 
an active part. Noted among them is the Indologist David Shulman, 
an emeritus Professor of The Hebrew University and long-time 
and devoted activist, who in 2016 received the prestigious Israel 
Prize (for his research into languages and culture of South India) 
and donated the award money to Ta’ayush.

20. A full list of Palestinian institutions of higher education can 
be viewed (but only in Arabic) on the official website of the 
Ministry of Education and Higher Education of the Palestinian 
National Authority: https://www.mohe.pna.ps/Higher-Education/
Institutions/Universities. The Ministry’s higher-education strategy 
plan (as of 2010), can be viewed here: https://www.mohe.pna.
ps/Resources/Docs/StrategyEn.pdf.

 Most Palestinian universities are public, some are governmental, 
like Al-Aqsa and Al-Quds Open University, and a few are private, 
like the American University of Jenin. In contrast to these 
institutions, which are under the management and governance of 
the Palestinians, Ariel University and two other colleges located 
in Jewish settlements in the West Bank are under the jurisdiction 
of either the Israeli Council for Higher Education or the military 
governor of the West Bank. None of these offer any curricula in 
Eastern thought.

21. That said, there is a growing presence of activist groups—of both 
Israelis and Palestinians—inspired by or engaging in Buddhist 
thought and practice. 

Buddhist Philosophy in the Kathmandu 
Valley

Karin Meyers
KATHMANDU UNIVERSITY CENTRE FOR BUDDHIST STUDIES AT 
RANGJUNG YESHE INSTITUTE

The Kathmandu Valley has a long history as a thriving center 
and crossroads for the intercultural study of Buddhist texts 
and languages. In addition to its own Buddhist scholastic, 
literary, artistic, and architectural traditions, it served 
historically as a major destination for Tibetans seeking 
Buddhist wisdom and Indian Buddhist scholars seeking 
patronage and refuge. Today the valley is home to the only 
surviving tradition of South Asian Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna 
Buddhism (Newar Buddhism), a major revival of Theravāda 
Buddhism, and one of the largest concentrations of Tibetan 
Buddhist learning and culture anywhere in the world—to 
which the recent Tibetan diaspora and Nepal’s historically 
Himalayan Buddhist cultures contribute. Kathmandu 
has also played a central role in the modern discovery 

portion of the overall population is still much lower than the 
percentage of non-Arab Israeli students.

5. In most programs, the completion of any graduate degree in the 
humanities requires, as a pre-requisite, proficiency in at least one 
European language and/or in other relevant research languages, 
in addition to English.

6. For an account of Spitzer’s life and an appraisal of his work in the 
field of Buddhist Studies, see Eli Franco, The Spitzer Manuscript: 
The Oldest Philosophical Manuscript in Sanskrit, Beiträge zur 
Kultur- und Geistesgeschichte Asiens; Nr. 043. (Wien: Verlag der 
Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004), vii–xii.

7. See personal correspondence and Diaries of David Ben-Gurion 
at the Ben-Gurion Archive (http://bg-idea.bgu.ac.il/ideaweb/
idea.asp?lang=ENG&site=ideaalm), the Ben-Gurion Research 
Institute, Ben-Gurion University at the Negev, (26.5.1957, item 
id.130297); (May 1957 item id. 130308); (28.8.1960, item Id. 
217557), etc.

8. Jerusalem: The Hebrew University of Jerusalem Publications, 
3, 16–19, 1963 (Archive of the Hebrew University, file no. 222); 
letter from Uriel Heyd, Head of the Oriental Institute to Joshua 
Prawer, Dean of the Faculty of Humanities, May 3, 1962, (Archive 
of the Hebrew University, file no. 222).

9. Data is for the academic year of 2018–2019 as provided by the 
department of Asian Studies, The Hebrew University.

10. Emeriti who are mentioned here are active in teaching, 
supervision, and research.

11. Dr. Eviatar Shulman works on Madhyamaka and early Buddhist 
philosophical and meditative traditions. Shulman replaced Prof. 
Yael Bentor (emeritus), an expert in Tibetan Buddhism, mainly of 
Vajrayana traditions. Other permanent faculty members who offer 
courses in Indian thought and religion are Prof. David Shulman 
(emeritus), Prof. Yigal Bronner, and Dr. Yohanan Grinshpon 
(emeritus). Prof. Yuri Pines teaches Chinese intellectual history. 
Adjunct professors include Prof. Andrew H. Plaks, who is an expert 
in Chinese ancient thought and Chinese and Japanese literature, 
and Dr. Dimitry Shevchenko, who teaches Indian philosophy. Other 
BA-level courses in broader fields of Indian thought and religion 
are taught by a number of PhD and postdoctoral students.

12. Data is for the academic year of 2018–2019 as provided by the 
Department of Asian Studies, The Hebrew University.

13. Correspondence from Ben-Ami Scharfstein, Head of the 
Philosophy Department to Zvi Yavetz, Dean of the Faculty of 
Humanities, August 23, 1964, (Archive of Tel Aviv University, 
73.65-2/4).

14. If not otherwise indicated, all data is for the 2018–2019 academic 
year, as provided by the Department of South and East Asian 
Studies and the Department of Philosophy, Tel Aviv University.

15. Tenured faculty currently working on Buddhist thought (but not 
exclusively) within both departments include: Prof. Yaakov Raz 
(emeritus), who works on Japanese Zen; Prof. Shlomo Biderman 
(emeritus), who works on Buddhist and Brahmanical Indian 
philosophy; Prof. Meir Shahar, who works on Buddhist religion in 
China (but not with a philosophical focus); and myself, working 
on Yogācāra Buddhism and Indian philosophy. Adjunct professors 
in both departments who work specifically on Buddhist thought 
include: Dr. Keren Arbel (early Pāli Buddhism), Dr. Michal Astrog 
Barnea (early Buddhism and psychoanalytical theory), Dr. Eitan 
Bolokan (Japenese Zen), and Dr. Erez Joskovich (Chinese Chan 
and premodern Japanese Buddhism). Tenured faculty who 
specialize in non-Buddhist Indian and Chinese philosophy 
include: Prof. Yoav Ariel (emeritus), Prof. Galia Pat-Shamir, and 
Prof. Zhang Ping, who teach Confucianism and Daoism; and 
Prof. Daniel Raveh, who works on Indian Yoga and Vedānta and 
contemporary Indian philosophers. Adjunct professors who 
work in other areas of Eastern thought are: Dr. Tzakhi Freedman, 
who works on the Upanis

˙
ads; Dr. Rafi Peled, on Vedic thought; 

Dr. Dmitry Shevchenko, who teaches contemporary Indian 
philosophy; and Mr. Dor Miller, working on contemporary Indian 
philosophy. Other tenured or tenure-track faculty members 
who offer courses in Indian thought and religion without a 
philosophical emphasis are: Dr. Ehud Halperin (contemporary 
Hinduism), Dr. Ronie Parciack (early modern and contemporary 
Indian Islam), and Dr. Ilanit Loewy Shacham (Telegu and Sanskrit 
literature). This list does not include language instructors and 
teaching assistants.

https://www.mohe.pna.ps/Higher-Education/Institutions/Universities
https://www.mohe.pna.ps/Higher-Education/Institutions/Universities
https://www.mohe.pna.ps/Resources/Docs/StrategyEn.pdf
https://www.mohe.pna.ps/Resources/Docs/StrategyEn.pdf
http://bg-idea.bgu.ac.il/ideaweb/idea.asp%3Flang%3DENG%26site%3Dideaalm
http://bg-idea.bgu.ac.il/ideaweb/idea.asp%3Flang%3DENG%26site%3Dideaalm
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BA students with sufficient language skills) focused on a 
specific Tibetan thinker or genre. The aim of the seminar 
is to foster connections between junior scholars and to 
provide them the opportunity to work with experts outside 
of their home universities. In 2018, Yaroslav Komarovski 
(University of Nebraska) taught a four-week seminar on the 
Tibetan thinker Shakya Choken; and Klaus Dieter-Mathes 
(University of Vienna) four-weeks on Saraha’s dohas and 
their Tibetan commentaries. Other RYI summer courses 
include an introduction to Buddhism with sections taught 
by modern academic and Tibetan monastic scholars, and a 
two-week meditation retreat. In addition to its core degree 
and summer programs, RYI also offers a one-year certificate 
in Buddhist Studies for high school graduates; language 
and subject area preparation for prospective graduate 
students; and oral interpretation of Buddhist teachings 
transmitted in Tibetan. 

Given its location, multicultural constitution, and 
conception, RYI provides a unique context for the study 
of Buddhist philosophy. The remainder of this article will 
focus on how this context informs study in the BA and MA 
degree programs in particular, although visiting students 
and scholars certainly benefit from this as well. 

As indicated above, the Ka-Nying Shedrub Ling Monastery 
(KNSL) campus on which RYI is located is a few minutes’ 
walk from the historic Boudhanath Stupa. The stupa 
is associated with the eighth-century Indian Siddha, 
Padmasambhava (“Guru Rinpoche”), the establishment 
of Vajrayāna Buddhism in Tibet, and the flourishing of 
Vajrayāna Buddhism in Nepal. Today it serves as a major 
focus of local and international Buddhist pilgrimage. 
The surrounding neighborhood is home to a great many 
Tibetan Buddhist temples and monasteries, ritual crafters 
and suppliers, Buddhist (Tibetan and English language) 
bookstores, and other Buddhist educational institutions 
(see the Appendix), as well as restaurants and guest-
houses catering to pilgrims and tourists. 

KNSL is rooted in Nyingma Tibetan Buddhist ritual cycles 
and monastic curriculum, but also has strong roots in the 
Karma Kagyu lineage.5 Most of the monks hail from the 
Tibet-Burman speaking language communities of Nepal, 
with some (including KNSL leadership) from Tibetan 
refugee families resettled in Nepal. Under the aegis of 
Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche, teachings and ceremonies at KNLS 
also attract a variety of non-Tibetan local groups (especially 
Newari and Tamang) and international students. For many 
years Rinpoche has hosted “Saturday Dharma Talks” and a 
ten-day “Fall Seminar” on exoteric and esoteric teachings 
for international students.

The cultural diversity of Rinpoche’s students is also 
reflected in RYI’s student body. Students hail from the 
Americas, Eastern and Western Europe, South Asia, and East 
Asia as well as from Nepal, Bhutan, and Tibet—from thirty-
five different countries in total this year. Most students are 
cultural or convert Buddhists. Most are lay, but there is a 
consistent presence of monastics as well—from Tibetan as 
well as from Theravāda and East Asian Mahāyāna traditions. 
There are also always a number of students who are not 
Buddhist but who are drawn to the study of Buddhism 

and preservation of Sanskrit Buddhist manuscripts (as 
well as manuscripts in other South Asian languages and 
Tibetan) critical to the modern academic study of Buddhist 
philosophy.1

There is much of interest in the greater Kathmandu area and 
Nepal for scholars of Buddhist philosophy (see Appendix), 
but the focus of this bulletin will be Kathmandu University 
Centre for Buddhist Studies at Rangjung Yeshe Institute 
(https://www.ryi.org), commonly referred to as “RYI.” RYI, 
which celebrated its twentieth anniversary in 2017, is the 
only educational institution in the area with accredited 
degree programs in Buddhist Studies specifically designed 
for international students. It is also the institution with 
which I am most familiar, having taught there for seven 
years (2011–2018) and having served as director of its 
masters program in Buddhist Studies from 2013–2018.2

 RYI is located on the grounds of Ka-Nying Shedrub Ling 
Monastery (KNSL) in the Kathmandu neighborhood of 
Boudhanath. The original inspiration for the institute was 
Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche’s (abbot of KNSL) wish to offer 
an education in Buddhist philosophy to his international 
Dharma students. After a few years of non-degree courses, 
the Centre for Buddhist Studies was established in 2001 
in partnership with Kathmandu University (http://www.
ku.edu.np) as an accredited academic program offering a 
BA degree in “Buddhist Studies with Himalayan Language” 
under two areas of concentration: Buddhist Philosophy, 
History, and Culture; and Himalayan Language. Language 
offerings include classical and colloquial Tibetan, Sanskrit, 
and Nepali. Since 2006, RYI has also offered an MA degree 
in “Buddhist Studies,” and a number of graduates from 
its BA and MA programs have continued their studies in 
graduate programs in the US and Europe (University of 
California at Berkeley, Emory University, Harvard University, 
University of Hamburg, and Charles University in Prague). 
In 2013, RYI also launched a research PhD program, and 
in 2014, a second MA program in “Translation, Textual 
Interpretation, and Philology.” 

In addition to its core academic programs, RYI regularly hosts 
study-abroad students. It has full-scale exchange programs 
with Boston College and Oregon State University, formal 
cooperation agreements with nine other universities in the 
US and Europe, and has had academic credits accepted at 
a dozen more. RYI also hosts graduate students engaged in 
research or language training (including Fulbright Scholars 
and FLAS recipients) and regularly welcomes international 
scholars as visiting professors or guest lecturers.3 Formerly 
the institute shared classroom and office space with KNSL, 
but since fall of 2017 it has been housed in its own building 
on the monastery grounds. The newly built library houses 
the most extensive collection of English language works 
on Buddhist philosophy in Nepal, and has some electronic 
subscriptions to journals.4

RYI may be best known internationally for its language 
training, including its eight-week summer language 
intensives in colloquial and classical Tibetan, Sanskrit, 
and Nepali. In the summer of 2018 RYI launched a new 
summer language intensive, Advanced Classical Tibetan 
Reading, which is a graduate-level seminar (also open to 

https://www.ryi.org
http://www.ku.edu.np
http://www.ku.edu.np
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Buddhism, which require special religious precepts). 
The style of education at KNSL is similar to that at other 
Nyingma monasteries, which place a heavy emphasis on 
commentary.8 Classical Indian treatises are introduced with 
oral exegesis by the khenpo or lopon based on a variety 
of Tibetan commentarial perspectives—with particular 
emphasis on the commentaries by Mipham (Jamyang 
Namgyal Gyamtso, 1846–1912), who is largely responsible 
for establishing the modern form and content of Nyingma 
scholasticism.9 Oral commentary is often punctuated 
by discussion and debate—although this, together with 
choice of commentarial perspective, is generally left to 
the discretion of the khenpo or lopon. Mipham’s views 
typically shape a foundational understanding, but monastic 
teachers emphasize a variety of commentarial perspectives 
and/or offer their own analysis and encourage students 
to do the same. In addition to classroom study, KNSL 
monks memorize large portions of primary texts, examine 
key philosophical topics in formalized debate, and are 
encouraged to engage in self-study of commentaries. 

Because RYI students are taught by graduates of KNSL, 
they are immersed in this same style of education, but 
typically do not learn the specialized vocabulary required 
for formal debate, and are only required to memorize 
shorter portions of the primary texts. In addition to 
discussion and debate in class with the khenpos or lopons, 
they have discussion sections with assistant teacher-
translators and write analytical and reflective essays. In 
their first year of study, BA students gain a foundation in 
Buddhist thought by studying Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra 
(Way of the Bodhisattva), which provides an overview of 
the Mahāyāna path, inclusive of ethics, mental cultivation 
(meditation), and the view of emptiness. Subsequent 
courses are based on a rotation of texts from the KNSL 
curriculum, including three of the five Maitreya treatises 
(Dharmadharmatāvibhāga [Distinguishing Phenomena from 
their Intrinsic Nature], Madhyāntavibhāga [Distinguishing 
the Middle From the Extremes], and Ratnagotravibhāga 
or Uttaratantra-śāstra [Treatise on Buddha Nature]); 
Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamaka-kārikā (Verses on the Middle 
Way) and Suhr

˙
llekha (Letter to a Friend); and Candrakīrti’s 

Madhyāmakāvatāra (Entrance to the Middle Way). Generally 
speaking, these courses elaborate on the view of emptiness 
from Yogācāra and Madhyamaka perspectives, while 
also speaking to the path elements of ethics and mental 
cultivation. There is also a course on the Abhidharma based 
on Mipham’s Gateway to Scholarship (Mkhas pa’i tshul la 
’jug pa’i sgo), which provides detailed analysis of the basic 
concepts and vocabulary of Buddhist thought.

BA students with advanced Tibetan skills also often opt 
to follow a class taught exclusively in Tibetan on Patrul 
Rinpoche’s much beloved Words of My Perfect Teacher 
(Kun bzang bla ma’i zhal lung), which focuses on principles 
of practice in the context of both exoteric and esoteric 
Buddhism. In addition to the above texts, MA students 
typically study philosophical works by Mipham Rinpoche 
such as the Beacon of Certainty (Nges shes sgron me), 
which concerns the Dzogchen view in light of Madhyamaka 
and Buddhist epistemology, and his Commentary on the 
Wisdom Chapter of the Bodhisattva Way (Spyod ’jug sher 
’grel ke ta ka), which elaborates on the ninth chapter of 

or Himalayan languages, study in Nepal, or comparative 
theology.6 Most of the students in the BA program are in 
their mid- to late twenties, but ages range from traditional 
college age to seventy years old. The friendships that 
develop between students from such diverse cultural 
backgrounds and life experience—combined with a 
constant flow (and occasional flood) of Buddhist teachings 
and activities at KNSL and in surrounding areas, as well as 
class field trips to local Buddhist pilgrimage sites and the 
site of the Buddha’s enlightenment in Bodhgaya, India—
create many informal opportunities to learn about and 
discuss Buddhist philosophy and practice from a variety of 
perspectives. 

RYI’s formal academic programs self-consciously explore 
and evaluate these perspectives. Students have a fair 
degree of autonomy in deciding which languages to study 
and to what level of expertise, and whether to concentrate 
on language, philosophy, or history and culture, but the 
basic curriculum for the BA program is divided into three 
areas: language study, courses taught by the monastic 
faculty, and courses taught by faculty trained in modern 
academic universities. Each of these areas informs the 
study of Buddhist philosophy at RYI and distinguishes it 
from study at other institutions.

In regard to language training, all students (except those 
who are already proficient) are required to take a semester 
of Nepali. They learn the Devanāgarī alphabet (shared with 
Sanskrit) and practical conversation. Although courses with 
the monastic faculty are taught in Tibetan and translated 
into English, most students also study both colloquial and 
classical Tibetan. Students with advanced language skills 
have the option to take courses taught exclusively in Tibetan, 
and may also petition to join the regular KNSL courses 
for monastics.7 Some students, particularly those serious 
about the historical study of Buddhist philosophy, also take 
Sanskrit. RYI is fortunate to have a world-class, traditionally 
trained Sanskrit scholar (Kashinath Nyaupane) on its faculty 
as well as scholars trained in modern analytic approaches. 
Traditional modes of study place greater emphasis on oral 
recitation and memorization such that students gain a more 
intuitive feel for the language than with the modern analytic 
approach, while the latter is (arguably) more expedient 
in conveying grammatical structure. With both methods 
as their foundation, advanced students are able to take 
advantage of reading courses taught almost entirely in 
Sanskrit. However, even students who do not advance to 
such levels of proficiency in Tibetan or Sanskrit become 
immersed in the vocabulary, categories, and concepts 
of Buddhist philosophy in a way not possible in modern 
Western universities at the undergraduate level (or often at 
the graduate level). Although a good portion of this fluency 
comes from studying the history of Buddhist ideas (and 
comparing and contrasting this to the history of Western 
ideas) with faculty trained in Western universities, the lion’s 
share comes from courses with the monastic faculty. 

RYI’s monastic-led courses are taught by graduates of 
KNSL (“khenpos” [mkhan po] and “lopons” [slob dpon], 
whose monastic degrees are roughly equivalent to a PhD 
and ABD, respectively), and based on the KNSL program 
of study (minus courses on the monastic rule and esoteric 



APA NEWSLETTER  |  ASIAN AND ASIAN-AMERICAN PHILOSOPHERS AND PHILOSOPHIES

PAGE 16 SPRING 2019  |  VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2

is fair to say that RYI students are likely engaged in this 
questioning at a deeper and more transformative level than 
students who study philosophy (Buddhist or otherwise) in 
the more compartmentalized manner of a modern Western 
university.13 From their immersion in the Tibetan tradition, 
RYI students graduate with a rich internal interlocutor in the 
voice of the tradition, broad (and often deep) knowledge 
of the Buddhist philosophical tradition, and facility with 
the conceptual and linguistic tools required for advanced 
study. 

Although language training, immersion in Buddhist culture, 
and the monastic curriculum are the more obvious elements 
that distinguish study of Buddhist philosophy at RYI from 
study in other university programs, courses with faculty 
trained in modern academic methods of inquiry provide 
a critical framework for the organization and evaluation of 
knowledge and understanding. In their first year, alongside 
their study of the Bodhicaryāvatāra, BA students are required 
to take a year-long course in Buddhist history. This provides 
an overview of the history and traditions of Buddhism in Asia 
and introduces core academic skills. In the following year, 
they take “Fundamentals of Buddhist Philosophy,” which 
complements the monastic-led curriculum by emphasizing 
the historical development of core Buddhist ideas (e.g., not-
self, dependent origination, dharma theory, path theory) 
from the perspectives of non-Mahāyāna textual traditions 
and schools (e.g., Nikāyas/Āgamas, Theravāda and Sanskrit 
Abhidharma, and Pudgalavāda) as well as from a variety of 
contemporary methodological approaches (e.g., meditative 
praxis, historical-philological, and philosophical).14 This 
introduces students to a variety of approaches to studying 
Buddhist philosophical texts and lays the foundations 
for elective upper-level courses in Mahāyāna philosophy 
(including Yogācāra, Madhyamaka, and Buddha Nature), 
Buddhist Ethics, Buddhist Epistemology, and Indian 
Philosophy. These courses employ a similar strategy of 
complementing the monastic curriculum by highlighting 
method and contemporary philosophical interpretations as 
well as the historical development of ideas.

Second-year BA students are also required to take 
“Methodology of Buddhist Studies,” which introduces 
a variety of additional methodological perspectives 
deployed in the modern academic study of Buddhism (e.g., 
religious studies theory and method, historical, Buddhist 
modernist, feminist, anthropological, archeological), and 
involves a sustained examination of how the modern 
academic study of Buddhism compares to traditional 
Tibetan monastic study.15 Although this course is not part 
of their core training in Buddhist philosophy, it provides 
students with conceptual tools to think critically about 
the Tibetan Buddhist tradition and the context in which 
they are studying, as well as about the assumptions and 
categories (e.g., “philosophy” and “religion”) that inform 
modern academic study of Buddhism. Given that classes 
are typically composed of a combination of lay and 
monastic, culturally Buddhist, convert Buddhist, and non-
Buddhist students, discussion tends to be thoughtful, 
lively, and even contentious at times, but always valuable. 
One of the consistent themes of this course (and, really, 
all courses at RYI) is how the historical-critical method and 
historical consciousness that informs modern academic 

Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra; another Maitreya treatise, 
the Mahāyānasūtrālam

˙
kāra (Ornament of the Mahāyāna 

Sūtras); Śāntaraks
˙
ita’s Madhyamkālam

˙
kāra (Ornament 

of the Middle Way); and Gampopa’s Jewel Ornament of 
Liberation: The Wish-fulfilling Gem of the Noble Teachings 
(Dam chos yid bshin gyi nor bu thar pa rin po che’i rgyan), 
another path text. As in the BA program, the selection of 
texts for the MA program focuses primarily on refining 
philosophical understanding of the view of emptiness, 
while also elaborating on the larger context of practice in 
which that view is realized. In recent years, MA students 
have also studied Tibetan works concerning theories of 
mind and cognition (blo rigs) and Buddhist epistemology 
(mtshad pa or pramān

˙
a).

Readers familiar with categorizations of the schools of 
Indian Buddhist philosophy will note that this curriculum 
reflects a fairly strong emphasis on Yogācāra (and Buddha 
Nature)10 texts in addition to Madhyamaka texts. Indeed, 
Mipham’s thought can be understood as a synthesis of these 
schools that emphasizes their complementarity as well as 
their relation to his own esoteric Dzogchen perspective. 
Although Mipham agrees with most other Tibetan Buddhist 
scholars in taking Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka to represent the 
highest exoteric view, his synthetic hermeneutic provides 
a rather different perspective on the Indian materials than 
is found, for example, in the Gelug school. The Gelug 
school’s interpretation of Madhyamaka and more exclusive 
focus on Candrakīrti’s interpretation has been more widely 
studied in the West and, as a result, is often reflected in 
contemporary philosophical interpretations of the Indian 
materials. Arguably, one of RYI’s central contributions to 
the study of Buddhist philosophy worldwide is precisely 
the synthetic spirit of Mipham’s hermeneutic.11 At an 
institutional level, this is not only reflected in the integration 
of Yogācāra and Buddha Nature materials into the 
curriculum as complementary to (rather than contentious 
with) Madhyamaka, but also in the framing of intellectual 
study and Buddhist practice in terms of course content 
and the institutional ethos, and in RYI’s unique synthesis of 
traditional monastic and modern academic approaches to 
the study of Buddhist philosophy. 

In regard to the relationship of intellectual study to Buddhist 
practice, study with the KNSL monastic faculty together 
with periodic teachings by Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche and 
other lamas affiliated with KNSL, as well as exposure to a 
variety of other Buddhist teachers,12 provides RYI students 
with a deep understanding of what Buddhist philosophy 
looks like in a cultural context imbued with a Buddhist 
worldview and focused on ritual practice. For the RYI’s 
monastic teachers and lamas, the texts that form the basis 
of the curriculum do not present one among several viable 
philosophical perspectives on how things are or how to 
live, or merely mark critical junctures in the historical study 
of ideas as core philosophical works might for a philosophy 
major in an American or European university. Instead, they 
form a world and recommend a way to live in it. Regardless 
of whether they share this worldview, RYI students are 
profoundly affected by exposure to it and inevitably called 
to examine their own core ontological, epistemological, 
and ethical commitments as a result. Given the existential 
stakes claimed by the Buddhist perspective, I think it 
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addition to its activities fostering monastic leadership and 
publication of Buddhist texts. 

Other local educational centers relevant for English-
speaking19 scholars interested in Buddhist philosophy 
include (in rough order of geographic proximity to 
RYI) Shechen Monastery (http://shechen.org), which is 
dedicated to the preservation of the legacy of the great 
Nyingma scholar and mediation master Dilgo Khentse 
Rinpoche, offers occasional public teachings, and is home 
to Tsering Art School; Sowa Rigpa International College of 
Tibetan Medicine (https://sorigcollege.org), which opened 
in 2017; the School of International Training (https://
studyabroad.sit.edu), which runs a program on Tibetan 
and Himalayan Peoples out of its Boudhanath center; The 
Tsadra Foundation (http://tsadra-wp.tsadra.org), which 
has a branch office in Boudhanath, supports translation, 
scholarship, and publication of Buddhist texts—including 
scholarships for Western Buddhists to study Buddhist 
philosophical literature in Tibetan (http://tsadra-wp.tsadra.
org/scholarships/advanced-buddhist-studies/);20 The 
Rigpe Dorje Institute at Pullahari Monastery, which offers 
philosophy and meditation courses based on Jamgön 
Kontrul Rinpoche’s legacy and the Kagyu tradition; Kopan 
Monastery (http://kopanmonastery.com), which was 
founded by Lama Thubten Yeshe and Lama Zopa Rinpoche 
in 1969, and is well known for its long-running study and 
meditation courses rooted in the Gelug Tibetan Buddhist 
tradition; FPMT (Foundation for the Preservation of 
Mahāyāna Tradition, https://fpmt.org), the larger umbrella 
organization founded by Lamas Yeshe and Zopa, which 
runs the Himalayan Buddhist Meditation Center in Thamel 
(http://fpmt-hbmc.org); Nepal Sanskrit University (https://
nsu.edu.np), which has courses in Buddhist Sanskrit; 
Tribhuvan University (http://tribhuvan-university.edu.np), 
which has departments of Sanskrit and Buddhist Studies as 
its Kirtipur campus; Rigpa Shedra (http://www.rigpashedra.
org) in Pharping, which has courses in Nyingma Tibetan 
Buddhist exoteric and esoteric philosophy taught by 
Khenpo Namdrol Rinpoche; Adzom Monstery in Dolu, 
which has courses for international students (including in 
Chinese); Tranghu Tashi Yangste Monastery, which is based 
in the Kagyu tradition and has courses for international 
students (http://namobuddha.org/vajra_vidya.html); 
Lumbini Buddhist University (https://www.lbu.edu.np), 
which is located in the birthplace of the Buddha and offers 
a broad curriculum in Buddhist Studies based primarily in 
Theravāda Buddhism.21

Scholars interested in Buddhist philosophical manuscripts 
will also want to know about the National Archives in Maiti 
Ghar. Over 180,000 of the manuscripts stored there were 
microfilmed by the Nepali-German Manuscript Preservation 
Project, and a descriptive catalogue is available online 
through the Nepalese-German Manuscript Cataloguing 
Project in Hamburg (https://www.aai.uni-hamburg.de/en/
forschung/ngmcp). Other manuscript resources to note are 
the Kaiser Library (http://www.klib.gov.np), which has a rare 
manuscripts collection; the Asa Archive Trust (http://www.
asaarchives.org/about2.html), which works in collaboration 
with the National Archives; and the Lotus Research Center 
(http://lrcnepal.org.np/#), which is developing a multimedia 
digital archive of Newari Buddhism.

perspectives compares to the ways in which Buddhists 
view their own history.16 Arguably, this course and others 
like it rooted in the historical and comparative cultural 
perspectives of religious studies afford RYI students a 
more critical and nuanced meta-philosophical perspective 
than in most university philosophy departments.17 In 
addition to the philosophy courses described above 
and the required methodology course, BA students may 
choose from elective courses including Religions of Nepal, 
Anthropology of Nepalese Religions, Buddhist Meditation, 
Tibetan History, and special-topics courses based on the 
expertise and interests of permanent and visiting faculty 
(in the past these have included courses such as Buddhism 
and Development, Buddhism and Film, Comparative 
Religions, and Tibetan History). The MA curriculum reflects 
a similar synthesis of study in monastic-led courses and 
modern academic methods, with the addition of several 
courses focused on research methods and thesis writing. 

Given the context and various perspectives outlined above, 
RYI students—both at the BA and MA level—cannot help 
but notice that Buddhists have not carved up the world in 
the same ways as we have in the West or in the modern 
academy. This often becomes a central point of inquiry 
for MA theses focused on topics in Buddhist philosophy. 
These theses are usually deeply embedded in Tibetan 
exegetical traditions but also examine these traditions in 
light of Buddhist soteriological concerns and/or critiques 
of previous academic studies informed by categories 
and concerns alien to Buddhist thought. Because I think 
this illustrates well something of the ethos of RYI and its 
contributions to the academic study of Buddhist philosophy 
worldwide, I close by mentioning a few themes explored 
in recent MA theses. These have included inquiry into the 
devotional and pedagogical context in which the view of 
emptiness is transmitted; how soteriology has remained 
at the heart of philosophical interpretations of dependent 
origination despite shifting understandings of what it 
entails; how distinctive conceptions of non-duality have 
informed Nyingma polemics and doxography; how yogic 
practice informs Buddhist epistemology and vice versa; 
how distinctively Buddhist conceptions of rationality and 
induction compare (and contrast) to Western ones; and 
how distinctively modern Western assumptions or methods 
inform the interpretation of Madhyamaka or the exclusion 
of Yogācāra from serious philosophical consideration. 

APPENDIX
Although the Centre for Buddhist Studies at RYI is the 
only internationally recognized and accredited academic 
program in Buddhist Studies in Kathmandu, there are a 
number of other local institutions of interest to scholars 
and students of Buddhist philosophy. Foremost among 
these for scholars studying Tibetan Buddhist philosophy 
is the International Academy of Buddhist Studies (IBA) 
(http://internationalbuddhistacademy.org) just up the 
road from RYI in Tinchuli. Founded by the late Khenpo 
Appey Rinpoche and headed by Ngawang Jorden (PhD, 
Harvard University), IBA has ongoing courses in Buddhist 
philosophy and practice based primarily in the Sakya 
Tibetan Buddhist tradition.18 IBA also supports international 
scholars conducting research on Sakya traditions and 
translations of Tibetan Buddhist philosophical works—in 

http://shechen.org
https://sorigcollege.org
https://studyabroad.sit.edu
https://studyabroad.sit.edu
http://tsadra-wp.tsadra.org
http://tsadra-wp.tsadra.org/scholarships/advanced-buddhist-studies/
http://tsadra-wp.tsadra.org/scholarships/advanced-buddhist-studies/
http://kopanmonastery.com
https://fpmt.org
http://fpmt-hbmc.org
https://nsu.edu.np
https://nsu.edu.np
http://tribhuvan-university.edu.np
http://www.rigpashedra.org
http://www.rigpashedra.org
http://namobuddha.org/vajra_vidya.html
https://www.lbu.edu.np
https://www.aai.uni-hamburg.de/en/forschung/ngmcp
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http://internationalbuddhistacademy.org
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complementarity of Yogācāra and Madhyamaka informed by a 
variety of Tibetan perspectives, see Douglas Duckworth, Tibetan 
Buddhist Philosophy of Mind and Nature (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2019).

12. Lamas from all Tibetan Buddhist traditions regularly hold public 
teachings in Kathmandu. In addition to lectures by monastic 
scholars, RYI also hosts guest lectures by Western scholar-
practitioners. Frequent guests include: Ven. Dhammadipa (see 
fn.19 below), Lama Shenpen Hookham, and Tulku Sherdor.

13. I have no empirical data to support this. It is just a personal 
observation based on my experience having taught Asian and 
Buddhist philosophy in the US and Nepal.

14. For example, students might read the Anatta-lakkhāna sutta or 
“Discourse on the Not-self Characteristic” (SN 22.59) in light 
of T

˙
hānissaro Bhikkhu’s Selves and Not Self, a series of talks 

given at a meditation retreat [available online at https://www.
accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/selvesnotself.html, 
accessed December 4, 2018]; Rupert Gethin’s contextual and 
textual analysis in “The Five Khanhas: Their Treatment in the 
Nikāyas and Abhidhamma,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 14 
(1986): 35–53; and Mark Siderits’s analytic-style philosophical 
analysis of the argument in his Buddhism As Philosophy: An 
Introduction (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007). Students compare 
and contrast the interests, methods, and contexts of these 
perspectives, and consider how this affects interpretation 
of the sutta. Later in the course students study the basics of 
dharma theory (according to the Nikāyas and Theravāda and 
Sarvāstivāda Abhidharma), the Pudgalavādins or “Personnalists,” 
and Vasubandhu’s refutation of the latter. Because the materials 
(excepting T

˙
hānissaro and Siderits) discussing these topics are 

not easily accessible to most college-level students, they are 
provided with summaries of academic articles and study guides 
to accompany readings.

15. Students read Dreyfus’s Sound of Two Hands Clapping (see 
above) in whole or part, and monastics from KNSL are invited 
when possible for lectures or question and answers on 
educational methods.

16. An excellent article for articulating this distinction is John 
Makransky, “Historical Consciousness as an Offering to the 
Trans-historical Buddha,” Buddhist Theology: Critical Reflections 
by Contemporary Buddhist Scholars, ed. Roger R. Jackson and 
John J. Makransky (Surrey, England: Curzon Press, 2000), 111–
35).

17. For an illustration of how these perspectives impact the study 
of Buddhist philosophy, see Karin Meyers, “False Friends: 
Dependent Origination and the Perils of Analogy in Cross-
Cultural Philosophy,” Journal of Buddhist Ethics 25 (2018): 785–
818; Rick Repetti, “It Wasn’t Me: Reply to Karin Meyers,” Journal 
of Buddhist Ethics 25 (2018): 857–86; and Karin Meyers, “Talking 
Past Each Other: Reply to Rick Repetti,” Journal of Buddhist Ethics 
(forthcoming).

18. Although most courses are based on the Sakya Tibetan Buddhist 
tradition, IBA also regularly hosts the Ven. Dhammadipa (based 
in the Czech Republic) who teaches meditation courses on calm 
abiding (samatha) and insight (vipassanā). I mention this because 
Dhammadipa’s scholarly expertise in the Pali, Sanskrit, and 
Chinese literature on meditation combined with his insights from 
deep practice is a real boon for scholars working on these textual 
traditions, especially the Visuddhimagga and Yogācārabhūmi. 
Recordings of his retreat talks can be found on the IBA online 
studies website along with several courses based on Indian 
philosophical texts and the Sakya commentarial tradition (http://
www.ibastudiesonline.com/Home/Index).

19. I understand there are a number of centers that also have courses 
in Chinese, but at the time of writing I am only certain of courses 
at IBA and Adzom Monastery (both listed above).

20. In addition to supporting three years of study at RYI, the Tsadra 
Foundation has also supported study at Kopan Nunnery and 
Tranghu Tashi Yangste Monastery’s Vajra Vidya Institute.

21. At the time of writing, I am unable to determine whether there is 
still a campus in Kathmandu and, if so, whether it offers courses 
in English or only Nepali.

NOTES

1. For an overview of Rahul Sankrityayan’s (1893–1963) critical 
activities in Nepal, see Alaka Atreya Chudal, “Rahul Sankrityayan 
and the Buddhism of Nepal,” European Bulletin of Himalayan 
Research 46 (2015): 62–87. See the Appendix for information on 
resources for manuscript research.

2. I am no longer full-time at RYI, but continue to advise masters 
theses there.

3. In recent years this has included a number of scholars from 
American and European universities specializing in Buddhist 
Philosophy: Orna Almogi (University of Hamburg), Lara Braitstein* 
(McGill University), Jose Cabezon (University of California, Santa 
Barbara), Klaus Dieter-Mathes (University of Vienna), Douglas 
Duckworth* (Temple University), John Dunne* (University of 
Wisconsin–Madison), Jonardon Ganeri (New York University), 
David Higgins (University of Vienna), Connie Kassor* (Lawrence 
University), Yaroslav Komarovski* (University of Nebraska), Anne 
MacDonald (University of Vienna), John Makransky (Boston 
College), Jin Park (American University), Alexander Von Rospatt 
(University of California, Berkeley), Bill Waldron* (Middlebury 
College), Mattia Salvini (Mahidol University), and Dorji Wangchuk* 
(University of Hamburg). * = also taught a semester or summer 
course. Audio recordings of a number of past guest lectures 
(which include some by monastic scholars) can be found online: 
https://soundcloud.com/rangjung-yeshe-institute.

4. RYI is looking to expand its electronic subscriptions and holdings 
to better support advanced research. The library also has some 
Tibetan and Sanskrit holdings, although Tibetan and Sanskrit 
materials are relatively affordable and accessible through local 
bookstores and libraries.

5. The 16th Karmapa was instrumental in the founding of the 
monastery and appointed Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche as its abbot 
and his brother, Tsikey Chokling Rinpoche, as its ritual master. 
As a result, KNSL maintains critical ritual and educational ties to 
the Karma Kagyu lineage. On the history of the monastery, see 
the recently completed MA thesis by Robert Offner (which also 
discusses the demographics) and https://monksandnuns.org/
ka-nying-ling-monastery/.

6. There have been several students with previous graduate 
degrees in Christian scriptures or theology, and a number with 
advanced degrees in other fields, including philosophy and 
psychology.

7. MA students can apply for a scholarship from the Tsadra 
Foundation (see Appendix) that supports two years of study in 
the MA program in Buddhist Studies and a third at KNSL.

8. Generally speaking, this emphasis on a broader range of 
commentarial perspectives and commentary in general 
distinguishes the Nyingma (as well as Sakya and Kagyu) style of 
education from the Gelug school, which emphasizes monastic 
textbooks and debate, but this should not be overstated, as 
all schools partake of these various methods to one degree 
or another. For an invaluable analysis of these methods, see 
Georges B. J. Dreyfus, The Sound of Two Hands Clapping: The 
Education of a Tibetan Monk (Berkeley: University of California, 
2003).

9. Other commentaries are typically Kagyu or Sakya. For example, 
the Uttaratantra is taught on the basis of the Kagyu scholar 
Jamgön Kongtrul’s commentary, and Buddhist epistemology on 
Sakya Pandita’s treatise on the subject.

10. The Uttaratantra is considered a Buddha Nature (or 
Tathāgatagarbha) text, and Mipham’s hermeneutic is also 
informed by a Buddha Nature interpretation of the third turning 
of the wheel.

11. Mipham’s hermeneutic is informed by Śāntaraks
˙
ita’s 

Madhyamakālam
˙

kāra hierarchical syntheses of Yogācāra and 
Madhyamaka as well as by his principle of “dialectical unity” 
(zung ’jug). For more on the latter, see Karma Phuntsho, 
Mipham’s Dialectics and the Debates on Emptiness (New York: 
RoutledgeCurzon, 2005) and Douglas Duckworth, Mipam 
on Buddha Nature (Albany: SUNY, 2008). For an overview of 
Mipham, see Douglas Duckworth, Jamgön Mipam: His Life and 
Teachings (Boston: Shambhala, 2011). For a perspective on the 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/selvesnotself.html
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/selvesnotself.html
http://www.ibastudiesonline.com/Home/Index
http://www.ibastudiesonline.com/Home/Index
https://soundcloud.com/rangjung-yeshe-institute
https://monksandnuns.org/ka-nying-ling-monastery/
https://monksandnuns.org/ka-nying-ling-monastery/
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contributed to scholarship at an international level.3 
Regrettably, the promising, yet still fledgling, academic 
lineage initiated by Schayer was effectively obliterated 
in the turmoil inflicted by the Second World War. By 
the time Polish universities reopened in 1945, most 
academic resources related to Buddhist studies had been 
irretrievably lost and the precious few experts in the field 
had either passed away or left the country. For the next few 
decades, the major challenge facing Polish Buddhology 
was therefore to gradually recover from its decline, rather 
than develop in new directions. Moreover, the pace and 
scale of this recovery was somewhat limited by the political 
and economic conditions of post-war Poland, not the least 
by its relative isolation behind the “Iron Curtain” that ended 
only after 1989. On the other hand, the last decades of 
the socialist state witnessed an unprecedented surge in 
a more popular interest in Buddhism among Poles. This 
phenomenon was spearheaded by the first organized 
groups of local converts, who understood Buddhism as 
a form of spirituality, a way of life, or perhaps a religion, 
rather than a resource of philosophical insights.4 At the 
same time, the emergence of such a “practical” alternative 
did not appear to undermine the traditional prestige 
of philologically based and philosophically orientated 
Buddhist studies. Generally speaking, the discipline 
maintained its strong connections with academic Indology, 
its emphasis on studying primary texts in original languages, 
and its sensitivity to philosophical issues, all advocated by 
Schayer before the war. 

For the reasons explained above, most scholarly activities 
that fall under the purview of Buddhist studies (Buddologia) 
in the Polish context entail at least some degree of 
involvement with philosophical issues. A few examples 
will suffice to illustrate this point. Since the 1990s, the 
University of Warsaw has hosted several international 
seminars and conferences on Indian philosophy and 
logic. All these events were attended by the leading 
experts in the related fields of Buddhist studies, alongside 
internationally recognized local scholars.5 These days, the 
Faculty of Oriental Studies of the University of Warsaw, the 
successor to Schayer’s Oriental Institute, operates its own 
Research Centre of Buddhist Studies (Pracownia Studiów 
nad Buddyzmem, since 2008), headed by the Indologist 
and Tibetologist Marek Mejor. Whereas the Centre aims 
to provide seminars, lectures, and consultations on a 
wide range of topics related to Buddhism, its educational 
activities are clearly set in the Polish tradition of Buddhist 
studies, which emphasizes presentation of philosophically 
significant canonical doctrines (e.g., views on suffering, 
interdependent origination, etc.) on the basis of primary 
texts.6 In the south of Poland, the Jagiellonian University 
in Kraków offers a regular undergraduate program 
in Buddhist studies (since 2011) and an MA program 
focused on contemporary Buddhism (since 2018), both 
run by the Centre for Comparative Studies of Civilizations 
(Katedra Porównawczych Studiów Cywilizacji) affiliated 
with the Faculty of Philosophy.7 While the curricula of 
these programs encourage an interdisciplinary approach, 
they are rather well-suited to students with an interest in 
Buddhist philosophy. Course offerings include, for example, 
introductions to Buddhist ethics or Buddhist logic and 
epistemology, in addition to Sanskrit or Tibetan classes. 

Buddhist Philosophy in Poland: Legacy 
and Prospects

Jakub Zamorski
CENTRE FOR COMPARATIVE STUDIES OF CIVILIZATIONS, 
JAGIELLONIAN UNIVERSITY (KRAKÓW)

Poland is one of those countries where questions about 
the present state of affairs are often met with a response 
about the past—not only events that actually happened, 
but also those that could or should have occurred if history 
had taken a more benevolent turn. While this penchant for 
historical reminiscence is not without its critics, an outline 
of Polish studies on Buddhist philosophy can hardly be 
bereft of a historical introduction. It would be difficult to 
describe and assess the present state of the field without 
prior explanation of the factors to which it owes its current 
shape. The complex trajectory of these developments, 
which spans almost a whole century, needs to be at least 
briefly recounted before discussing the present situation 
regarding the discipline and its future prospects. 

Many scholars of Buddhist philosophy still associate 
Poland with the name of Stanisław Schayer (1899–1941), 
the founder (1932) and the first Head of the Oriental 
Institute (Instytut Orientalistyczny) at the University of 
Warsaw. Schayer remains one of the few scholars of his 
generation whose works continue to be referenced in 
fairly recent publications in his field. As a Buddhologist, 
Schayer combined the rigorous training of a scholar of 
Indian languages and literature (the discipline labeled in 
Polish as filologia) with an erudite interest in the history of 
religions, philosophy, and logic, for which he is perhaps 
best remembered. Schayer was deeply convinced that 
a study of pre-modern Indian texts, Buddhist texts in 
particular, was not merely a matter of academic curiosity, 
but rather something that warranted genuine intellectual 
involvement on the part of an educated public. In his view, 
the value of Indian philosophy lies in its potential to serve 
as a “true partner” for Western ethics, metaphysics, logic, 
or philosophy of religion.1 On Schayer’s account, Buddhist 
approaches to those issues present new problems as well 
as new solutions to old problems that may not have been 
sufficiently considered within the Western tradition. For 
this reason, a philologically grounded study of Buddhist 
philosophy can teach Westerners to reconsider the 
seemingly obvious assumptions attached to their own 
cultural heritage, to liberate their thinking from unintended 
one-sidedness and parochialism, and to enrich their 
“spiritual life” with new possibilities.2

Schayer’s ambitious approach to Buddhist studies was 
emulated by younger academics who worked under his 
direction in the 1930s, notably Arnold Kunst (1903–1981) 
and Konstanty (Constantin) Regamey (1907–1982). This 
small cohort of scholars produced remarkable translations 
and studies of several Buddhist texts preserved in Sanskrit, 
Tibetan, and Chinese, executed with great attention to 
their philosophical and/or logical significance. Their 
dissertations and articles usually appeared in German, 
English, or French rather than Polish, and in many cases 
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that they are not receptive to the arguments behind them. 
However, so far few attempts have been made to address 
this change “from within” the Polish academic tradition. 

It may be worthwhile to add that the rather deep-seated 
emphasis on Buddhist texts and doctrines illustrated 
above is not merely a question of allegiance to a certain 
academic lineage or historical authority. To a significant 
extent, it reflects the genuine expectations of Polish 
students, including potential future scholars. According to 
the author’s own experience, even though Polish students 
appear fairly curious about ritualistic, devotional, or 
institutional aspects of Buddhism, many would still regard 
philosophical thought (or practice based in philosophical 
thought) as the most universal or personally relevant 
aspect of this tradition. It may be tempting to explain this 
preference by pointing towards Polish students’ lack of 
personal familiarity with the living traditions of popular 
Buddhism practiced in Asian societies, or to the pervasive 
influence of modernist narratives about putative “real” 
Buddhism, routinely defined as “philosophy rather than 
religion.” However, the reasons behind such attitudes 
appear to be somewhat more complex. 

One factor that deserves special consideration is the 
impact of contemporary “culture wars” and their latent 
influence on academic discussions of philosophical and 
religious topics. The contours of such conflicts are perhaps 
even more pronounced in their distinctive Polish setting, 
defined by the long-standing monopoly of Catholic values 
on the one hand, and the rapidly secularizing attitudes 
of the younger generations on the other. Those students 
who profess some interest in Buddhism quite often claim 
that they are indifferent, suspicious, or, in some cases, 
even outright hostile with regard to “religious” beliefs 
and practices. Many of them find it easier to relate to 
Buddhist discussions on ethical or metaphysical issues. 
The major appeal of such topics lies in the “exotic” 
approaches of Buddhist authors, which come across 
as refreshingly removed from the cultural, ideological, 
or political entanglements of contemporary times. To 
quote one obvious example, Buddhist arguments against 
theism transcend the seemingly all-pervasive division 
between “religious” (Catholic) and “secular” viewpoints. 
Approached from this angle, even classroom discussions 
of Buddhist texts and doctrines appear to meet some 
of the expectations voiced by Schayer in the late 1920s; 
namely, they allow Polish students to relativize and rethink 
the whole gamut of values and beliefs ingrained in the 
culture in which they are submerged, and to acknowledge 
non-European intellectual traditions as valid partners in 
debating fundamental issues. In the author’s opinion, in 
contemporary Poland these objectives remain as relevant 
as they were in Schayer’s times. 

One issue that perhaps merits more debate is the 
extent to which the aforementioned objectives can be 
achieved without discussing Buddhist “philosophy” in the 
orthodox sense, defined by the concerns of contemporary 
philosophers or historians of philosophy. This question 
may be especially pertinent in the case of East Asian 
Buddhism, which has been relatively underrepresented in 
the Polish tradition of Buddhist studies, especially in the 

Several other universities throughout the country provide 
introductory courses to Buddhism or East Asian religions 
that routinely cover the basics of Buddhist philosophy. Such 
courses are usually offered by the departments of either 
East Asian studies or philosophy and in many cases are 
taught by scholars proficient in the canonical languages of 
Buddhism (a notable example is the Institute of Philosophy 
of Maria Curie-Skłodowska University in Lublin, whose 
roster includes three specialists in Indian and Buddhist 
philosophy).8

It may be worthwhile to mention that these days Polish 
students can digest the basic concepts and arguments 
of Buddhist thinkers in their own native language. 
Available teaching resources include at least article- or 
chapter-length introductions to all the major intellectual 
traditions of Indic and Indo-Tibetan Buddhism (Theravada, 
Madhyamaka, Yogācāra, Tāthagatagarbha thought, logic and 
epistemology), some facets of the Sino-Japanese tradition 
(historical and modernist forms of Zen, contemporary 
“critical Buddhism”), as well as a selection of primary 
texts translated from Sanskrit, Pali, Tibetan, Mongolian, 
or Japanese. In fact, studies on Buddhist philosophy still 
comprise the mainstream of Polish academic literature on 
Buddhism, both in terms of original works and translations 
from foreign languages. This is so even in the case of 
East Asian Buddhism, which has often been introduced 
to Polish students through assigned readings culled from 
the primers of Chinese or Japanese philosophy.9 The 
dominance of philosophical perspectives on Buddhism 
can also be discerned in the academic activities of Polish 
scholars, including doctoral candidates and recent PhDs. 
For example, three out of four Poland-affiliated scholars 
participating in the last Congress of the International 
Association of Buddhist Studies in 2017 presented on 
topics that can be classified as philosophical or related to 
philosophy. The proportions are not much different at the 
biennial Polish symposia devoted to Buddhist “thought and 
culture” (usually attended by 15–20 participants from within 
Poland), whose agenda tends to be dominated by topics 
related to philosophy and meditation.10 Not surprisingly, the 
annual meeting of the Society for Asian and Comparative 
Philosophy held in 2018 at the Pedagogical University of 
Kraków was well-attended by local academics, at least 
six of whom presented on Buddhist or Buddhist-inspired 
thinkers, ranging from Nāgārjuna to Nishida Kitarō.11

The aforementioned focus on philosophical (or at least 
broadly intellectual) aspects of Buddhism is hardly 
surprising considering the historical factors discussed 
above. On the other hand, it may be pointed out that this 
tendency stands in a somewhat tenuous relationship with 
some of the more recent currents within Buddhist studies, 
which have called into question both the primacy of text-
based research and the attention traditionally conferred on 
doctrinal issues. These well-known developments have led 
to a conspicuous shift towards previously neglected topics 
and methodologies: for example, studies on the social 
contexts and ramifications of Buddhist practices, visual 
or material cultures, methodological analyses regarding 
the production of academic discourse on Buddhism, etc. 
It would be decidedly unfair to say that Polish scholars 
and advanced students are not aware of these trends or 
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Study of Buddhist Philosophy in Sri Lanka
Asanga Tilakaratne
FORMER SENIOR PROFESSOR OF PALI AND BUDDHIST STUDIES 
AND FOUNDING HEAD OF THE DEPARTMENT OF BUDDHIST 
STUDIES, UNIVERSITY OF COLOMBO

CURRENTLY VISITING PROFESSOR AT SITAGU INTERNATIONAL 
BUDDHIST ACADEMY, MYANMAR

Sri Lanka (SL) is traditionally a Theravada Buddhist country 
where this particular form of Buddhism has existed, both 
as a practicing religion of people and as an academic 
discipline, for more than twenty-three centuries. Among 
the traditional Theravada Buddhist countries (others being 
Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos) SL goes down 
in history as where the Theravada canon, which had been 
passed down through memory, was committed to writing 
in the first century BCE. Basically, all the commentaries and 
sub-commentaries and many other exegetical literatures 
for the Pali1 canon were also compiled in this country. With 
occasional ups and downs, this tradition has continued 
till the present, passing the Colonial period (1505–1948) 
coming to the post-colonial period from 1948 onwards. 
From the pre-modern period to the beginning of the 
twentieth century, the study of Buddhism was almost 
exclusively in textual studies through which the knowledge 
of the Dhamma (doctrine of the Buddha) was obtained. It 
would not be out of place here to mention that T. W. Rhys 
Davids (1843–1922) studied Pali from the Buddhist monks 
of Sri Lanka when he was serving in the Ceylon Civil Service 
(1864–1872), and subsequently started the Pali Text Society 
in 1881, which still serves Buddhist studies worldwide.

The study of Buddhism away from traditional textual 
studies is a phenomenon starting with modern academic 
studies introduced to SL (then Ceylon) toward the end 
of the British colonial period with the founding of the 
University of Ceylon in 1942 (which is the successor to 
Ceylon University College, founded in 1921), where Pali 

period after the Second World War. Whereas this tradition 
has its own share of “problems” and “solutions” related 
to metaphysics, ethics, religion, or even logic, these are 
not necessarily articulated in the form of what Western 
philosophers would typically take to be cogent arguments 
or systematic theoretical reflections. Quite often they 
need to be extracted from the rhetoric of exegetical 
polemics, confrontations between personal lineages, and 
various “culture wars” waged by Buddhist authors against 
Confucian, Daoist, Christian, or secular viewpoints. At the 
same time, according to the author’s experience, it is still 
possible to read polemical treatises of East Asian Buddhists 
in a way that elicits some contemporary resonance (they 
include, for example, cases for adopting a vegetarian 
diet, and discussions about the interpretation of religious 
symbols). Needless to say, they are also situated in 
culturally distant intellectual settings; as such, they defy 
contemporary ideological divides and put necessary 
question marks alongside the self-sufficiency of Eurocentric 
(not to mention “Polonocentric”) perspectives. It may 
therefore be worth asking whether the aforementioned 
humanistic and “spiritual” benefits of confrontation with 
Buddhist intellectual traditions indeed require the adoption 
of a “philosopher’s” perspective, or whether they can be 
achieved by exploring alternative methodological options—
for example, the approach of intellectual or cultural history. 
Regardless of how this question is answered, an earnest 
discussion of this problem would probably be of much 
interest to scholars of Buddhist philosophy both within and 
outside Poland.

NOTES

1. Mejor, “A Note on Buddhist Studies in Poland,” 119; Schayer, 
“O istotnym znaczeniu studium filozofii staroindyjskiej,” 73–79, 
“Indische Philosophie als Problem der Gegenwart,” 373–82.

2. Ibid., 73, 78, 373, 381.

3. Mejor, “A Note on Buddhist Studies in Poland,” 118–21; Mejor, 
“Contribution of Polish Scholars to the Study of Indian Logic,” 
2003.

4. Ablamowicz-Borri, “Buddhist ‘Protestantism’ in Poland,” 38.

5. Cf. Bareja-Starzyńska and Mejor, Aspects of Buddhism; 
Balcerowicz, Proceedings of the International Seminar ‘Argument 
and Reason in Indian Logic’ 20–24 June, 2001; Balcerowicz, Logic 
and Belief in Indian Philosophy.

6. http://orient.uw.edu.pl/pracownia-studiow-nad-buddyzmem/ (in 
Polish).

7. http://www.psc.uj.edu.pl/en_GB/start-en 

8. https://www.umcs.pl/pl/zaklad-rel igioznaw-i-f i lozofi i -
dawnej,15505.htm (in Polish).

9. Such as Blocker and Starling, Japanese Philosophy; or Liu, An 
Introduction to Chinese Philosophy.

10. https://sites.google.com/site/konferencjabuddyjska/home (in 
Polish).

11. https://sites.google.com/site/50thsacpconferencekrakow2018/
accepted_papers.
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courses in Abhidhamma taught in varying depth. Compared, 
however, to the practice in a country like Myanmar where 
Abhidhamma occupies a central part of the curriculum 
and is memorized and studied in the traditional manner 
consulting commentaries and sub-commentaries, Sri Lanka 
university studies in Abhidhamma remain introductory. 
Unlike in Myanmar, Sri Lanka does not have a widespread 
tradition of monastic Abhidhamma studies either. At 
graduate level, however, Abhidhamma may be studied 
depending on the availability of relevant expertise among 
the academic staff of any particular department.

Another subject under which Buddhist philosophical 
studies were done is philosophy. The department of 
philosophy at the University of Ceylon was started in 1950, 
which (as mentioned) was shifted to Peradeniya in 1952. 
The first Head of the department was T. R. V. Murti, an 
Indian national and specialist in Buddhist, Vedanta, and 
Kantian philosophies who wrote the well-known work, The 
Central Philosophy of Buddhism,2 a comparative study of 
the Madhyamaka system with Kantian philosophy. Murti 
left after two years, and K. N. Jayatilleke (mentioned above) 
became the head of the department in 1964 and continued 
till his untimely death in 1970. 

Jayatilleke studied in Cambridge and had the privilege 
of being admitted to Wittgenstein’s classes held in his 
private quarters in Whewell’s Courts, Trinity College, 
Cambridge University during 1945–1947.3 Jayatilleke’s 
work, Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge (1963), hailed as 
a “masterpiece by any standard”4 showed his orientation 
as an analytical philosopher who defended an empiricist 
interpretation of the early Buddhist (by which he meant Pali 
canonical) philosophy. Although Peradeniya is a department 
of philosophy, under the influence of Jayatilleke it became 
a center for Buddhist philosophical studies. 

The particular character of the scholars produced under 
Jayatilleke’s direction, influence, and guidance is that 
they typically had expertise in both Western and Buddhist 
philosophies. Scholars such as D. J. Kalupahana (1936–2014), 
who later moved to the University of Hawaii department of 
philosophy), R. D. Gunaratne (b. 1937), Padmasiri de Silva (b. 
1933), Gunapala Dharmasiri (1940–2015), P. D. Premasiri (b. 
1941), A. D. P. Kalansuriya (1937–2011), all of whom taught 
at Peradeniya, had this comparative expertise involving 
Buddhist and Western philosophies. This is a bygone era 
of Buddhist philosophy not only in Peradeniya but also 
in the whole country because the Buddhist philosophical 
orientation that Peradeniya had was missing from the other 
departments of philosophy in the country, which are of 
more recent origin.5

Currently, in addition to Peradeniya, there are departments 
of philosophy at the University of Kelaniya, University of 
Jaffna, and Eastern University. At all these departments, 
including Peradeniya, the orientation of the curriculum 
remains basically Western philosophical with elements 
in Indian and Buddhist philosophies. The undergraduate 
courses have one or two course units for Buddhist 
philosophy, which are taught mostly by junior scholars. 
This cannot be compared to Peradeniya during the ’70s 
through ’90s where the influence of philosophers like K. 

and Sanskrit were taught in the same manner as Latin and 
Greek were taught in Western universities. One person who 
studied Pali and Sanskrit at the college (1939–1943) was K. 
N. Jayatilleke (1920–1970) who later became the leading 
Buddhist philosopher of the country. At the University of 
Ceylon a separate department for Pali was started, and G. P. 
Malalasekera (1899–1973), another future leading Buddhist 
scholar of the country, was the first head of the department. 
In 1952 the university was shifted to Peradeniya, in the 
central hills of the country where it is currently located. It 
is there that the study of Buddhist civilization was added 
to the Pali department, which today has evolved to be the 
Department of Pali and Buddhist Studies.

The reason for the mention of Pali is that it is with Pali studies 
that the present subject of Buddhist studies, within which 
Buddhist philosophical studies are done, was started. The 
only way to study Pali being through the Buddhist texts, in SL 
Pali marks an early stage of Buddhist philosophical studies 
in the modern academic sense. In the pre-colonial period 
and immediately after independence till the beginning of 
Sinhala-language universities (mentioned below), those 
who studied Pali were English-educated lay (non-monastic) 
students, very few of whom went into graduate studies 
and thence university academic positions, while the rest 
went into school-teaching and government administrative 
positions. A general degree at this time took three years 
with Pali as one of the subjects, or four years if it was a 
special degree with Pali as the main subject. Today, Pali is 
still taught as a subject in universities and a large majority 
of students are Buddhist monks. The subject has a Buddhist 
conceptual/philosophical aspect along with linguistic and 
literary aspects, making it directly relevant to Buddhist 
philosophical studies. 

At this juncture, study of the Sanskrit language, which has 
been an important part of traditional local scholarship, 
should also be mentioned. In the universities, along 
with Pali, Sanskrit is taught from elementary to advanced 
levels, with very nearly all students being monastics. The 
significance of the presence of Sanskrit is that although 
Buddhist studies in the country are focused on Theravada, 
studies in Mahayana and other Buddhist schools with their 
literature in Sanskrit are not neglected.

Another aspect of Buddhist/Pali and Buddhist studies is 
Abhidhamma (Sanskrit: Abhidharma) or “higher doctrine,” 
contained in the third section of the Pali canon. In the 
field of Buddhist studies, Abhidhamma is usually called 
philosophy in the sense that it deals with what is considered 
to be the ultimate reality that provides the basis for the 
experienced reality which in the Abhidhamma terminology 
equates to “constructed phenomena.” Abhidhamma may 
also be described as philosophy in a sense which is closer 
to the modern sense of the term, for it has developed 
its own precise language and methods of analysis. 
Abhidhamma basically consists of the definition, analysis, 
classification, and categorization of the dhammas, a broad 
term which includes not only the entirety of the teachings 
of the Buddha but also all constructed and unconstructed 
phenomena. Logical methods such as distribution and 
conversion of terms have been used in this literature. In 
Pali studies programs of the universities, there are several 
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such as Sunyatavada (emptiness) of Nagarjuna and 
“mind-only” of Vijnanavada (idealism). There are not, 
however, courses covering Buddhist philosophical themes 
exclusively. This remains equally true for Master’s in 
philosophy courses taught by departments of philosophy 
in which only one or two aspects of Buddhist philosophy 
are taught. At research level (MPhil/PhD), depending on 
the availability of supervisors and the preference of the 
students, philosophically related studies may be pursued. 
After completing such programs, the degree one gets 
from the Sri Lankan university system is MPhil or PhD in 
Buddhist Studies; there is no specific mention of Buddhist 
philosophy as this is understood to be included in Buddhist 
studies. The Postgraduate Institute of Pali and Buddhist 
Studies, mentioned above, with its separate department 
for Buddhist philosophy and well-qualified academic staff, 
is where much of the graduate studies in Buddhism in the 
country is currently conducted.

What this discussion should highlight is that in Sri Lanka, 
Buddhist philosophy as an exclusive subject matter outside 
of Pali or Buddhist studies is hard to find. The fact of the 
matter, however, is that Buddhist philosophical studies 
combining textual and conceptual aspects are done in all 
universities. Such studies may be strong in one aspect 
or other, textual or conceptual/doctrinal, and they may 
also be called philosophical insofar as they focus on the 
conceptual analysis of and the logicality, consistency, and 
coherence of what is studied.

A typical undergraduate student who chooses Buddhist 
studies is mostly a Buddhist monastic member or a male 
or female civilian student who studies Buddhism as one 
of his/her three first-year subjects. With their Buddhist 
religious background, students often seem to think that 
they can secure a better grade in Buddhist studies enabling 
them to move on to a subject they wish to specialize in. 
Those who opt for or get qualified to follow a four-year 
degree in Buddhist studies are relatively few, and even 
among those who are so qualified, usually a large majority 
is comprised of young members of the Buddhist Sangha. 
Those who study Pali (and Sanskrit) are almost all members 
of the Sangha. Those who complete the three-year degree 
are, mostly, absorbed as teachers into the government 
school system, where religion is a compulsory subject. 
A few among those who follow the four-year program in 
Buddhist studies, if they are lucky, have openings in the 
university system as lecturers.

The course-work Master’s programs in Sinhala are very 
popular, again, mostly among the government school 
teachers who could use this qualification to be eligible 
for a career promotion. English-medium coursework 
Master’s are popular among foreign students, in particular 
among students from Southeast Asian countries, and most 
especially Buddhist monastic students from Myanmar. In 
addition, there is a good group of mature local students 
coming from various professions and walks of life and 
various age groups who choose to study Buddhism not 
necessarily due to any professional requirements but for 
the sake of knowledge and/or religious sentiments. A 
good number of candidates in this category follow courses 
in English. Of all these students, the number that will 

N. Jayatilleke was still felt. One has only to remain hopeful 
that these undergraduate programs will produce young 
scholars who will ultimately do Buddhist studies with 
widened philosophical horizons. However, in order to see 
how Buddhist philosophical studies are done currently, we 
have to look elsewhere. 

We will start, again, with some history. Buddhist studies 
became a key element of the university curriculum in SL 
with the upgrading in 1959 of the two leading traditional 
Buddhist monastic education centers of the country, 
Vidyodaya Pirivena6 and Vidyalankara Pirivena, to university 
status, and thus with the founding of Vidyodaya and 
Vidyalankara Universities. In these universities, unlike the 
University of Ceylon (now University of Peradeniya) at its 
beginning, the medium of instruction was Sinhala, the local 
language of the majority Sinhala community, which allowed 
access to modern education for a larger non-English-
speaking group. In the new universities, there were faculties 
for Buddhist studies where not only Pali language, Sanskrit 
language, and textual studies but also new subjects such 
as Buddhist culture were taught. Today, however, with the 
1972 university reforms, these two universities have been 
renamed Sri Jayawardenepura and Kelaniya, respectively, 
and have developed into full-fledged secular universities. 

There are two other universities, namely, the University 
of Ruhuna and University of Colombo, where Buddhist 
studies are taught. In the University of Colombo, as in other 
universities, Buddhist Studies is taught as a three-year 
general and four-year special degree course, and there are 
two streams for students to choose: Buddhist culture and 
Buddhist philosophy. In the latter, in addition to courses 
on Buddhist philosophy-related subjects such as Buddhist 
logic, epistemology, and ethics, two survey courses on 
Indian and Western philosophies are offered. 

In addition to these universities that come under University 
Grants Commission, there are two universities coming under 
the Ministry of Higher Education reserved for the study of 
Buddhism: Bhiksu University of Sri Lanka (founded in 1969), 
open only to the Buddhist monastic community and located 
in the ancient city of Anuradhapura, and Buddhist and Pali 
University (founded in 1982) in the Homagama suburbs 
of Colombo. In all Sri Lankan universities, currently, the 
medium of instruction is Sinhala, except in the universities 
in the North and the East where it is Tamil. In addition, 
English-medium instruction is available in all universities 
where the subject of Buddhist studies is taught.

Graduate studies in Buddhism are conducted in both 
English and Sinhala in all departments and in the two 
Buddhist universities mentioned above. The Postgraduate 
Institute of Pali and Buddhist Studies attached to University 
of Kelaniya but operating independently specializes in 
Buddhist studies, including Buddhist textual, cultural, and 
philosophical studies at graduate level. At this institute 
and all the other departments where the subject is 
taught, graduate studies are conducted at course-work 
Master’s level of one or two years’ duration as well as 
research-based MPhil and PhD levels. In these programs, 
non-research course-work Master’s usually have course 
units covering themes relevant to Buddhist philosophy 



APA NEWSLETTER  |  ASIAN AND ASIAN-AMERICAN PHILOSOPHERS AND PHILOSOPHIES

PAGE 24 SPRING 2019  |  VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2

3. Jayatilleke, Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge (London: George 
Allen and Unwin, 1963), 10.

4. Attributed to Richard H. Robinson in M. W. P. De Silva, “Memorial 
Tribute to the Late Professor K. N. Jayatilleke,” Philosophy East 
and West 21, no. 2  (1971): 211–39.

5. With reforms introduced to the university system of the country 
in 1972, universities that existed as campuses under the 
University of Sri Lanka were made considerably independent by 
bringing them under the University Grants Commission (UGC) 
for financial and broader policy matters. Currently, there are 15 
universities coming under the UGC and largely determining their 
own curriculum. The two Buddhist universities come under the 
Ministry of Higher Education.

6. “Pirivena” in the Sinhala language means a monastic education 
center.

7. There are a few privately owned higher academic institutes 
specializing in Buddhist studies such as Sri Lanka International 
Buddhist Academy (SIBA) in Pallekelle, Kandy, which are young 
in origin and have yet to establish themselves.

Buddhist Philosophy in Two Japanese 
Cross-Philosophical Approaches

Shinya Moriyama
SHINSHU UNIVERSITY

The aim of this paper is to introduce two Japanese 
representative figures of studies of comparative Eastern 
philosophy, Hajime Nakamura (1912–1999) and Toshihiko 
Izutsu (1914–1993), and to evaluate their results, 
particularly on the field of Buddhist studies.1 While the 
former is known as a leading Japanese scholar of Buddhist 
studies and Indology, the latter’s primary field is Islamic 
studies. In spite of this difference in their major fields, 
however, these two twentieth-century intellectuals hold 
a highly distinctive position within the history of modern 
Japanese studies of Eastern philosophy due to their wide-
ranging views covering manifold philosophies Western and 
Eastern, including the Islamic, Indian, Chinese, Korean, and 
Japanese. Yet I will argue that the most important impact of 
their studies lies not in the breadth of their knowledge of 
philosophy but in the methodology they adopt for studying 
Eastern philosophy in general apart from its specific, 
cultural-historical limitations.

Interestingly, in providing a comprehensive picture of 
Eastern philosophy, both scholars commonly focus on 
Buddhist philosophy as a knot connecting other Eastern 
systems of thought. For Nakamura it is Buddhist logic that 
each Asian culture has exemplified and expressed in diverse 
distinctive manners in the course of its transmission. On 
the other hand, Izutsu pays special attention to the idea of 
being free of essence or instrinsic nature (nih

˙
svabhāvatā) 

as the Buddhist counterpart to other Eastern philosophies 
that accept the existence of something like “essence” or 
“intrinsic nature” in each different system.

In what follows, I review these two scholars’ great attempts 
at cross-philosophical studies, examine some problems 
therein, and provide a prospect for the future of Japanese 
studies of Buddhist philosophy, though admittedly this 
latter observation is limited in scope.

proceed to the research level is slim. An exception is the 
Postgraduate Institute of Pali and Buddhist Studies, where 
several dozen foreign students, again, mostly monastic 
members, pursue their higher research degrees along with 
a relatively lesser number of local students.

For the reason that Buddhist (philosophical) studies are 
centered mostly around the government universities and 
institutions mentioned here,7 relevant career opportunities 
are limited and hence extremely competitive. Unlike in the 
last century, when all would-be Buddhist scholars ended up 
doing their graduate studies in the UK, and subsequently in 
the USA, Canada, or Australia [e.g., the “Peradeniya school”], 
those who are successful and hired today tend to go to 
neighboring India or China for their graduate studies. They 
choose India for both economic and academic reasons, and 
China mainly for the increasing financial support available 
there. Opportunities for graduate studies in Japan or Hong 
Kong or in any European country almost totally depend on 
financial assistance available from those countries.

During the last century, Sri Lankan Buddhist scholars had 
a reputation for comparative philosophical knowledge 
for the reason that they had their training in Western 
philosophical or religious departments. The fact that most 
of these scholars had their local undergraduate studies in 
English was helpful for them to study in these academic 
environs. Today, one cannot say the same about the English 
proficiency of would-be university teachers, which is another 
reason why they have to look for study opportunities in 
non-English speaking countries. Depending, however, on 
the potential change of location of study, one may expect 
future changes of areas of expertise and the modes of 
doing Buddhist philosophical studies in the country. 

In sum, Buddhist philosophical studies in Sri Lanka, with 
its history associated with Theravada Buddhism for twenty-
three centuries, features prominently in the arena of 
academic studies and has a justifiably earned international 
reputation as a center of Theravada Buddhist studies. It 
remains a challenge for the present Buddhist academics 
of Sri Lanka to continue to maintain this reputation, yet 
there is reason to be optimistic given the fact that there is 
a considerable number of young and energetic Buddhist 
academics active in the field. With five departments in state 
universities, a postgraduate institute, and two separate 
universities, all with specialists in Buddhist studies, the 
country may be described as providing many opportunities 
for seekers of Buddhist knowledge.

NOTES

A note on sources: General information regarding the Sri Lanka 
university system and the individual departments and institutes was 
obtained from the relevant websites. Special appreciation, however, 
is due to Samantha Illangakoon of Buddhist and Pali University of 
Sri Lanka; Homagama, K. Kajavinthan of Department of Philosophy, 
University of Jaffna; Charitha Herath and Sumedha Weerawardhana 
of Department of Philosophy, University of Peradeniya; and Sumana 
Ratnayake of Department of Pali and Buddhist Studies, University of 
Peradeniya, for kindly providing information.

1. Pali, also called Magadhi [māgadhī], is the Middle Indo-Aryan 
language in which the Theravada canon and the exegetical 
literature exists.

2. Murti, The Central Philosophy of Buddhism (London: George 
Allen and Unwin, 1956).
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Buddhist studies.4 Whether or not his dream will ever come 
true depends on the continued efforts of later generations, 
including the present author.

Turning to the topic of Buddhist logic, it is remarkable 
that Nakamura’s comparative-philosophical enterprise is 
based on his rigorous philological studies of Dharmakīrti’s 
Nyāyabindu and Dharmottara’s commentary thereon, and 
Kuiji’s commentary on Xuanzang’s Chinese translation of 
Śam

˙
karasvāmin’s Nyāyapraveśaka. On the first two Indian 

texts, Nakamura published their Japanese translations5 and 
a glossary for Buddhist logical terminologies.6 On Kuiji’s 
work, the most influential text for the tradition of East Asian 
Buddhist logic, Nakamura’s translation7 had a great impact 
on both scholars of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism and Sino-
Japanese Buddhism. Whereas for the former it was a new 
discovery of the value of the heritage of yinming/inmyō 
materials for studying Sanskrit texts and its development in 
different cultures, for the latter it was another discovery to 
see the importance of the knowledge of Indian philosophical 
background for understanding East Asian Buddhism based 
on Chinese textual materials. Unfortunately, however, 
Nakamura himself gave priority to the Indian Buddhist 
party (Dharmakīrti & Dharmottara), and underestimated 
the Chinese Buddhist party (Xuanzang & Kuiji) because of 
the latter’s misunderstanding and ignorance of the basic 
ideas of Indian logic based on Sanskrit. In the introduction 
to his translation of Kuji’s commentary, Nakamura pointed 
out, for instance, Xuanzang’s misconception of the 
distinction between inference for oneself (svārthānumāna) 
and inference for the other (parārthānumāna) in his 
inference of consciousness-only (唯識比量), and Kuiji’s 
misinterpretations of the second condition for the valid 
reason, “[the reason’s] necessary presence in similar 
examples” (sapaks

˙
a eva sattvam; 同品定有性), and the 

contradictory reason (viruddhahetu; 相違因). Although 
Nakamura’s criticism is almost correct from the viewpoint 
of Dharmakīrti’s logic, it should be asked whether such 
Chinese materials before Dharmakīrti are based on some 
variants of Dignāga’s logic. Since we have few materials 
for the dark period between Dignāga and Dharmakīrti, the 
value of yinming/inmyō texts is not to be underestimated. 
Most recently, Shigeki Moro (2015) has published Ronri 
to Rekishi (Logic and History), where a new approach to 
Xuanzang’s inference of consciousness-only and its related 
problems in East Asian Buddhism is clearly demonstrated.8 
In addition, at the XVIIIth Congress of the International 
Association of Buddhist Studies (IABS) in Toronto, a bipartite 
panel, “Transmission and Transformation of Buddhist 
Logic and Epistemology in East Asia” (conveners: Shinya 
Moriyama, Shigeki Moro, Motoi Ono, and Masatoshi Inami), 
was held at which several topics on the revival of yinming/
inmyō studies were discussed as means for bridging the 
Indo-Tibetan and Sino-Japanese traditions of Buddhism, as 
originally expected by Nakamura. 

BUDDHISM AS A META-PHILOSOPHY: IZUTSU’S 
ANALYSIS OF BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY OF 
LANGUAGE
Nakamura’s contemporary Toshihiko Izutsu is famous for 
composing the first Japanese translation of the Qur’an and 
numerous works on Islamic philosophy. After his return from 

STANDING OUTSIDE BUDDHISM: NAKAMURA’S 
CONTRIBUTION TO STUDIES IN BUDDHIST LOGIC

The comparison between Buddhist and Western logic was 
already dealt with by several pioneering scholars in the Meiji 
period such as Kōyō Kira (1831–1910), a scholar monk of 
Shin Buddhism who contributed to the revival of East Asian 
Buddhist logic (yinming/inmyō; 因明); and Hajime Ōnishi 
(1864–1900), the author of the Ronrigaku [Logic] consisting 
of three parts: “Formal logic,” “Summary of inmyō thought,” 
and “Methods of induction.” However, after the importation 
of Western-style philology for Buddhist studies, such 
comparative approaches to Buddhist logic slowly declined 
until the appearance of Hajime Nakamura’s studies in the 
post-World War II period. With the manifesto statement “For 
the purpose of the achievement of the peace and welfare 
of human beings in general, mutual understanding among 
the peoples of the world ought to be furthered,”2 Nakamura 
energetically promoted comparative philosophical studies 
by publishing several groundbreaking works, such as Ways 
of Thinking of Eastern Peoples (1960), History of World 
Thought (1975), and Structure of Logic (2000), as well as 
by establishing the Japanese Association for Comparative 
Philosophy in 1974. 

On the method of comparative philosophy, Nakamura 
describes two directions: of particularization and of 
universalization.3 He subdivides particularization into 
spatial-cultural and temporal-historical particularization. 
As an example of the former, in his Ways of Thinking of 
Eastern Peoples Nakamura tries to elucidate the particular 
defining characteristics of each of the peoples of India, 
China, Tibet, Korea, and Japan, especially focusing on 
their different attitudes to Buddhist thought and culture. 
As for temporal-historical particularization, in his History of 
World Thought Nakamura attempts to clarify the particular 
defining characteristics of each stage in the parallel 
development of the history of human ideas, without regard 
to the difference between East and West. In both manners 
of particularization, Nakamura commonly emphasizes the 
importance of understanding philosophy as related to its 
cultural-historical background. Since Nakamura started 
his study under the guidance of Hakuju Ui (1882–1963), 
a pioneer of modern Buddhist philology in Japan, it was 
probably evident to him that one needed to analyze each 
philosophical text rigorously in its sociocultural context. 
However, this standpoint is inevitably incompatible with 
the universalization of philosophy, whereby, according to 
Nakamura’s own definition, each homogeneous way of 
thought is clarified in comparison to its heterogeneous 
thought systems, apart from any such cultural-historical 
particularization. Thus, in his last monumental work, 
Structure of Logic (2000), Nakamura originally intended 
to draw a universal picture of the most fundamental 
structure of logic in human thought, and to do so by 
relying on an enormous number of materials on logic 
from Aristotle, Dharmakīrti, Bertrand Russell, and so on. 
Yet here too he commented several times on the cultural-
historical differences of the various systems of logic, and 
in this sense his last attempt at universalization remained 
incomplete. Nakamura dreamt of attaining a transcendent 
perspective high enough to encompass all kinds of human 
thoughts, even while standing outside his familiar field of 
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explains why his ambition has not been successfully 
fulfilled by later generations. Nevertheless, it must at least 
be our task to verify his model from various angles and, if 
necessary, to modify the model even in its minute details. 

In this regard, there are several issues in Buddhist 
philosophy that will contribute to the further development of 
Izutsu’s new Eastern philosophy. One particular example is 
Dharmakīrti’s concept of svabhāva. As we have seen, Islamic 
philosophy distinguishes between māhīyah and huwīyah, 
which influenced medieval debates over the problems 
of universals. Whereas māhīyah or “what-ness” relates to 
the conceptual realm where an entity is determined by 
its corresponding concept, huwīyah or “this-ness” relates 
to the particular itself that exists in front of us. Although 
Izutsu does not mention the name, this reminds us of 
Dharmakīrti, who struggled with the problem of essence or 
essential property as the core of our world of causation and 
linguistic behavior. The Sanskrit term svabhāva is difficult 
to translate in his system, but since Ernst Steinkellner’s 
detailed study on the concept,10 two senses of svabhāva 
have been distinguished by modern scholars.11 Depending 
on context, the same term may indicate the nature of an 
entity (its huwīyah), or the properties of that entity (its 
māhīyah). By connecting two senses in the one term, 
svabhāva, Dharmakīrti constructs his system of logic based 
on the nexus-by-svabhāva (svabhāvapratibandha), which 
justifies the necessary connection between the reason and 
its consequence. As a Buddhist who follows the Mahāyāna 
doctrine of emptiness, on the other hand, he also teaches 
that everything is free of essence (nih

˙
svabhāva). Therefore, 

we face a conundrum in Dharmakīrti’s philosophy as to how 
to reconcile his notion of two kinds of svabhāva and the 
doctrine of being free of essence.

On this, reference to Izutsu’s model may provide us with 
a fresh perspective on Dharmakīrti’s concept of svabhāva, 
namely, of svabhāva as something found in the depth 
of consciousness. In other words, svabhāva might be 
related to the nature of dependency (paratantrasvabhāva), 
a Yogācāra concept for the mode of existence of the 
store-consciousness (ālayavijñāna). In the same manner, 
Moks

˙
ākaragupta’s unique notion of two sorts of universals—

namely, a vertical one (ūrdhvatālaks
˙
an

˙
am

˙
 sāmānyam) 

for a continuum consisting of momentary entities, and 
a horizontal one (tiryaglaks

˙
an

˙
am

˙
 sāmānyam) for a class 

distinguished from other classes6—is also comparable to 
Islamic notions of universals, and, consequently, to other 
Eastern thoughts on essence as well. Moreover, if one 
further analyzes the Buddhist notion of universals with its 
background, the linguistic theory of apoha or “exclusion,” 
Izutsu’s notion of “semantic articulation” may be newly 
interpreted in accordance with the Indian Buddhist theory 
of semantics, and it also links to another possibility of 
applying Buddhist apoha theory, outside of its own cultural-
historical context, to the aesthetic theories of Haiku and 
poetry by Basho Matsuo (1644–1694) and Rainer Maria 
Rilke (1875–1926), both of whom are discussed in Ishiki 
to Honshitu (Chap. II). As said, this is merely one example 
within the field of Buddhist logic and epistemology. Once 
Izutsu’s method of synchronic structuralization is more 
widely applied in various fields of Buddhist philosophy, 
then each element extracted from Buddhist philosophy 

Iran in 1979 due to the Islamic Revolution, Izutsu started 
to write a series of essays in Shiso, a Japanese journal of 
philosophy, which were to form the core of his masterpiece 
Ishiki to Honsitsu (Consciousness and Essence, 1983). In this 
work, the primary concern of Izutsu consists in constructing 
a new philosophy from a meta-philosophical viewpoint 
extracted from various Eastern philosophical traditions, 
including Buddhism, Indian philosophy, Confucianism, 
Daoism, Judaism, Islam, and so on. The key concept for 
understanding his meta-philosophical approach to Eastern 
philosophy is the “synchronic structuralization” (kyōjiteki 
kōzōka; 共時的構造化) whereby various traditions are first 
deconstructed into philosophical elements and then 
paradigmatically reconstructed by their patterns, apart from 
the cultural-historical restrictions of each. In short, what 
Izutsu planned to do was to remake Eastern philosophy as 
a new philosophy for today’s globalized world. According 
to Izutsu’s view, the position of the Japanese people today 
is unique because they are both familiar with the Western 
style of thinking and yet, in using the Japanese language, 
still live unconsciously in Eastern ideas. Thus, especially 
for Japanese people, it is an important task to subjectively 
reflect on Eastern philosophy through such synchronic 
structuralization and to thereby establish one’s own Eastern 
philosophy. Given this, what position is held by Buddhist 
philosophy in Izutsu’s conception of Eastern philosophy? 

I shall start with overviewing the main argument of Ishiki to 
Honshitu and examine which point of Buddhist philosophy 
is here extracted as a source for the meta-philosophical 
element of Eastern thought.9 First of all, Izutsu distinguishes 
between philosophies with acceptance of essence and those 
without acceptance of essence. After having introduced 
Islamic notions of two kinds of essences, namely, universal 
essence (māhīyah) and particular essence (huwīyah), 
he further classifies the philosophy with acceptance of 
essence into three types: 1) philosophy that accepts the 
universal essence in our deep consciousness, such as the 
Cheng-Zhu school’s doctrine of exploring the principle 
(li; 理) in each thing; 2) philosophy that accepts the universal 
essence as the symbolic archetype, such as shamanism 
and mysticism; 3) philosophy that accepts the universal 
essence cognizable by rational thought not in the deep 
consciousness but in the superficial consciousness, such 
as the categorical thought of the Nyāya-Vaiśes

˙
ika school. 

On the other hand, the philosophy that does not accept 
essence is discussed in terms of Daoism and Mahāyāna 
Buddhism, specifically Zen Buddhism. Classifying the 
varieties of Eastern thinking on “essence” in this manner 
and mainly focusing on the positions that accept essence, 
Izutsu tries to explain the root of Eastern thoughts of 
“essence” in the depth of consciousness consisting of a 
multilayered structure. If one goes down from its surface 
on our daily life to its zero point, the unarticulated state of 
real entity, one will understand how everything emerges 
from the zero point of consciousness through the process 
of the so-called “semantic articulation” (bunsetsuka; 分節化). 
Izutsu explains this meta-philosophical model of Eastern 
philosophy in comparison with C. G. Jung’s notion of the 
collective unconsciousness and Edmund Husserl’s intuition 
of essence. Izutsu’s “Eastern philosophy” stands almost like 
a magnificent cathedral with fine construction of details, an 
edifice made possible only by his genius, which probably 
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Sanskrit-based Buddhist Philosophy in 
China Today

He Huanhuan
ZHEJIANG UNIVERSITY, P. R. CHINA

The expression Fanwen fojiao yanjiu 梵文佛教研究, “Sanskrit-
Buddhist Studies,” indicates that in contradistinction to 
those Chinese Buddhist scholars who only read classical 
Chinese Buddhist texts, others use Sanskrit materials as one 
of the main sources for doing research on Buddhism. The 
use of Sanskrit materials began in the nineteenth century 
in Europe and Japan and continues to the present time. 
Regardless of whether or not a given research topic should 
be traditionally classified as Chinese Buddhism, the use of 
Sanskrit is close to the methodology used by such great 
scholar-monks as Faxian (法显, ca. 340–ca. 420), Xuanzang (
玄奘, 600/602–664), and Yijing (义净, 635–713). 

Buddhist philosophy has been considered the core part 
of Buddhism from the beginning of its introduction into 
China in the first century CE. This is one of the principal 
reasons why Buddhist studies in general have been a part 
of departments of philosophy in Chinese universities, 

will be more freely linkable to other fields of philosophy 
regardless of the geographic, historical, or cultural distance 
between them.

CONCLUSION
I have introduced two leading Japanese scholars’ cross-
philosophical studies, studied their impacts, and proposed 
possibilities for future Japanese Buddhist studies, 
especially in the field of Buddhist logic and epistemology. 
In the middle and late twentieth century, Nakamura and 
Izutsu emphasized in common the necessity of having 
a wide-ranging view of Eastern philosophy, without 
remaining constrained within their specialized fields of 
Indian and Islamic philosophy, respectively. They certainly 
already foresaw today’s world in need of cross-cultural 
understanding in complex conflicts between different 
peoples and nations. Under present circumstances, in 
which scholarly progress in both Western and Eastern 
philosophy is made almost exclusively within the narrow 
historical and geographical field of specialization of each 
individual scholar, their methods and ambitions for cross-
philosophical studies are worthy of being re-evaluated, not 
least so as to integrate the study of Eastern philosophy into 
the contemporary world.

NOTES

1. For the comparative philosophical approaches of Nakamura and 
Izutsu, see Krummel, “Comparative Philosophy in Japan”; Fujita, 
Nihon tetsugaku shi, 466–71.

2. Nakamura, Hikaku shisō ron, 223.

3. Nakamura, Gakumon no kaitaku, 167–69.

4. Nakamura (Hikaku shisō ron, 232–34) refers to the attempt 
to examine several traditions in the history of human ideas as 
an integrated one (which project has not been carried out by 
anybody), and warns against the current over-specialization of 
philosophical studies.

5. Nakamura, “Indo ronrigaku no rikai no tameni I.”

6. Nakamura, “Indo ronrigaku no rikai no tameni II.”

7. Nakamura, Inmyō nisshōri ron so.

8. Before Moro’s study, little attention had been paid to Nakamura’s 
study on Xuanzang’s inference on consciousness-only and the 
yinming/inmyō tradition, except Takemura, Inmyōgaku: kigen to 
hensen.

9. For the following summary of Izutsu, Ishiki to honshitu, see Sueki, 
“Zen kara Izutsu tetsugaku o kangaeru”; Saitō, Tōyō tetsugaku no 
konpon mondai: Arui ha Izutsu Toshihiko.

10. Steinkellner, “Wirklichkeit und Begriff bei Dharmakīrti.”

11. For instance, see Dunne, Foundation of Dharmakīrti’s Philosophy: 
153–73.

12. For the two sorts of universals, see Kajiyama, An Introduction to 
Buddhist Philosophy, 58–59. For its similar usage in Ratnakīrti’s 
work, see Moriyama, “Toward a Better Understanding of 
Ratnakīrti’s Ontology.”
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for more universities have begun to offer Sanskrit in their 
curricula.

There are five main universities in China that currently 
provide different levels of Sanskrit courses, namely, Peking 
University (北京大学) and Renmin University (中国人民大学) 
in Beijing, Fudan University (复旦大学) in Shanghai, Sichuan 
University (四川大学) in Chengdu, and Zhejiang University (
浙江大学) in Hangzhou, as well as some research programs 
in two institutes in Beijing, the Center for Sanskrit Studies 
of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (中国社会科
学院梵文研究中心), and the China Tibetology Research 
Centre (中国藏学研究中心). Although much study of 
Buddhism in Chinese universities has historically taken 
place in philosophy departments, such work has typically 
focused on classical Chinese Buddhist texts. By contrast, 
few scholars like me working on Buddhist philosophy in 
Sanskrit-language texts belong to a philosophy department 
as a faculty member, as most Sanskrit-based scholars 
continue to be based in departments that are involved 
with foreign languages and historical studies. However, 
the main purpose of teaching Sanskrit at each institute is 
similar—that is, to provide an essential tool for students to 
do Buddhist studies in general.

Looking back at the past twenty years, I am quite optimistic 
about the future of the study of Buddhist philosophy in 
China. Foreseeing flourishing academic communities, I 
have the following four main reasons for my optimism:

1. An increase in the number of young scholars 
trained in philosophy and having a command of 
several languages. 

2. An increase in financial support from national 
institutions and private Buddhist foundations.

3. An increase in study abroad coupled 
with international study experience and 
communications.

4. An increase in the scholarly study of unpublished 
Buddhist manuscripts from the Tibet and the 
Xinjiang Uygur autonomous regions.

However, I will not be unrealistically optimistic by daring 
to believe that, in the short term, departments of Buddhist 
studies in national universities like the ones at the University 
of Tokyo (東京大学) or Kyoto University (京都大学) can be set 
up in China. Nor, for that matter, do I dare to believe that 
over a short period of time professional Buddhist colleges 
modeled on the International College for Postgraduate 
Buddhist Studies (国際仏教学大学院大学) in Tokyo can be 
set up. Such colleges are quite different from the Buddhist 
academies (佛学院) in present-day China. Furthermore, 
the relationship between Buddhist academia (scholars, 
universities, and institutes) and Buddhist religious practice 
(monks, monasteries, and believers) has always been a 
challenge for the development of the academic study of 
Buddhist philosophy. But the gap between these may be 
slowly closing in China.

rather than in departments of South Asian studies or in 
departments of Chinese (language and literature) and so 
on.

Throughout mainland China, the study of Buddhist 
philosophy has changed quite dramatically during the 
last two decades. On the one hand, many in society have 
gradually come to realize that Buddhism is not a base 
superstition. Rather, it is understood as an integral part of 
Chinese civilization, as well as a living object of religious 
belief. On the other, in universities and institutes, academic 
programs of Buddhist studies centering around the study 
of Buddhist philosophy have much improved both in terms 
of quantity and quality. Great scholars such as Professor Ji 
Xianlin (季羡林, 1911–2009), the doyen of Sanskrit studies 
in China, and his disciples have been instrumental in 
underscoring the importance of the study of Sanskrit for 
the study of Buddhism.

In 2006, when I was a graduate student in the Department 
of Philosophy and Religious Studies of Peking University, 
there were few students in the program of Buddhist 
philosophy. At the time, only one doctoral student and two 
master’s students could be enrolled per year; while one 
professor taught Indian philosophy and Buddhism, two 
associate professors specialized in Chinese Buddhism, 
and one assistant professor was interested in Japanese 
Buddhism. Nonetheless, it was the largest and most 
influential graduate program of Buddhist philosophy in the 
country. On campus, however, if we were asked the topic of 
our research, we would always be looked at with suspicion 
and surprise: “Are you a student at Peking University? Can 
you eat pork? (comparing us with Muslims); Do you have to 
be a Buddhist nun after your PhD?” This is not to mention 
some of the more naïve questions my relatives who lived 
through the “Cultural Revolution” would ask me. They could 
never imagine that Buddhist philosophy could be studied 
at one of the top national universities.

Nowadays, my students rarely receive these kinds of 
awkward questions either on or off campus. In 2015, 
when I finally returned to my hometown, Hangzhou, where 
Zhejiang University is located, I was fortunate to initiate a 
new program for Sanskrit and Buddhist philosophy without 
any physical or ideological barriers; on the contrary, I 
received a great deal of support from the university.

It is true that when most domestic scholars talk about 
Buddhist philosophy, it is the understanding of and 
research in Buddhist texts in Chinese that are predominantly 
at issue. However, more and more scholars are beginning 
to realize that Sanskrit, and even Tibetan, are critical for 
the academic study of Buddhist philosophy, especially in 
the context of the international academic community of 
Buddhist Studies. The fact is that although China has a long 
history of Sanskrit learning and many texts were translated 
into Chinese, not much has been done in a serious way 
after the Tang dynasty for various reasons—of course, with 
the exception of a considerable number of Tibetan scholars 
who were exceptionally well versed in Sanskrit. Thus, it is 
a gratifying fact that at present China has a good number 
of young scholars who can read and work on Sanskrit texts 
in the history of Buddhism. And their number is growing, 
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aspects of Buddhist philosophy. In fact, it was not only an 
epistemological turn, but also a turn to philosophy of logic 
and philosophy of language. Just imagine if Frege and 
Wittgenstein had been living at the time of Descartes how 
rich such three “turns” happening at the same time could 
be.

Although this structure of three units is consistent with the 
history of Indian Buddhism, I arrange the course content 
topic-wise. I discuss the four noble truths, reincarnation, 
karma, and pudgala in unit one; time, emptiness, the two 
truths, ālayavijñāna, and mind-only in unit two; perception, 
self-awareness, non-cognition, and apoha in unit three. 
These topics roughly reflect the historical development of 
Indian Buddhist schools, and by introducing these topics, I 
cover the whole span of Indian Buddhist philosophy. More 
importantly, as many of these topics were controversial 
among different Buddhist schools, I introduce at least two 
different views for each topic and focus on their disputes. 
I also frequently bring in contemporary discussions on 
relevant issues, which often arouse great interest among 
students as they learn that Buddhist philosophy is not 
“dead,” but rather a living tradition that can still engage 
contemporary philosophical discourse.

For reading materials, I choose excerpts from the 
Kathāvatthu, Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakośabhās

˙
ya 

and Vim
˙

śatikā, Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, 
Bhāvevika’s Tarkajvālā, Dignāga’s Pramān

˙
asamuccaya, and 

the Tattvasam
˙

graha(pañjikā) of Śāntaraks
˙
ita and Kamalaśīla. 

Most of these texts were composed in a style of dialogue 
or dispute between two parties; hence they are very 
philosophical in nature. Students often find it enjoyable to 
discuss these readings and to have debates on relevant 
topics in tutorial sessions.

My teaching experience shows that we should not simply 
blame mainstream philosophers for neglecting Buddhist 
philosophy. Instead, we Buddhist philosophers should 
work harder to reach out to them, providing them with 
easily accessible writings and having dialogues with them 
on issues of common philosophical concern. Once more 
Buddhist scholars are well-versed in both philology and 
philosophy, Buddhist philosophy will be a promising field.

Preserving the Four Noble Truths at the 
Heart of Buddhist Pedagogy

Joseph McClellan
WORLD PHILOSOPHIES FACULTY, THE PRE-COLLEGIATE PROGRAM 
OF YANGON

Sitting in the back of a large auditorium for an “Introduction 
to Buddhism” class as a graduate-student teaching-assistant 
at a prominent Western university, I heard something 
that would impact the rest of my academic career. The 
professor, a fine and decorated scholar, broached the 
topic of the Four Noble Truths. He told the class that 
while many of them may have heard of this quaint set of 
teachings, they, in fact, amount to “baby Buddhism.” “Real 

Last but not the least, while retaining and preserving 
what is good about the past and the tradition of the study 
of Chinese Buddhist philosophy, we now also need to 
be willing to learn things that are more cross-culturally 
oriented and on a par with the international community 
undertaking Buddhist studies. I do believe that the study 
of Sanskrit-based Buddhist philosophy will gradually be 
able to enter into the mainstream of the Chinese Buddhist 
academy. In this sense, scholars who specialize in Sanskrit 
Buddhist Studies are in fact working in the best time in the 
history of Buddhism in China, some fourteen hundred years 
after Xuanzang!

Teaching Buddhism as Philosophy
Zhihua Yao
THE CHINESE UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG

Buddhist scholars often complain about being ignored 
by mainstream philosophers. The lack of courses and 
faculty members specializing in Asian philosophy in major 
American and European universities is a telling fact. Of 
course, this situation has complicated historical, cultural, 
and political aspects, which have been discussed by many 
others. Instead of blaming Eurocentrism, colonialism, or 
orientalism, I think it is more productive to reflect on how 
to present Buddhism in a way that is easily accessible to 
general philosophical readers with the hope of making 
it better received by them. As one of the few Buddhist 
scholars teaching in a philosophy department, I have 
experienced difficulties and joys in teaching Buddhism 
to philosophy major students. In my department, three 
courses on Buddhist philosophy are listed in the curriculum: 
Indian Buddhist Philosophy, Chinese Buddhist Philosophy, 
and Tibetan Buddhist Philosophy. Among them, “Indian 
Buddhist Philosophy” is most welcome by students and 
hence most frequently taught (probably because of my 
specialty in this area). So I will use this course as an example 
of my experience with teaching Buddhism as philosophy.

First of all, I divide the course into three units: (1) 
introduction and ethical issues; (2) metaphysical disputes; 
(3) epistemological issues. They correspond respectively to 
the three main sub-fields of philosophy: ethics (but topics 
such as reincarnation go beyond this scope), metaphysics, 
and epistemology. Philosophy students are generally 
familiar with this structure and feel comfortable when 
they are assigned to write a paper for each unit. Some 
may suspect that this design is cherry-picking and won’t 
do justice to the actual history of Indian Buddhism, but I 
think these three units fit perfectly well with the historical 
development of Indian Buddhism. Unit one starts with 
foundational teachings of early Buddhism, then introduces 
the Theravāda-Pudgalavāda disputes. Unit two covers 
Sarvāstivāda, Madhyamaka, and Yogācāra. Unit three 
introduces the Buddhist epistemological school by focusing 
on Dignāga, Dharmakīrti, Śāntaraks

˙
ita, and Kamalaśīla. 

This third area is usually not apportioned its fair amount 
of space in many introductory books on Indian Buddhism. 
But for philosophy students, the epistemological turn of 
the early sixth century in India is one of the most attractive 
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in (presumably Asian) villages, then there is a great 
moat dug and filled keeping out aspiring Buddhists from 
other backgrounds. If ethnic practices, while fascinating 
for research, are presented as the ontological seat of 
Buddhism, then Buddhism is condemned to a tribalism 
unsupported by any of its dense scriptural foundations or 
historical precedents. Finally, at the level of daily relations, 
that is to say, personal life, the Four Noble Truths have been 
and continue to be common ground between Buddhists 
from the myriad of Buddhist traditions—a ground that 
extends out to new Buddhists as they approach. Devaluing 
the Four Noble Truths makes Buddhism mere culture, 
custom, and ritual. Grist for the academic mill, for sure, but 
the saddest consequence is that the fainter the Four Noble 
Truths become, young people born in the supposed ethnic 
cradle of “real Buddhism” increasingly turn elsewhere, 
anywhere else to explore their hurt, the reasons behind it, 
the promise of its end, and how to end it.

To drive my point home to my professor, I explained how 
two years earlier I had spent the year in a monastic college 
in Nepal where we studied Mipham’s encyclopedic, multi-
volume Gateway to Knowledge, in which one of the early 
sections opens with the lines:

In order to become learned in what is true, 
four truths are taught in terms of what is to be 
abandoned: the truth of suffering, the truth of 
origin, the truth of cessation, and the truth of the 
path.

The basis of the “truth of suffering” is everything 
that is a product of defiling states: the impure 
world and its inhabitants that are produced by the 
power of karmic actions and disturbing emotions.1

After presenting a long, detailed, and technical presentation 
of the Four Noble Truths and how they relate to the five 
paths and ten levels of a bodhisattva, Mipham closes the 
section with the simple statement, “In this way, the truth of 
the path should be understood as the true path, reasonable, 
accomplishing and delivering. . . . This completes the 
explanation of the four truths which have been taught in 
terms of what should be adopted or discarded.”2

Between Mipham’s opening lines and his concluding 
remarks, however, any teacher with reasonably rich 
knowledge of Buddhism could and should have much to 
say. Any student, moreover, who can coherently expound 
on this missing middle, can be said to have a reasonable 
knowledge of Buddhist doctrine, without which the rest of 
Buddhism’s manifestations lose their context. 

Academic teachers of Buddhism have the freedom to 
choose their own content and set their own standards for 
their students’ knowledge. But it is fair to ask what these 
standards should be. As graduate students, we became 
accustomed to constant questioning about our field of 
research, and especially the perennial question, “So what? 
Why is that important?” Our own professors, if they were any 
good, hounded us like this. We should ask ourselves why 
we are teaching Buddhism and what we hope to accomplish 
by it. Our written “teaching philosophy” will likely allude 

Buddhism,” he told them, occurred at the village level; real 
Buddhism is conveyed by ritual; real Buddhists have faith 
and emotion and little need for mnemonic doctrines. My 
jaw dropped. All the Buddhism I had learned to that point 
had not been real Buddhism. I had been taught to fit every 
word, practice, or historical fact into the framework of the 
Four Noble Truths. This is how I got interested in Buddhism 
and what sustained my interest. Was this not what I should 
share with others when my teaching career began? Since 
then, I have worked with students in the United States, 
Bangladesh (where I had students from sixteen different 
countries, many of them culturally Buddhist), and Myanmar. 
Everywhere, the Four Noble Truths have been the ultimate 
starting point and touchstone, just as they were in Sarnath 
when they were first uttered by the laconic prince, and both 
students and the Dharma benefit from their prioritization. 

The professor was an unusually genial one, and he 
regularly took his small team of TAs out for coffee after his 
lectures. That day, I could not help myself, and as politely 
as possible I told him I had a hard time with what he said 
in class about the Four Noble Truths. We acknowledged our 
different backgrounds in different traditions (his East Asian 
and mine Indo-Tibetan) where different doctrines are given 
priority. I mentioned that in my ten-plus years of Buddhist 
study to that point, primarily with Tibetan teachers and 
other “insiders,” the doctrine of the Four Noble Truths 
was constantly discussed, and when it was not being 
discussed explicitly, it was always implicitly understood as 
the framework within which any other teaching, whether 
doctrine or practice, was able to be understood, situated, 
and related to. When a room full of practicing Buddhists 
gets together, if any of them are asked why they are there 
to study and practice, they will most likely respond with an 
appeal to the Four Noble Truths: I hurt, I want to know why, 
I want it to stop, and I want to know how to make it stop. 

To be fair to my professor, however, this would likely not 
be someone’s response at the “village level” where he 
believes “real Buddhism” plays out. There, practitioners 
might reply that they hope to make merit and to acquire the 
causes for a better rebirth. The vocabularies are different—
one sounds more systematic, and perhaps, therefore, 
more intellectual, while the other may sound simpler, more 
emotive, from the heart, the salt of the earth—but the goals 
are not so different. It all does fit within the Four Noble 
Truth’s framework, and it harms nothing to preserve and 
propagate, at any level of discourse, the understanding 
facilitated by the Four Noble Truths. 

This is beneficial on a number of levels. At the level of 
sociological analysis, the Four Noble Truths help us make 
sense of what seem to be arbitrary schisms. Why do 
Buddhists X, Y, and Z do such and such? Because they 
hurt, they want to know why, they want it to stop, and 
they want to know how to make it stop. From a historical 
perspective, focusing on the Four Noble Truths prevents 
Buddhism’s fossilization. Why is there Buddhism and why 
are there Buddhists doing Buddhist things? Because our 
faces are wet with the tears of the first Noble Truth. At 
the level of social-ontology, emphasizing the Four Noble 
Truths militates against asinine ethnocentrism and cultural 
essentialism. If “real Buddhism” unfolds only or primarily 
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incipient philosophers stands out. Teachers of academic 
Buddhism should not fail to ask themselves, “Who am 
I serving through the content I teach, and who might 
I be turning away?” At the graduate level, I suppose, let 
freedom reign and minutiae proliferate; graduate students 
usually know what they have got themselves into. But 
undergraduates often want some intimate exposure to the 
problem Buddhism is so hung up on, and how Buddhism’s 
famous Path works. They are turned off and on within this 
problematic. (Of course, the odd student might be drawn 
in by some historical detail, sociological development, or 
ritual apparatus, but I think it is fair to wonder about where 
such students come from and how many like them are out 
there. I venture to say that a disproportionate number of 
them go on to become professors of Buddhism. . . .)

A persuasive argument can be made that Buddhism is not 
just philosophy. It houses a vast history rich in politics, 
sociology, linguistics, cultural syncretism, and so forth. 
Indeed, but that garland falls to bits without the thread of 
the man from Lumbini who taught the Four Noble Truths. We 
can easily dispense with the problematic term “philosophy” 
and take up a simpler one: doctrine, i.e., something that is 
taught and learned with special emphasis (from the Latin 
doctrina: “teaching, learning”). What is it that spread and 
flowered and morphed and found so many expressions? 
The doctrines. Doctrines about “philosophical problems,” 
as Magee says, or existential problems, or whatever it is that 
Buddhism stubbornly hangs around in this world claiming 
to address. Without these doctrines that have something to 
say to our problems, really, so what?

I did not take Buddhism courses as an undergraduate, by 
my own choice. I studied with Tibetan lamas from the time 
I was fifteen, and the focus was always personal. Several 
of my elders who had studied Buddhism academically 
enjoined me not to bother. I don’t believe it was great 
advice, but I don’t resent them for it either. As a lover of 
all things Buddhist, I may have enjoyed the histories and 
doctrines of the traditions outside of my own Indo-Tibetan 
furrow, but I cannot be sure about that. As a graduate TA, 
most of the courses I served forced me to think, “If this were 
my first exposure to Buddhism, I’m not sure how impressed 
I’d be.” The format of the survey course, for one thing, is 
troubling. What are we teaching here? A smattering of 
everything? Who are we teaching to? Is there no prioritized 
audience?

Let me concede that it may be too extreme to approach a 
class thinking, “I want to convert some of these students 
into Buddhists.” Personally, I believe this motivation would 
fuel a livelier course than is usually on offer, but this is 
simply not most academics’ priority, and it should be no 
requisite. A more modest proposal, and one that should 
be sympathetic even to agnostic academics, might be to 
imagine someone who grew up in Buddhism—in Buddhist 
culture, so-called “real Buddhism”—and who stands now 
in a relation of inurement to it, or apathy, or troubled 
confusion: How might the content of my course affect 
them? Is Buddhism a dance partner or a cadaver? Through 
the accidents of my peripatetic career, I have found myself 
facing students in this situation many times, and it has 
become a major pedagogical concern.

to post-colonial felicities and the scourge of Eurocentrism, 
but there is probably something more to the intellectual 
life we’ve committed ourselves to. Many, if not most, 
Buddhism professors I have known are agnostic, which is 
their business, for sure, but I do find their unwillingness 
to articulate the reasons for their agnosticism strange, and 
even intellectually parsimonious. Whether via discussion, 
interview, or personal essay, Buddhism professors very often 
reveal that they were initially attracted to the field precisely 
along the lines of the Four Noble Truths, but after some 
time they may have lost full confidence in the explanatory 
power of the first three Truths, or the therapeutic value of 
the fourth. Should a Buddhism professor be Buddhist? I’m 
not willing to make that claim publicly. Scholarly motives are 
infinite, and many scholars feel no obligation to fully reveal 
them. Erudite Catholic Buddhologists like Paul Williams and 
Paul Griffiths have advanced the field and produced more 
useful and interesting work from their peculiar positions 
than many of the most earnest practitioner-scholars. One 
thing that distinguishes the two scholars mentioned is that 
one gets the sense, even behind their technical philology 
and polemics, that they are trying to work something out. 
They have an actual problem, and they are inviting us on 
the journey to their own solution. It may be important to 
note that I have no idea how they teach or taught, but 
the centrality of problems in intellectual work can never 
be overstated, especially in the context of studying and 
teaching Buddhism, which every schismatic subtradition 
agrees began by dwelling on the problem of suffering. 
As teachers—as supposedly smart and soulful teachers of 
Buddhism—how much do we care about this problem? How 
much do we care if our students struggle and suffer? To 
what extent can they justifiably look to us—their teachers—
for solutions? 

In his memoir Confessions of a Philosopher, British 
philosopher Bryan Magee laments the moment he realized 
his Oxford professors did not approach philosophy in a way 
that spoke to his own existential questions: 

The greatest tragedy of academic philosophy in the 
twentieth century in the English speaking world is 
that it was developed as a profession largely by . . . 
people who did not themselves have philosophical 
problems. . . . A related tragedy lay in the fact 
that the most conspicuous alternative models of 
philosophy that were on offer during this period 
either contained religious elements or were in 
the oracular traditions stemming from Hegel and 
Nietzsche, which meant that many generations of 
serious students saw themselves as confronted 
with the subject in only these alternative forms. A 
consequence of this was that many of the ablest of 
them turned away from it altogether.3

He continues, “When I arrived on this scene . . . they 
seemed to me like non-music lovers who had sneaked into 
a concert without paying. . . .They did not themselves have 
philosophical problems, and never had them, or any idea 
what it was like to have them.”4

We may or may not be able to relate to Magee’s sense of 
personal disappointment, but his concern for thwarted 
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I imagine my Bhutanese or Myanmar students, on the fence 
about the value of the Buddhism they grew up surrounded 
by, in Katz’s or Griffiths’s office.

It used to be common in North American schools, in junior-
high biology classes, to dissect owl-pellets, and much 
academic Buddhist research and teaching amounts to this: 
dead, but interesting, and originating in the guts of an 
exotic creature. That is Buddhism in too many classrooms. 
Daya Krishna, discussing Indian philosophy’s treatment in 
the Academy, seems to agree:

The dead, mummified picture of Indian philosophy 
will come alive only when it is seen to be a living 
stream of thinkers who have grappled with difficult 
problems that are, philosophically, as alive today 
as they were in the ancient past. Indian philosophy 
will become contemporarily relevant only when it 
is conceived as philosophy proper. Otherwise, it 
will remain merely a subject of antiquarian interest 
and research, which is what all the writers on 
Indian philosophy have made it out to be.6

Antiquarian, dead, and dissected is the preferred material 
for many a tweedy scholar, but how much rope should 
they get to hang students with? When a student is learning 
the basics of Buddhism, never mind the supposed goals 
of past Buddhists and how they employed their methods. 
What is at stake for the student at hand? No matter what 
their background, the best way for the student to kindle 
any interest is through the Four Noble Truths.

American undergraduates can barely buy their morning 
coffee without encountering magazine displays selling 
mindfulness, especially as a decontextualized, commodified, 
and vaguely Buddhist product. TED Talks and Google 
workshops vouch for the harmlessness of this basic Buddhist 
practice, but divorced from the framework of the Four 
Noble Truths, mindfulness can be a package for Buddhism’s 
antithesis, doing everything to validate the habitual self and 
all its endeavors.7 Chogyam Trungpa foresaw all of this in 
his 1973 book Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism, which 
addresses so many of the ways a “seeker” will crawl after 
Buddhism as a source of spiritual liquor:

As long as you see yourself or any part of 
experience as the “dream come true,” then you 
are involved with self-deception. Self-deception 
seems always to depend upon the dream world, 
because you would like to see what you have not 
yet seen, rather than what you are now seeing.8

A great many Western undergraduates thus enter a course 
believing they will learn the kind of mindfulness that their 
favorite CEO practices or that they will acquire an antidote 
to basic anxiety and malaise, which they have been told are 
pathological. Basic meditation can be taught, conceivably, 
in small confined settings, but when carelessly juxtaposed 
with academic material, I have seen this go haywire and 
add to confusion. At any rate, it seems out of place in 
an academic setting except as a brief introduction; even 
monasteries do not mix study and meditation in this way.9 
What to offer, then?

Another troubling moment I had as a graduate student was 
at a dinner following a regular “Comparative Philosophy” 
seminar for which I was the organizer. A couple of years into 
this job, I found the whole thing strange and inefficient. We 
flew people in from every quarter of the country to read a 
paper to an audience of about twenty, fewer than half of 
whom had much grounding in the topics. At this particular 
dinner I found myself with several tenured professors in 
Buddhist Studies and Philosophy. One of the professors 
proffered the provocative soundbite, “Did you ever think 
all this talk about ‘enlightenment’ has always just been a 
skillful means to get people to have hope and behave more 
ethically?” The question itself is fair enough, but it was not 
posed with much polemical spirit, or with much sense of 
appreciation of the vast literature and theory that speaks 
directly to that question. There were some real specialists 
at the table, and each of them might have contributed an 
interesting perspective, but the question did not seem 
to be serious, or to be taken seriously. The impression I 
came away with was one of several middle-aged white 
men talking about how delightful it was that they got paid 
to spend their time pondering curious people in cultures 
that believe in “enlightenment.” My heart broke. What was 
I doing here? More than any other single experience, this 
dispiriting dinner contributed to the corrosion of my desire 
to build a career contingent on such cynical conversations 
and associations. As the grad student of the party, there 
was little I could get in edgewise, but I tried to bring up 
doha literature (songs of experience) and the stunningly 
subtle phenomenological writings of Longchen Rabjam and 
others who, in terms any modern reader of poetry would 
at least be able to sink their teeth into, describe exactly 
how it feels to be enlightened. But these professors did 
not get their tenure on such topics. Many among previous 
generations of Buddhist scholars wallow in the discourse of 
mysticism, which usually tries to disprove the possibility of 
a life lived after an epistemological overhaul brought about 
through contemplation. They suggest a kind of “as good as 
it gets” spirituality fathomed, expressed, and embodied by 
a few well-fed tenured professors communing over, say, 
pasta and breadsticks.

Given the opportunity, one scholar I might have invited to 
that dinner is B. Alan Wallace, who explains,

The very possibility of genuine contemplative 
inquiry and insight has been called into question 
by modern scholars of mysticism and Buddhism. 
Steven Katz, for example, claims that religious 
images, beliefs, symbols, and rituals define, in 
advance the types of experiences a contemplative 
wants to have and does eventually have. . . . In a 
similar vein, Paul Griffiths states that the Buddhist 
cultivation of contemplative insight (Pāli: vipassanā 
bhāvana) consists of “repeated meditations upon 
standard items of Buddhist doctrine… until these 
are completely internalized by practitioners and 
their cognitive and perceptual habit-patterns 
operate only in terms of them. . . .” Thus, according 
to the above interpretations, mystical experience 
in general and the Buddhist cultivation of insight in 
particular entail no genuine, open-minded inquiry, 
but rather a self-imposed form of indoctrination.5
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the truly ambitious, the path of vipassanā is sanctioned but 
heavily policed and shrouded in sanctimony and very little 
theoretical grounding.

One of my students told me that his devoutly Buddhist 
parents were initially intrigued that their son was in an 
eight-week course on Buddhist philosophy, for in their 
twenty years with him, he had never taken much interest 
in it. When they learned, however, that the teacher was a 
Mahayanist, and worse, a Vajrayanist (to them a Hindu), 
they were thoroughly upset and warned him not to listen 
too closely. They needn’t have been overly concerned, 
however, since the course material was simply the Four 
Noble Truths in relation to the Four Seals of Dharma (or the 
Three Marks of Existence).

In the beginning I made it a point to ask my students in 
Myanmar how Buddhism had been presented to them all 
their life. Was there anything they liked about it, and what 
did they not like? It was clear that the negatives tipped the 
scale. As we proceeded, I continually reminded them to 
ask of anything they have encountered or will encounter 
in Buddhism, “What does this have to do with the Four 
Noble Truths?” And what does this have to do with me? 
Well, do I suffer, etc.? As they got used to thinking in this 
way, they began to make sense, largely on their own, of the 
tradition that had befuddled them their whole lives. Many 
questions came up about merit-making. Why do people do 
it? Well, first, because they are suffering; second, because 
the cause of suffering, craving (tan

˙
hā), spins a toxic web 

of unsatisfactoriness to which we would like to apply an 
antidote. Therefore, the ten pāramitās are practiced, and 
the easiest of these is generosity (dāna), which contributes 
to chipping away at the tense metaphysical rampart 
between self and other, and when clinging to self and 
other are resolved, there is cessation, the third Noble Truth. 
This cessation, moreover, defines nīrvāna, which they had 
always misunderstood as some vague objective heaven.

The reasonings were only minimally technical, but when the 
students thought their own way through them, especially as 
a cipher for their own culture from which they report their 
generation feels increasingly alienated, part of their world 
lit up. Soon they were comfortable thoughtfully analyzing 
their own habitual behaviors, adolescent foibles, and hopes 
and dreams. I believe this is the kind of engagement the 
Buddhist tradition solicits from its interlocutors. One day 
my colleague told me students were particularly mopey 
in her class, and when she asked them what was wrong, 
they replied, “suffering.” And when she told them there 
was much to look forward to in the term, they replied, “but 
everything is impermanent.”

If their engagement stopped there, I would have succeeded 
at nothing more than peddling Buddhism’s stereotype as 
an unqualified pessimism. However, they were able to go 
much further. Knowing that they had quite a bit of indirect 
exposure to Pāli vocabulary, in addition to the Four Noble 
Truths/Four Seals of Dharma assignment, I assailed them 
with a midterm analyzing the Wheel of Life and the twelve 
links of dependent origination (the Buddhist creation story 
of sorts, or rather, its attempt to describe how all of this 
(life) came to be this way and persists). The Myanmar 

One of my early adjunct teaching experiences was the 
impossibly broad “Introduction to Buddhism” for about 
one hundred students. In the interest of objectivity and 
to challenge myself as a true generalist, I tried to offer a 
bit of everything: history, doctrine, sociology, etc. Quite 
early, however, one student approached me to complain 
that I seemed to be giving more attention to the Mahayana 
(which was true because of my training) and another 
student complained that I had not included Vietnamese 
Buddhism on the syllabus at all. The survey format, for the 
students and for me, seemed like a no-win deal. Reflecting 
on my priorities, I knew my intended focus was doctrine 
because that is why I love Buddhism, that is why I studied 
it, and presumably, that was why I was there trying to teach 
it. It was no surprise to me, then, that as I started in on the 
Four Noble Truths, eyes widened, body language improved, 
and questions became more frequent and apropos. In 
order to emphasize that the Four Noble Truths is not some 
theory among many, I brought it into conversation with 
the Three Marks of Existence and its slightly mahayanic 
variation, the Four Seals of Dharma. For a couple of weeks 
we discussed the interrelations between these two sets of 
four—how each illuminated the other, and how there is a 
clear ideological coherence obtaining between them. For 
the midterm exam, the question was simply “Explain the 
Four Noble Truths in light of the Four Seals of Dharma.”

The quality of the answers exceeded my expectations. In 
fact, I couldn’t help but think that many long-term Buddhist 
practitioners I know could not answer this simple question 
with as much eloquence. Based on this result, the Four 
Noble Truths/Four Seals of Dharma relation has remained a 
fixture of my teaching for the last seven years or so. I believe 
that anyone who can expound for even a few minutes 
on this topic understands Buddhist doctrine reasonably 
well. On top of this, there is nothing sectarian about the 
question, as it is common to all major Buddhist traditions 
and does not depend on any specific sources. Although I 
am a Mahayanist, I am partial to Michael Carrithers’s and 
Peter Harvey’s Pali-based introductory works on the Four 
Noble Truths,10 and I use Dongsar Khyentse Norbu’s lucid 
and accessible What Makes You Not a Buddhist11 for the 
Four Seals of Dharma.

This approach was validated for me recently in Myanmar, 
where I teach “World Philosophies” at a pre-collegiate 
prep school. Most of my students grew up in a Buddhist 
family surrounded by ritual practice. But not one of them 
is an enthusiastic Buddhist themselves. They do not evince 
the hostility commonly found in some American former-
Christian students, they just compartmentalize Buddhism 
as a thing in their meta-life, but it’s not a particularly 
interesting thing, especially not something to add any savor 
to their youth. It’s something their grandparents are into, 
maybe their parents, and certainly the nation’s ubiquitous 
and culturally magisterial monks, but their own relationship 
to Buddhism seemed resigned to a passive drift towards 
a future insight, perhaps when they have become parents 
themselves, contributing members of society who have 
learned to appreciate what Buddhism has always been to 
them in presentation: a combination of vague conservative 
values and guilt/anxiety complexes tied to the singular 
path of merit-making to be carried out in public ritual. For 



APA NEWSLETTER  |  ASIAN AND ASIAN-AMERICAN PHILOSOPHERS AND PHILOSOPHIES

PAGE 34 SPRING 2019  |  VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2

they do not despise, but they are not eager to spend time 
getting to know. Certainly the temples are beautiful and 
everyone is aware of the existence of admirable masters, 
but the calling is not there. Many young Bhutanese do not 
fit this description and are sincerely engaged in Buddhist 
practice, but none of my dozens of young friends are, as 
far as I know.

The Bhutan-born Vajrayana teacher Dzongsar Khyentse 
Norbu Rinpoche has commented explicitly on this state of 
alienation. When asked what he thought of Bhutan’s ban on 
tobacco products as a nationwide act of Buddhist virtue-
ethics, he replied,

Personally, I just don’t want Buddhism to become 
a culture or a ritual. . . . As someone who is 
supposed to be a caretaker of Buddhism, one 
of my biggest fears is that Buddhism in Bhutan 
[or Myanmar] will end up becoming a ritual, or a 
culture, or some kind of a narrow code of conduct. 
If you do that, you are really, really. . . . You think 
you are servicing Buddhism... but in fact you are 
doing the opposite. Because Buddhism is much 
much much much grander than “No tobacco!” 
“No alcohol!” “No meat!” Buddhism is science. 
Buddhism is life. Buddhism is the study of life. 
Buddhism is the study of yourself. Buddhism is the 
study of illusion. So it should not be hijacked by 
some narrow issues. . . .12

But this is precisely how my friends tell me they were 
taught in their youth. When I read Gampopa with them, 
they could pronounce all the words (since Dzongkha uses 
the same alphabet), and they could even recognize most 
of the major nouns in a sentence, especially nouns with 
religious connotation (since they are adopted wholesale 
in Dzongkha). However, because of lack of training, they 
struggled to construct any coherence to the text. How did 
these words, which they were all vaguely familiar with, 
form chains of significance, and how, in the end, is this text 
teaching Buddhism? Why is this a Buddhist classic?

There is something amiss in Bhutan’s primary and secondary 
education when young people do not even know the 
meaning of their own names, most of which are borrowed 
from classical Tibetan. This might be seen as a cultural 
and linguistic problem, but it is a more general problem 
for a country trying to preserve the message of Buddhism. 
If, as Dzongsar Khyentse Norbu Rinpoche claims, “real 
Buddhism” is “the study of yourself” and “the study of 
illusion,” opportunities are lost when a young Bhutanese 
misses the chance to appreciate the Dharma through her 
own name, and when her main exposure to the Dharma has 
been to be scolded by her elders when she became sleepy 
during a long ritual she was forced to attend.

I had one particularly brilliant student with a long and 
profound name. I couldn’t believe it when she asked me 
what it meant! There is enough contained in her name to 
discuss Buddhism for hours or more based on nothing 
more than some amateur philology. And all of it can be 
discussed in the framework of the Four Noble Truths. Take 
her name: Ugyen Samdrup Lhamo. Three nominal words; 

students excelled at this, largely, I am convinced, because 
they took some pleasure in unpacking a teaching that had 
been presented to them before as something for rote 
memorization. Many of the words were familiar to them, 
but it made all the difference when they could recognize 
themselves as the blind man groping on the trail, bungling 
in his ignorance (avidyā); or when they recognized their 
active teenage minds and bodies in the house with six 
windows (representing the six senses); or when they 
realized the couple making love is their own accumulation 
of experiences (sense contact); or how their own choices 
and actions are like the potter spinning at his wheel, 
piling things up for this or that kind of life (sam

˙
skāras). In 

short, many students who had only ever encountered “real 
Buddhism” as ritual and culture, but for whom it was dead, 
saw it come alive before their eyes. Did they become gung-
ho Buddhists? I don’t think so. But I think most of them 
will now hesitate to confine it to the margins of recondite 
otherness.

My experience with Bhutanese students has been similar and 
reinforces my belief in what may be described somewhat 
tongue-in-cheek, but accurately, as a kind of “existentialist-
fundamentalist” approach to Buddhist pedagogy. During 
my one and a half years teaching philosophy and religion 
at the Asian University for Women in Bangladesh, I had 
several dozen Bhutanese students in my classes. Although 
I only had the chance to teach one specifically Buddhist-
related course (“Buddhism and Gender,” more on that 
later), given my background, I cannot help but teach most 
of my classes from a comparative angle. For example, 
when teaching Cynic philosophy in my “Foundations 
of Philosophy” course, I was delighted to have at least 
a small audience of Bhutanese who could appreciate 
comparisons between Diogenes of Sinope and Drukpa 
Kunley, the “Divine Madman” of Bhutan. Mostly for my own 
amusement, and partly borne of their own curiosity, for a 
few months the Bhutanese and I formed a classical literary 
“Tibetan Language” group on Saturdays, since several 
of them had told me how their generation is not usually 
trained in classical Tibetan, which is Bhutan’s literary lingua 
franca (they refer to it as “religious language”). I chose to 
read with them, line by line, one of the most accessible 
classical Tibetan texts, Gampopa’s Ornament of Precious 
Liberation.

Like my Myanmar students, it was interesting to see 
how familiar they were with basic vocabulary, but how 
far that vocabulary was from their personal experience. 
Perhaps even more than young Myanmar students, young 
Bhutanese grow up in one of the most self-consciously 
Buddhist cultures in the world. There is an absolute 
ubiquity of Buddhist imagery and a thriving participatory 
lay population. It is perhaps not quite as “uncool” to be into 
Buddhism in Bhutan as it is in more cosmopolitan Yangon, 
but my Bhutanese friends have made essentially the same 
remarks as my Myanmar students: Buddhism was always 
perfunctorily presented as culture, faith, and ritual. It was 
always the vehicle for conservative, family-oriented codes 
of conduct, guilt-complexes, nationalism, etc. They were 
forced to memorize some classic texts when they were 
younger, but as soon as they moved on to higher studies, 
Buddhism was pushed to the margins of a strangeness 
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Myanmar and Bhutanese students stand out because of 
the imperative to not drive people away from the Dharma 
through our teaching. But the approach benefits students 
from diverse backgrounds. At the Asian University for 
Women in Bangladesh, the first quarter of my “Buddhism 
and Gender” course was dedicated to the Four Noble 
Truths/Four Seals of Dharma relation. After their examination 
on that topic, students had no trouble understanding how 
Buddhism’s metaphysical anti-essentialism could be used 
as a resource in feminist and transgender discourses. 
By keeping it simple and sticking to the fundamental 
doctrines, Buddhism lost its strangeness and became an 
intellectual framework as usable as any other. Never did we 
dwell on the tiresome question, “Is Buddhism a religion or 
a ‘way of life’?” or the historical divisions between different 
sects or traditions. Sticking to the Four Noble Truths, I 
never perceived any discomfort from the side of my mostly 
Muslim students. The question was not the comparative 
merits of Buddhist doctrines vis-à-vis those of the religions 
of the Book. The question was what are the fundamental 
doctrines and how can they be applied in various contexts?

A significant group of Ismaili Pakistani students and a 
number of agnostic students from Muslim backgrounds, 
I observed, ultimately took a strong shine to Buddhism, 
attracted, I believe, by the tradition’s poetic richness 
that reminded them of that same element of their own 
culture. A few of them took independent study courses 
with me on Buddhism, where, of course, I focused on the 
Four Noble Truths and the Four Seals of Dharma, usually 
adding more technical abhidharma doctrines such as 
the Twelve Links of Dependent Origination and the Five 
Aggregates. Some of these students enrolled in my upper-
level “Phenomenology” course, which incorporated several 
more nuanced Buddhist texts and theories, all made 
comprehensible through previous study of the Four Noble 
Truths.

However unique our research or profound our interests, 
those of us who are able to teach Buddhism professionally 
are able to do so because of our comfort with the doctrine 
of the Four Noble Truths. We should not leave our students 
stranded without this fundamental raft. We should give 
them what they need to decide if the Dharma is worth 
dancing with or whether they should continue to keep it at 
an uneasy distance.
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only syntax gives it some structure. The first term, which 
would be taken as the primary name (the name she would 
go by), Ugyen, is, for one thing, one of the personal names 
of the eighth-century master Guru Rinpoche. He is called 
that because he hailed from Ugyen, which is the Tibetan 
transliteration of Ud

˙
d
˙
iyāna, the “land of the d

˙
ākin

˙
īs” 

(female enlightened beings), associated with the Swat 
Valley in Pakistan. A history starts to unfold out of this word 
Ugyen, the history of Buddhism, which used to pervade 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Kashmir before making its way 
to Tibet, and then Bhutan. Guru Rinpoche’s biography begs 
to be explored, as well as the biographies of his disciples, 
including the women Yeshe Tshogyal and Mandarāva. 
Tantric doctrine starts to sound interesting; the possibility 
of feminist enlightenment, which is alluded to in the third 
term, Lhamo, “goddess” or “divine lady,” etc.

In the second name, Samdrup, sam is from the verbal root 
“to think” or “intend.” Intend what? It could be one’s basic 
wishes, but in the name’s higher register, it would be 
bodhicitta, Mahayāna Buddhism’s principle of compassion 
united with insight into emptiness, which is directly linked 
with the third Noble Truth of Cessation. The second part of 
the name, drup, comes from the verb “to accomplish.” How 
is one’s intention—bodhicitta—accomplished? Through the 
pāramitās, the accumulation of merit and wisdom.

Thus, just as Myanmar students were able to learn about 
the significance of the cultural practice of merit-making 
that had never quite made sense to them, the simple 
occasion of someone’s name can be an opportunity to 
present Buddhism as a system that addresses and never 
strays from the fundamental problems of the Four Noble 
Truths.

In personal correspondence with a Bhutanese student, 
they said that one of the most important moments in their 
understanding of Buddhism was in tenth grade when they 
heard about the Theravāda/Mahāyāna distinction. It was 
interesting for them to learn of the more august, and, in 
their words, less “idolatrous” Theravada tradition compared 
to Bhutan’s native Vajrayana tradition. Learning of the 
Theravāda provided a window into the varieties of doctrines 
and practices that can be called Buddhist. Buddhism was 
not, after all, synonymous with Bhutanese culture and 
ritual, heavy on reverence to icons, prostrating, offering 
butterlamps and prayers to local spirits, etc. Although 
not spelled out to her, she got the sense that there was 
something deeper that all Buddhists shared.

Opportunities to relate to the teachings make all the 
difference. Throughout high school, respected lamas and 
scholars gave formal lectures at her school, but almost 
always delivered in classical Tibetan or a high-level 
Dzongkha very close to it. On one occasion, a young lama 
led a more informal discussion with the students in English, 
which all of them found much easier to relate to. This short 
session had the effect of preserving in her a faint interest 
in Buddhism. Thus, a back-to-basics doctrinal approach (a 
“Buddhist existentialist fundamentalism”) goes a long way 
to stave off alienation of the youth from Buddhism.
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analytic method and terminology to explain these 
texts?

•	 Is Western philosophy, particularly Anglophone 
analytical philosophy, focused just as the 
philosophies of Indian origin like Buddhism in 
the departments of philosophy? And how are the 
relations between the two different philosophical 
traditions and what are the consequences of these 
relations? 

First, I would like to mention here that the title of this article 
is borrowed from my forthcoming book with the same title. 
Second, the presentation here is based on my experience 
of studying, teaching, and lecturing across the globe over 
forty-seven years as a student and teacher of Buddhist 
philosophy in different departments of philosophy where 
philosophy of both Western and Indian traditions is taught 
and research carried out. 

The article is divided into two major sections: 

(i) Section I: “Academic and Non-Academic 
Perspectives on the Study of Buddhism in 
Contemporary India” shows that Buddhist 
philosophy and other Indian philosophical 
systems are not actually treated only as sources 
of knowledge for the sake of knowledge in India. 
They are actually taken by Indians as different or 
alternative views and ways of life without mutual 
conflicts. Rather, there is a harmonious confluence 
among them so far as practice is concerned. In this 
sense, they have academic as well as non-academic 
aspects. This section also deals with the issues of 
the present status of the study, understanding, and 
teaching of Buddhism as a discipline of philosophy 
in Indian academe; its place in the Western world 
of philosophy; and its contribution to the Western 
perspectives of philosophy, which have their roots 
in the ancient Greek philosophical tradition.

(ii) Section II: “Buddhist Methodology” briefly 
explores the underlying variety of the methods 
adopted by the Buddha and subsequent Buddhist 
classical thinkers while explaining, commenting, 
and interpreting the Buddha’s original teachings, 
orientation, and purpose in their chosen manner, 
in respect of addressing the problems and 
solutions of human suffering. However, they often 
vociferously disagree, criticize, and reject each 
other’s understanding of the Buddha’s seemingly 
conflicting intents in his discourses.

SECTION I: ACADEMIC AND NON-ACADEMIC 
PERSPECTIVES ON THE STUDY OF BUDDHISM IN 
CONTEMPORARY INDIA
PERSONAL BACKGROUND
It would be appropriate here at the outset to mention 
my experience of learning Buddhism in the early days 
of my college and university life, which was utterly 
unsystematic. This I realized later when I returned to India 
after completing my PhD under Professor J. W. de Jong at 

11. Norbu, What Makes You Not a Buddhist.

12. Ibid.
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Sailing against the Current: The Buddha, 
Buddhism, and Methodology

Hari Shankar Prasad
UNIVERSITY OF DELHI (EMERITUS)

PREAMBLE
I appreciate the editor of the special issue of the American 
Philosophical Association’s Newsletter on Asian and 
Asian-American Philosophers and Philosophies devoted 
to “Buddhist Philosophy Worldwide: Perspectives and 
Programs” for inviting Buddhist scholars from throughout 
Asia and the rest of the world to provide their perspectives 
on the study of Buddhist philosophy as an academic 
discipline in their countries. In my case, I am concerned with 
India, a part of South Asia, which is the land of the Buddha, 
where he became Awakened (Bodhagaya), taught and 
propagated his dhamma, and attained nirvān

˙
a (Kushinagar) 

. . . although he was born in Lumbini, situated on the Nepal 
side of the border with India. The issues I address here are 
actually about the meta-philosophy of Buddhism in India. 
These issues are:

•	 How do I perceive Buddhist philosophy in India?

•	 How is it studied or should be studied, understood, 
taught, promoted, and researched within Indian 
academe, be it as a traditional way of understanding 
the original texts or as using the modern Western 

https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DzTXPt-QMf5M%26fbclid%3DIwAR2f8giFzsW_V4hvx06WKhEZnxPU3w2JIZO7ewvgoJ3-wBQ0y3zXCXrdJ-U
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DzTXPt-QMf5M%26fbclid%3DIwAR2f8giFzsW_V4hvx06WKhEZnxPU3w2JIZO7ewvgoJ3-wBQ0y3zXCXrdJ-U
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DzTXPt-QMf5M%26fbclid%3DIwAR2f8giFzsW_V4hvx06WKhEZnxPU3w2JIZO7ewvgoJ3-wBQ0y3zXCXrdJ-U
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qualified form as an object loaded with an identity such as 
a tree or table, and passes this qualified cognition to the 
soul who is its possessor, who in turn evaluates it and as 
per its interest acts and directs the mind for further action. 
In this cognitive process, mind keeps enriching its stock of 
impressions generated both internally and externally, and 
evaluates human actions in the form of good or bad, right 
or wrong. This is an integrated biological-psychological-
cognitive process and in a phenomenological sense is 
confined to first-person-singular experience, which involves 
the subject’s subjectivity. For this reason, exploration of 
man’s internal world becomes imperative for his spiritual 
growth and the welfare of the world (lokakalyān

˙
a). Indian 

philosophers, barring the materialist Cārvāka, are fond of 
exploring, knowing, and transforming the nature of mind or 
consciousness (citta) through the most effective method of 
meditational techniques. Contemporary scholars of Indian 
philosophy of mind/consciousness across the world find 
the Husserlian phenomenological method the best way 
of exploring and understanding the nature, function, and 
various modes of mind/consciousness, whether it be the 
Buddhist Yogācāra, Sām

˙
khya–Yoga, or Advaita Vedāntin 

Śam
˙

kara’s variety. This academic exercise is very much 
covered under the task of philosophy in India, which 
helps propound metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and 
spirituality of consciousness. This latter development 
is not the aim of the Husserlian phenomenology and its 
subsequent varieties.

Needless to say, the whole Indian intellectual tradition 
for millennia has always shown concern for the well-
being (loka-kalyān

˙
a) and solidarity (loka-sam

˙
graha) of the 

world. Its excellence in every field—namely, (i) intellectual, 
spiritual, and ethical tradition, (ii) vast literature, (iii) 
holistic value system, (iv) harmonious and peace loving 
society and welfare polity, and (v) physical richness and 
beauty—have been found exotic by many foreign travelers 
like Albiruni; Christian missionaries like Robert Nobili, 
Father Sasseti, and J. F. Pons; and Europeans, particularly 
German, thinkers of the Romantic Era (Herder, Schlegel, 
Schelling, etc.), Indologists, and Orientalists. Despite all 
these positive characteristics and civilized natives, India 
has been described by certain colonizers like Charles 
Grant, a powerful official of the East India Company, and 
T. B. Macaulay, a British official, as primitive, barbarous, 
uncivilized, living in the dark ages, and so on. To know their 
cultural and political purpose and action, it is imperative 
that we know their European background and context.

Regarding philosophical method, it will not be inappropriate 
to say that there are as many philosophies as there are ways 
of doing philosophy. And also, it is true that everything is 
not philosophy, but everything can be a subject matter of 
philosophizing. Philosophy is known for innovations of a 
variety of methods as the context, purpose, orientation, and 
choice demand. However, in a general sense, philosophy is 
a reflective, rational, coherent, consistent, and meaningful 
thinking, which originates from one’s transcendental 
insight or wisdom, which in turn also requires a systematic 
method. Our universe itself is a functional system. Hence 
we can say there is nothing in the world—from an atomic 
particle to the cosmos—which is without a functional system 
or pattern. A human being is a concatenation of multiple 

the Australian National University, Canberra, in 1982 and 
joined the Department of Philosophy, University of Delhi, as 
Lecturer in 1983, and started teaching Buddhist philosophy 
at all levels—MA, M.Phil., and PhD. This way of teaching 
continues even today all over India in the departments 
of philosophy which offer courses in both Indian and 
Western philosophies. For example, my teachers started 
teaching Nāgārjuna’s Madhyamakakārikā with Candrakīrti’s 
Prasannapadā without having the background knowledge 
of the Buddha’s fundamental teachings preserved in 
the Nikāyas and Abhidharma scholasticism, which is 
vehemently criticized by Nāgārjuna throughout his Kārikās 
comprising twenty-seven chapters. They did the same 
with Dharmakīrti, Yogācāra–Vijñānavāda, and Ratnakīrti’s 
philosophy of language without discussing Vasubandhu’s 
Abhidharmakośa-bhās

˙
ya and Vijñaptimātratāsiddhi along 

with Sthiramati’s T
˙
īkā, and Dignāga’s theory of perception 

propounded in his Pramān
˙
asamuccaya with svavr

˙
tti as a 

background. Besides, their entire teaching was based on 
old English translations and secondary sources without the 
support of original texts. These serious lacunae came to my 
notice during my study and teaching of Buddhism at Delhi 
University. Since then I corrected my ways of understanding 
Buddhism, which always helps me understand the Buddha’s 
philosophical perspectives and programs preserved in the 
Nikāyas, and their interpretations by subsequent thinkers, 
and the development of various schools of thought within 
the history of Buddhist philosophy.

Secondly, my entire understanding, study, research, and 
perspective about Buddhism radically changed when I 
came across the word pat

˙
isotagāmī (which means going 

against the current of the prevailing false beliefs) used 
by the Buddha about the nature of his Bodhi, around the 
year 2000 while writing my book The Centrality of Ethics in 
Buddhism (Motilal Banarsidass, Delhi, 2007). Thirdly, at the 
same time, I came to realize that the Buddha understands 
the concept of humanity in the form of “the community 
of sufferers,” which lacks any metaphysical or religious 
connotation. These three developments in my life proved 
to be crucial in my thinking and writing in the area of 
Buddhism.

THE TASK OF PHILOSOPHY
For Indian philosophy in general, the task of philosophy 
is not only to form a rational and meaningful worldview, 
but also to critically examine the presuppositions, basic 
epistemological evidences, conceptual frameworks, 
justified reasons, consistent and coherent arguments and 
their development, knowledge and truth claims, purpose, 
meaningfulness, explanation and confirmation, application 
of various modes of methodology (such as pramān

˙
as), and 

consequences of such worldviews involving metaphysical, 
epistemological, logical, ethical, axiological, socio-political, 
scientific, and spiritual perspectives. 

Broadly speaking, the Indian philosophical tradition, 
keeping in view the very constitution of the human person, 
divides the world into two aspects—internal (soul and 
mind) and external (external senses and external objects), 
which are involved in any cognitive experience of an object, 
its impression (sam

˙
skāra) on the mind, which receives 

the sensory data, organizes and structures them into one 
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make philosophical knowledge not only hollow and 
meaningless, but also dangerously valueless. Therefore, 
the two—knowledge and moral value—must be treated as 
two inseparable sides of the same coin. In the Dīghanikāya 
(III.5.227), while discussing the nine characteristics of the 
Buddha’s personage, it is said that he is endowed with both 
knowledge (vijjā, vidyā) of truth and perfect moral conduct 
(caran

˙
a)—i.e., he is vijjācaran

˙
asampanna. These two are the 

necessary conditions for being a good person. 

In the same vein, Dharmakīrti says in the opening 
aphorism of his Nyāyabindu (I.1) that knowledge serves 
only as the condition for the accomplishment of human 
values. It means knowledge creates discriminatory power 
(vivekabuddhi) to distinguish between what is value and 
what is vice (sam

˙
yagjñānapūrvikāpurūs

˙
ārthasiddhih

˙
 . . . 

heya-upādeya. . .). This means knowledge and human 
values must go together. This combination is missing in 
the study and teaching of Buddhism in modern Indian 
academia in general, just as we find in modern Western 
philosophy—i.e., “knowledge for the sake of knowledge,” 
and “conceptual and linguistic clarification for the sake 
of clarification” without any moral commitment, which is 
the necessary condition of Buddhist spirituality. The same 
philosophical attitude prevails in contemporary India as 
well.

As an academic field, Buddhist texts are taught in every 
department of Sanskrit, Pali, and Prakrit. Besides, in 
modern Indian universities and colleges where philosophy 
is taught, Buddhism is also taught at all levels and research 
is carried out in both Hindi and English languages. So far as 
the creative writings, editing of the original text (Sanskrit), 
their translations, and interpretations are concerned, like 
any other academic area in India, Buddhist philosophy is 
solely dependent on Western (i.e., European and American) 
and Japanese scholarship. Pali Buddhism likewise owes its 
development to Sri Lankan and European scholars. It is worth 
noting that the Pali Text Society has done a tremendous 
job of translating Pali texts into English in the last one 
hundred fifty years. In India, only a few Indian Sanskrit 
pundits have published critical editions of Sanskrit texts, 
and very few have translated them into English or Hindi. 
Besides, quite a few Indians did pioneering philosophical 
work on various schools of Buddhism, all in the first 
three quarters of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, it 
is because of the efforts of Western scholars that Indian 
philosophy including Buddhist philosophy is slowly getting 
recognition in the Western world of philosophers as a mode 
of doing philosophy in their opinion, which is considered 
comparable to Greek-originated Western philosophy. That 
said, it is a matter of pride that in the twentieth century, 
India produced a number of highly competent Indian and 
Buddhist scholars who authored many pioneering works, 
made comparative studies with Western thinkers, and 
discovered, edited, translated, interpreted, and wrote 
histories of Indian philosophy mainly in English.

SECTION II: BUDDHIST METHODOLOGY
In the Indian history of philosophy, as in its Western 
counterpart, various conflicting perspectives have 
developed without any consensus on any issue of a 
metaphysical, epistemological, or linguistic nature. Even 

complex factors. He is not only a biological being, but also 
a psychological, cognitive, rational, intellectual, reflective, 
value-desiring, power-seeking, truth-seeking, spiritual 
liberation-seeking, social, and creative being and so on and 
so forth. This complexity forbids him to understand his own 
system in entirety. He grows with cognitive experiences 
arising from external and internal interactions, stores their 
impressions in his memories, subjectively structures and 
learns to identify them through concepts and language, 
learns in the social environment, forms various types of 
beliefs, behaves accordingly, and so on. His mind is just 
like a cook, which cooks a variety of food of thought, some 
positive and some negative, some good and some bad, 
by using various kinds of rational and irrational ideas, and 
conceptual and presupposition-loaded ingredients and 
methods to produce a philosophic theory. In the Buddhist 
critical analysis, the whole fabricating and reifying activity 
of mind is exposed as empty of ontological content, on the 
basis of which the entire world of false beliefs is proved to 
be nothing but a mirage. This is truly a pat

˙
isotagāmī way of 

doing philosophy by the Buddha and the Buddhist thinkers.

The rest of the article aims at developing this radical 
approach of the Buddha and his followers. It shows my 
way of understanding and teaching Indian Buddhism as a 
whole, whether it be Buddhist metaphysics, epistemology, 
logic, ethics, philosophy of language, or philosophy of 
mind across the various schools of Buddhism—Theravāda, 
Sarvāstivāda, Sautrāntika, Mādhyamika, and Yogācāra–
Vijñānavāda. The Buddha’s calling of his realization of truth 
as going against the current thinking (pat

˙
isotagāmī) creates 

a conceptual framework within which everything in the 
name of Buddhism can be understood and explained in its 
right perspective. This is my firm opinion. Further, initially 
he starts with the therapeutic method, but subsequently 
he and his followers apply a host of other methods, each 
of which contributes to the understanding and resolution 
of human suffering without compromising rational rigor, 
coherence, and consistency, which a Buddhist mode of 
philosophical thinking demands despite maintaining its 
pat

˙
isotagāmī orientation. In this way Buddhism stands all 

alone facing the challenges of all other schools of thought 
in India, whether orthodox or heterodox. While I do not have 
the necessary space to discuss this issue in any complexity 
here, interested readers are referred to my forthcoming 
book.

Of course, it is important to realize that the aim of the study 
of Buddhism is not confined to rigorous academic pursuits 
only in departments of philosophy. Rather, its ultimate 
aim is to live a non-academic Buddhist life grounded in 
the Buddha’s type of Awakening, which is, of course, the 
supreme mode of intuitive knowledge, but not for the sake 
of knowledge only as we find in modern Western philosophy. 
In this context, achieving the state of Awakening requires 
fulfilment of tough pre-conditions like overcoming of such 
defilements (kleśa) as the trinity of passion-hatred-delusion 
(rāga-dves

˙
a-moha), craving (tr

˙
s
˙
n
˙
ā, a perverted form of 

desire), clinging or grasping (upādāna) to narcissistic 
passions, etc. for the sake of freedom from suffering, peace 
of mind, happiness, engagement in bodhisattva kinds 
of ethical actions, nirvān

˙
a, and so on. Thus, neglecting 

the non-academic aspect of Buddhist philosophy will 
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the victim himself is not bothered about his own welfare, 
for the reason that he is obsessed with irrelevant and 
insignificant social, cultural, and religious priorities, which 
distract him from his immediate concerns, at his own cost. 
The Buddha suggests the cleansing of the mind of such 
conditioning factors of the sufferer and awakening him to 
take an appropriate course of action to make him free from 
suffering. For the Buddha, the ultimate solution is the path 
of the dhamma. Note that the word dhamma has various 
meanings, such as quality (gun

˙
a), cause or condition 

(hetu), non-substantiality (nissata), discourse or preaching 
(desanā), and text (pariyatti).2

BUDDHIST CANONS AND PHILOLOGY
It is a fact that the Buddha himself did not record his 
own discourses. They were compiled, categorized, and 
systematized by his disciples over a long period in the 
Pali language—i.e., the local dialect. Unto the present 
these are considered to be the original and most authentic 
Buddhist canons, most of which are now critically edited 
and translated by a dedicated team of the Pali Text Society. 
With the passage of time, a new set of Buddhist canons 
in Sanskrit were also produced. Various commentaries and 
subcommentaries were also written in order to elaborate 
and interpret the real intent of the Buddha’s discourses as 
well as the independent writings of the Buddhist thinkers 
over the centuries after the parinirvān

˙
a of the Buddha. In this 

situation, it was not possible to identify the original texts or 
meaning of the contents of these texts. However, a rich and 
diversified Buddhist literature came into existence along 
with the multiple schools of thought, namely, Theravāda, 
Sarvāstivāda–Vaibhās

˙
ika, Sautrāntika, Mādhyamika, and 

Yogācāra–Vijñānavāda. Many of them were translated into 
various foreign languages like Sinhalese, Burmese, Thai, 
Tibetan, Chinese, etc.

Now, if one is desirous of reading and understanding the 
meaning of the contents of a Buddhist text, for example, he 
must have its well-edited version by a competent philologist 
whose primary task is to check and correct its grammatical 
and semantic structures with variants of readings wherever 
required in order to maintain the consistent flow of the 
ideas and arguments. Sometimes it so happens that 
there are two opposite readings suggested in the same 
sentence. In such a situation, the philologist chooses the 
most appropriate one which fits in with that sentence so 
that an acceptable meaning is derived. I have one such 
example in the reading of Candrakīrti’s commentary3 on the 
second chapter of Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, 
wherein two opposite readings are available, namely, “no 
motion is possible” (agamanam, vigamanam) and “a double 
motion is possible” (dvigamanam). This can be resolved 
only through understanding of the appropriate meaning of 
the running argument.

A philologist is also a good translator and interpreter, who 
has a good grounding in the knowledge of the fundamental 
doctrines and is well aware of the conceptual and linguistic 
framework within which the text is written. It becomes 
more difficult when the text under consideration has not 
been written by the author himself as in the case of the 
Buddha. In the same vein, Norman highlights the difficulty 
for a philologist:

then philosophers do not run away from such problems, 
rather they engage in them. Very often they will go for 
meta-level analysis of such conflicting views. On this 
approach, we can mention three Indian schools which make 
meta-level analyses to solve such conflicts: 1) Nāgārjuna’s 
Madhyamaka, which in a skeptical mood dialectically shows 
the emptiness of all views, which have false ontological 
commitments; 2) Jainism, which offers a synthesis on the 
ground that each view is partially true, meaning there is no 
absolute truth; and 3) the Advaita of Śam

˙
kara, which treats 

this conflict as a result of relative truth-claims and so rises 
to the highest level of transcendental truth, which is the 
Absolute Truth. Strangely, the philosophers involved do not 
ever stop with these solutions. All these efforts are not only 
intellectual exercises, but also three different approaches 
to universalize the ethical values of compassion, non-
violence, and cosmic harmony, respectively. 

Again, if there is a goal to achieve in one’s life, one has to 
be methodologically systematic in one’s approach. If one 
wants to pluck a mango fruit from a mango tree, one must 
be skilled in climbing the tree, pluck the desired mango, 
come down skillfully, systematically take its juice out, and 
prepare a drink. Another example may be one’s wish to 
learn driving, which requires knowing the functioning of 
the necessary parts like clutch, break, accelerator, steering, 
etc. and their integrated functioning. Then good driving 
depends on the skillful management of the driver. It is 
like knowing the general rules of a cricket game, which is 
different from the application of technique by an individual 
player, depending on which he succeeds or fails.

What I want to say is that there may be as many methods as 
there are areas of enquiry, such as natural sciences, social 
sciences, humanities, religion, and spirituality. A researcher 
has to choose one right mode of enquiry—i.e., he has to 
follow a system of right steps to arrive at the goal he has 
aimed at, which may be philological, a priori, empirical, a 
priori-synthetic, comparative, or phenomenological, etc. 
But in every case one has to start with the “given” and follow 
the principles of reasoning to be consistent and coherent 
in order to develop the main theme and accomplish 
successfully the investigation into the nature of truth, 
which may be absolute, relative, one, many, progressive, 
empirical, transcendental, spiritual, and so on. It is to be 
noted here that there are multiple forms of rationality, 
which differs from one mode of enquiry or another.

Moreover, plurality of views, not to talk of things, is 
ubiquitous, and this creates unending disputes. Then there 
is plurality of attempts to resolve them. These attempts 
may be at the empirical level as well as at meta-levels. 
Then again follow disputes. Thus there is an ongoing 
process of dispute and resolution, which together shapes 
an ever developing intellectual tradition. In this process 
different methods also evolve in light of new problems and 
evidences. This is what happens in philosophical traditions 
as well. But above all, there are immediate practical 
concerns, which, of course, require theoretical clarity, 
but more importantly relevant practical solutions. The 
parable of the arrow narrated by the Buddha1 is a strong 
message to avoid irrelevant and self-stultifying enquiry, 
and focus on immediate practical concerns. In this case, 
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monks, the same thing is recognized in different 
countries as pāti, as patta, as vittha, as sarāva, as 
dhāropa, as pon

˙
a, as pisila. Thus they recognize 

it as such and such in different countries. “These 
venerable ones utilize it for this purpose,” and thus 
saying he utilizes it without grasping. And thus, 
monks, is strict non-adherence to the dialect of a 
country and the non-transgression of recognized 
parlance.5

METHODICAL INTEGRATION OF DISCOURSES 
AND DISCIPLINE

A question occurs as to how to decide that a particular view 
or discourse quoted by some monk, or for that matter some 
Buddhist scholar, in the name of the Buddha is genuine. It 
is a known fact that the Buddha never declared himself as 
an authority or as possessing an absolute truth. He offered 
his own discourses to be critically examined and, if found 
true, he asked the person to follow them. He sets four 
hermeneutic principles as the criteria of the dhamma, which 
are the principles of integration of Awakening, Discourses, 
moral actions, and practice. The following passage from 
the Majjhimanikāya [II.55] elaborates them:

Herein, monks, if a monk were to say: “I have 
heard such in the presence of the Fortunate One; 
I have received such in his presence: ‘This is the 
doctrine (dhamma), this is the discipline (vinaya), 
this is the message of the teacher (satthusāsana).’ 
“Monks, the statement of that monk should neither 
be enthusiastically approved nor completely 
condemned. Without either enthusiastically 
approving or completely condemning, and 
having carefully studied those words and signs, 
they should be integrated with the discourses 
(sutta) and instantiated by the discipline (vinaya). 
However, when they are being integrated with the 
discourses and instantiated by the discipline, if 
they do not integrate with the discourses and are 
not instantiated by the discipline, on that occasion 
one should come to the conclusion: “This indeed 
is not the word of the Fortunate One, the Worthy 
One, the Perfectly Enlightened One, instead, it is 
wrongly obtained by this monk.” And so should 
you, monks, reject it. . . . However, when they 
are being integrated with the discourses and 
instantiated by the discipline, if they integrate 
with the discourses and are instantiated by the 
disciple, on that occasion one should come to 
the conclusion: “This indeed is the word of the 
Fortunate One, the Worthy One, the Perfectly 
Enlightened One, it is well-obtained by this monk.” 
This, monks, is the first great indicator.6

THE GENERAL CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF 
BUDDHISM

The Buddha’s realization of the universal, natural, and 
dynamic law of dependent arising (pat

˙
iccasamuppāda, 

pratītyasamutpāda) became the foundation of Buddhism, 
whose principal aim is to address the issues of human 
suffering and find out its remedy. Another two foundational 

There is, of course, the problem that if we set out 
to understand what the earliest texts say, i.e. those 
ascribed to the Buddha himself, or his followers 
during his lifetime, we have to consider the fact 
that the language which we find in such texts is 
not necessarily, and almost certainly is not, the 
language of the Buddha himself, i.e. the language 
has been changed both synchronically—it has been 
translated or transformed into other languages as 
the need arose, perhaps as Buddhism spread into 
neighbouring areas—and also diachronically, i.e. 
as the language of the readers or recensionists 
developed in the course of time, this had an effect 
upon the language of the texts. It is also possible 
and indeed probable that changes took place 
in what the Buddha is reported to have said and 
done, i.e. the tradition changed, unconsciously, 
the Buddha’s views because, as certain words fell 
out of the use and were no longer understood, 
they were “brought up to date” and made more 
intelligible by having an interpretation inserted 
into the texts in their place. The account of what 
the Buddha said or did might also be changed 
consciously by having interpolations inserted, for 
various reasons. Sometimes it is because a passage 
seemed appropriate to the context. For example, 
when in the Mahāparinibbānasutta the Buddha has 
given eight reasons for an earthquake occurring, 
a number of other sets of eight phenomena are 
added. Sometimes an interpolation occurs because 
a person or a city or a sect wished to have some 
dogma or action authenticated, and a reference to 
the Buddha doing something or saying something 
was inserted into the text to give the authentication 
they desired.4

BUDDHIST HERMENEUTIC PRINCIPLES
Following Norman’s preceding observations, Kalupahana 
comments that the Buddha talks of hermeneutic principles 
in the Majjhimanikāya [III.234ff] in a non-absolute sense, 
which denies the divine status of a holy scripture and 
emphasizes the changing character of word, language, 
and meaning, which together form the ever-flowing 
conventional tradition: 

When it is said: “One should not strictly adhere to 
the dialect of a country nor should one transgress 
ordinary parlance,” in reference to what is it said? 
What, monks, is strict adherence to the dialect of 
a country and what is transgression of ordinary 
parlance? Herein, monks, the same thing (tad 
eva) is recognized in different countries as pāti, 
as patta, as vittha, as sarāva, as dhāropa, as pon

˙
a, 

as pisila [these being dialectical variants for the 
word “bowl”]. When they recognize it as such and 
such in different countries, a person utilizes this 
convention, obstinately clinging to it and adhering 
to it, [saying]: “This alone is true; all else is 
falsehood.” Thus, monks, is strict adherence to the 
dialect of a country and transgression of ordinary 
parlance. And what, monks, is the strict non-
adherence to the dialect of a country and the non-
transgression of ordinary parlance? In this case, 
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conditions and develop various methods to eliminate it. In 
this way, his main purpose is to liberate his fellow human 
beings from suffering. This is the ultimate soteriological 
goal of the Buddha and his followers. It is most important 
to note here that the whole philosophical and practical 
exercise is individual-centric; i.e., based on self-effort, as 
every individual is responsible for his own suffering and only 
he can overcome his suffering following the Buddha’s path. 
This is the Buddha’s philosophy of moral action (karma). For 
these reasons, it is necessary that he first awakens himself 
about his own life and existence, and the philosophical 
facts, issues, and solution. I do not think there is any other 
way of understanding and studying the Buddha’s teaching 
and Buddhism. The present article makes a humble attempt 
to highlight and philosophize these issues, and shows the 
importance of their study to understand the Buddha and 
Buddhism in the right perspective.
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NOTES

1. Cūlamālūṅkyasutta, Majjhimanikāya, I. 63, 426ff.

2. Cf. Kalupahana, A History of Buddhist Philosophy, 60.

3. Prasannapadā, i.e., Mūlamadhyamakakārikāvr
˙
tti, p. 34, footnotes 

1, 2, & 3, on Kārikā 3–5.

4. Norman, A Philological Approach to Buddhism, 3.

5. Kalupahana, A History of Buddhist Philosophy, 61; insertions 
original.

6. Ibid., 63.

7. Cf. Brahmasūtra-bhās
˙
ya, II.ii.18–32.

8. Prasad, The Centrality of Ethics in Buddhism, Chapter 8.
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views of the Buddha are impermanence (aniccā, anityatā) and 
non-substantialism (anattā, anātmatā), which pervasively 
cover all variety of phenomena/reality/existence—sentient 
and insentient. Thus an insentient pot or a sentient person is 
not only dependently arisen—i.e., an aggregate of multiple 
causes and conditions—but also ever-changing and non-
substantial or essenceless. This proves the unity of pot as 
false. Contrary to it, the substantialists (ātmavādī) think that 
every thing or phenomenon has a permanent substance/
essence, whose forms or qualities change but whose 
essence or substance or substratum (technically called 
āttā in Pali, ātmā in Sanskrit) always remains unchanged. 
For example, the clay of a pot is substance, and likewise 
consciousness or soul is the essence of man. In this way, 
the Buddha’s trinity view of the principles of dependent 
arising, impermanence, and non-substantiality applies to 
all empirical entities. It rules out the existence of any non-
empirical transcendental reality like God, personal souls, 
or substantial material things. Obviously, this pat

˙
isotagāmī-

orientation of the Buddha had to be controversial for all 
mutually competing substantialists, who found common 
purpose to challenge the Buddha and the subsequent 
Buddhists from every possible angle and with every possible 
method. The most aggressive and dismissive of them was 
Śam

˙
kara, who, for example, in the case of Mādhyamikas 

declared that these Buddhists do not even deserve 
the respect of being an opponent because they are a 
thoroughly nihilist, deconstructionist, and reject all forms of 
the sources of knowledge (pramān

˙
a). He also critiques and 

rejects other Buddhist schools of thought like Sarvāstivāda, 
Sautrāntika, and Yogācāra–Vijñānavāda.7 Even politically 
Buddhists have suffered badly in many parts of the world, 
like China under Confucianism in Buddhism’s early sojourn 
there,8 and many Islamic countries; nevertheless, they have 
flourished in China and its neighbouring countries. Today 
it is one of the most radical and respected philosophies, 
religions, spiritual traditions, and peace movements in the 
world.

However, the Buddha’s original view became the root of 
every school of Buddhist thought. With the passage of 
time after the Buddha and also during his lifetime, lots 
of hermeneutic and heuristic difficulties arose from his 
internally conflicting discourses, which were delivered 
according to the nature of issues, contexts, semantic 
levels, and the levels of the understanding of his audience. 
A vast number of neologisms of terminology, doctrines, 
arguments, conceptual frameworks, and methodologies 
were innovated, created, and applied with the passage 
of the developments of Buddhism within and outside 
the Indian subcontinent. But the Buddha’s concerns of 
eliminating human suffering and achieving nirvān

˙
a have 

always remained the main targets.

CONCLUSION
To sum up the preceding discussion regarding the study of 
Buddhism in general, it is imperative that we first understand 
(i) the Buddha’s “philosophy of life” and “way of life”; (ii) 
his diagnosis and realization of the nature and existence of 
life, whose very constitution is suffering-generating within 
the cause–effect framework in some or other way, visible or 
invisible; (iii) his attempt to conceptualize and philosophize 
the naturalistic issue of suffering; and (iv) and to explore its 
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It is with great excitement and enthusiasm that I present 
to you the spring 2019 issue of The American Philosophical 
Association Newsletter on Feminism and Philosophy, my 
first issue as editor. As you may or may not know, I have 
taken over the position of editor from Serena Parekh, who 
has held the office for the last three years. Before providing 
a proper introduction to this issue, I’d like to announce 
several changes to the newsletter, as well as to give you a 
peek at some of the upcoming issues I have planned.

At a recent meeting of the APA Committee on the Status 
of Women, there was discussion about the purpose of the 
newsletter. Specifically, we noted the shift it has undergone 
in the last number of years from being more of a traditional 
newsletter with updates about and news in the profession, 
to its newer role, that of a publication forum. In this shift, 
something that has been lost is the newsletter as a go-to 
point for learning about what’s going on in the profession, 
specifically, relevant conferences, workshops, fellowships, 
scholarships, grants, etc. In response to this concern, I have 
decided to include in this and in all forthcoming issues an 
Announcements section. If you’d like to publicize an event 
or opportunity that is relevant to feminist philosophy and/
or female-identified philosophers, please send it along and 
it will be included in the next issue (fall 2019).

A second addition that I’m making to the newsletter is to 
include a new category of submission, narrative essays. 
There is a lot of flexibility in terms of what a narrative essay 
can be. I see them as being something in between a blog 
post and an academic essay and in the area of around 1,500–
3,000 words. Narrative essays need not be argumentative, 
but they can be; they can also be a personal reflection 
on something that happened to you in the profession 
or the classroom, or outside of these contexts, that is in 
some way relevant to feminist philosophy and/or female-
identified philosophers. Developing this new category of 
submission, I have taken inspiration from “Musings” that 
Hypatia publishes. I realize that what narrative essays are 
or can be is incredibly broad, so in case you have an idea 
for a narrative essay that you’d like to write but aren’t sure 
whether it quite fits, I invite you to contact me in advance. 
Narrative essays, like all submissions, will be anonymously 
reviewed. I look forward to broadening the scope of the 
newsletter with this addition and to providing a platform 
for more marginalized voices to be heard, voices that, for 

various structural and other reasons, have heretofore not 
had venues to speak about issues that are both relevant and 
important to feminist or female-identified philosophers.

I would also like to mention the topics for the next two 
issues of the newsletter; I hope that you will consider 
submitting your work. By now, I hope that you have seen 
the CFP for the fall 2019 issue on the topic of #MeToo and 
philosophy. The spring 2020 issue of the newsletter will 
cover the topic of Parenthood and Philosophy. This issue, 
perhaps more than any of the others I’ve overseen, will 
be an issue in which narrative essays may occupy a more 
central place than argumentative essays. I invite stories of 
success, failure, and ideas for improvement surrounding 
issues related to parenthood in the profession, which 
can include, but are not limited to pregnancy, labor and, 
birth (hospital births, home births, birthing center births), 
post-partum depression, miscarriage, abortion, prenatal 
genetic screening, successful and unsuccessful attempts 
to conceive, negotiating parental leave (or inability to do so 
successfully), returning to work, work-life balance (if there 
is such a thing!), single-parenting, parenting while trans, 
parenting while gender non-binary, raising gender neutral 
children, parenting children with disabilities, parenting 
while disabled or impaired, loss of a child, navigating 
childcare, blended families, adoption, foster parenting, or 
divorce. Discussions surrounding most of these issues are 
wanting in the philosophical literatures, if they exist at all, 
and I see this issue more as a starting point to engage, 
publicly, in more discussions on these topics.

Finally, and before moving on to the substance of this 
issue, I’d like to express my deep and sincere gratitude to 
Serena Parekh, who has been an important mentor to me, 
both personally and professionally, for close to a decade 
and who walked me through the transition to taking over 
this position with precision, skill, and great care. Also, 
thanks to the APA Committee on the Status of Women for 
nominating me to this position and for their faith in me, 
and, specifically, deep thanks and gratitude to Charlotte 
Witt, chair of the committee, for acting as a sounding board 
in the early days of being editor, and for her confidence in 
and encouragement of me.

And without further ado, on to introducing the issue to you!

I am delighted to dedicate the spring 2019 issue of The 
American Philosophical Association Newsletter on Feminism 
and Philosophy to a critical engagement with Kate Manne’s 
provocative, groundbreaking book, Down Girl: The Logic 
of Misogyny (Oxford University Press, 2018). Though much 
actual and virtual ink has already been spilled over Manne’s 
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responds: “no! It is helpfully hyperbolic.” In developing 
her response to Callard, Manne proposes a rather radical 
reading of a book that many of us at one time or another in 
our lives (likely, before we were woke) probably found dear, 
Shel Silverstein’s 1962 children’s classic, The Giving Tree. 
In her reading of this story, Manne develops the position 
that this pernicious ideal of male-female relationships that 
Callard critiques may harm such social relations in rather 
subtle ways by presenting a false set of obligations and 
entitlements. 

In her comments on Down Girl, Briana Toole turns the 
table on Manne’s focus on misogyny’s pernicious effects 
on girls and women and asks, what are the implications of 
misogyny on boys and men? Her position is that a complete 
analysis of the “logic” of misogyny must explain how the 
patriarchy engenders in men an interest in participating 
in its enforcement. Toole’s comments aim to draw a line 
from patriarchy to toxic masculinity to misogyny, thereby 
providing a clearer picture of precisely why men are 
invested in this system. Her claim is that if feminists are 
really interested in promoting justice and improving the 
social world in general, then we ought to consider this other 
side of misogyny as well. By reflecting on the motivations 
for writing Down Girl, expanding upon how himpathy works, 
and embracing the (intentionally) incomplete and partial 
nature of the account presented in the book—one that 
focuses specifically on girls and women—Manne defends 
and justifies her interest in a narrower account of misogyny.

Given the kinds of examples and cases that Manne uses 
for rethinking and reconceptualizing misogyny in Down 
Girl, Ishani Maitra considers whether Manne is really 
successful at shifting our conception of misogyny away 
from a traditional individualistic, naïve account toward 
one rooted in and defined by social environments (as 
is Manne’s goal). In response, Manne acknowledges 
and expands upon how tricky it is to do justice to the 
supposedly hostile quality of misogyny, including the 
negative reactive attitudes that accompany it, while at the 
same time not falling back into the very kind of account 
that she is criticizing, namely, an excessively psychologistic 
and individualistic one. Maitra also pushes further in 
another direction and argues that Manne’s substantive 
account of patriarchy and the conception of misogyny that 
results from it is more closely related to humanism than 
she allows. In a move of philosophical humility—a type of 
dialectical response that is perhaps more needed in our 
profession—Manne confesses that she shares Maitra’s 
criticism that it would have been beneficial to include 
in Down Girl more discussions of shaming, guilting, and 
punitive social practices that are experienced by so many 
girls and women who are perceived as, or representative 
of, gendered norm-violators. Very humbly, Manne goes 
on to acknowledge that “some marks were missed” in the 
“Humanizing Hatred” chapter of Down Girl; in response, 
she considers how that chapter should have unfolded.

Following nicely from the discussion that Matira (and 
Callard) begin, Audrey Yap’s comments are motivated by a 
desire to consider the best ways to model the oppressive 
social structures and institutions that shape our lives, as 
well as the ways in which such structures and institutions 

masterpiece (and rightly so!), in print, at conferences, in 
reading groups, in popular media, and on social media, the 
insightful engagements with her work that you will read 
in what follows are novel and continue the long-from-over 
conversation about Down Girl, the implications of Manne’s 
position, and new directions in which her thinking can be 
and will be taken. I am so grateful to all of the wonderful 
author-critics–Kathryn Norlock, Agnes Callard, Briana Toole, 
Ishani Maitra, Audrey Yap, and Elle Benjamin–for their 
thoughtful words and to Kate for her engaging, stimulating 
response to the critics. I would also like to thank all of 
the book reviewers who contributed to this issue: Ellie 
Anderson, Meryl Altman, Céline Leboeuf, Valerie Williams, 
and Charlotte Witt. Everyone involved in this issue was a 
true pleasure to work with. Because I don’t want to spoil 
all of the surprises to come, I’ll only briefly outline some of 
the questions and issues that are raised by the critics, with 
the purpose of piquing your interest and nudging you to 
keep on reading.

Kathryn Norlock’s response to Down Girl unpacks the 
phenomenon of white female misogynists, namely, those 
women who are protected by their white privilege, and 
who regularly and often without consequence or question, 
thwart the interests of other girls and women. Why, Norlock 
asks, don’t we count them as misogynists? (Or if we do, why 
are we so reluctant to?) In Manne’s response, she further 
develops her position stated in Down Girl by, among other 
things, elaborating upon her concept of “himpathy,” which, 
combined with misogyny, is a concept that refers to our 
tendency to police women’s moral errors more harshly 
than men’s. In Manne’s words, himpathy also refers to “the 
disproportionate or inappropriate sympathy sometimes 
extended to powerful men over girls and women.” Manne’s 
explanation as to why we are hesitant to call white women 
misogynists is but a brief entre into her forthcoming book, 
Entitled (Crown US/Penguin UK), where we can look forward 
to hearing more of her thoughts on himpathy among many 
other related topics.

Agnes Callard’s commentary on Down Girl questions both 
the intelligibility and the usefulness of the economic 
“give”-“take” model of patriarchal social relations that is 
central to Manne’s account of misogyny. Such a model, as 
Manne clarifies in her comments,

embodies a false, pernicious, and thoroughly 
moralized ideal, in which women are deemed 
obligated to give feminine-coded goods (primarily 
in the form of seamless social, emotional, 
reproductive, and sexual, services) to designated 
(typically, dominant) men, in ways that also reflect 
racist, heteronormative, cis-sexist, and other 
politically objectionable, assumptions. Men, on 
the other hand, are tacitly deemed entitled to 
take analogous goods from women, in the form of 
social, emotional, sexual, and reproductive, labor.

Crucially, and in response to Callard’s remarks, Manne 
explains that the “give”-“take” model should not be 
understood as descriptive of gender relations, but rather, 
as prescriptive—and objectionably so. Callard considers 
whether this model is “unhelpfully hyperbolic.” Manne 
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ABOUT THE NEWSLETTER ON 
FEMINISM AND PHILOSOPHY

The Newsletter on Feminism and Philosophy is sponsored 
by the APA Committee on the Status of Women (CSW). The 
newsletter is designed to provide an introduction to recent 
philosophical work that addresses issues of gender. None 
of the varied philosophical views presented by authors 
of newsletter articles necessarily reflect the views of any 
or all of the members of the Committee on the Status of 
Women, including the editor(s) of the newsletter, nor does 
the committee advocate any particular type of feminist 
philosophy. We advocate only that serious philosophical 
attention be given to issues of gender and that claims of 
gender bias in philosophy receive full and fair consideration. 

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES AND 
INFORMATION

1. Purpose: The purpose of the newsletter is to publish 
information about the status of women in philosophy 
and to make the resources of feminist philosophy more 
widely available. The newsletter contains discussions of 
recent developments in feminist philosophy and related 
work in other disciplines, literature overviews and book 
reviews, suggestions for eliminating gender bias in the 
traditional philosophy curriculum, and reflections on 
feminist pedagogy. It also informs the profession about 
the work of the APA Committee on the Status of Women. 
Articles submitted to the newsletter should be around ten 
double-spaced pages and must follow the APA guidelines 
for gender-neutral language. Please submit essays 
electronically to the editor or send four copies of essays 
via regular mail. All manuscripts should be prepared for 
anonymous review. References should follow The Chicago 
Manual of Style. 

2. Book Reviews and Reviewers: If you have published 
a book that is appropriate for review in the newsletter, 
please have your publisher send us a copy of your book. 
We are always seeking new book reviewers. To volunteer 
to review books (or some particular book), please send the 
editor, Lauren Freeman (lauren.freeman@louisville.edu), a 
CV and letter of interest, including mention of your areas of 
research and teaching. 

3. Where to Send Things: Please send all articles, comments, 
suggestions, books, and other communications to the 
editor: Dr. Lauren Freeman, University of Louisville, lauren.
freeman@louisville.edu.

4. Submission Deadlines: Submissions for spring issues 
are due by the preceding November 1; submissions for fall 
issues are due by the preceding February 1.

are bolstered by the very people who participate in them—
including well-intentioned feminist like us. Yap develops 
a specific concern related to Manne’s characterization 
of women’s roles in oppressive hierarchies as givers of 
distinctly human moral goods. Manne’s position is that 
misogyny is not a matter of dehumanization. Though Yap 
does not contest this conclusion, she argues that the cases 
that Manne uses in order to make her case are, in fact, 
instances where dehumanization is present—not as a result 
of misogyny, but rather, due to other oppressive forces that 
frequently accompany it. Yap concludes that in order to 
better understand misogyny in many real social contexts, 
we need an even greater intersectional analysis of how it 
interacts with other forms of oppression.

Finally, and switching gears, Elle Benjamin’s comments 
develop the intersection of misogyny with ableism in 
general and with anti-autism bias in particular, which is, as 
Manne acknowledges, is “manifestly lacking in my book.” 
(Though she qualifies that this was by design, on account 
of her lacking an epistemically appropriate standpoint 
from which to speak on the issue.) Provocatively, Benjamin 
considers whether there are any cases where focusing on 
the experiences of the misogynist can be beneficial for 
everyone—including the misogynistic perpetrators and 
the misogynistically oppressed. More specifically, she 
asks if there might be an unhimpathetic way to talk about 
Elliot Rodger (the Isla Vista shooter), one that illuminates 
the effect of his condition on his misogyny, without at 
the same time emitting any sympathy at all in virtue of 
his maleness. In so doing, Benjamin considers the ways 
in which Elliot Rodger may have been neuroatypical and 
if he was, the consequences this might have had for the 
ways in which his crimes were discussed. She goes on 
to consider the himpathetic commentators that appear in 
Manne’s discussions and how they mischaracterized the 
nature of Rodger’s condition by calling it mental illness. It 
is Benjamin’s position that readers were denied a deeper 
understanding of what Rodger was experiencing, why he 
was experiencing it, and how we can help people with 
similar experiences avoid Rodger’s fate. Though Manne 
finds some important insights in Benjamin’s approach, she 
problematizes the general account on both theoretical and 
empirical grounds.

As you can see with this brief introduction, the discussions 
in this issue are rich and robust. In addition to these 
contributions to the newsletter, you can also find reviews 
of the following books: Linda Alcoff’s Rape and Resistance 
(reviewed by Charlotte Witt), Laura Hengehold and Nancy 
Bauer’s (eds.) A Companion to Simone de Beauvoir 
(reviewed by Céline Leboeuf), Mary Rawlinson’s Just Life: 
Bioethics and the Future of Sexual Difference (reviewed by 
Ellie Anderson), F. Vera-Gray’s Men’s Intrusion, Women’s 
Embodiment: A Critical Analysis of Street Harassment 
(reviewed by Meryl Altman), and Sandrine Bergès and Alan 
Coffee’s (eds.) The Social and Political Philosophy of Mary 
Wollstonecraft (reviewed by Valerie Williams).

I hope that you enjoy reading everything that follows as 
much as I did.
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don’t have to, in order to qualify as misogynist. Instead, I 
suggest that some white women are misogynists because 
their behaviors fit so many of the characteristics that Kate 
Manne outlines, including overt and expressed hostility to 
nonheterosexual women and to trans* women, policing 
of insufficiently feminine women of all embodiments, 
and extreme and consistent obstacle-creation to women’s 
liberation from oppressive circumstances. (At this point, 
if anyone is quietly wishing away my criticizing of women 
and thinking, Can’t We All Just Get Along?, let me just 
provide the heads-up here that we never have, at least 
in part because some heteronormative white women are 
misogynists. Below, I provide more reasons why unification 
isn’t going to happen.)

First, I offer some quick introduction to anyone reading this 
essay who hasn’t read the book. Kate Manne’s ameliorative 
account of misogyny is helpful and heartening. What we 
take misogyny to be is obvious if misogyny just is hatred 
of women, but Manne devotes early chapters to up-ending 
that “naïve conception.”4 She rejects, as simplistic and 
overly psychologistic, the definition of misogyny as an 
emotion, (or) lodged in an individual’s heart, (or) toward 
the entirety of women, a cluster of criticisms with which I 
agree.5 Manne is persuasive that if misogyny is essentially 
hatred, then we can never be certain anyone harbors it 
unless they self-report. 

And as she demonstrates with vivid examples, even when 
some do self-report, social commentators routinely go to 
work on doubting whether expressions of deeply hostile 
feelings really apply to all women, as if hatred of a set 
must distribute equally to all its members. The shooter 
loved his mother! He wanted to date the sorority girls that 
he threatened! He killed a man, too, so his hatred wasn’t 
exclusive! In a writing style both informative to scholars and, 
with each chapter, increasingly clear to any reader, Manne 
systematically argues against the application of the naïve 
conception to instances of evidently misogynist violence. 
“Misogynists can love their mothers,” Manne says, and the 
sentence is welcome to my eyes.6 Of course they can. If 
a definition of misogyny rules out a misogynist’s loving 
being loved, then we need a better definition. I am grateful 
to Manne for adding one to our understandings.

Manne offers an account of misogyny based on its social 
function rather than its psychological nature, “as primarily a 
property of social environments in which women are liable 
to encounter hostility due to the enforcement and policing 
of patriarchal norms and expectations.”7 For those of us 
trying to articulate the problems with hostile environments 
and deadly violence that disproportionately affects women, 
Manne says, we need a term more distinctive than sexism, 
which identifies a rationale for a structure of unfairness. 
Sexism purports to give reasons for structural inequity; 
misogyny is the better term for the sorts of coercive 
regulations of patriarchy that work to hold the structure in 
place. If sexism offers planks, misogyny provides the nails. 
Misogyny is, then, what misogyny does, Manne argues. Her 
more victim-centered account of what misogyny means is 
reminiscent of the good feminist practices of philosophical 
forerunners like Claudia Card, who described misogyny 
as “the term feminists apply to the most deeply hostile 

ARTICLES
White Women Misogynists
Kathryn J. Norlock
TRENT UNIVERSITY

I found myself thinking a great deal about the 52 percent 
of white women who voted in the 2016 election in the 
USA for Donald Trump, as I read Kate Manne’s Down Girl: 
The Logic of Misogyny. I continue to find myself thinking 
about my membership in the category of white women, 
and appreciating Kate Manne’s ameliorative approach 
to conceptual analysis, influenced by the work of Sally 
Haslanger, especially evident in Haslanger’s well-known 
essay, “Gender and Race: (What) Are They? (What) Do We 
Want Them to Be?” Manne’s book moves me to consider 
writing a paper emulating Haslanger’s title, perhaps, 
“White Women: (What) Are They? [Are We a We? Are They 
Me?] (What) Do We Want Them or We to Be?”

I am moved to ask because the first and most successfully 
cruel and harmful misogynists that I encountered in my 
life were cis-het white girls and white women.1 I find it 
striking that we are culturally comfortable with the concept 
of “mean girls” who are brutal to other girls, but we are 
not (yet) culturally comfortable with calling girls or women 
misogynists. I want to press on why we would be so ready 
to see cruelly gendered behavior by some girls and women 
as mean, and as targeting of other girls and women, but 
not as misogynist. I believe the answer is partly to be 
found in Kate Manne’s book and in her perception of us 
as remaining attracted to “naïve conceptions” of misogyny 
as hatred of all women on the part of a self-aware and, 
implicitly, masculine and heterosexual agent.2

We are accustomed to assuming that by misogynists, we 
mean men. In her book, Kate Manne tends to focus on 
men as well, although she, wisely, both steers attention 
away from discussing agents as misogynists and rejects 
the gender binary as a metaphysical entity, two points I 
appreciate for their wisdom and their strategic value. But I 
wish to steer attention back toward agents as misogynists 
and as members of a gender-group for the purposes of 
this paper. I want to try to think more clearly about why 
more than half of white women voted for Trump, about why 
calls to white women who didn’t vote for Trump to organize 
our white sisters tends to fall on some of the deadest 
ground in my heart, and why some white women remain 
hugely sincere fans of Trump who were, reportedly, deeply 
offended by Hilary Clinton’s suggestion that they did so 
due to “pressure” from husbands, sons, and other men in 
their lives.3

The women in news reports and narratives online who 
reject Clinton’s reasoning assert that they are voting their 
own minds and very happy to support Trump. I believe 
these women. I grew up with some of them in the same 
neighborhood. I also believe that the behaviors and voting 
choices of some such women are misogynist, not because 
they hate all women in their hearts; they would never agree 
that they hate themselves, and as Manne points out, they 
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to Manne’s account of misogynistic environments as, 
“constitutively speaking, [comprising] social forces that (a) 
will tend to be faced by . . . girls and women . . . and (b) 
serve to police and enforce a patriarchal order, instantiated 
in relation to other intersecting systems of domination and 
disadvantage that apply to the relevant class of girls and 
women.”14 Shootings of this sort in the USA are numbingly 
common news. Manne adds that “as a substantive matter 
of fact, these misogynistic social forces will . . . often 
target girls and women (in the relevant class) for actual, 
perceived, or representative challenges to or violations of 
applicable patriarchal norms and expectations . . . where 
those norms and expectations may involve, for example, 
(a) distinctively gendered contents, which reflect and help 
to regulate or restore patriarchal order; or (b) particularly 
harsh enforcement mechanisms for girls and women. . . ; 
or (c) particularly intense and/or invasive forms of policing 
(e.g., surveillance, scrutiny, and suspicion).”15

With increasing urgency, commentators draw attention to 
the frequency with which boys and men are the shooters and 
the van-drivers, and women are the victims and the targets. 
This is misogyny, some commentators rightly exclaim. And 
it is, in these contexts, misogyny that is noticeable in part 
because the shooters and killers are male. Their maleness 
is a salient feature of the situation that moves some writers 
to notice the possibility of misogyny at work. As heralded 
above, however, I wish to advance the possibility that we 
may more easily notice the misogyny at work in cases of 
men killing women, because of the gender difference, and 
because, at times, heterosexual boys and men announced 
their sexual or romantic frustrations as motivations. We may, 
consequently, overlook misogyny in contexts in which the 
differences are not so obvious, and the motivations are not 
expressed in heteronormatively laden sexual terms. 

Can girls or women be misogynists in ways that reflect 
the characteristics of misogynist acts, norms, forces, and 
agents as Manne sketches them? Consider the information 
provided at bullyingstatistics.org that girls are more likely 
to engage in verbal bullying, cyberbullying, and “indirect 
bullying,” which “takes place when a person or group of 
people spread rumors and stories about a person behind 
their back. These can be false and malicious attacks. . . . 
Social alienation is also another type of bullying that 
females can be responsible for committing. A group of 
girls may decide to deliberately shun another girl from 
the group because they are mad at her or find it funny to 
hurt another person simply because they are different.”16 
These social forces lead some girls to suicide. In 2010, a 
girl in her first year of high school, Phoebe Prince, killed 
herself after a verbal harassment campaign on the part of 
girls at her school who called her a slut and shamed her for 
briefly dating a boy. I am saddened, but not surprised, that 
prosecutors described Prince’s suffering as “intolerable,” a 
description apt to Card’s characterization of evils.17 There 
are more examples than I care to provide the reader of older 
girls and younger women who engage in bullying prior to 
the target’s death or attempted suicide, bullies who tend to 
fit a pattern of being not just female, but white, and not just 
white, but heterosexual, and not just heterosexual, but, as 
one news source said of Prince’s tormenters, “pretty, and 
popular.”18 Girls targeted for feminine bullying who go so far 

environments of and attitudes toward women and girls and 
to the cruelest wrongs to them/us, regardless of whether 
perpetrators harbor feelings of hatred. Misogyny tends to 
be highly culpable and grossly oppressive.”8

Now let’s talk about misogynists.

In careful terms, Kate Manne suggests “that the term 
‘misogynist’ is best treated as a threshold concept, and 
also a comparative one, functioning as a kind of ‘warning 
label,’ which should be sparingly applied to people whose 
attitudes and actions are particularly and consistently 
misogynistic across myriad social contexts . . . (a) more 
extreme, and (b) more consistent than most other people 
in the relevant comparison class.”9 She grants that this is 
a loose conception with some “weasel words” allowing 
some room for debate; then she moves on, as she rightly 
observes that she does not “have to take a stand on how 
to fill out the definition.”10 I find that Claudia Card’s account 
of misogyny contributes to the project of filling out the 
definition; Card describes misogyny as involving “evils 
perpetrated with aggressive . . . use of force and violence 
against women,”11 on that distinctively Cardian account of 
evils as the “foreseeable, intolerable harms” that make a 
decent life difficult.12

Intolerable harms, Card emphasizes, are not merely 
inequities or even all injustices. Evils, intolerable harms 
inflicted by culpable humans, are the more serious 
iterations of wrong: 

What makes harms intolerable is not altogether 
subjective. A reasonable conception of intolerable 
harm is that it is a significant deprivation of 
basics ordinarily required for a life (or a death) 
to be decent for the person whose life (or death) 
it is. Such basics include . . . the ability to make 
choices and act on some of them; freedom from 
severe and unremitting pain and from debilitating 
humiliation; affective bonds with others; a sense 
of one’s human worth. Although not exhaustive, 
that list is enough to show that intolerable harm 
does not totally depend on individual preferences. 
Intolerable harm interferes with one’s ability to 
function decently as a human being.13

Card’s account of intolerable harms supplements Manne’s 
recommendation that we use the attribution of misogynist 
sparingly, providing an idea as to where the threshold 
might be for attaching a label to a person and not just their 
several acts. For Card, the seriousness of the harms is what 
graduates some culpable wrongs to the category of evils; 
acts or institutions that it is reasonably foreseeable can 
make some lives intolerable or indecent are evils (in the 
plural-noun sense, not the adjectival-trait sense). Evildoers 
are agents that embrace and carry out such acts.

Compare Card’s intolerable harms to Kate Manne’s 
examples of misogyny (and Audrey Yap’s, in her 
contribution to this issue). Manne includes examples of 
mass shootings and murders by boys and men for the 
express purpose of harming or avenging themselves 
upon girls and women. Such examples clearly contribute 
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so likely to be members of the white women block that 
votes for Trump. 

I promised the reader that I would think with you about 
women who vote for Trump, and instead you got to read 
about teen suicides. But I hope it is now clear why I silently 
agreed with women who rejected what they took to be 
Clinton’s characterization of them as women who voted 
for Trump because their men told them to. In the news 
coverage that I’ve read, the white and heterosexual and 
married women who proudly proclaimed that they did as 
they wanted and not as they were told demonstrated a 
high interest in self-motivated maintenance of what they 
believe to be the proper social order. That order includes 
the maintenance or improvement of their lives as white 
and heterosexual and American women, secured by voting 
for a man whose talk of grabbing his objects of desire by 
the pussy is dismissed, by these women, as locker-room 
talk, a man who threatened to sue all the women who 
could make a sexual assault claim against him, a man who 
aligned himself with bathroom-bill supporters and pro-
life lobbyists, who campaigned for Ron Moore, who has 
reinstituted the gag order on international aid workers 
advising victims of war rape about abortion, who has 
packed the judiciary with a record number of conservative 
and anti-choice appointees, who said he could not imagine 
an exemption for the health or life of the rare woman who 
seeks a third-trimester abortion, who vowed to roll back 
health-insurance reforms that include employer-provided 
contraception, who has increased the practice of separating 
families in the interests of deporting “illegals.” If this isn’t a 
list of obstacles to tolerable and decent lives for women, I 
think I am not up for seeing what is. And I submit that avidly 
and sincerely supporting a candidate who places obstacles 
in the way of good lives for women, on the grounds that 
he’s not hurting you—he’s hurting those other women, the 
trans women, the brown women, the raped women, the 
illegals—is misogynist. 

Am I calling all Trump voters misogynists? No. Like Kate 
Manne, I don’t think it is always true or always strategically 
wise to paint all actors with the same agent-trait-accusing 
brush. But I hope I have made a case for considering that 
we don’t take seriously enough the possibility that some 
white women are misogynists, notably some feminine and 
heterosexual white women who demonstrate repeated and 
lifelong interest in policing and enforcing social structures 
that benefit them at the cost of intolerable harms to other 
women and girls. Encountering the urging of women of 
color that those of us with privileges of whiteness should 
try to organize white Trump-supporting women yanks a 
grim laugh from me, as I reflect that some of these Trump 
voters were my own schoolgirl torturers, and calls to those 
of us who were their targets to Walk Up and Not Out on 
them get less than my full belief in that possibility. And yet, 
when I expressed this pessimism at the presentation of this 
paper at the Canadian Philosophical Association, a woman 
of color did not give up on me; Andrea Dionne Warmack 
contacted me to say that she attended and appreciated my 
presentation, but she still noticed that I’m better placed 
than less privileged women to do the work of reaching 
out, talking to women who support Trump, moving them 
to consider alternative perspectives. When misogyny 

as to attempt to take their own lives are often those bullied 
on gendered and sexed lines: targets of slut-shaming, or 
perceived as having or actually having lesbian or bisexual 
identities, or simply unfeminine presentations in body or 
appearance. Note that in the USA, “lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and questioning (LGBQ) teens are more than three times 
as likely to attempt suicide as their heterosexual peers, . . . 
[possibly] because they experienced verbal harassment, 
physical bullying or felt unsafe at school.”19

I am not saying anything that we have not heard before. It 
is so ordinary, in truth, that “mean girls” can be dismissed 
as just typical teens, just high school. If boys will be boys 
(shrug), well, girls will be girls. But Manne is persuasive 
that what boys and teens do in elementary school and high 
school is not irrelevant to analyses of misogyny. If misogyny 
is as misogyny does, then let’s look at what girls’ bullying 
does to girls. 

Constitutively speaking, let us agree that what some cis-
het white girls do—in targeting other girls for slut-shaming, 
body-shaming, femininity- and heteronormativity-violating, 
while the bullying girls are succeeding on these same 
dimensions—fits Manne’s description of attitudes, acts, 
and “social forces that (a) will tend to be faced by . . . 
girls and women . . . and (b) serve to police and enforce a 
patriarchal order.” More specifically, I would add to Manne’s 
analysis, such fatal bullying serves to police and enforce a 
heteronormative, white supremacist, and feminine order. 
Therefore, such bullying and shaming, when deadly, is 
“instantiated in relation to other intersecting systems of 
domination and disadvantage that apply to the relevant 
class of girls and women.” 

Let’s look as well at Manne’s “substantive matter of 
fact,” that girls can target girls “for actual, perceived, or 
representative challenges to or violations of applicable 
patriarchal norms and expectations” that “involve, for 
example, (a) distinctively gendered contents, which 
reflect and help to regulate or restore patriarchal order,” 
and in this case, I would add, reflect and regulate norms 
of femininity and heteronormativity; I find the patriarchal 
order inseparable from attention to orientation, which is 
by definition gendered. When verbal, cyber, and indirect 
bullying contribute to a girl’s death or attempted death, one 
might then agree that such behavior meets Manne’s criteria 
of being “(b) particularly harsh enforcement mechanisms 
for girls and women. . . ; or (c) particularly intense and/or 
invasive forms of policing (e.g., surveillance, scrutiny, and 
suspicion).”20

In short, just as Manne rightly urges us to consider that 
“boys will be boys” may allow misogyny to grow and 
prosper, I am arguing that dismissing the behavior of “mean 
girls” as just typical school, or just kids being kids, without 
attending to the pronounced demographic pattern that 
these tend to be white and heterosexual and femininity-
successful girls, is also to allow misogyny to grow and 
prosper. Behavior that targets girls along gendered lines 
for surveillance and enforcement of feminine expectations 
is as misogyny does. I don’t think it is a coincidence that 
some of the cis-het white girls who policed and enforced 
norms of femininity and heterosexuality in youth are now 
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What Do Men Find Threatening about 
Women’s Empowerment?

Agnes Callard
UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

Hilary Clinton faced a distinctive kind of obstacle in 
her quest for the presidency: she was behaving like 
the “wrong kind” of woman. To pick just one example, 
the psychologist Lisa Feldman Barrett has argued that 
people were inclined to perceive Hilary’s failures to smile 
differently from her competitors’: “A woman making stern-
looking facial movements must be angry or upset. A man 
who looks the same, on the other hand, is focusing on the 
important matters at hand.”1 Kate Manne studies this kind 
of obstacle and dissects it into two components—sexism 
and misogyny—in her important new book, Down Girl.

Manne’s guiding model for describing sexism is as an unfair 
commercial interaction, an “uneven, gendered economy of 
giving and taking moral-cum-social goods and services” 
(107). Her thought is that such an arrangement constitutes 
a “patriarchal division of labor” (79) in which women have 
the role of “giving” attention, care, nurture, and affection, 
whereas men are entitled to “take” these things from them. 
Manne contrasts a world ordered in this patriarchal way 
with one in which everyone has “equal moral purchase” 
(70). She regularly refers to the sexist structure as one in 
which “she gives” and “he takes.”

Manne understands misogyny as the enforcement 
mechanism for this interaction: it is a way of extracting 
what women are perceived to owe men. Manne does not 
spell out why women might be unwilling to give what 
they “owe,” but presumably the inequity at the heart of 
the arrangement is what leads women to want out of it. 

encourages us to forget what we can do and instead agree 
that we’ve lost, agree that efforts at changing minds are 
hopeless, then the work of feminism may have to include 
both the clarification of the nature of our obstacles and 
the encouragement and support of fellow feminists when 
we get weary. Manne’s book provides both: conceptual 
clarification and encouragement. It would be difficult to 
carry on without such company.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

This paper is based upon a presentation I provided as part of a panel of 
respondents to Kate Manne’s Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny, in an 
author-meets-critics session at the Canadian Philosophical Association 
in Montreal on June 5, 2018. Thanks to Victor Kumar for the invitation 
to be a part of that panel, and thanks to co-critics Audrey Yap and Carrie 
Jenkins as well as Kate Manne for their thoughtful presentations, which 
enlarged my thinking.

NOTES

1. The Queer Dictionary supplies the following definition of cishet, 
which I hyphenate for clarity: “Cishet, used as both an adjective 
and a noun, describes a person who is both cisgender and 
heterosexual... First used in online communities in the 2000s, 
cishet is a portmanteau of cis—as in cisgender, from the Latin 
cis-, meaning “this side of”—and het—as in heterosexual, meaning 
attracted to the opposite sex.” Available at http://queerdictionary.
blogspot.com/2014/09/definition-of-cishet.html.

2. Manne, Down Girl, 18-19.

3. See Scott, “Clinton said she meant no disrespect by comments 
about white women who voted for Trump.” Cf. Abernathy, “No, 
women didn’t vote for Donald Trump because their husbands 
told them to.”

4. Manne, Down Girl, 18, 32.

5. Manne, Down Girl, 39-41, 44-49.

6. Manne, Down Girl, 52.

7. Manne, Down Girl, 32.

8. Card, “Challenges of Local and Global Misogyny,” 473, emphasis 
mine.

9. Manne, Down Girl, 66.

10. Ibid.

11. Card, “Challenges of Local and Global Misogyny,” 474.

12. Card, The Atrocity Paradigm, 3.

13. Card, “Challenges of Local and Global Misogyny,” 474.

14. Manne, Down Girl, 63.

15. Manne, Down Girl, 63-64.

16. “Female Bullies,” Bullying Statistics.

17. Miller, “Phoebe Prince’s Final Days: Bullied Girl Suffered 
‘Intolerable’ Abuse Before Suicide, Say Court Docs.”

18. Cullen, “The untouchable Mean Girls.”

19. Rapaport, “One in four gay, lesbian, bisexual teens attempt suicide.”

20. Manne, Down Girl, 63-64.

REFERENCES

Abernathy, Gary. 2018. “No, Women Didn’t Vote for Donald Trump 
Because Their Husbands Told Them To.” Commentary, Chicago Tribune, 
published April 27, 2018. Last accessed May 22, 2018. Available at 
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/opinion/commentary/ct-trump-
married-women-voters-20180427-story.html.

Card, Claudia. The Atrocity Paradigm: A Theory of Evil. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002.

———. “Challenges of Local and Global Misogyny.” In A Companion to 
Rawls, edited by Jon Mandie and David A. Reidy, 472–86. Malden, MA: 
Wiley Blackwell, 2013.

http://archive.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2010/01/24/the_untouchable_mean_girls/
http://archive.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2010/01/24/the_untouchable_mean_girls/
http://archive.boston.com/news/local/massachusetts/articles/2010/01/24/the_untouchable_mean_girls/
http://www.bullyingstatistics.org/content/female-bullying.html
http://www.bullyingstatistics.org/content/female-bullying.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/phoebe-princes-final-days-bullied-girl-suffered-intolerable-abuse-before-suicide-say-court-docs/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/phoebe-princes-final-days-bullied-girl-suffered-intolerable-abuse-before-suicide-say-court-docs/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/phoebe-princes-final-days-bullied-girl-suffered-intolerable-abuse-before-suicide-say-court-docs/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-teens-lgbq-suicide/one-in-four-gay-lesbian-bisexual-teens-attempt-suicide-idUSKBN1ED2LS
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-teens-lgbq-suicide/one-in-four-gay-lesbian-bisexual-teens-attempt-suicide-idUSKBN1ED2LS
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-teens-lgbq-suicide/one-in-four-gay-lesbian-bisexual-teens-attempt-suicide-idUSKBN1ED2LS
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2018/03/19/clinton-said-she-meant-no-disrespect-by-comments-about-white-women-who-voted-for-trump/%3Futm_term%3D.dfe72e835a81
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2018/03/19/clinton-said-she-meant-no-disrespect-by-comments-about-white-women-who-voted-for-trump/%3Futm_term%3D.dfe72e835a81
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2018/03/19/clinton-said-she-meant-no-disrespect-by-comments-about-white-women-who-voted-for-trump/%3Futm_term%3D.dfe72e835a81
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2018/03/19/clinton-said-she-meant-no-disrespect-by-comments-about-white-women-who-voted-for-trump/%3Futm_term%3D.dfe72e835a81
http://queerdictionary.blogspot.com/2014/09/definition-of-cishet.html
http://queerdictionary.blogspot.com/2014/09/definition-of-cishet.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/opinion/commentary/ct-trump-married-women-voters-20180427-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/opinion/commentary/ct-trump-married-women-voters-20180427-story.html


APA NEWSLETTER  |  FEMINISM AND PHILOSOPHY

PAGE 50 SPRING 2019  |  VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2

Should we, perhaps, consider a weakened version of 
the “she gives/he takes” structure, in which women give 
more than they take? A somewhat less extreme picture of 
the iniquity of the interaction provides a better starting 
point for an analysis of sexism as a form of exploitation, 
and misogyny as the violence required for keeping an 
exploitative exchange in place. (And Manne does, in 
one place, specifically describe the interaction as one of 
exploitation (209).)

But consider how that story would go. Manne’s view that 
men “used to” give women goods of protection, respect, 
and chivalry would have to be modified to the view that 
they used to give more of those goods than they now 
do. Perhaps she would refer to the loosening of gender 
norms to which the entry of women into the workforce 
corresponds, and the fact the movement has been in one 
direction rather than the other—women readily took to 
wearing pants, whereas very few men want to wear dresses. 
There is some indication that she is inclined to frame the 
historical account this way, since she does say that the 
goods women provide have become “scarce resources.” 
But consider what this story entails: the world used to be 
less sexist than it is. Back when men did their jobs, and 
women did theirs, was there a more equal exchange and 
a less exploitative relationship? This seems unlikely. Before 
women joined the labor force, it seems they were subject 
to far more of what we might traditionally call domination.

This points, I think, to the limits of even a more temperate 
version of the economic model as the primary mode of 
expressing what is unjust about sexism. Carol Pateman, 
whom Manne references in her discussion of patriarchy, 
contrasts an economic critique of it as “exploitation . . . 
in the technical Marxist sense of the extraction of surplus 
value” with an approach by way of contract theory. The latter 
“directs attention to the creation of relations of domination 
and subordination.” The two critiques are not mutually 
exclusive, since each accepts the terminology of the other 
as descriptive of the phenomenon—the economic critique 
conceives of the exploitation in question as an instance 
of domination, and the political critique conceives of the 
domination in question as exploitative. Nonetheless, it 
is relevant that the directions of explanation differ, and 
Pateman sees her project as that of exposing contractual 
injustice as the underlying cause of inequity: “exploitation 
is possible precisely because, as I shall show, contracts 
about property in the person place right of command in the 
hands of one-party to the contract.”3

Manne’s heavy use of the language of economic imbalance 
suggests that she favors the other direction of explanation. 
But perhaps her descriptions of “giving” and “taking” 
are meant to be rhetorical rather than explanatory. If that 
were the case, it would be necessary to articulate what lay 
beneath these ways of talking. The answer could well be 
something like the relations of command and obedience 
described by Pateman. Alternatively, Manne might think 
that relations of command and obedience follow from the 
more basic fact of exploitation. I do not think Manne comes 
down clearly on this question of priority, so I want to spend 
a minute explaining why it is such an important one.

Thus she describes misogyny as the “law enforcement 
branch of the patriarchal order.” Misogyny, in Manne’s new 
construal of the term, serves to describe social practices 
of treating women differentially based on their willingness 
or unwillingness to cleave to the “giver” role: the former 
being rewarded, the latter sanctioned.

I want to begin by raising some doubts about both the 
intelligibility and the usefulness of this particular economic 
framing of male-female interaction. There is a large literature 
in economics analyzing interpersonal relationships in 
economic terms.2 Unlike Manne, these models tend to 
presuppose that goods are given and exchanged on both 
sides; indeed, that is arguably criterial on an economic 
analysis of an exchange. Even in exploitative exchanges the 
disadvantaged party is conceived of as securing goods at 
too high a cost, rather than as bearing only costs, with no 
goods to show for the expenditure.

Manne does not explicitly deny that goods flow in the 
reverse direction—from men to women—but her recurrent 
framing of the arrangement as one in which “he gives” 
and “she takes” suggests this interpretation. There is only 
one place in which she gestures at goods provided by 
men to women—she lists money, chivalry, respect—but 
she describes these as “goods or services that he once 
might have provided” (112, italics mine). The traditional 
conception of the role of men assigns to them the job of 
providing for women and protecting them against external 
dangers, but Manne seems to see this “male part” of the 
division of labor as outdated.

Finally, consider her classification of what she calls “male-
coded goods”—“social positions of leadership, authority, 
influence, money and other forms of power, as well as 
social status, prestige, rank, and the markers thereof” (113). 
She sees these as yet more goods for men to take “from 
women,” in the sense that women are misogynistically 
sanctioned for competing for them. Traditionally, those 
sanctions would themselves be underwritten by the fact 
that these goods are connected to men’s fulfillment of 
their part of the bargain—providing and protecting—but 
on Manne’s conception, they become free-floating goods 
by which men attain a kind of self-actualization to which 
women have only restricted access. Once again, men get 
something for nothing.

My concern, then, is that Manne’s conceptual apparatus for 
elucidating sexism and misogyny is unhelpfully hyperbolic. 
For consider relationships in which there are, in fact, norms 
dictating only what one party owes. We find non-reciprocal 
normative regulations—in which one side is morally 
obligated to “give” and the other side may “take” without 
facing any sort of sanction—structuring the relationships 
between human beings and their pets, or their infant 
children. It is an interesting feature of explanatory accounts 
of misogyny that they tend to be emasculating—accusing 
men who mistreat women specifically of weakness and 
impotence—but it is possible to take such rhetoric too 
far. Assimilating men to pets and infants would, I think, 
constitute an excess of classificatory vengeance.
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If one’s desire is, in the first instance, for the object itself, 
one doesn’t care who one loses it to; if, by contrast, men 
aim not so much to attain the goods but to prevent women 
from having them, that suggests the political model. The 
political model of sexism analyzes the resistance women 
face competing for wealth, honor, and authority as an issue 
of domination. But how, exactly? Let me sketch one account 
of how that analysis might go, admitting that what I present 
here should be taken as a hypothesis or suggestion.

If a good is competitive—which is to say, zero-sum—then 
much engagement with it is characterized by the experience 
of failure. In the workplace, everyone is dominated by 
someone, since you can always find the person who has 
more power, authority, and wealth than you do. If the 
home was traditionally a place where a man could expect 
to be dominant—he commands, his wife and children 
obey—it would have constituted a kind of antidote to the 
psychological trauma wreaked by a day of immersion in a 
competitive culture in which one inevitably came out some 
kind of loser.

The entrance of women into the workplace threatens to turn 
the home from a haven—the one place where a man was 
assured of a “win”—into yet another competitive space. 
In support of this interpretation, consider the research 
of Christin L. Munsch, showing that men who earn less 
money than their wives are more likely to have extramarital 
affairs.4 Munsch hypothesizes that such affairs constitute 
an attempt to compensate for economic dependency on 
their wives. To put the point in the terms above, we can 
hypothesize that such men are looking for an alternative 
“haven.”

Consider, also, Munsch’s overview of the literature in this 
field:

Men still regard providing as their responsibility 
even if they welcome their partner’s contributions 
(Townsend 2002), couples with similar wages tend 
to interpret women’s earnings as supplemental 
(Potuchek 1997), and husbands of high-earning 
women report increasing their work hours to 
maintain primary-earner status (Deutsch and 
Saxon 1998). Conversely, breadwinning wives 
downplay their financial contributions, defer to 
their husbands in decision making (Meisenbach 
2010; Tichenor 2005), and do a disproportionate 
amount of housework (Bittman et al. 2003; Brines 
1994; Evertsson and Nermo 2004; Greenstein 
2000; Tichenor 2005)5

Given that most men are not in direct workplace competition 
with their wives for money, honor, or authority, the political 
explanation seems more credible than the economic 
one here. More specifically, it seems plausible that 
seeing women as competitors represents a loss of one’s 
defense against the noxious features of the competitive 
environment—a loss that threatens the psychological 
possibility of engaging in the forms of competition on 
which not only manliness but also survival depends.

Consider the example Manne uses to illustrate male 
entitlement. She asks us to imagine sitting down at a 
restaurant and not being served—all the while one can see 
the server “lounging around lazily or just doing her own 
thing” (50). Or perhaps she is serving everyone but you. In 
this circumstance, you might eventually explode with anger 
and frustration. Manne’s thought is that this consideration 
of this schematic example could help us model the rage 
some men feel when they do not receive what they expect 
from women.

The question is, what is making the restaurant goer so 
angry? There are two interpretations of the schema: it could 
be that he is angry at not getting the food and attention 
he was expecting, or he could be angry about being 
disobeyed. Unpacking the analogy, do men want certain 
goods that they have come to expect that they can receive 
from women, where the characteristic means by which they 
receive these goods is through command, or do they want 
to be able to command women, where the characteristic 
form that such command takes is the demand for a particular 
set of goods? In both cases, the anger will encompass 
both the goods and the subordination, but I think it is 
important to ask which of the two is fundamental. It is one 
thing to think that the customer is “banging his spoon on 
the table” because the absence of food symbolizes the 
insubordination of the server, and another to think that he 
bangs it because he’s hungry.

There are, then, two distinct ways of analyzing the 
mechanism of sexism and misogyny:

(1) You can approach it economically, as an injustice 
with respect to the equitable distribution of goods 
and labor. 

(2) You can approach it politically, as an injustice 
concerning the manner in which the agency of one 
person is coordinated with or subordinated to that 
of another.

In the remainder of this essay, I want to make a case for 
the explanatory fruitfulness of the latter as opposed to the 
former approach.

I. MASCULINE-CODED GOODS
Consider what Manne calls “masculine-coded goods” such 
as “social positions of leadership, authority, influence, 
money and other forms of power, as well as social status, 
prestige, rank, and the markers thereof” (113). The economic 
exploitation account asserts that men are simply unwilling 
to give up a set of goods they have been accustomed 
to—or, more accurately, unwilling to lower their chances 
of getting those goods by allowing an increase in the size 
of the group competing for them. But if I orient myself by 
way of Manne’s examples, the men who seem most upset 
at women winning these goods are precisely those men 
who would be unsuccessful in competing for them in any 
case. Women aren’t “taking anything” away from them that 
another man wouldn’t have stepped in to take. (If Hilary 
Clinton loses the presidency, that doesn’t mean you will 
win it.)
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Handmaid’s Tale. But the connection between extreme 
sexism and misogyny, on the one hand, and the threat of 
such a crisis, on the other, is a telling one. Women’s power 
to control the future represents a form of domination even 
those men disinclined to place much value on the work of 
nurturing and caregiving experience as deeply, perhaps 
even existentially, threatening. In pushing back against this 
threat, men may be resisting what they experience as a 
profound form of domination.

I have tried to articulate a way in which women’s increased 
power with respect to income and reproductive choices 
could be experienced, by men, as an existential threat. I 
hope thereby to have illustrated the explanatory power of 
the political model of sexism. With respect to male-coded 
goods, if competition for these goods is constitutive of male-
ness, but predicated on the now uncertain cooperation of 
women, then women threaten men with non-being—which 
is to say, not being able to be what they are. And with 
respect to the female-coded goods, if they become truly 
the province of women to give or withhold, then women 
have control over the future on which (women’s and) men’s 
valuations depend. The desire of men to dominate women 
is not, on this picture, so different from the desire of Achilles 
to dominate Hector, or, more generally, the desire of the 
Greeks to dominate the Trojans—it traces not to greed but 
to fear, the alternative being not only defeat but that deep 
sort of annihilation in which even memory is “blotted out” 
(Iliad XII l.85, XIII, l.270, XIV, l.85).
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In her book, Down Girl, Manne proposes to uncover the 
“logic” of misogyny, bringing clarity to a notion that she 
describes as both “loaded” and simultaneously “politically 
marginal.” Manne is aware that full insight into the “logic” 
of misogyny will require not just a “what” but a “why.” 
Though Manne finds herself largely devoted to the former 
task, the latter is in the not-too-distant periphery. 

II. FEMININE-CODED GOODS
Let us, now, turn to what Manne calls “feminine-coded 
goods.” I believe that Manne is right to call the condemnation 
of women who seek to avoid motherhood “misogyny.” She 
observes that a deep undercurrent of antipathy seems to 
be based on the thought that a woman is “failing to nurture, 
refusing to give life or to care for the vulnerable” (100). Why 
is the fact that a woman won’t nurture—especially if you 
aren’t seeking for her to nurture you in particular—such a 
threatening prospect?

Manne is surely right to notice that nurture, affection, 
and care are genuinely good, but it is remarkable that 
those men who are most angered by women’s failing to 
provide them—in the quote above, Manne is referring to 
an incident involving Rush Limbaugh—do not seem to 
be the ones who most highly value those goods. I want 
to make a suggestion about the political motivation that 
might underlie what sounds like an economic demand for 
women’s “services.”

Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale describes 
a totalitarian takeover in which the (relatively few) fertile 
women in a society become pregnancy-slaves to the 
wealthy and powerful. I want to propose that what Atwood 
describes is a version of the panic that underwrites the 
motherhood-enforcement branch of misogyny, but writ 
large. The panic in question is that of having one’s extinction 
held hostage to the whims and choices of women. If 
women can choose whether or not they want children—in 
the form of birth control and abortion—then men’s ability 
to reproduce depends on the will of women.

And there is, in turn, reason to think that the ability to 
reproduce—perhaps not necessarily at the individual level, 
but at least at the level of one’s social group or cultural 
cohort—is deeply connected to a sense of one’s own life as 
meaningful and one’s death as bearable. So Samuel Scheffler 
argued in his book, Death and the Afterlife,6 contending that 
a belief in the existence of future generations underwrites 
the ways in which human beings, as a matter of contingent 
fact, engage in the various valuing-practices that are central 
to the meaning of our lives. He shows that every arena of 
valuing, from close, personal relationships, to intellectual 
and aesthetic engagement, to the pursuit of humanitarian 
goals, is more affected than you might have predicted by 
the prospect of being cut off from the human beings who 
might inherit those values.

Consider the following thought experiment: Suppose it 
were simply a biological fact that a man dies if he does not 
have sex with a woman before the age of twenty, and that 
such sex were consequently seen as a right, enforceable 
by law. One day, however, the society wakes up to the 
immorality of this arrangement and lifts the requirement 
that women supply life-saving sex. Men would react with 
panic, desperation, and perhaps also—and this is the 
crucial point—a certain level of resentment at the power 
women hold over them. One’s life is now literally in the 
hands of the woman who will consent to have sex with one. 

Of course, we are not in such a life-or-death scenario, 
nor do we face a dire infertility crisis such as that in The 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/25/opinion/sunday/hillary-clintons-angry-face.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/25/opinion/sunday/hillary-clintons-angry-face.html
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It is for me, here, that a question arises: Why are men 
invested in upholding the patriarchal order? Put simply, 
what’s in it for them? Manne’s analysis offers one possible 
answer. Men engage in misogynistic behavior (and thereby 
enforce a patriarchal social order) because women who 
violate the norms of a patriarchal social order lead men to 
experience a perceived loss in social standing. In a sense, 
then, misogyny functions essentially as a “corrective” to 
this perceived loss. That is, it functions so as to “put women 
back in their place.”

But I want to offer another possible answer—one that both 
builds upon and, I hope, complements and completes the 
answer Manne offers within the pages of Down Girl. I will 
argue here that men are motivated to enforce the patriarchal 
social order because the norms that govern male behavior 
are so repressive that they cannot get “feminine-coded 
goods” except from women. This in turn motivates them to 
engage in misogynistic behavior1 so as to ensure they can 
access these goods.

While Manne explores in great detail the norms that govern 
women, and how men engage in misogyny in order to 
enforce these norms, she talks very little about the norms 
that govern men, and how these norms might similarly lead 
men to engage in misogyny. If the function of misogyny 
is, ultimately, to uphold patriarchal social order, then we 
need to examine the various ways in which it achieves this 
function. Oppressing men, so that they in turn oppress 
women, is one route by which this happens.

Manne does gesture at this possibility, writing that 
one locus of concern that she will not investigate is the 
“punishment and policing of men who flout the norms 
of masculinity” (72). It is precisely this “punishment and 
policing” I believe needs to be explored more fully in order 
to have a full picture of how and why misogyny works.

THE MARKETPLACE OF FEMININE-CODED GOODS
In my discussion of Manne, I will largely engage with 
Chapter 4, in which Manne describes the give-and-take 
economy that she takes to be at the heart of misogyny’s 
operation, a theme to which she returns throughout 
the book. In this chapter, Manne offers an analysis of 
feminine-coded goods (love, support, affection) and 
feminine-coded work (emotional labor, caregiving, and 
so on), acknowledging that these goods and services are 
both valuable and internalized as “woman’s work.” Where 
Manne suggests that men engage in misogyny because 
they are not being given something to which they feel 
entitled (i.e., these goods and labor), I want to complicate 
this explanation somewhat by suggesting that men engage 
in misogyny because it is (for many men) the only way they 
can imagine to access these valuable goods. To motivate 
this argument, I will take, as a metaphor, the concept of the 
marketplace.

I argue that providing feminine-coded goods, or engaging 
in feminine-coded work, is in tension with the norms 
of masculinity such that there are strong prohibitions 
against men engaging in or performing this kind of 
work. Consequently, I suggest this creates an “emotional 
marketplace,” so to speak, in which women are viewed as 

Manne proposes to understand misogyny, as a general 
framework, in terms of what it does to women. Misogyny, 
she writes, is a system that polices and enforces the 
patriarchal social order (33). That’s the “what.” As for the 
“why,” Manne suggests that misogyny is what women 
experience because they fail to live up to the moral 
standards set out for women by that social order.

I find Manne’s analysis insightful, interesting, and well 
argued. And yet, I find her account incomplete. While I 
remain fully convinced by her analysis of what misogyny 
is, I am less persuaded by her analysis of why misogyny 
is. For a full analysis of the “logic” of misogyny, one needs 
to understand how the patriarchy manifests in men an 
interest in participating in its enforcement. Or so I hope 
to motivate here. I aim to draw a line from the patriarchy 
to toxic masculinity to misogyny so that we have a clearer 
picture as to why men are invested in this system. I thus 
hope to offer here an analysis that is underdeveloped in 
Manne’s book, but is equally worthy of attention if we want 
fully to understand the complex machinations underlying 
misogyny. 

ANALYZING MISOGYNY 
The ultimate aim of Manne’s book is to provide an 
ameliorative conception of misogyny that is distinct, in a 
number of respects, from the existing “naïve conception” 
of misogyny. First, unlike the “naïve conception” of 
misogyny, which is defined so loosely as to be virtually 
nonexistent and meaningless (19), Manne’s ameliorative 
conception unpacks misogyny as a political phenomenon 
that is “metaphysically dependent on there being norms 
and expectations of a patriarchal nature” (67). Second, in 
contrast to the “naïve conception” of misogyny as hatred 
directed towards women qua women, the ameliorative 
conception takes misogyny to involve the enforcement of 
patriarchal social norms and the policing and punishment 
of the women who violate those norms.

Misogyny, ultimately, is the hostility displayed towards 
women who, as Manne writes, “resist or flout gendered 
norms and expectations,” who “disrupt or pose a threat 
to gendered hierarchies” (61). The aim, or “logic,” of 
misogyny is to restore the patriarchal social order that has 
been threatened by this disruption. 

So, what norms is misogyny directed at enforcing, and how 
do women flout these norms? Manne writes that under 
a patriarchal social order, “a woman is often expected 
to play the role of a man’s attentive, loving subordinate” 
(57). She is thus cast in an asymmetrical moral support 
role, where she is obligated to provide certain emotional 
goods to which he is entitled. However, women flout these 
norms when, as Manne writes, they “take what’s his”—for 
instance, when she asks for or takes “masculine-coded” 
goods (e.g., power, respect, recognition, etc.), or when 
she withholds “feminine-coded” goods (e.g., admiration, 
sex, security, etc.) that she is obligated to provide. Thus, 
under a patriarchal social order, women are relational and 
functional—they (ought to) stand in certain relations to 
specific men, and they ought to provide emotional care to 
those men.
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women. One in which, by their nature, women provide 
certain goods that men feel entitled to, in no small part 
because they are unable to acquire those goods via other 
means.

EXTENDING THE ANALYSIS 
Mark Greene, in an article for Medium, notes that “American 
men can go for days or weeks at a time without touching 
another human being.”6 Greene’s article reminded me of 
a Facebook post I came across once, not long after the 
publication of Down Girl. This post described a man who 
attended a session organized by his wife’s church group on 
the topic of what wives don’t know (but should) about their 
husbands. At the close of the discussion this man raised his 
hand. He talked briefly about the fact that, except for the 
affection shown by his wife, he can go through an entire 
week (sometimes longer) without an affectionate touch 
from another person. Women, he noted, have affectionate 
friendships—they cuddle, they hug, they hold hands. But 
men are not permitted these pleasantries within their male 
friendships. And so, men who are not in committed, loving 
relationships might plausibly go weeks at a time without a 
soft touch from another person.

This cold existence is so far removed from the reality of my 
own life that it seems almost inconceivable. But it is borne 
out by the empirical data on the subject. Data collected by 
Wester et al. (2012) suggests that men are socialized such 
that they have difficulty expressing concern and affection 
for other men. Moreover, research by Werking (1997) on 
cross-gender friendships suggests that men prefer cross-
gender friends because they are able to be emotionally 
open with their female friends. Still further, research 
shows that women are given greater permission than are 
men to touch and be touched by either gender (Zur and 
Nordmarken, nd).

Misogyny works, then, I suggest, not merely by policing 
women so as to ensure that they adhere to certain social 
norms, but by policing men as well. When men effectively 
live up to the patriarchal norms to which they are held 
and successfully perform masculinity, they participate in 
and perpetuate the false belief that men are inherently 
stoic creatures. This creates, in effect, a pseudo-double 
bind. Men can either violate the social norms that govern 
masculinity and suffer the social costs, or they can adhere 
to those norms and in so doing cut off other means for 
emotional fulfillment.

I have thus far argued that men engage in misogyny, in 
part, out of a desire to get feminine-coded goods that 
they cannot get elsewhere or otherwise. If we unpack the 
logic of misogyny in such a way that men are included in 
the analysis, then it can be argued that when men feel 
comfortable providing emotional support for other men, 
the burden will be taken off of women to provide this 
sort of labor. This notion, too, is supported by the data. 
Though research on the topic is limited, existing studies 
on the relationship between masculine ideology and sexist 
attitudes shows that men who embrace nontraditional 
masculine ideologies are more likely to show a positive 
attitude towards gender equality.7

the only suppliers of these goods. Thus, when women fail 
(by men’s lights) to provide these goods, this results in a 
“shortage in the marketplace.”

To some extent, this explanation has already been 
investigated by Tom Digby (2014). Digby, for instance, 
writes that use of misogyny functions so as to encourage 
men to behave in conformity with masculine norms. 
What’s missing in Manne’s analysis (and Digby’s, for that 
matter), I argue, is a bridge between this idea and the 
“logic” of misogyny. That is, work can be done to connect 
the idea that men engage in misogynist behavior both 
to enact masculine norms, and because in accepting 
and participating in these masculine norms, they cut off 
possibilities for other suppliers of these valuable goods.

In Digby’s analysis, the cultural work of misogyny is 
not just, as Manne argues, to confine women to those 
roles associated with femininity, but also to enforce the 
expectations of masculinity. These expectations are such 
that men are punished when they show compassion for 
others, especially as this is taken to be a feminine trait. 
As Digby notes, if a man shows compassion, empathy, 
or emotional vulnerability, he risks being thrown to the 
other side of the gender binary. He will be called “a pussy, 
a bitch, a wuss.”2 Still further, there is abundant research 
to the point that men entering fields incongruent with 
masculinity face great prejudice. Research on male primary 
school teachers, for instance, notes that men entering this 
field, traditionally associated with the feminine, are seen as 
“weak,” “weird,” or “gay.”3,4

Thus, according to the norms of masculinity, offering goods 
associated with emotional caregiving is incompatible with 
being a “real man.” It should be unsurprising, then, that men 
often turn to women for this sort of support; they are unable to 
provide it themselves, or indeed, to seek it from other men.5

Of course, as Digby notes, the prohibition against being 
emotionally vulnerable is that it is associated with the 
feminine. Inherent in misogyny is the presupposition that 
to be female is to be despised. And so, Manne would 
emphasize, I’m sure, that ultimately men are unwilling to 
be emotionally vulnerable because they are unwilling to 
lower their status and become the thing they have been 
taught to despise. But this only serves to reinforce the 
point I wish to establish here.

I concede that, to some extent, men engage in misogynistic 
behavior out of the desire to avoid being seen as feminine. 
But it is precisely for this reason that men are not socialized, 
or are unwilling to play (and in some cases, are incapable 
of playing), emotional support roles. This produces, as a 
consequence, the need to outsource that labor to others 
more capable of the task, i.e., women.

If misogyny is to be defined, as Manne proposes, as a 
mechanism by which a patriarchal social order is enforced, 
we must consider not just how it enforces the behavior of 
women, but also how it enforces the behavior of men. In 
framing misogyny as a mechanism which realizes itself 
through multiple modes, we can see that misogyny also 
enforces a relationship of a certain kind between men and 
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cannot, then, be asymmetrical either in its analysis or in its 
proposed solutions. The feminist movement cannot merely 
free women from the burden of providing emotional labor, 
it must also endeavor to empower men to be emotional 
stewards for each other.

Manne ends her book on a less-than-hopeful note: “I 
give up,” she writes (300). I’m slightly more optimistic. 
The difference in our approaches to the problem of 
misogyny produces a difference in the outcomes we seek 
and solutions we consider. Manne, given her one-sided 
analysis, feels hopeless. As she also writes, misogyny 
produces “a bitterly sad state of affairs, but it is hard to see 
what would change it” (281).

I hope that new and emerging work on social imaginaries 
and the disruption of social scripts might provide a helpful 
prescriptive and offer a blueprint for changing this “sad 
state of affairs.” Sociologist Ruha Benjamin writes that 
“social change requires novel fictions that reimagine 
and rework all that is taken for granted about the current 
structure of society. Such narratives are not meant to 
convince others of what is, but to expand our own visions 
of what is possible.”13 Social imaginaries thus function so 
as to disrupt harmful social norms by offering alternative 
models of the social world. 

One helpful social imaginary (for men and, by extension, 
women) is that of the “bromance.” The “bromance” allows 
men to disrupt the social script governing masculinity by 
imagining a social world in which being a “real man” is not 
inconsistent with providing emotional care and support for 
each other.14 As an illustration, the long-popular television 
show Friends, though it had no shortage of problems, 
did serve as a model for how intimate male friendships 
might look. My favorite episode involves Joey and Ross 
(two of the three main male characters) realizing, to their 
initial dismay, that they get their best rest when they nap 
together—and so they do precisely that.15

We have succeeded in imagining, and to some extent in 
creating, a world in which women are free to pursue their 
own projects. Now our work must turn to creating social 
imaginaries where men are similarly free. That’s what it 
would take to change the sad state of affairs brought about 
by misogyny. Or, at the very least, it’s a step in the right 
direction.

NOTES

1. This, of course, will not adequately explain all instances of 
misogyny. However, I think it will help better understand certain 
trenchant attitudes by certain groups of men (in particular, 
attitudes endorsed by men’s rights activists and incels). See 
Allain, “Finding Common Ground: A Feminist Response to Men’s 
Rights Activism,” 2015.

2. Digby, Love and War: How Militarism Shapes Sexuality and 
Romance, 68.

3. Kim and Weseley, “The Effect of Teacher Gender and Gendered 
Traits on Perceptions of Elementary School Teachers,” 115.

4. Digby notes that there are clearly issues here with homophobia, 
but, namely, the problem is the assumption that if one is gay, 
one is not masculine, and therefore feminine. And inherent in 
misogyny is the idea that the worst thing one can be is anything 
associated with the feminine.

Let me return now to the analysis of misogyny that I opened 
with. According to Manne, misogyny aims to reinforce 
patriarchal social norms by policing those individuals 
(i.e., women) who flout those norms. I have argued that 
in much the same way that misogyny functions so as to 
police and enforce the social norms that govern women, 
it also aims to police men and enforce adherence to the 
norms of masculinity. Men who “flout gendered norms 
and expectations” regarding masculinity experience “peer 
disapproval, reduced social standing, negative judgments, 
and psychological consequences.8 In no small part this is 
because men who flout these norms “disrupt the gender 
hierarchy” by engaging in activities and behaviors perceived 
to be stereotypically feminine. Thus, if the success of 
misogyny is measured by its capacity to restore a disrupted 
patriarchy social order, this goal is only accomplished to the 
extent that disruptions from both genders are policed and 
the social norms that govern those genders reinforced.9

ERASING MISOGYNY
When my little brother was 13, he was brutally beaten by a 
gang of boys in our small town. It was no doubt motivated 
in large part by racism—we’re biracial and our small town 
in the Florida panhandle was largely white. But it also had 
to do, I’ve always believed, with the fact that my brother 
at that age was positively cherubic. An extremely talented 
baseball player and an avid skateboarder, he was also the 
only male ballet dancer in our entire county. He had to 
be put back in his place—with fists, if that’s what it took. 
Almost half his life ago, he has not recovered and he will 
never be the same. He has become emotionally hard, cut 
off, he tries (but struggles) to be vulnerable. Sadly, my 
brother is not unique. I mourn for our boys; I mourn for the 
emotionally stunted men they will become. But that is the 
work of misogyny, and they are the mark of its success.

I worried, in undertaking an analysis that suggests that men, 
as much as women, are victims of misogyny, that I might be 
considered a “bad feminist,” a victim of “himpathy.”10 While 
I would dispute this charge, I would nevertheless count 
myself in good ranks. In “Men: Comrades in Struggle,” bell 
hooks writes that while men are not exploited or oppressed 
by sexism, “there are ways in which they suffer as a result of 
it. This suffering should not be ignored.”11 As she goes on to 
say, it does not diminish the seriousness of male oppression 
of women to acknowledge this fact. But in ignoring it, we do 
overlook an important piece of the puzzle as we consider 
ways in which to erase misogyny. The feminist movement 
has made great strides for women (though our work is far 
from finished); but I fear that men have been overlooked 
almost entirely in the feminist enterprise. This fact, I worry, 
has impeded our progress somewhat.

In undermining the patriarchy, it is not enough simply to 
empower women to shrug off the cloak of femininity; men 
must feel (and be) equally empowered to disrobe from the 
masculine. As hooks writes, “we cannot teach boys that 
‘real men’ either do not feel or do not express feelings, 
then expect boys to feel comfortable getting in touch 
with their feelings.”12 As feminists, we must recognize 
that men are both sustained as perpetrators and boxed 
in by how dependent their sense of self is on masculinity 
as a core pillar of identity. An adequate feminist solution 
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Werking, Kathy. We’re Just Good Friends: Women and Men in 
Nonromantic Relationships. New York: Guilford Press, 1997. 

Wester, Stephen, David Vogel, James M. O’Neil, and Lindsay Danforth. 
“Development and Evaluation of the Gender Role Conflict Scale Short 
Form (GRCS-SF).” Psychology of Men & Masculinity 13 (2012): 199–210.

Zur, Ofer, and Nola Nordmarken. (nd). “To Touch or Not to Touch: 
Exploring the Myth of Prohibition on Touch in Psychotherapy and 
Counseling.” Zur Institute. Retrieved from http://www.zurinstitute.com/
touchintherapy.html#top.

Misogyny and Humanism
Ishani Maitra
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN

1. INTRODUCTION
In Down Girl, Kate Manne sets out to reclaim the word 
“misogyny.” To do this, she takes on the naïve conception, 
according to which misogyny is the hatred of women—
universally or at least generally speaking—simply because 
they are women (32).1 Manne argues that this conception 
has many drawbacks, chief among them its tendency to 
“deprive women of a suitable name for a potentially potent 
problem facing them” (44). Her aim, then, is to develop 
an alternate conception of misogyny that names this 
problem, and in so doing, provides a more effective tool 
for understanding this aspect of gender-based oppression. 

Where the naïve conception begins with individual agents, 
Manne’s positive view begins with social environments. 
For her, misogyny is in the first place a property of 
an entire social environment. More specifically, she 
characterizes misogyny in terms of its function within a 
social environment. As she sometimes puts it, misogyny 
is the “law enforcement” branch of patriarchy, working to 
preserve a patriarchal order in a given social environment 
by doling out punishments and penalties (63). Spelling this 
out further, misogyny “comprises the hostile social forces 
that

(a) will tend to be faced by a (wider or narrower) 
class of girls and women because they are girls or 
women in that (more or less fully specified) social 
position; and

(b) serve to police and enforce a patriarchal social 
order, instantiated in relation to other intersecting 
systems of domination and disadvantage that 
apply to the relevant class of girls and women (e.g., 
various forms of racism, xenophobia, classism, 
ageism, transphobia, homophobia, ableism, and 
so on)” (63).

This conception, Manne argues, avoids both unnecessarily 
psychologizing and individualizing misogyny. Even more 
importantly, it is “more epistemologically tractable” than 
the naïve conception, and so yields a term that can be 
better put to (political) use (60).

Manne’s rejection of an agent-centered view of misogyny 
is in keeping with arguments against agent-centered views 
of related notions like racism or racial oppression.2 Her 

5. I mean, here, that they are unable in the normative sense.

6. Greene, like Digby, largely attributes this to homophobia 
among men. Again, this is not incompatible with what I have 
to say, though it is incomplete. Even with the legalization 
of gay marriage and more positive messaging surrounding 
same-sex relationships, if the norms of masculinity hold that 
men are emotionally independent and self-sufficient, we will 
continue to see men eschewing close male relationships, as by 
definition, such relationships require intimacy and by extension 
vulnerability (behaviors and attitudes which are incompatible 
with “masculinity”). See Digby, Love and War, esp. Ch. 3.

7. Wade and Brittan-Powel, “Men’s Attitudes Toward Race and 
Gender Equity.”

8. Pleck, “The Gender Role Strain Paradigm”; Bosson and 
Michniewicz, “Gender Dichotomization at the Level of Ingroup 
Identity.”

9. Though I do not endorse a gender binary, I assume it for the 
purpose of this discussion, since, no doubt, patriarchy assumes it.

10. To be clear, I do not think men and women are victims of 
misogyny in equal degree.

11. hooks, Feminist Theory, 72.

12. hooks, The Will to Change, 36.

13. Benjamin, “Racial Fictions, Biological Facts.”

14. For work on disrupting social scripts, see Hesni, “How to Disrupt 
a Social Script” (ms).

15. “The One with the Nap Partners,” Friends, NBC, November 9, 
2000. Television. Other episodes show Joey sleeping with a 
stuffed animal (a penguin), deep embraces between Joey 
and Chandler (who are roommates and best friends), Chandler 
luxuriating in long baths, and other behaviors at odds with 
patriarchal norms of masculinity (of which we’re reminded by 
the counterbalancing of these progressive scripts—through the 
incredulous or mocking reaction from at least one other character 
when these “deviations” are revealed).
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which misogyny can show itself, and she provides us with a 
valuable set of concepts and tools—e.g., “entitled shame” 
(121), “exonerating narratives” (179), “himpathy” (197), 
and so on—to help illuminate these cases. I also found 
Manne’s discussion of humanism—i.e., views that seek to 
explain inhumane treatment by appealing to dehumanizing 
psychological attitudes—to be particularly noteworthy. 
Though, as will become clear below, I don’t share her 
pessimism about humanistic views, that discussion 
forcefully presents an important set of challenges that the 
humanist must confront. I learned a great deal from that 
discussion.

In the rest of this commentary, I’ll focus on two themes. 
First, I’ll look in more detail at Manne’s critique of the 
naïve conception. I find that critique entirely persuasive. 
However, I’ll argue that Manne’s preferred conception 
of misogyny ends up being very broad, in at least three 
respects. This breadth, I worry, is incompatible with 
generating predictions about the phenomenon. I’ll also 
consider some responses to this worry, but argue that these 
too have a cost. Some misclassify clear cases, while others 
risk re-raising some difficulties for the naïve conception. 
Second, I’ll consider Manne’s rejection of humanism. In this 
part, I’ll argue that her substantive account of patriarchy, 
and the resulting conception of misogyny, is more closely 
related to humanism than she allows. I’ll also emphasize 
differences between distinct versions of humanism and 
argue that some may be able to counter some of Manne’s 
main criticisms of this family of views. This part of the 
discussion seeks to press Manne on precisely how much 
of humanism she ultimately wishes to reject.

2. AGAINST THE NAÏVE CONCEPTION
Recall that the naïve conception renders misogyny as 
hostility towards women—all women, or women generally 
speaking—simply because they are women. Manne levels 
several distinct criticisms against this view; I’ll focus on two 
of these in particular. 

First, Manne notes that in a moderately well-functioning 
patriarchy, men will tend to receive feminine-coded goods 
and services from some women. So there’s no reason for 
them to feel hostility towards all women, or even women 
in general. That, in turn, would seem to make misogyny—
in the sense of the naïve conception—surprisingly rare in 
just the circumstances in which we most expect to find it 
(47–49). (As Manne points out, it is a common response to 
charges of misogyny that the man in question loved some 
women—his mother, perhaps—or that he put women on 
a pedestal. One might think that defenses along these 
lines miss the point, but the naïve conception threatens 
to make them relevant. So much the worse for the naïve 
conception.)

Second, Manne also argues that the naïve conception 
makes misogyny difficult to diagnose in particular cases. 
Insofar as misogyny is a matter of what’s in the heart, it is 
(often) epistemically inaccessible (44). Putting these two 
worries together, it seems that on the naïve conception, 
“misogyny” will end up playing a much less useful role than 
one might have hoped in helping us understand patriarchy.

account is also very much in the tradition of views that 
recognize that it’s often rational for the oppressed to act in 
ways that end up furthering their own oppression.3 Insofar 
as misogyny aims to maintain patriarchy by punishing 
those who depart from patriarchal norms and expectations, 
women (and men) have a strong incentive to try to avoid 
misogynistic penalties by abiding by those norms and 
expectations. 

For Manne, what’s distinctive about misogyny is not just 
that it seeks to uphold patriarchy via a system of penalties 
and punishments but that these punitive measures often 
have a particularly nasty flavor. In fact, she thinks that 
the “characteristic sentiment” of misogyny may be that 
it is “punitive, resentful, and personal, but not particular” 
(59).4 To explain this, Manne moves beyond the abstract 
characterization of misogyny sketched above to a more 
substantive account of patriarchy, as it operates in the 
United States and elsewhere.5 In these contexts, patriarchy 
takes the form of a sense of entitlement—on the part of 
privileged men, at least—to personal goods and services 
from women. These “feminine-coded” goods and services 
include sex, care, love, and attention, among others. The 
associated sense of entitlement means that women’s 
failure to provide these goods and services can result not 
only in disappointment but also resentment, and from 
there, nastiness. Misogyny, on this picture, functions as a 
kind of backlash to (perceptions of) failure to live up to 
patriarchal expectations (101). 

For Manne, then, patriarchy can be regarded as a separable 
oppressive structure, separable, that is, at the level of 
analysis, if not operation. Patriarchy, on her view, has a 
logic of its own, and misogyny as one of its main supports. 
It interacts with other oppressive structures, including 
racism, xenophobia, transphobia, and the like; and Manne 
recognizes that misogyny will manifest differently as these 
interactions take place. Nonetheless, to a significant extent, 
her focus in this work is on misogyny as its own object of 
analysis, apart from these other structures. 

Despite taking social environments as its starting point, 
Manne’s view also permits us to speak derivatively of other 
misogynistic entities, including individual misogynists, as 
well as misogynistic practices, movements, institutions, 
and so on. It is a somewhat striking feature of her 
discussion that it focuses to a great extent on agents, 
both perpetrators of misogyny (e.g., Elliot Rodger, Rush 
Limbaugh, Donald Trump, Tony Abbott, Brock Turner, and 
many more) and targets (Hillary Clinton and Julia Gillard 
are discussed especially extensively in this volume). One 
might wonder how much of this discussion generalizes to 
less individualistic forms of misogyny. For example, what 
might it mean for an institution, rather than an agent, to 
behave in a resentful or nasty or otherwise personally 
antagonistic manner towards targets? I think this question 
can be answered, but I would have liked to see more 
discussion along these lines in the book.

Despite this and other points of disagreement, I found 
much to admire about this book. The extended discussion 
of real-life cases of misogyny is particularly compelling. 
Manne is especially insightful in analyzing different ways in 
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role in generating the hostility towards a particular target. 
So this is another way in which the conception is quite 
broad. A related concern is that, epistemically speaking, 
the cases in which it will be clearest that misogyny plays a 
sizeable role will be those in which oppressive structures 
beyond patriarchy are not involved. To put the point another 
way, the clearest cases will be ones where the targets are 
privileged women. And that seems like a shortcoming for 
the account. 

I’ve been arguing so far that Manne’s conception of 
misogyny may be very broad indeed, along three 
dimensions. In fact, the phenomenon seems so broad that 
it’s hard to see how it can support predictions, including 
predictions about where misogyny is most likely to arise, 
and who the targets are most likely to be. On this picture, 
then, misogyny seems less about law enforcement—contra 
Manne’s preferred metaphor—and more akin to collective 
punishment, where all women and girls live under the 
threat (or reality) of sanctions.

There are some different responses available at this point. 
One response is to restrict the conception of misogyny 
along some or all of the dimensions described above. For 
example, we could say that misogyny must be directed at 
those who themselves violate (or are perceived to violate) 
patriarchal norms or expectations, thereby excluding 
punching down behavior. But this risks excluding from 
the realm of misogyny much that arguably belongs there, 
including much intimate-partner violence.

Another response would retain the broad conception of 
misogyny, but distinguish between instances that are 
paradigmatic, and others that are less so. For example, 
we might say that the most paradigmatic instances of 
misogyny feature the kind of personalized nastiness that 
Manne emphasizes, even if not all instances do so. I’m 
inclined to think that this is the more plausible response, 
but here too there are concerns. 

Briefly, here’s one concern. Consider Manne’s analysis of 
Limbaugh’s rhetoric towards Fluke, after Fluke testified 
before Congress that contraception should be covered 
by health insurance at religious institutions. Manne 
argues that Limbaugh is not just hostile towards Fluke, 
but seems also to hold a “personal-seeming” grudge 
against her (56). As evidence for this claim, she notes 
Limbaugh’s characterization of Fluke as demanding to 
be paid to have sex, and his use of the labels “slut” and 
“prostitute” to describe her. She suggests that Limbaugh 
regards—or at least purports to regard—Fluke as “entitled 
and demanding,” and as owing something to taxpayers 
in return for being paid by them (57). But this, one might 
think, comes very close to making claims about Limbaugh’s 
attitudes, or purported attitudes, towards Fluke. And if we 
need to appeal to such attitudes in order to show that a 
particular instance of misogyny goes beyond hostility to 
personalized nastiness, then we might be on our way back 
to the naïve conception.

3. AGAINST HUMANISM
I’ll turn next to Manne’s substantive account of patriarchy, 
according to which men take themselves to be entitled 

Building on this critique, Manne makes two critical moves 
towards a better view of misogyny. The first of these, which 
I’ve already discussed above, is the move from agents and 
their psychological attitudes to social environments and 
their functioning. The second move is from perpetrators 
of misogyny to its targets or victims: instead of asking 
what perpetrators feel, i.e., what’s in their hearts, Manne 
suggests that we focus on what victims face. These moves 
lead to the conception of misogyny quoted at the very 
outset of this commentary. This conception, she suggests, 
avoids “a waste of the only word in English that . . . is 
increasingly being used to refer to a problem that women 
need a name for” (49).

But it’s worth pausing at this point to think about which 
problem it is that’s been named here. On one way of 
understanding Manne’s view, the phenomenon she is 
describing is very broad indeed. In fact, it’s so broad—
and so varied—that it’s hard to see what predictions or 
generalizations it can sustain. 

To see this, let’s start by noting the wide range of examples 
of misogyny discussed through the book. These range from 
cases of intimate-partner violence (Introduction, chapters 4 
and 6) to Rush Limbaugh’s rhetoric towards Sandra Fluke 
(chapter 2) to cat-calling and other street harassment 
(chapter 4) to bias in teaching evaluations (chapter 8), 
among a host of others. It’s plausible that all of these 
examples involve some hostility towards targets, but one 
would expect that this hostility would have quite different 
flavors in these different cases. In particular, not all of this 
hostility will feature the sort of personalized nastiness 
described earlier. Some of it may appear quite impersonal, 
such as when a woman professor, or a woman candidate, 
is simply held to higher, or different, standards than a male 
counterpart and found wanting in comparison. 

Second, and as Manne notes, misogynistic hostility needn’t 
be directed against those who in fact violate patriarchal 
norms and expectations. It needn’t even be directed against 
those who are perceived as doing so. Instead, misogynistic 
forces can also pick out targets who are merely convenient. 
That is, misogyny may manifest in “‘punching down’ 
behavior,” i.e., behavior that targets whoever happens to be 
available and vulnerable, regardless of how unthreatening 
their actions may be (54). In these cases, even though the 
target of the abuse doesn’t violate patriarchal norms, there 
may still be a sense in which she is picked out because 
she is a woman (as required by Manne’s conception). This 
would be the case if, for example, the abuser is the target’s 
partner, and the abuse reflects his awareness that he is 
more likely to get away with violence inside the home than 
violence directed against non-family members.

Third, as Manne also notes, misogyny will regularly be 
entwined with other systems of oppression. But she tells 
us very little about what this interaction looks like, or what 
we can say about how significant the role of misogyny is 
in any particular instance. This gives rise to two related, 
but different, concerns. One is that this conception of 
misogyny will include cases in which patriarchy in fact plays 
a relatively small role, while something else—say, white 
supremacy, or xenophobia—plays a much more significant 
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humanity isn’t enough to preclude hostile treatment; but 
lack of recognition will ease the way for atrocities. Second, 
there are distinct ways to regard another as an enemy, only 
some of which are compatible (in my view) with recognizing 
a common humanity. For example, consider the difference 
between regarding another as someone to be defeated in a 
“fair” fight versus as someone to be destroyed by whatever 
means happen to be available. The former seems to me 
more clearly compatible with recognition of a common 
humanity than the latter. 

A point of clarification may be helpful here. Manne regards 
humanism as primarily a psychological story, one that 
attributes dehumanizing psychological attitudes towards 
targets. But just as there was an alternative to the naïve 
conception of misogyny that de-emphasized psychological 
attitudes, there is surely an alternative version of humanism 
that does the same thing. Instead of starting with 
psychological attitudes, this alternative version might focus 
instead on social treatment. In fact, Manne herself suggests 
resources for developing such a view when she notes 
that recognizing others’ common humanity can include 
“enter[ing] into and sustain[ing] various characteristically 
human social relations, including marriage, parenthood, 
siblinghood, friendship, [and] collegial relations” (142, 
emphases in original).10 If that’s right, then dehumanizing 
others can involve systematically excluding them from 
social relations, or licensing others to do the same. And this, 
in turn, points the way towards a non-psychologized—or at 
least, a much less psychologized—version of humanism. 
It’s this version of humanism that, in my view, bears some 
striking similarities to Manne’s substantive account of 
patriarchy (and misogyny).

There’s more to be said here. As Manne recognizes, one 
major attraction of humanism is the explanation it appears 
to offer for the prevalence of dehumanizing propaganda 
in the lead-up to genocides and other mass atrocities. If 
dehumanization doesn’t in some sense pave the way for 
these atrocities, then why does this type of propaganda 
show up time and again in the lead-up? 

Manne makes two points in response. First, she suggests 
that “the uptake of dehumanizing propaganda [may 
amount] to false consciousness, at least in many instances” 
(165). The thought, I take it, is that the content of the 
propaganda may be parroted but isn’t genuinely believed; 
the acceptance of this content doesn’t go that deep, so 
to speak. Second, and relatedly, Manne also notes the 
prevalence of mass rapes in times of war, and argues that 
genuine acceptance of dehumanizing propaganda would 
render these difficult to explain. She writes:

It is not just that sex between human beings 
and nonhuman animals is generally taboo. . . . It 
is also that the spirit in which mass rapes tend 
to be committed is typically vindictive, punitive, 
triumphalist, and domineering. These acts hence 
bear all of the hallmarks of interpersonal violence. 
. . . (165, emphasis in original)

And if that’s right, then it seems that humanism cannot even 
explain some of the central cases for which it was designed.

to certain kinds of labor from women. For Manne, this 
entitlement is rooted in a particular view of women, 
specifically, a view about what a woman’s purpose is, or 
“a sense of what she’s (there) for as a woman” (175). It’s 
this ideal of “the giving she”—an excellent phrase that 
Manne styles on the unfortunately popular children’s book 
by Shel Silverstein—that is meant to explain why there is 
disappointment, resentment, and vitriol when particular 
women fail to live up to it (279).

Now, one might think that the idea that women are for 
something—i.e., that we have a purpose or an end, not of 
our own choosing, but perhaps by our very natures—is a kind 
of dehumanizing view.6 It’s not the kind of dehumanization 
that fails to recognize that women have inner lives in the first 
place, or that we are capable of intentional action. That is to 
say, it’s not the kind of dehumanization that regards women 
as less than human.7 Rather, it’s the kind of dehumanization 
that goes along with viewing women as determined by 
our natures in some significant way, while men are not so 
determined. To put it another way, it is to see women as 
importantly different from other human beings, as having 
a kind of fixity or uniformity that other human beings lack. 
Perhaps we should say that this kind of dehumanization 
involves seeing women as other than human, but not 
necessarily less. This kind of view—about women being 
determined in some significant way by our natures—is one 
that feminists have long been concerned to counter.

Manne, however, rejects humanism; further, she regards 
her own view as an alternative to humanistic views.8 In fact, 
she thinks that humanism is, in general, a failure: it can’t 
even explain the cases that it was designed to explain, 
i.e., mass atrocities under the influence of dehumanizing 
propaganda, let alone the cases of misogyny which are her 
principal focus. In the remainder of this commentary, I’ll 
take up some of her criticisms.

One of Manne’s main arguments against humanistic views 
goes like this. Humanism is committed to the following 
claims: we human beings are able to recognize something 
like a “common humanity” in other human beings that goes 
beyond recognition of shared species membership; further, 
failure to recognize this common humanity functions 
as a “powerful, perhaps even necessary, psychological 
lubricant” to inhumane treatment of others, including mass 
murder, rape, and torture (141–45).9 In response, Manne 
points out that recognizing a common humanity is, at best, 
a “double-edged sword” (148): while other human beings 
can be friends and loved ones, they can also be enemies 
and rivals. And the latter can be threatening or dangerous in 
distinctive ways that non-humans cannot. Thus, recognizing 
a common humanity in others is entirely compatible with 
regarding them as threats, and as such, being disposed to 
subject them to deeply inhumane treatment.

This seems right, and an important insight. But it’s not clear 
why this should spell doom for the humanist. It seems 
open to the humanist to make two (related) responses 
here. First, they might note that even if recognizing a 
common humanity isn’t sufficient for morally acceptable 
treatment, failure to recognize this will tend to produce 
morally egregious treatment. That is, recognizing another’s 
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11. For views along these lines, see McGowan, “On ‘Whites Only’ 
Signs and Racist Hate Speech”; Tirrell, “Genocidal Language 
Games”; and Stanley, How Propaganda Works, among others.

12. See, for example, Beverly Allen’s analysis of “genocidal rape” in 
Croatia and Bosnia-Herzogovina (Allen, Rape Warfare).
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Misogyny and Dehumanization
Audrey Yap
UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA

Kate Manne’s book, Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny, is an 
important and timely intervention in the public discourse 
on gendered hostility and violence. It provides us with 
a useful framework for understanding the distinctive 
function that misogyny plays in contemporary society. This 
work is extremely rich, but for the purposes of this article, 
I will only be focusing on one particular aspect of it, and 
arguing against one particular claim, which is the link (or 
lack thereof) between misogyny and dehumanization. But 
I want to make it clear from the outset that the nature of 
my disagreement has primarily to do with the best ways to 
model the oppressive social structures and institutions that 
shape our lives, as well as how such things are upheld by 
the people who participate in them—including ourselves. 
Misogyny is a real phenomenon, as is racism, ableism, 
colonialism, and other forms of oppression. And even if 
we might disagree on the details of how they have shaped 
actual cases, we can nevertheless appreciate the depth 
and insight with which Manne has helped us to understand 
one such destructive force.    

This paper will be divided into two sections. First, I will outline 
what I see as a particularly insightful aspect of Manne’s 

I’m not entirely persuaded by this line of argument. For 
one thing, the false consciousness hypothesis doesn’t 
explain why the propaganda in question so often has 
dehumanizing content, rather than some other derogatory 
content, e.g., why it doesn’t merely cast the targets as 
enemies or rivals. More importantly, a less psychologized 
humanism has a story to tell about the social functions 
served by this dehumanizing propaganda, regardless 
of whether it is believed; such a view could point to the 
role this propaganda plays in marking some as members 
of outgroups, and legitimating morally egregious actions 
towards them.11 And, finally, while I think Manne is right 
to emphasize the “punitive” and “triumphalist” spirit that 
accompanies mass rapes, it’s worth asking whether that 
spirit is directed against the victims (as she suggests) 
or against the entire communities to which they belong. 
Some researchers have argued that rape in war sometimes 
functions as weapons against entire communities, by 
destroying some members, and forcing others to bear 
children from those violations.12 If that’s right, then the 
violence involved may not be as distinctively interpersonal 
as the passage above suggests.

Putting this all together: I’ve suggested that there’s more 
to be said in defense of (some versions of) humanism 
than Manne allows, and that her positive view bears some 
striking similarities to those versions. There is, obviously, a 
lot more to be said on these issues. And I look forward to 
continuing this conversation.

NOTES

1. All citations to Manne, Down Girl, except where otherwise noted.

2. See, for example, Mills, “‘Heart’ Attack,” and Haslanger, 
“Oppressions.”

3. See, for example, Cudd, Analyzing Oppression.

4. Manne draws a helpful connection here between misogyny in 
her sense and P. F. Strawson’s account of the role of interpersonal 
reactive attitudes in capturing the “essentially personal 
antagonisms” (Strawson, “Freedom and Resentment,” quoted on 
58, emphasis in original).

5. In this connection Manne mentions “cultures such as the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and Australia” (106).

6. To be clear, Manne doesn’t talk of women’s natures. But the view 
that women are for something, that we are meant to be givers 
not takers, invites the question, “From where does this purpose 
arise?” An appeal to women’s natures would be one way of 
answering that question, though perhaps not the only one.

7. For a useful taxonomy of distinct uses of the term “dehumanize” 
in the philosophical literature, see Smith,  “Paradoxes of 
Dehumanization.” Smith himself uses the term to mean 
“conceiving of others as subhuman creatures” (419).

8. Manne emphasizes that the feminine-coded goods demanded 
by patriarchy can only be provided by human beings. I don’t 
have the space to discuss this important part of her view here. 
But I am suggesting that patriarchy, on her view, is committed 
both to viewing women as fixed, perhaps by our very natures, 
and viewing us as “all too human” givers; there is a tension there 
that is reminiscent of tensions that appear on humanistic views, 
between viewing some as subhuman and, at the same time, 
recognizing that they are in fact human.

9. These correspond to the Conceptual-cum-perceptual claim and 
the Quasi-contrapositive moral psychological claim, respectively, 
that Manne discusses in her chapter 5.

10. For a detailed account that uses ability to stand in social relations 
as a crucial explanatory device for some inhumane treatment, 
see Melo Lopes, Recognizing Social Subjects.
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characterized as belonging to a larger pattern of terrorism 
waged on North America by faceless darker-skinned others. 
Her account of misogyny can, however, be seen as a kind 
of implicit challenge to such presumptions, by providing 
us with a better explanation of many cases of gendered 
violence than mental illness or cultural differences.

Understanding misogyny is a matter of understanding the 
social dynamics behind much of the hostility that is directed 
at women. As Manne describes it, it is “the ‘law enforcement’ 
branch of a patriarchal social order, which has the overall 
function of policing and enforcing its governing ideology.”4 
Unlike sexism, its function is not to justify women, or non-
men, as having a lower place in the social hierarchy, but is 
rather to enforce that lower social status. Moreover, it is not 
best understood in terms of individual attitudes or sexist 
hatred of women. While many who commit misogynist 
acts may also hate the women against whom they are 
engaging in hostilities, this is not a necessary component 
of misogyny as a general phenomenon. In fact, it is entirely 
compatible to claim that misogynist acts, like the Isla Vista 
killings, can be committed by people who desired women, 
perhaps loved them in some way. But this should not be 
surprising to anyone familiar with statistics of violence 
against women, since the majority of violence enacted 
against women is at the hands of people they know, often 
current or former intimate partners, and in the name of 
love or desire. Misogynist violence, then, is less a matter of 
hatred than of maintaining subordination.

After all, the sexual entitlement that drives the violence 
enacted by men such as Minassian and Rodger doesn’t 
require a hatred of women, specifically. It might require 
anger directed at women, but anger is generally 
independent of our more general attitudes towards others, 
as we are capable of being angry at a range of people, 
including strangers, enemies, and loved ones. While incel 
rhetoric might encourage a hatred of women in general, 
their feelings towards individual women can and should 
be kept conceptually distinct from the ways in which 
they act in accordance with misogyny to punish women. 
On the subject of incels, though, it might nevertheless 
be worth noting that there might be something political 
about hierarchies of sexual desirability. Stereotypes about 
hypersexual Black men and sexually submissive Asian 
women remain in popular culture, while disabled people 
are often viewed as asexual. The “cotton ceiling” is a term 
that was introduced to describe the difficulties that queer 
trans women have in navigating lesbian spaces.5 While 
many incels occupy relatively privileged social identities, 
many of them do accurately perceive themselves to be 
less conventionally attractive and socially adept than other 
men, and attribute this to their lower sexual desirability 
among women. (Though it is likely no accident that violent 
misogynists are also sexually and romantically undesirable, 
sadly, being a violent misogynist does not seem sufficient 
to guarantee a nonexistent romantic life.) As a result of this 
lower degree of desirability, some of them see themselves 
as victims of injustice. And while Manne’s later discussions 
of victimhood are more centered on what we might see 
as appropriate claims of victim status, many of its insights 
still carry over. As she points out, to cast oneself as a victim 
is to place oneself at the center of the story, and in many 

work, namely, the close relationship between misogyny 
and the maintenance of social hierarchies. Second, I will 
outline a concern related to Manne’s characterization 
of women’s role in such hierarchies. Manne argues that 
women are positioned as givers of distinctly human moral 
goods, and for this reason, misogyny is not a matter of 
dehumanization. While I do not contest this conclusion, 
I will argue that the cases she chooses to illustrate it 
are nevertheless cases in which there is significant 
dehumanization—not as a result of misogyny, but because 
of other oppressive forces that frequently co-occur with it. 
I think that in order to better understand misogyny in many 
real-world situations, we need to consider how it interacts 
with other forms of oppression. While Manne’s analysis of 
misogyny is excellent as a tool for analyzing much hostility 
and violence that women face, this analysis needs to be 
combined with our understanding of racism, ableism, 
transphobia, and many other oppressive forces in order to 
be more broadly applicable, even to some of the cases in 
which it is applied in this book.    

The book, however, is undeniably timely. When I was 
reading it in preparation for giving a commentary, ten 
people in Toronto were killed, and several more were 
injured, by a man driving a van aimed at hitting pedestrians. 
Alek Minassian, a self-described “incel” (abbreviating 
“involuntary celibate”) posted on Facebook a short time 
before the attack, declaring the “Incel Rebellion” to 
have started, and concluding with “All hail the Supreme 
Gentleman Elliot Rodger.”1 Elliot Rodger is the perpetrator 
of the 2014 Isla Vista killings, which serves as one of the 
motivating examples in Manne’s analysis of misogyny. 
Then a twenty-two-year-old man, Rodger became famous 
when he stabbed and killed his roommates and a guest 
in their apartment before driving to the Alpha Phi sorority 
house nearby. When he found himself unable to gain 
entry to the house, he began a public shooting spree. 
Several young women from another sorority were killed 
just around the corner from Alpha Phi. Through drive-by 
shootings, he killed or injured several other people, both 
men and women, before turning his gun on himself.2 What 
made Rodger stand out, and the reason why he went on to 
become a kind of heroic figure for many frustrated young 
men, was the YouTube video he posted shortly before the 
killings started. Despite the fact that several of Rodger’s 
victims were men, his stated motive for the killings in the 
posted video was the punishment of women—particularly 
attractive women, who had never been attracted to him.

Now, as is often the case when there are acts of violence 
committed by light-skinned people, some media and at 
least one of Minassian’s friends, cited the issue as primarily 
one of mental illness.3 But a lone wolf-type attack, even 
when it is committed by someone neuroatypical, does 
not necessarily have mental illness as its primary cause. 
Nor should we allow the underlying ableism of such 
assumptions to go unquestioned. Manne’s focus, though, 
is not on the ableism inherent in the ready availability of 
mental illness as an explanation of many violent crimes. 
Nor is it on the racism that leads many of us to engage 
in differential treatment of acts of violence perpetrated by 
people of different ethnicities. After all, acts of domestic 
terror committed by darker-skinned folk are readily 
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another person as a genuine fellow human is necessary for 
treating them as such, but also motivates us to do so. This 
leads us to the idea that dehumanization makes it easier 
to treat others in morally abhorrent ways, by torturing or 
killing them, for instance. Though the connection between 
these claims is certainly not one of logical entailment, the 
positive proposal of making others’ humanity more visible 
in the face of their marginalization or vulnerability then 
becomes better supported. 

I have little to say about the positive proposal of humanization 
as a central strategy for preventing atrocities, and nothing 
I will say turns on its effectiveness. Nevertheless, we 
might be skeptical about the positive proposal while still 
maintaining that dehumanization contributes significantly 
to atrocities. For instance, David Livingstone Smith gives 
an account of dehumanization under which it functions 
by positioning others as simultaneously human and sub-
human.7 While those dehumanized are acknowledged 
as having a human form, and behaving in many ways as 
humans do, they are treated as having an essence that 
is “uncanny” or unheimlich, in Smith’s terms. So such an 
account does not suffer too much from counterexamples 
in which pointing out commonalities between “us” and 
“them” fails to have desired effects, since it is built in to 
the view that there will be some, at least superficial, points 
of resemblance.

As further points of support for an account under which 
dehumanization plays a key role in enabling atrocities, we 
have empirical evidence of dehumanizing language at the 
very least being used prior to genocides. Lynne Tirrell in 
particular takes a close look at the Rwandan genocide, 
and argues that calling Tutsi people by terms used for 
cockroaches and snakes performed action-engendering 
functions.8 This does not mean, of course, that Tutsis were 
to be thought of as literal insects or ophidians, but that they 
were to be considered in such terms, culturally speaking. 
As a matter of course, snakes are things that Rwandan 
boys take pride in killing. A snake is, then, an animal for 
which a particular course of action is suggested, namely, 
extermination. As Tirrell argues, it is not an accident that a 
group to be targeted was described in terms that equate 
them with animals to be exterminated. Portraying Tutsis 
as being essentially snakes or some other kind of vermin 
was to suggest that they be treated as vermin. We might 
worry that something similar is going on in the US as well, 
when President Trump refers to some deported people as 
animals,9 or when we consider the history of dog whistle 
politics.10

Manne’s strongest argument against humanism as 
described above relies on her argument that the things 
demanded of women (feminine coded goods) are 
distinctively human. For instance, she points out the 
tensions between a dehumanization thesis and the fact of 
sexual enslavement and wartime rape:  

if the perpetrators of mass atrocities often 
dehumanize their victims, then why do the 
perpetrators so frequently rape the female ones? 
It is not just that sex between human beings and 
nonhuman animals is generally taboo, and relatively 

cases to cast others as oppressors.6 Such is the narrative 
that many incels attempt to claim as their own.

Incels see themselves as victims because they see 
themselves as unjustly deprived of sexual attention. 
Centering themselves in the story means that the desire of 
others doesn’t matter—only the fact that they themselves 
are not desired. Consequently, since victim narratives 
typically require a villain, the natural scapegoats are the 
desirable-for-them women who are not desirous of them, as 
well as the men who they perceive as getting more women 
than they deserve. Lashing out against this victimhood is, 
then, taking, by force if need be, what they perceive as 
their due, namely, sex with whichever women they want. 
So the victim narrative leads them to a kind of justification 
for rape, which involves a kind of analogy between sexual 
and literal starvation. But what they do not do is challenge 
the social hierarchies in which they themselves are at 
the bottom. Lashing out against their own perceived low 
status does not take the form of challenging who is seen as 
desirable in the first place. That would involve criticizing an 
overall system in which many bodies besides their own are 
seen as essentially unfuckable. After all, the “Chads” that 
incels seem to both envy and despise make up a relative 
minority of men. And certainly not all men outside that 
relative minority embrace incel modes of thinking. So when 
we look at the ways in which incels protest hierarchies 
of desirability, it is clear that they are not in fact making 
demands for justice (even when they claim to be). Nor are 
they genuinely challenging a system that privileges only 
a small number of bodily configurations. Rather, they are 
demanding to be among the beneficiaries of an unjust 
system left intact.  

Misogyny is fundamentally about the maintenance of social 
hierarchies, specifically those that stem from a patriarchal 
social order. Incels do not direct their own positive attention 
towards women other than “Stacys,” those also occupying 
positions of stereotypical sexual desirability. But there are 
many women who are not seen as desirable (and the term 
“incel” was, in fact, originally coined by a woman, though 
with extremely different intentions behind it). Incel rhetoric 
maintains the overall patriarchal arrangement by situating 
men in general as being owed something by women. Incels 
are generally acutely aware of their low social status with 
respect to other men, but they still take themselves to be 
above women in general, and entitled to women in general. 
But the question of what exactly they see themselves as 
entitled to forms the crux of one of Manne’s points that I 
will argue is misdirected.   

Incels and other misogynists often demand love, care, 
and sex from women they desire, punishing women, 
or in some cases the world, if they are not given their 
due. What Manne notes is that the things demanded are 
distinctively human in that the kind of care that women are 
supposed to provide is of a distinctively human sort. This 
is a key claim that she uses to argue against a view that 
she calls humanism, which considers dehumanization to be 
a key factor in atrocities such as war crimes. The positive 
proposal that accompanies this view is that we might hope 
to forestall such crimes by finding strategies for us to see 
others as fully human. Under this thesis, the recognition of 
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suppose any close connection between misogyny and 
dehumanization, or claim that a sexist ideology justifying 
a patriarchal social order needs to dehumanize women in 
order to be coherent. Indeed, in many cases of misogyny, 
such as misogyny applying to more privileged women like 
Julia Gillard and Hillary Clinton, dehumanization seems a 
fairly inappropriate explanation for the ways in which they 
were treated. Rather, they do in fact seem to be treated as 
rivals, or as fellow humans laying claim to status to which 
they are not entitled. Rather, what I want to point out is 
that even if misogyny does not require dehumanization, it 
certainly seems to be compatible with it, and wartime rape 
is very plausibly a place in which the two coincide. 

Since Down Girl was not about dehumanization, nor about 
the maintenance of sexist or racist ideologies, some of 
the issues I have raised may be outside of its scope. But 
the reasons for raising these issues is the fact that the real 
horrors we find in the world are often complicated. And in 
many cases of oppression, multiple different subordinating 
forces will be at work, the effects of which can often be 
extremely difficult to untangle, much less mitigate. I think 
that Down Girl has given us a very helpful analysis of one 
such force that contributes to the enforcement of gender-
based oppression. But it has also helped us see just how 
much more work there is still to do in understanding the 
ways in which oppression shapes our lives.
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unusual, partly because of this. It is also that the 
spirit in which mass rapes tend to be committed 
is typically vindictive, punitive, triumphalist, and 
domineering. These acts hence bear all of the 
hallmarks of interpersonal violence, which is 
expressive of and gives vent to paradigmatically 
interpersonal reactive attitudes.11  

While it is true that we do not tend to want sexual 
relationships with those perceived as animal—incels who 
desire sexual relationships with women might hate women 
but still view them as human—I want to push back against 
a characterization of wartime rapes (and many other cases 
of rape) as sexual encounters. Instead, a characterization 
of women as goods rather than human givers seems 
consistent with both the view that perpetrators dehumanize 
victims, as well as other typical wartime actions. 

One prima facie reason to accept that the victims of mass 
atrocities are dehumanized is the prevalence of apparently 
dehumanizing propaganda targeting enemy populations 
during wartime. For example, American anti-Japanese 
propaganda during World War II gives us a prime example 
of dehumanizing racist portrayals of enemies. But then 
Manne’s question of why one would rape an individual 
who is seen as subhuman still stands. One candidate 
explanation is to see wartime rape as continuous with a 
general tendency towards looting and the destruction of 
property. On such an account, rape would be a way of 
degrading a particular kind of loot, namely, women for 
whom no sexual desire would need to be present. Soldiers 
might burn homes as a way of displaying dominance over 
civilians in an enemy country, just as they might steal 
valuables. It seems compatible with Smith’s account of 
dehumanization to see women, in such cases, as having 
the moral status of objects and other goods that might be 
plundered. But given the kinds of goods that women are 
(in human form, after all), sex can be a way of claiming 
ownership, or of destroying another’s property. So while 
misogyny might dictate how women are to be dominated, 
the purpose of such domination may not be to put women 
back in their place, nor to treat them as agents who might 
be motivated or cowed by intimidation. Rather, it might be 
to send a message to “their” men, just as the vandalism or 
theft of property might send a message. If the (probably 
male) soldiers on the opposing side of the war are the (more 
fully human) enemies to be resisted, then one way to lash 
out at them would be to vandalize what is theirs: homes, 
land, valuable items, and women. In such a way, wartime 
rape can still be understood as having the characteristics 
of interpersonal violence. But rather than being directed 
towards the women who are being victimized, revenge is 
being enacted against male enemy combatants through 
the degradation of their property.   

I think that this candidate explanation is plausible, but 
much more work would need to be done to argue that it is 
in fact what is going on in cases of war. It is simply intended 
to illustrate one potential answer to Manne’s question for 
proponents of a dehumanization thesis. Further, insofar 
as misogyny contributes to atrocities, my argument here 
has not been that its contribution lies in dehumanization. 
Based on what I have argued, we still do not need to 

https://globalnews.ca/news/4168222/he-wasnt-terrorist-toronto-attack/
https://globalnews.ca/news/4168222/he-wasnt-terrorist-toronto-attack/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/04/24/do-know-alek-minassian-arrested-toronto-van-attack/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/04/24/do-know-alek-minassian-arrested-toronto-van-attack/
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A year later, Brock Turner, aged twenty, was indicted for 
sexually assaulting an unconscious twenty-two-year-old 
woman behind a dumpster on the Stanford University 
campus, which Turner attended on an athletic scholarship. 
Two visiting graduate students from Sweden caught Turner 
digitally penetrating the woman, who appeared to be 
unconscious. Turner tried to run away from the scene, but 
the graduate students chased him down and restrained 
him until the police arrived. Turner plead not guilty on all 
charges and was sentenced to six months in the Santa Clara 
County jail, but ultimately served only three months in jail 
and three months of probation before he was released.

Elliot Rodger’s and Brock Turner’s actions are both 
misogynistic on Manne’s account. Both behaved as though 
they are entitled to sexual favors from women, with Rodger 
explicitly punishing her for withholding sex, and Turner 
acting as if her consent for sex is irrelevant. Furthermore, 
both received misogynistic responses to their actions. In a 
letter to the judge presiding over the case, Turner’s father’s 
chief concern was that his son suffered emotionally in the 
aftermath of the crime he committed. In response to feminist 
pleas for gender equity following Elliot Rodger’s Day of 
Retribution, Chris Ferguson, a professor of psychology, 
countered in Time magazine that “Misogyny didn’t turn Roger 
into a killer.” Instead, Ferguson argued, Roger’s misogyny 
was a product of mental illness, social isolation, sexual 
frustration, and general frustration, “rather than anything 
‘taught’ to him by society. Had he not been so focused on 
his own sexual inadequacies, his focus might simply have 
moved to mall-goers rather than sorority sisters.”2

Manne calls responses of this sort instances of himpathy, 
the tendency to justify and exonerate men’s misogynistic 
behavior by reflexively redirecting the flow of sympathy 
from their female victims back onto the men who mistreated 
them.3 Turner’s father’s response to his son’s misogyny 
was himpathetic (an instance of himpathy) because an 
appropriate response to someone feeling down about 
having committed sexual assault is: Good. People should 
feel bad about committing sexual assault. Hopefully that 
bad feeling is guilt, and hopefully that guilty feeling will 
motivate people to never commit sexual assault again. By 
framing his son’s negative feelings about the incident as 
the undesired result that merits further consideration and 
sympathy, Turner’s father implicitly rejects the premise that 
those negative feelings are deserved. He also hoards the 
judge’s sympathies for his son when they are better spent 
on the victim of his son’s misogynistic behavior.

Chris Ferguson’s and others’ responses to Elliot Rodger’s 
Day of Retribution also exhibited himpathy. Many 
commentators explicitly rejected the outcries of women 
who felt that Rodger’s actions, and especially his rhetoric, 
represented a broader cultural problem with the way 
we think about and behave towards women. Instead, 
Ferguson and others derailed that conversation by casting 
blame on Rodger’s mental illness, with National Review 
contributor Heather Mac Donald claiming that “there is no 
pattern of gender-based rampages in this country; there 
is an emerging pattern of rampages by the untreated 
mentally ill.”4 One glaring omission in this response is 
the existence of very many women who also suffer from 
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Autism, Himpathy, and Down Girl: The 
Logic of Misogyny

Elle Benjamin
UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny by Kate Manne is a 
comprehensive exposition and analysis of society’s 
subjugation of people who are girls and women. Contrary 
to the naïve conception, Manne holds that misogyny is not 
a blanket hatred of girls and women. Rather, misogyny 
functions to punish her socially for failing to adequately 
perform her patriarchal role as provider of moral and social 
goods, such as love, sex, sympathy, and admiration, to the 
men in her life. Manne’s project is an ameliorative one, 
striving towards a conception of misogyny that unifies 
the multifaceted ways that girls and women experience 
patriarchal subjugation, even the ones who comply. 
Notably, Manne argues that misogyny is not grounded in 
a confusion about what she is essentially like, for instance, 
whether she is essentially nurturing or submissive. Rather, 
misogyny is the normatively motivated practice of instilling 
in her these traits, because according to the logic of 
misogyny, they comprise her human value.

Manne invokes many case studies in support of her thesis 
that misogyny primarily serves to punish girls and women 
who fail to perform their patriarchal duties. Two notable 
incidents discussed in depth are the widely publicized 
cases of Elliot Rodger and Brock Turner, both of them 
students in college when they garnered national attention.

On Friday, May 23, 2014, Elliot Rodger, aged twenty-two, 
killed six people in what he dubbed his Day of Retribution. 
After stabbing his roommates to death that morning, 
Rodgers attempted to gain access to a sorority house 
on the UC Santa Barbara campus in order to murder the 
women inside, but he was denied access because the 
women were alarmed by the aggressive tone of his knock 
on their door. Instead, Rodgers took his rampage to the 
streets, murdering four people in his path and injuring 
many more. Rodger’s motivations were transparent. From 
a YouTube video he posted earlier that day, Rodger says, 
“[I’ve been] forced to endure an existence of loneliness, 
rejection, and unfulfilled desires, all because girls have 
never been attracted to me. Girls gave their affection and 
sex and love to other men but never to me. . . . It has been 
very torturous.”1
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the world. Unlike bipolar disorder, this intensity does not 
oscillate between depression and mania. Autistic people 
experience those emotions intensely, but also many others.

Autistic people prefer a literal and explicit communication 
style, often missing connotative content, including implicit 
normative content. Additionally, autistic people are prone 
to exhibit weak central coherence, the cognitive tendency 
to focus on parts instead of wholes, sometimes missing 
the wholes entirely. To mediate these cognitive difficulties, 
many autistic people are over-reliant on rules, heuristics, 
and social scripts, as opposed to social intuition, to navigate 
their environments. Consequently, autistic people can 
become very confused and frustrated when these social 
scripts and rules do not yield expected results, or when 
social intuition is a prerequisite that becomes a barrier for 
access. Autistic people are often characterized as having 
poor theory of mind, but many autistic people reject this 
characterization. Insofar as autistic people have historically 
been pathologized by those with different cognitive 
architectures, it seems unfair to describe autistic people as 
mind-blind.6 There is a distinctive autistic culture in autistic 
communities, and many autistic people find that in these 
environments the mind-blindness is reduced. This is only 
a brief and partial description of the autistic neurotype, 
but it touches on the reasons why Elliot Rodger, if he was 
in fact autistic, would have been especially susceptible to 
misogynistic ideology. Moreover, it touches on some of the 
ways that we can help similar people avoid Rodger’s fate.

First, the stereotype of the misanthropic autistic person is 
false. Many autistic people yearn for companionship just 
like everyone else, as Rodger did. But much of our dating 
culture is mediated through social mechanisms that the 
autistic person lacks, like subtle body language and social 
cues, creating a barrier to access that social activity.7 This 
by itself is sufficient to generate a lot of anxiety about 
dating, especially for men, who are expected to initiate 
romantic engagement and seduce romantic prospects 
into cooperating. If Rodger was the only autistic person 
in his social environment, this would have presented the 
sort of challenge one might experience trying to conduct 
a business deal with people who speak another language. 
Rodger would not have met the minimal social qualifications 
to achieve a baseline level of trust upon which a relationship 
might develop. Indeed, Rodger’s family friend confirmed 
that he lived an isolated life and had no friends. We can 
conclude from his videos, however, that his social failure 
was not caused by a lack of social interest.

The significance of Rodger’s involuntary social isolation on 
his misogynistic ideology is that he would not have had 
access to the counter-data that many men use to dismantle 
the sexist stereotypes and narratives about women that 
society proliferates. For example, when we are taught 
that women are essentially nurturing, but have no stake in 
the truth of that claim, we typically hold that belief until 
countervailing evidence comes along. For instance, we 
might get to know a woman who lacks a nurturing disposition 
and update away from the truth of the essentializing claim. 
After meeting enough women who are counterexamples 
to our stereotypes about women, one might wonder why 
these stereotypes exist in the first place, and uncover the 

mental illness, yet are not making these sorts of headlines. 
This counterpoint is such low-hanging fruit that one might 
wonder whether motivated thinking prevented these 
otherwise intellectually competent people from noticing 
the gendered asymmetries at all.

What is especially betraying about this response is that, 
for all the sympathy exhibited towards Rodger’s plight, not 
even Ferguson, the professional psychologist, seems to 
have investigated the condition that Rodger was suspected 
to have had. Nor did they bother to explain in any detail 
why, given that particular condition, Rodger would have 
been especially susceptible to the misogynistic rhetoric 
that he displayed. One might expect that where there 
is genuine sympathy, there is some sort of attempt to 
educate the public about what the sympathy is for, why 
the sympathy is warranted, and how we can help such 
sympathetic individuals avoid this fate in the future. But 
these commentators displayed little interest in doing the 
leg work to justify and exonerate Rodger in virtue of his 
condition. This implies that Rodger’s condition was not the 
real target here. What they wanted is to divert attention 
away from the conversation about misogyny, using 
Rodger’s condition as a smokescreen. Their sympathy 
towards Rodger should therefore not be construed as 
sympathy for his condition, but rather, sympathy for his 
maleness. Himpathy.

One of Manne’s criticisms of himpathy is that it diverts 
attention away from the experiences of the victims of 
misogynistic mistreatment, and instead refocuses the 
discussion back onto the experiences of those who 
mistreated them. But I wonder if there are any cases 
where focusing on the experiences of the misogynist can 
be beneficial for everyone—including the misogynistic 
perpetrators and the misogynystically oppressed. In 
particular, I wonder if there is an unhimpathetic way to talk 
about Elliot Rodger that illuminates the effect of his condition 
on his misogyny, without emitting any sympathy at all in 
virtue of his maleness. The himpathetic commentators that 
Manne discusses mischaracterized the nature of Rodger’s 
condition by calling it mental illness. Consequently, readers 
were denied a deeper understanding of what Rodger was 
experiencing, why he was experiencing it, and how we can 
help people with similar experiences avoid Rodger’s fate. 
Without crossing the line into himpathetic territory, that is 
what I am going to try to do here. I leave it to Manne to 
decide whether or not I succeed.

In a statement on behalf of the Rodgers family, a family 
friend notes that Elliot Rodger was suspected to be on the 
autism spectrum. Autism is a neurological condition, not 
a mental illness, although many autistic people develop 
mental illnesses like depression and anxiety as a result 
of being neurodivergent in a world made for and run by 
neurotypical people. Autism can manifest in many ways, 
and there are many theories of autism. The Intense World 
Theory of autism describes autism as a hyper-functioning of 
local neural microcircuits that results in hyper-reactivity and 
hyper-plasticity. Some of the core cognitive consequences 
of this is hyper-perception, hyper-attention, hyper-memory, 
and hyper-emotionality.5 In sum, autistic people have 
more intense perceptions and emotional experiences of 
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If Ferguson truly sympathized with Rodger at all in virtue of 
his autism, as opposed to his maleness, Ferguson would 
have concluded with the feminists of the #YesAllWomen 
campaign that the conspiratorial nature of the patriarchy 
was Rodger’s problem. Rodger would have benefited 
immensely from reading Manne’s book, which dismantles 
this conspiracy in plain language.

Rodger never got the chance to learn that the patriarchy is 
a lie, a story we tell young girls and boys to cajole them into 
fitting neatly into our social boxes. Fortunately, other autistic 
people are discovering this. Preliminary research suggests 
that autistic people are more likely than non-autistic people 
to experience atypical gender presentations, have non-
standard sexual orientations, and exhibit androgynous 
personality traits.9 This research is somewhat hampered by 
the fact that autistic women were denied recognition by 
the male-centric diagnostic criteria for autism until recently, 
but that gap is rapidly narrowing as more information 
about autistic women becomes available.10 The upshot of 
all this is that society is getting better for autistic people 
as we gradually detach from the narrow confinements 
of patriarchal gender roles and expectations, and as 
alternative lifestyles become more acceptable. My hope 
is that by dismantling the social constructions that feel so 
alien to autistic people, we can more easily direct them 
to communities with more transparent and less contrived 
performative standards so that all of us may avoid the fate 
that became of Elliot Rodger.

NOTES
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vast conspiracy that is patriarchal ideology. Having lacked 
the prerequisite social skills to gain access to that counter-
data, Rodger likely remained oblivious to the falsity of the 
patriarchy’s gender-essentializing narratives for his entire 
life.

Lacking social skills, however, does not make one completely 
socially oblivious. Rodger clearly learned much of what the 
patriarchy wanted him to learn. He learned that women are 
shallow and want boyfriends who emit status, so he drove a 
fancy car and lamented his Asian ethnicity, an indication that 
Rodger is aware of the racism towards Asian males in dating 
culture.8 He learned that he was entitled to sexual attention 
and affection from women, and aside from being Asian or 
perhaps not having enough status, he was probably very 
confused about why that did not happen. Rodger was so 
over-reliant on patriarchal narratives that he failed to notice 
its normative subtext. As Manne points out, the patriarchy 
does not merely assert of women that they are nurturing, or 
feminine, and so on. Patriarchal ideology is a value system. 
It asserts of women that they should exhibit these traits, and 
employs a wide range of social mechanisms from himpathy 
to gaslighting to achieve this goal.

Brock Turner demonstrated a more sophisticated 
understanding of the normative subtext of patriarchal 
ideology. Turner understood that the patriarchy exists 
because men like him perform actions to maintain it. Turner 
maintained the patriarchy by acting in accordance with the 
notion that women’s bodies were his for the taking. He 
then effectively mobilized his privilege as a Golden Boy 
to sway the judge to grant him leniency. This option was 
not available to Elliot Rodger for a few reasons. One is that 
nobody told him that patriarchal-compliant women aren’t 
born; they are made. Another is that even if he understood 
this, Rodger was not socially competent enough to 
manipulate people, as Turner could. A third is that Rodger 
lacked the communal support that is required in order 
to pull this off. Such privileges are reserved for Golden 
Boys who can recruit other patriarchs to side with them 
over the women they abuse, not for loner creeps. I raise 
these points not to muster any sympathy for Rodger, but 
to demonstrate the ways in which Rodger was incapable of 
fully understanding and following the rules that governed 
his social environment. Of course, Rodger did eventually 
realize that he was hopelessly mistaken about how all of 
this works. Because in true autistic fashion, when Rodger’s 
reality did not match his expectations, he had a massive 
meltdown. His meltdown was the Isla Vista Killings.

We can see now that when Ferguson claims that “Misogyny 
didn’t turn Roger into a killer. . . . Had he not been so 
focused on his own sexual inadequacies, his focus might 
simply have moved to mall-goers rather than sorority 
sisters.” Ferguson is exactly wrong. Mall-goers do not 
represent a moral good that society told Rodger he was 
entitled to, but which Rodger lacked the performative 
ability to pursue. Mall-goers do not represent a gateway 
to the social acceptance and social respect that Rodger 
was so desperate to have. Most of all, Rodger was not 
inundated with false narratives about what mall-goers are 
essentially like, who they value, and how to pursue their 
attention and affections as he was when it came to women. 

https://doi.org/doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0087961
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361317708287
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on the other—where we fail or refuse to acknowledge the 
wrongs suffered by morally compromised subjects. But 
these are problems that really exist: they should not be 
denied, nor avoided, nor minimized. They should be fully 
and freely acknowledged, despite the theoretical and 
practical quandaries that will sometimes thereby ensue. 

There is a better (that is, potentially sound, albeit highly 
defeasible) reason why one might hesitate to call women 
misogynists. The workings of what I call “himpathy”—the 
disproportionate or inappropriate sympathy sometimes 
extended to powerful men over girls and women—
together with misogyny itself predicts that we will tend to 
police women’s moral errors more vigorously than men’s, 
all else being equal. (The “all else equal” clause here, as in 
most of my work, counsels us to hold fixed other relevant 
intersecting social factors, such as race, class, sexuality, 
being cis/trans, etc.4). So the prediction would be that, 
given a man and a woman of comparable intersecting 
social identities, we will tend to be quicker to blame her 
versus him for comparable moral perfidies, including 
their engagement in misogynistic actions and practices. 
We will tend to hold her to higher (i.e., double, as well as 
differential) standards on this score, among others. Such 
is the moralistic form which misogyny often takes. Or so I 
argue in Down Girl. (I don’t pretend to have replicated, as 
opposed to merely reported, the upshot of my book-length 
argument to that conclusion.)

If that is right, then we should be cautious about using 
the label “misogynist” for women, since we will often be 
prone to use it too quickly or too freely. But that doesn’t 
mean we shouldn’t do so at all. It just means that we 
should do so with an even greater dose of epistemic 
caution and humility than usual—epistemic virtues that 
I counsel when using this shaming label in general. That 
is, on my treatment, the word “misogynist” does have 
a use: but it is a limited one, subordinate to diagnosing 
misogyny as a property of social environments or systems 
as a whole. And, by the same token, we should be careful 
not to use the word “misogynist” to distance ourselves (the 
supposed, and hopefully genuinely, non-misogynists) in 
our particular social locations from the misogynistic actions 
and practices most of us do sometimes engage in, or are at 
least complicit in (wittingly or not). Here I speak as a white 
woman, and to other white women, in particular: we must 
not try to distinguish ourselves as one of the “good ones,” 
at the expense of actually making things better. 

MISOGYNY AS BANKRUPT MORALITY SYSTEM 
Agnes Callard’s rich commentary on Down Girl raises a 
fascinating set of issues, primarily regarding the “give”-
“take” model of patriarchal social relations. She asks at 
one point whether this model is “unhelpfully hyperbolic.” 
I would respond, no: it is helpfully hyperbolic. Let me 
elaborate. 

The “give”-“take” model should be understood not as 
descriptive of gender relations in allegedly post-patriarchal 
contexts such as the US today. Rather, it is prescriptive—and 
objectionably so. As I envisage it, the “give”-“take” model 
embodies a false, pernicious, and thoroughly moralized 
ideal, in which women are deemed obligated to give 

Response to Critics
Kate Manne
CORNELL UNIVERSITY

In writing Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny, one of my 
dearest hopes was that my book—and my mistakes 
and omissions therein—would pave the way for rich 
conversations about the eponymous problem facing girls 
and women. I am delighted and honored that this hope 
has come to pass, in this forum among others. The present 
set of critical commentaries provides an embarrassment 
of riches to respond to, such that I can’t and won’t even 
try to do full justice to the substantive and methodological 
issues they raise for me as an author. Instead, I will use the 
occasion to try to clarify just a few of the central goals and 
ideas of Down Girl, in relation to each commentary. And I do 
so in a spirit of immense gratitude—to each of the authors, 
as well as Lauren Freeman, in her capacity as editor. 

ON THE MISOGYNY OF WHITE WOMEN
I find much to agree with in Kathryn Norlock’s brilliant 
analysis, drawing on my framework as well as Claudia 
Card’s, of the phenomenon of white female misogynists. 
These are women who, bolstered and protected by their 
white privilege, routinely undermine and betray the 
interests of other girls and women.1 It will be a matter of 
some delicacy, both metaphysically and epistemologically, 
when an individual woman rises to the threshold where she 
can fairly be called a misogynist simpliciter, as opposed 
to someone who channels and perpetuates misogynistic 
social forces (as do virtually all of us to some extent, I 
believe). Nevertheless, there is nothing in my account that 
rules out this possibility, and I agree with Norlock that it is 
sometimes instantiated in reality. I myself have known white 
female misogynists, on my definition of the term—where, 
as Norlock notes, I hold that “the term ‘misogynist’ is best 
treated as a threshold concept, and also a comparative one, 
functioning as a kind of ‘warning label,’ which should be 
sparingly applied to people whose attitudes and actions 
are particularly and consistently misogynistic across myriad 
social contexts.”2

Norlock rightly expounds on one common reason why 
we don’t tend to count women as misogynists: the naïve 
conception of misogyny, which I argue against in Chapters 
1 and 2 of Down Girl.3 But there are two additional reasons 
worth highlighting as to why people may hesitate to call 
individual women misogynists: one good (or, better, 
potentially sound), and one bad. Let me take these in 
reverse order. 

The bad (that is, unsound) reason why people may hesitate to 
call individual women misogynists is that they have trouble 
acknowledging the obvious truth that many victimizers and 
enablers of victimization are also victims themselves. Many 
people who are oppressed are also in turn oppressors. This 
obvious moral possibility can admittedly be a source of 
complexity and perplexity, when it comes to how to assign 
blame, how to treat these wronged wrongdoers, and how 
to speak in ways that eschew objectionably exonerating 
narratives, on the one hand, and a variant of victim-blaming, 
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forms of punishment (including violence) that often attend 
violations of misogynistic law and order—whether from 
yourself (in the form of first-personal attitudes such as 
guilt and shame), a second party (in the form of second-
personal attitudes such as resentment and blame), or a 
third party (in the form of third-personal “vicarious reactive 
attitudes,” i.e., the indignation or outrage of others who 
are on his side, or channeling himpathy).7 For these will 
often be the predictable result, if you fail to give him all 
you are deemed to owe him, as a woman with respect to a 
dominant, designated male figure. 

A second word about himpathy is in order here. Callard 
offers an interesting thought experiment in her response 
to Down Girl, designed (I take it) to make it intelligible that 
men might fear and hate women because they are in some 
sense at her mercy with respect to her procreative labor, in 
the era in which contraception is at least nominally quite 
widely available. I would only point out that, when it comes 
to so-called unassisted reproduction, women are just as 
much at the mercy of men, who may choose to opt out of 
biological fatherhood, thanks partly to the advent of new 
technologies (e.g., a man may get a vasectomy). Yet, at 
least for my own part, I have never heard of a woman who 
develops a sweeping resentment of “men these days,” or 
rails against the availability of this elective procedure, or 
anything of the sort. The asymmetry in reaction, despite 
the basic symmetry in the structure of the social and 
technological situation, points to a systemic culture of 
assumed obligation on her part, and assumed entitlement 
on his part, when it comes to women’s procreative 
services. But there is no such obligation, on the one hand, 
or entitlement, on the other. This is a substantive normative 
claim. But I believe it is a true one. 

A final, related point: suppose, with Callard, that women’s 
procreative choices do represent an existential threat to 
men in her fairly abstract sense (one that depends on a 
controversial argument about both the importance of 
future generations existing to the value of one’s current 
projects, and which seems to place an extra emphasis on 
those future generations including one’s own biological 
offspring). Nevertheless, (some) men clearly and currently 
represent an existential threat to (many) women: they want 
to, or do, annihilate us. Again, the asymmetry in terms of 
the subsequent social fallout is telling, and bears sober 
reflection in this context. 

ON FEMINIST INCOMPLETENESS
Briana Toole’s insightful commentary on my book raises a 
variety of issues concerning boys and men, which Toole 
argues could productively be addressed by feminists for 
the sake of promoting justice and improving the social 
world in general. I agree with Toole completely that this 
is an important and legitimate goal that some feminists 
can and should pursue. However, my own methodology in 
writing Down Girl, and in my subsequent work to date, has 
been to focus somewhat relentlessly on the plight of girls 
and women. This is obviously an incomplete perspective. 
However, I also think it is a legitimate and useful one. 

Part of my impetus for writing Down Girl was a set of fears 
and related self-criticisms. Evidence suggests that many if 

feminine-coded goods (primarily in the form of seamless 
social, emotional, reproductive, and sexual, services) 
to designated (typically, dominant) men, in ways that 
also reflect racist, heteronormative, cis-sexist, and other 
politically objectionable, assumptions.5 Men, on the other 
hand, are tacitly deemed entitled to take analogous goods 
from women, in the form of social, emotional, sexual, and 
reproductive, labor.6 I also hypothesized at various points 
that social-cum-moral norms that deem him obligated to 
give masculine-coded goods to her (in the form of chivalry, 
protection, and so-called “breadwinning” labor), have been 
somewhat eroded in my milieu, especially since the global 
financial collapse. But that was intended to be a local 
observation, based on anecdotal evidence, rather than 
central to my argument. 

To me, a helpful crystallization of the above, pernicious 
(since grossly unfair) division of social-cum-moral labor 
is Shel Silverstein’s The Giving Tree (see Down Girl, 
conclusion, “The Giving She”). This still-popular children’s 
story, written in 1962, is often taken to be a beautiful tale 
about a tree who loved a boy, “very, very much, even more 
than she loved herself.” But I take it to be a cautionary one. 

The tree, referred to using the feminine pronoun, gives 
up everything she has for her beloved, son-like figure. He, 
“the boy,” enjoys playing in her branches and lying in the 
shade she offers. She gives him her apples so that he can 
go off to the city to make his fortune. She gives him her 
boughs so that he can build a house for his family, and 
ultimately a boat, in which to have adventures. At last, he 
returns, now a wizened man (or, I think better, man-child), 
to the amputated stump he has made of her. She says sorry 
one final time (making it a total of eleven times throughout 
the story—and he never says a word by way of “thank you”) 
for having nothing left to give him. He says that that is fine, 
since he wants only to rest: and he can rest comfortably on 
what remains of her body. He curls up on his she-stump to 
sleep. And that is where the story leaves them. 

There is a haunting line in the penultimate stanza of The 
Giving Tree: “And the tree was happy. But not really.” This 
fleeting acknowledgement never gets expanded upon. 

It would indeed be an exaggeration to say that many 
male-female relationships (intimate, parental, familial, 
or otherwise) resemble the narrative in The Giving 
Tree. (Although cf. the lack of progress on Arlie Russell 
Hochschild’s “second shift problem.”) But my point was 
that this pernicious ideal may nevertheless harm such 
social relations, in more or less subtle ways, by presenting 
a false set of obligations and entitlements. As I take pains 
to clarify in the book’s preface, many men who are privy 
to such entitlements will not take full advantage of them, 
partly for reasons of moral principle or conscience. And 
many women will not be amenable to norms of constant 
giving of the kind that eventually kill you. But there will be 
hazards in this direction. Or so I have argued. 

Callard asks what women get out of this arrangement. 
A first-pass answer on my account would be, freedom 
from the guilt, shame, resentment, blame, indignation, 
outrage, and the associated threats, policing, and myriad 
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so do girls and women, albeit in potentially different ways, 
or for somewhat different reasons. Moreover, the idea that 
boys and men face disproportionate barriers to emotional 
openness could, in theory, be at least partly a product of 
himpathy. 

Similarly with the idea that boys and men are more stoic, 
when it comes to pain. This idea could—again, in theory—
be partly or primarily a product of our tendency to take 
his pain more seriously than hers, all else being equal. 
(I discuss this tendency in detail in my book in progress, 
Entitled.) The result would be that we assume that, if he 
does manifest pain behavior, he must be in much more 
serious pain than we would tend to ascribe to a female 
counterpart (holding fixed race, class, and age, along with 
other intersecting social factors). I do not know if these 
hypotheses hold true. But they are well worth considering—
lest we overestimate the specifically patriarchal policing 
forces to which boys and men are supposedly subject, 
thanks partly to himpathy’s operation. 

SPEAKING OF ATTITUDES
In her astute commentary, Ishani Maitra rightly points out 
that my analysis of misogyny ends up being quite broad—
at least in the sense that it refers to a wide and superficially 
disparate set of phenomena.9 At the same time, Maitra 
notes, my account aims to retain the hostile, nasty flavor 
of misogyny which I believe reflects a feature of current 
usage patterns (whether feminist or not). 

This makes for a delicate balancing act on my account: 
how to do justice to the supposedly hostile quality of 
misogyny, as well as the negative reactive attitudes that it 
paradigmatically (though not necessarily) involves, without 
falling into an excessively psychologistic and individualistic 
account. Let me take these two challenges in order. 

In response to the natural worry that my account is liable 
to become excessively psychologistic in its emphasis on 
negative reactive attitudes, I would point to the social 
nature of the attitudes I have in mind. In Chapter 2, I argue 
that we can construe reactive attitudes to focus more on 
the (socially) reactive part and less on the attitude. (Cf. the 
useful question, “What’s with the attitude?”) Instead of 
asking what feelings lurk deep down in an individual’s heart, 
say, we ask what their actions manifest to a reasonable 
woman faced with their behavior. 

This response to the worry about reintroducing psychologism 
paves the way for a response to the worry that my account 
is liable to again become too individualistic. For when it 
comes to the hostile and punitive reactions women face, I 
hold that these can be manifested by institutions and social 
practices, as well as individual agents. My main example of 
this in Down Girl is the anti-abortion practices and policies of 
the GOP currently. But I share Maitra’s criticism of my book 
that it would have been good to discuss more shaming, 
guilting, and punitive social practices which are faced by 
large swathes of girls and women who are perceived as, or 
representative of, gendered norm-violators.10

Maitra also raises an important criticism of my critique of 
humanism: that we might understand dehumanization in 

not most of us are heavily biased in favor of boys and young 
men in the classroom, inter alia, notwithstanding explicitly 
egalitarian beliefs (see Down Girl, conclusion). So, when 
I began teaching as a professor, in 2013, I was acutely 
aware that I would tend to look to boys and young men for 
answers, and call on them more often, if I was anything like 
the average person. And I don’t consider myself above the 
moral average, except by dint of strenuous moral effort. 

I could also observe some such patterns of biased moral 
attention on my own part directly. For example, despite 
my longstanding feminist views about the ills of sexual 
assault and harassment, I noticed myself feeling sorry for a 
male perpetrator over his female victims (or likely victims) 
far too often. This is one reason why I often call myself a 
recovering himpath. 

With that in mind, after the Isla Vista killings, and the 
subsequent himpathetic and victim-erasing reactions in the 
media, I chose to restrict my intellectual focus to girls and 
women facing misogyny, in order to see what happened. 
What happened was Down Girl. And instead of striving for 
completeness, I chose to fully embrace the partiality of 
my own concerns and perspective. For, my sense is that, 
if some of us don’t focus more or less exclusively on girls 
and women, then their distinctive concerns will tend to 
get lost (or written off) all too quickly, all too often. For 
himpathy will tend to shift us back to a “What about the 
men?” mindset. 

That being said, I am perfectly friendly to other theorists, 
Toole and Digby included, looking at various ways patriarchy 
hurts men. (Although I prefer to say, with bell hooks, that 
patriarchy typically harms men without thereby oppressing 
them qua men—though of course many men are oppressed 
along other axes of their social positions, e.g., in view of 
the workings of white supremacy, ableism, homophobia, 
transphobia, classism, and ageism, for example). Partial 
perspectives require complementary lines of inquiry. 

One slight caveat is that I think we should be careful of 
broad generalizations that boys and men are policed, lest 
we run afoul of empirical evidence that is pertinent to 
Toole’s discussion. For example, a recent meta-analysis 
showed very few differences between boys and girls on 
average, when it comes to displaying emotions.8 The main 
statistical difference that emerged had to do with the 
type of negative emotions that were exhibited, quite late 
in maturation: adolescent boys expressed more anger, 
whereas adolescent girls expressed more contempt. 
These descriptive findings admittedly leave room for 
the possibility that there is a social norm that polices the 
emotions of boys and men, tacitly disallowing them from 
doing so. But it must not be a very potent social norm: for 
boys do cry, seemingly, roughly as much as girls. Yet the 
idea that we have deeply pernicious double standards 
that discourage male versus female displays of emotions 
is entrenched and persistent. The evidence I’ve just cited 
casts doubt on its veracity.

No doubt (based on anecdotal evidence) boys and men 
do sometimes face negative social consequences for 
displaying their emotions. But we should not forget that 
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However, if dehumanization is understood normatively in 
the above sense, then I agree that misogyny does have 
certain dehumanizing components on occasion (though I 
would emphasize that this far from exhausts its nature). In 
particular, girls and women are often treated as designated 
men’s property, in the normative sense that he is (falsely 
and perniciously) tacitly deemed to be entitled to her 
sexual, emotional, reproductive, and material labor. (It is for 
this reason that attempting to attack such a man can take 
the form of “plundering” or “sullying” a woman deemed 
to be his, e.g., by raping her.) On the flipside, women are 
tacitly deemed to be obligated to give him these goods 
and services. It is this distinctively moralistic underpinning 
to which I trace a good deal (though not necessarily all) of 
misogyny. It is morally rotten. It may be descriptively hollow, 
inasmuch as it is founded on bad, tendentious science 
and the associated sexist ideology that depicts women as 
loving, giving human beings, who are “naturally” oriented 
to serving designated male figures (and his children). Or 
it may be descriptively empty, and all the more desperate 
and dangerous because of that.13

Either way, I think it is apt to say that misogyny often 
involves girls and women being treated as human, all too 
human, givers—rather than human beings. As I wrote in 
Down Girl, she is not allowed to be in the same way as he 
is. I would now add: she is not allowed to be in pain. She 
is not allowed to move through the world freely—or be still 
within it, for that matter—with others of her choosing, or 
alone. She is liable to be hassled, heckled, blocked, wrong-
footed, and taken down, at practically every turn. Her 
humanity is not typically in dispute, descriptively speaking. 
But that does not mean it will be respected—particularly if 
she veers from the narrow path laid out for her, or discovers 
that it demands she be in two places at once. It often will. 

ON MISOGYNY AND AUTISM 
I am particularly grateful to have the benefit of Elle 
Benjamin’s valuable perspective here, since the intersection 
of misogyny with ableism in general and anti-autism bias in 
particular is manifestly lacking in my book. (By design, since 
I don’t take myself to have an epistemically appropriate 
standpoint from which to speak here.) I also find her account 
of the socially clueless sense of entitlement evinced by 
Elliot Rodger, in contrast to the “Golden Boy” Brock Turner, 
compelling (and non-himpathetic, for the record). I also 
find much to agree with in her general remarks on autism 
in relation to misogyny—especially Benjamin’s important 
observation that neuroatypicality in girls and women has 
long gone comparatively underdiagnosed, and still tends 
to attract less by way of moral attention and material 
resources. 

However, I do worry somewhat about ascribing 
neuroatypicality to Rodger. Reports of his having been 
diagnosed with any kind of autism are, to the best of my 
knowledge, conflicting. It is true that a CNN story reported a 
family friend’s attribution of an autism-spectrum condition 
to Rodger; but subsequent reports said that the family 
friend had been mistaken. According to a comprehensive 
police report about the Isla Vista shootings, Rodger was 
diagnosed with “Pervasive Development Disorder–Not 
Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS)” in 2007 (a diagnosis 

a more ameliorative, and rather less literal-minded, vein. 
I completely agree with Maitra that we could go in this 
direction. But, as with all ameliorative projects, we should 
ask: Cui bono? 

A confessional note: although my chapter on humanism, 
“Humanizing Hatred,” was the best I could do at the time, 
I believe in retrospect that I rather missed the mark in it. 
The discussion contains a fair amount of false precision, 
inasmuch as I spend a great deal of time clarifying my 
stalking horse, in the form of a set of central commitments 
which I attributed to humanists.11 This is a classic 
philosopher’s error. What I believe, and now think I should 
have just come out and said, is that there is a rhetoric 
and associated ideology of humanism which is deeply 
politically problematic. It serves to bolster exonerating 
narratives, by suggesting that racism as well as misogyny 
can be attributed to a kind of cognitive, quasi-visual error. 
If they only saw us as human beings, somehow, they could 
not fail to treat us properly. Or, at the very least, they would 
be highly unlikely to do so. I would hereby like to (politely) 
call bullshit on this hopeful thought: the idea that a kind of 
experiential flash, akin to gaining or regaining sight, would 
go a long way to solve the problem of misogyny, inter alia. 
And the visual metaphor here is telling, I think: and not 
in a good way. It analogizes bigotry to blindness. And it 
assumes blindness is inevitably a problem—which it need 
not be, given adequate material, social, and institutional 
resources. 

ON DEHUMANIZATION: A DISTINCTION 
With that in mind, I find much to admire and little to 
disagree with in Audrey Yap’s subtle commentary on 
Down Girl, which focuses in the main on my chapter on 
humanism. Yap raises the possibility that we can remain 
neutral or even be skeptical about the role rehumanization 
plays in preventing atrocities,12 while recognizing the 
important role of dehumanization in the etiology of some 
such. Yap rightly points out that the mass rape of girls and 
women is sometimes intended primarily as an attack on the 
men who are perceived as “owning” the girls and women 
who are, of course, its primarily victims. However, I would 
just point out an ambiguity in understanding the notion of 
dehumanization as it pertains to this possibility. 

We might understand dehumanization descriptively, i.e., 
as encompassing psychological states and/or cultural 
products that represent certain classes of persons as sub-
human creatures, non-human animals, inanimate objects, 
or (perhaps) super-natural beings. Alternatively, we might 
understand dehumanization normatively, i.e., as pertaining 
to individual beliefs, value judgments, and broader cultural 
ideologies which assert or imply that certain classes of 
persons ought to be treated as sub-human creatures, non-
human animals, inanimate objects, or (again, perhaps) 
super-natural beings. 

You might think that the latter would require the former as 
backing or justification. But part of my point in Down Girl is 
that this is fundamentally incorrect, and paints bigotry with 
too broad, as well as rather too polite, a brush. 
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3. A brief précis: “On [the] “naïve conception,” as I call it, misogyny 
is primarily a property of individual misogynists who are prone to 
hate women qua women, that is, because of their gender, either 
universally or at least very generally. On this view, agents may 
also be required to harbor this hatred in their hearts as a matter 
of “deep” or ultimate psychological explanation if they are to 
count as bona fide misogynists. Misogyny is as misogynists are, 
then. And misogynists are agents who fit a certain psychological 
profile.” Whereas, “according to the positive proposal about 
misogyny I go on to develop . . . we should instead understand 
misogyny as primarily a property of social environments in which 
women are liable to encounter hostility due to the enforcement 
and policing of patriarchal norms and expectations—often, 
though not exclusively, insofar as they violate patriarchal law 
and order. Misogyny hence functions to enforce and police 
women’s subordination and to uphold male dominance, against 
the backdrop of other intersecting systems of oppression and 
vulnerability, dominance and disadvantage, as well as disparate 
material resources, enabling and constraining social structures, 
institutions, bureaucratic mechanisms, and so on.” Down Girl, 18-
19. I go on to offer precise definitions in Chapter 2.

4. To anticipate one of the epistemological worries for my account 
which Maitra brings up, I don’t believe that my account will counsel 
us to focus unduly on white women as the target and victims of 
misogyny. All cases need intersectional analyses, including in 
taking into account the way white women are the beneficiaries 
of various kinds of unjust privilege, and their supposed plight 
used as the basis for opportunistic racism against Black men, 
for example. Moreover, in analyzing misogynoir, I advocate 
comparing the plight of Black women to their Black male 
counterparts, which reveals what I call the “hostile indifference” 
of white liberals, to, e.g., the systemic eviction of Black women, 
as compared with a moderately raised consciousness about mass 
incarceration (conceived of as a problem for Black men rather 
than women—even though the latter are in fact incarcerated at 
grossly disproportionate rates, as compared with white female 
counterparts). See Down Girl, 64–66, as well as “Misogynoir in 
Action: The Case of Daniel Holtzclaw,” 209–19, inter alia.

5. I write in Chapter Four, “Taking His (Out”), when I turn from 
the abstract constitutive logic to the substantive workings of 
misogyny: “[I]f patriarchy is anything here and now, that is, in 
cultures such as the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
Australia, I believe it consists largely (though by no means 
exclusively) in this uneven, gendered economy of giving and 
taking moral-cum-social goods and services. Consider then 
that the flipside of an entitlement is, in general, an obligation: 
something he’s owed by someone. So, if a man does indeed 
have this illicit sense of entitlement vis-à-vis women, he will be 
prone to hold women to false or spurious obligations. And he 
may also be prone to regard a woman’s asking for the sorts of 
goods she’s supposed to provide him with as an outrage, or a 
disgrace. This would be analogous to the waitress (from chapter 
1) asking for service from her customer, after having failed to 
take his order. Not only is it a role reversal, but it’s likely to 
prompt a “who does she think she is?” kind of sentiment: at first 
resentful, then scandalized, if she doesn’t respond to feedback 
by looking duly chastened and “lifting her game,” so to speak. 
There’s something especially vexing about someone who is 
shameless not only in shirking their duties, but who appears 
blithe and unapologetic when they effectively turn the tables. 
They’re not only failing to do their job; they’re demanding that 
others return the non-favor—or asking them to do their job for 
them. They’re feckless, careless, irresponsible, and so on.” Down 
Girl, 107.

6. Callard draws a distinction between a political and economic 
model of misogyny that I believe ends up being ill-drawn on 
my construal, since I hold that many of the goods and services 
women are held to be obligated to supply draw irrevocably on 
her agency. See Down Girl, chapter 4, “Taking His (Out).”

7. I draw here on P. F. Strawson’s famous discussion of the 
reactive attitudes ([1962] 2008), including first-personal and 
third-personal, as well as second-personal ones. “Freedom and 
Resentment,” Proceedings of the British Academy 48: 1–25.

8. Tara M. Chaplin and Amelia Aldao, “Gender Differences in 
Emotion Expression in Children: A Meta-Analytic Review,” 
Psychological Bulletin: 139, no. 4 (July 2013): 735–65. They write, 
in opening: “In western popular culture, it is widely held that 
there are gender differences in children’s emotion expressions. 
Sayings such as “boys don’t cry” and “sugar and spice and 

removed from the DSM-5). Subsequent testing in early 
adulthood put him below the cut-off for autism or autism-
spectrum conditions.14 Indeed, despite Rodger’s having had 
fairly extensive mental health treatment, there is a paucity 
of clinical labels that were confidently and consistently 
applied to him. 

Of course, philosophers deal in hypotheticals all the 
time, and so the easy thing for me to say here is that, if 
Rodger was in fact neuroatypical, then all of Benjamin’s 
suggestions and conclusions stand. I would only add one, 
hopefully friendly, addendum. Benjamin writes: 

Because in true autistic fashion, when Rodger’s 
reality did not match his expectations, he had 
a massive meltdown. His meltdown was the Isla 
Vista Killings.

There is some risk that this line could be misinterpreted to 
imply (falsely, I take it) that autistic people are more likely to 
commit mass killings or other acts of violence, as opposed 
to having non-violent “meltdowns,” due to overstimulation, 
sensory overload, etc., of the kind Benjamin theorizes in 
her commentary.

Benjamin goes on to conclude: 

Rodger never got the chance to learn that the 
patriarchy is a lie; a story we tell young girls and 
boys to cajole them into fitting neatly into our 
social boxes. . . . [S]ociety is getting better for 
autistic people as we gradually detach from the 
narrow confinements of patriarchal gender roles 
and expectations, and as alternative lifestyles 
become more acceptable. My hope is that by 
dismantling the social constructions that feel so 
alien to autistic people, we can more easily direct 
them to communities with more transparent and 
less contrived performative standards, so that all of 
us may avoid the fate that became of Elliot Rodger.

I think it may be worth adding here that girls and women 
(autistic or no) do not, to the best of my knowledge, run 
any significant risk of becoming an Elliot Rodger: that 
is, a mass killer, animated by a false sense of aggrieved 
entitlement, and toxic masculine delusions reflective of 
patriarchal social structures. These structures are historical 
relics, which nonetheless cast a long moral shadow. Bring 
on the dismantling.

NOTES

1. One small point of potential disagreement with Norlock: 
although I am prepared to accept that female Trump supporters 
weren’t explicitly or simply pressured by their Trump-voting 
husbands into voting for him, I do propose a subtler dependence 
mechanism (via himpathy, inter alia) in Down Girl’s final chapter, 
drawing on work by Kimberlé W. Crenshaw and Sumi Cho on 
the aftermath of the 2016 election. See Down Girl: The Logic of 
Misogyny (Oxford University Press: New York, 2018), 265–66.

2. So, “on this view, individual agents count as misogynists if and 
only if their misogynistic attitudes and/or actions are significantly 
(a) more extreme, and (b) more consistent than most other 
people in the relevant comparison class (e.g., other people of 
the same gender, and perhaps race, class, age, etc., in similar 
social environments).” Down Girl, 66.
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her narrative. Throughout the volume, Alcoff reflects on 
the epistemological issues raised by her methodology, 
especially the problem of testimonial injustice that faces 
survivors’ speech. In what follows, I will touch upon several 
themes in the book that I found most interesting and 
thought-provoking without pretending to do justice to the 
volume as a whole.

In the Introduction, titled “Rape after Foucault,” Alcoff sets 
the goal of “complexifying” our understanding of rape and 
sexual assault to include all the myriad ways in which there 
can be “a violation of sexual agency, of subjectivity, of our 
will” (12). That is the fundamental harm of sexual violation. 
Alcoff turns to Foucault at several points as a resource for 
framing her discussion of these broad conceptual issues 
and, in doing so, also demonstrates the inadequacy of 
analyses that turn on the legalistic notion of consent. 
The notion of consent is too impoverished to be helpful 
in addressing the full range of issues on the table, and, 
in addition, it presupposes a heteronormative sexual (and 
sexist) ideology. In contrast, Foucault’s complex views on 
sexual agency provide a richer resource to capture a view of 
sexual agency that acknowledges the workings of relations 
of power without entirely abandoning the possibility of 
change and creativity. Alcoff notes that “[t]echnologies 
of the self are techniques not of normalization but of 
expansive self-making” (88). For Alcoff, Foucault’s notion 
of sexual self-fashioning is useful in envisioning what 
genuine sexual agency and subjectivity might look like. 
Although Alcoff finds potential for thinking about sexual 
agency in Foucault’s aesthetic idea of cultivating an art of 
the sexual self, she also makes the case for an investigation 
of sexual norms that “remains attentive to the feedback 
loops of discourse and the multiple ways in which it might 
be aligned with power . . .” (108). In other words, and 
despite appearances to the contrary, Alcoff argues that the 
Foucauldian anti-naturalist and anti-normative perspective 
on sexual practices can—in fact—be harnessed in the 
service of a normative critique of rape and sexual violation. 
I have radically compressed Alcoff’s nuanced interpretation 
of Foucault here in order to highlight a possible tension in 
her pairing the notion of aesthetic self-fashioning with the 
possibility of a normative critique of the sexual pleasures 
that might be involved in that liberatory self-creation.

A second important theme is Alcoff’s global focus. 
Rape and Resistance opens by noting a growing public 
consciousness about the issue of rape and sexual violence 
internationally, especially concerning the phenomenon of 
rape as an instrument of war in the former Yugoslavia and 
many other locales undergoing conflict. Although Alcoff’s 
book is a virtual compendium of important philosophers and 
theories, it is striking that she does not mention Catherine 
MacKinnon’s important—though controversial—theoretical 
and legal work in bringing the topic of wartime rape as a 
form of genocide and as an instrument of war in the Balkans 
to the world’s attention. Alcoff cautions that thinking about 
rape from an international perspective is both required and 
an invitation to a false and too easy universalism that does 
not recognize local conditions, local power structures, 
and local meanings. How is it possible to both respect the 
complexity of power and meaning surrounding sexuality 
and sexual practices in a particular culture while at the 

everything nice—that’s what little girls are made of” reflect 
cultural beliefs and expectations that girls show cheeriness or 
sadness whereas boys are strong and calm, showing anger if 
necessary. These beliefs are reflected in studies that ask adults 
and children about their expectations about the emotional 
expressiveness of females and males and to some extent in 
studies that ask individuals about themselves. Observations 
of emotional expression are less commonly conducted; and 
when they are, the observed emotions do not always show such 
consistent gender differences, raising the question of the nature 
and extent of gender differences in emotion expression.”

9. Maitra notes my example of gender-biased teaching evaluations 
in the sections “Comparative Gender Biases,” and “Faking It,” 
Chapter 8, Down Girl, 250–56 and 273–78 (respectively). I will 
take the opportunity here to briefly clarify that only some forms 
of such bias would count as misogyny on my account: primarily 
the ones that reflect a differentially or disproportionately hostile 
attitude toward female professors who are felt to be violating 
feminine-coded norms of providing social and emotional labor, 
“personal” attention to each individual student, etc.

10. In discussion at the author-meets-critics session on Down Girl 
at the Eastern APA in January 2019, Maureen Eckert offered 
another excellent and complementary example of institutional 
misogyny: homes for unwed mothers, which both channeled and 
perpetuated the shame and stigma of such pregnancies.

11. See the section of Chapter 5, “Clarifying Humanism,” in Down 
Girl, 141–46.

12. This is my quick gloss of what Yap calls the “positive humanist 
proposal,” according to which we should focus primarily on 
[“making] others’ humanity more visible in the face of their 
marginalization or vulnerability,” as opposed to fighting bigotry 
and prejudice in other (and, I would add, many and various—
including structural) ways.

13. See Chapter 3, on the relationship between sexism and misogyny, 
and what happens when misogyny and sexism part company.

14. “The suspect’s mental health records were obtained via Federal 
Grand Jury subpoenas served by the FBI. Materials were also 
seized pursuant to a search warrant, authorized by Santa Barbara 
Superior Court Judge Jean Dandona, served at [his mother] 
Chin Rodger’s residence. It should be noted that the material is 
sometimes conflicting. On several occasions, the suspect was 
mentioned as having been diagnosed with Asperger’s. However, 
no formal diagnosis was found amongst the material reviewed 
by detectives.” Isla Vista Investigative Summary Report by Santa 
Barbara County Sheriff’s Department, 155. 

BOOK REVIEWS
Rape and Resistance
Linda Martín Alcoff (New York: Polity 2018). 264 pp. $69.95. 
ISBN: 978-0-745-69191-6.

Reviewed by Charlotte Witt
UNIVERSITY OF NEW HAMPSHIRE, CHARLOTTE.WITT@UNH.EDU

Rape and Resistance is a very timely and important book. It 
enters a public conversation about sexual assault centered 
on the “Me Too” movement, recent charges of racism and 
colonialism in the media, treatment of figures like author 
Junot Díaz (both a victim of sexual assault and a perpetrator 
of sexual harassment), and a reassessment of the harms 
of rape and sexual assault in the context of an emerging 
vision of sexual agency. Consequently, this is a book with 
much to offer readers; it is rich with themes and ideas that 
extend far beyond the narrow confines of the traditional 
topics of consent, rape, and harm. In addition, Alcoff’s 
discussion is methodologically complex, using first-person 
accounts (including her own), social scientific information, 
literary accounts, and philosophical reflection to develop 
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and systemic analysis without reducing individual 
responsibility? Can we respect the rage we are 
hearing as well as plan for a different future? I 
believe we must.1

Rape and Responsibility makes a strong case for a global, 
intersectional approach to the issues of rape and sexual 
assault. The argument is detailed, subtle, and persuasive. 
In addition, the book develops the concept of sexual self-
fashioning as a valuable form of sexual agency, and this 
is an attractive expansion beyond the limits of sexual 
consent. But there remains a tension between the concept 
of a free and creative sexual agency and the idea that there 
are important social norms that restrain that agency and 
ought to do so. There is more work to be done.

NOTES

1. Open Letter Against Media Treatment of Junot Díaz, The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, May 14, 2018. Available at https://
www.chronicle.com/blogs/letters/open-letter-against-media-
treatment-of-junot-diaz/.

Blackwell’s A Companion to Simone de 
Beauvoir
Edited by Laura Hengehold and Nancy Bauer. Hoboken, NJ: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2017. 552 pages. $195. ISBN: 978-1-118-
79602-3.

Reviewed by Céline Leboeuf
FLORIDA INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY

In its earliest phases, notably in the 1990s, studies of 
Simone de Beauvoir focused on making the case that she 
was a philosopher in her own right and that her theoretical 
works were not derivative of Jean-Paul Sartre’s. If anything, 
Laura Hengehold and Nancy Bauer’s (eds.) A Companion 
to Simone de Beauvoir firmly rests this case. The thorough 
engagement with and critiques of Beauvoir’s philosophy in 
this collection establish her on the same footing as thinkers 
more readily recognized as part of the canon, including, 
but not limited, to Sartre.

At 552 pages in length, the Companion is not only a 
monumental work and the longest collection published on 
Beauvoir to date, but it is also the first in Blackwell’s series 
of companions to be dedicated to a woman philosopher. 
It is composed of forty essays and divided into four parts: 
“Re-reading The Second Sex,” “Beauvoir’s Intellectual 
Engagements,” “Beyond The Second Sex,” and “Beauvoir 
and Contemporary Feminism.”

“Re-reading The Second Sex” considers the reception 
of Beauvoir and central themes in the work. The themes 
covered—the body (Ruth Groenhout and Emily Anne Parker), 
childhood and narcissism (Emily Zakin), sexuality (Mary Beth 
Mader), motherhood (Alison Stone, Nancy Bauer, and Sara 
Cohen Shabot), love (Tove Pettersen), and the woman as 
Other (Tanella Boni)—are likely to be familiar to Anglophone 
readers of The Second Sex. By contrast, discussions of 
Beauvoir’s intellectual context and reception might be less 

same time engaging in normative critique? In a chapter 
titled “Decolonizing Meanings,” Alcoff addresses these 
complex challenges of interpretation with a fascinating 
comparative discussion of the respective roles (and 
limitations) of the concepts of honor and consent in the 
discursive construction of sexual crimes. The role of honor 
and the idea of honor crimes points to the centrality of the 
family and the community in some social contexts, whereas 
the notion of consent focuses instead on the individual in 
a legal context. Moreover, these concepts are threads in 
a web of meaning and power; they can only be properly 
understood in their concrete social contexts. Given the 
profound discursive differences anchored by the notion of 
honor or of consent, is there anything universal or common 
to be said about rape and sexual assault? Alcoff responds 
cautiously, yet affirmatively: “Different concepts are useful 
in different societies for making sense of violence, as well 
as justifying crimes, mitigating sentences and blaming 
victims. But these differences at the discursive level coexist 
with some apparent universals, such as the existence of 
extra-individual effects and the effects of violence on the 
subjectivity of the individual” (167). Her detailed discussion 
of the challenges of truly wrestling with political, cultural, 
and semantic differences around rape and sexual assault 
is impressive.

Finally, the theme of intersectionality runs through Rape 
and Resistance as a core epistemic principle and policy 
guideline. It links Alcoff’s insistence on a global focus that 
avoids simplistic universality to her rejection of binaries of 
east and west, victim and perpetrator, woman and man. She 
reminds us of the ways in which racialized identities make a 
difference because of the way in which the charge of sexual 
assault was used as a weapon against black men on behalf 
of white women and white supremacy. This deplorable 
history is reiterated today in the racist use of sexual assault 
hysteria surrounding immigrant and migrant populations in 
Europe and the US. There are many relevant histories of 
rape and sexual assault once we adopt an intersectional 
perspective. In the book’s closing section, “A Question of 
Love,” Alcoff refers to the Dominican-American writer Junot 
Díaz whose novels center the effects of colonial domination 
on sexual relations that feature pervasive sexual assault 
and sexism, and the idea that the damage flows outward 
in many directions including generationally. In an uncanny 
recapitulation of many of the themes of Alcoff’s book, Díaz 
stands as both a victim and perpetrator, both a product 
of colonialism and its ills, and a creator of new lives and 
possibilities.

Still, there is a lingering question of responsibility that 
underlies the necessary sophistication and complexity of an 
intersectional analysis of human behavior. And, in the same 
vein, we might wonder about the possibility of apology, 
repentance, and appropriate forgiveness. In a recent New 
York Times column on an open letter she signed deploring 
the media treatment of Díaz, Alcoff puts the questions like 
this:

Can we hold people to account at the same time as 
we acknowledge their own victimization? Can we 
remain aware of multiple forms of oppression in 
our analysis? Can we demand more of a structural 

https://www.chronicle.com/blogs/letters/open-letter-against-media-treatment-of-junot-diaz/
https://www.chronicle.com/blogs/letters/open-letter-against-media-treatment-of-junot-diaz/
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by her visit to the country in 1955. McBride aims not only 
to reconstruct the perspective a French intellectual would 
have had on today’s rival nations in the 1950s, but also to 
trace the differences between the American and English 
translations of America Day by Day, revealing how parts of 
her criticisms of racism in the United States were concealed 
from American audiences.

“Beauvoir and Contemporary Feminism” caps the 
volume with contributions on race (Shannon Sullivan), 
transmasculine embodiment (A. Alexander Antonopoulos), 
Beauvoir’s multiple legacies to French feminism (Karen 
Vintges and Diane Perpich), as well as the challenges and 
innovations involved in translating her iconic sentence from 
The Second Sex, “One is not born, but rather becomes, 
a woman” (Kyoo Lee). This part orchestrates novel 
conversations between Beauvoir’s feminism and recent 
developments in the field. However, it is worth signaling 
that this part, comprised of five essays, is unfortunately the 
shortest of the volume: “Re-reading The Second Sex” and 
“Beyond The Second Sex” each contain fourteen essays, 
while “Beauvoir’s Intellectual Engagements” includes seven 
essays. Moreover, I was concerned about the relatively 
narrow scope of the essays on Beauvoir and contemporary 
feminism. For instance, Karen Vintges’s “Misunderstanding 
in Paris” tackles the appropriation of Beauvoir’s feminism 
by French feminists critical of Muslim practices of veiling, 
while Diane Perpich’s “Beauvoir’s Legacy to the Quartiers: 
The Changing Face of French Feminism” evaluates 
Beauvoir’s relevance to feminist activists in France’s more 
disadvantaged and primarily immigrant neighborhoods. In 
light of these observations, I wished that a more general 
essay on transnational critiques of Beauvoir would have 
found a home in this part of the volume. On a related 
note, I question the motivation for a section on Beauvoir 
and contemporary feminism as opposed to Beauvoir’s 
legacy for feminism in general, given the importance of 
Beauvoir for feminists of many stripes over the years since 
the publication of The Second Sex. For instance, I think of 
appropriations of Beauvoir by phenomenologically oriented 
feminists, such as Iris Marion Young and Sandra Bartky, and 
engagements by such critics as Judith Butler. Although 
these dialogues may be better known than those studied in 
the Companion, I wonder whether a synthetic essay on the 
history of Beauvoir’s contributions to American feminism 
should have figured in this part.

More generally, I was perplexed by certain aspects of the 
composition of the collection. While none of the essays 
repeat themselves in terms of content, there are three 
chapters on motherhood, two on the connections between 
Hegel and Beauvoir, and two on those between Merleau-
Ponty and Beauvoir. By contrast, as I just mentioned, 
“Beauvoir and Contemporary Feminism” only contains 
five essays. I believe that the book would have been 
more forward-looking had the balance tilted more in the 
direction of contemporary engagements. Another curious 
lacuna is the lack of a chapter on Beauvoir’s conception of 
existentialism. Although comparisons between Sartre’s and 
Beauvoir’s versions of existentialism abound, it is regretful 
that there was no chapter that squarely addressed what 
existentialism meant for Beauvoir.

well known and are of particular interest. For instance, 
Sandra Reineke’s “The Intellectual and Social Context of 
The Second Sex” allows us to understand the socio-cultural 
background to Beauvoir’s masterwork. Complementing 
this essay is Ingrid Galster’s “‘The limits of the Abject.’ The 
Reception of Le Deuxième Sexe in 1949,” which plunges us 
into the scandal caused by the publication of The Second 
Sex as well as the violent critiques—both from the Right and 
the Left—of her work. Three essays orient us to more recent 
discussions of Beauvoir. First, Stella Sanford’s “Beauvoir’s 
Transdiciplinarity: From Philosophy to Gender Theory” 
examines the ways in which Beauvoir launched the field of 
feminist philosophy and neighboring academic disciplines. 
Second, Kathryn Gines’s “Simone de Beauvoir and the Race/
Gender Analogy in The Second Sex Revisited” revisits and 
critiques the erasure of Black women’s experiences in The 
Second Sex, but brings newer considerations to the table, 
by highlighting the limits to the resources that Beauvoir 
had to understand race and by analyzing Black feminist 
readings of Beauvoir. Third, Emily Grosholz’s “Two English 
Translations of Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex” 
begins by appraising the original translation of The Second 
Sex by H. M. Parshley from 1953, which has been subjected 
to attacks by Beauvoir scholars for the cuts it makes and for 
the obscuration of key philosophical concepts in the text, 
such as Mitsein and the distinction between the for-itself 
and the in-itself. Grosholz then offers a fair assessment 
of the new translation by Constance Borde and Sheila 
Mallovany-Chevallier, first published in 2009, defending it 
against certain criticisms voiced by Beauvoir scholars.

“Beauvoir’s Intellectual Engagements” develops six 
comparative essays: two on Beauvoir and Hegel (Kimberly 
Hutchings and Zeynep Direk), two on Beauvoir and Merleau-
Ponty (Jennifer McWeeny and William Wilkerson), one on 
Marxism (Sonia Kruks), one on Structuralism (Eva Bahovec), 
and one on the debate over the influence between Beauvoir 
and Sartre (Christine Daigle). The discussions of Beauvoir’s 
debt to Marxism and her relation to Structuralism are 
especially interesting, because they lend a fresh perspective 
on her philosophical heritage, examinations of which have 
typically dealt with her appropriation of Hegel’s master-
slave dialectic in The Second Sex, the question of influence 
between her and Sartre, and the phenomenological roots 
of her thinking via Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty.

“Beyond The Second Sex” takes the reader through 
Beauvoir’s ethical and political philosophy (Kristana Arp, 
Laura Hengehold, Debra Bergoffen, Patricia Hill Collins), 
her fiction (Meryl Altman, Anne van Leeuwen, Shannon 
Mussett, Sally Scholz), her memoirs (Margaret Simons ad 
Ursula Tidd), her philosophy of history (Michel Kail), her 
travel writings (William McBride), and her less well-known 
tome Old Age (Penelope Deutscher). Several of the essays 
in this section tread unfamiliar territory by taking readers 
through relatively underexplored theoretical essays by 
Beauvoir, such as “Pyrrhus and Cineas,” “An Eye for an 
Eye,” and Old Age. Of special note, though, is William 
McBride’s “The Postwar World According to Beauvoir,” 
which contrasts America Day by Day, Beauvoir’s narrative of 
her first trip to the United States in 1947 and the critiques 
of American culture spurred by this voyage, and The Long 
March, a rarely read work by Beauvoir on China inspired 
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chapter). Lastly, A. Alexander Antonopoulos’s chapter on 
transmasculinity will be of interest to feminists working on 
trans embodiment, especially those in search of an original 
spin on Beauvoir’s chapter on biological data in The Second 
Sex.

On a methodological note, Margaret Simons’s retelling 
of Beauvoir’s oft-cited denials that she was a philosopher 
encourages us to reflect on the reception of feminist 
philosophy within the field. Why exactly did Beauvoir 
distance herself at times from philosophy? Was it out of 
deference to Sartre? Or did she see a tension between her 
work and traditional philosophical theorizing? In a similar 
vein, Stella Sanford’s essay on transdisciplinarity stresses 
The Second Sex’s unique position in philosophy and the 
impetus it gave to other academic disciplines. Although 
feminist philosophy has progressively become a more 
established subfield in philosophy and its relevance to 
other subfields has increasingly been recognized, her 
landmark work’s original “outsider status” should remind 
us that philosophy and neighboring academic fields can 
mutually enrich one another and that we should remain 
open to works that challenge our vision of philosophy.

All in all, the Companion is a masterful work. It marks the 
culmination of over thirty years of studies dedicated to 
Beauvoir’s contributions to philosophy and beyond.

Just Life: Bioethics and the Future of 
Sexual Difference
Mary Rawlinson (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016).

Reviewed by Ellie Anderson
PITZER COLLEGE

Mary C. Rawlinson’s Just Life: Bioethics and the Future of 
Sexual Difference intervenes in feminist philosophy and 
bioethics by resituating ethics between the universal and 
the particular. Rawlinson toes a line between an affirmation 
of universal abstractions and a rejection of them altogether. 
On the one hand, mainstream ethics has failed to recognize 
the way that its assumption of universality excludes a range 
of subjects, such as women. Discourses rooted in property 
rights in particular operate on the basis of such exclusions. 
On the other hand, feminist relativisms have failed to 
account for the universality of sexual difference. Rawlinson 
suggests that a solution may be found in what she calls 
“specific universals,” where the generativity of life is taken 
to be a unifying concept even as irreducible differences 
between humans are affirmed. Toward this aim, the book 
consists of a critique of social contract theory and biopower, 
followed by Rawlinson’s own development of alternative 
“specific universal” figures of ethics. The latter range from 
the ancient Greek figures of Ismene and Demeter to home 
cooks in the American and Global Souths.

The book consists of four parts, preceded by a preface 
and introduction that feature some of the strongest 
parts of the book. At the outset, Rawlinson lays out the 
problem of universalism and suggests that the method of 

Despite these reservations about the composition of the 
collection, the Companion has much to offer to the field of 
feminist philosophy. The intersection of gender and race 
is an important theme in the volume, one present in the 
aforementioned essay by Kathryn Gines as well as in those 
by Tanella Boni (“Why is Woman the Other?”), Patricia Hill 
Collins (“Simone de Beauvoir, Women’s Oppression and 
Existential Freedom”), and Shannon Sullivan (“Race After 
Beauvoir”). Given the importance of intersectionality to 
feminist theory, these essays were fruitful in analyzing the 
shortcomings of Beauvoir’s perspectives on women of color 
as well as the potential for extending her methodology to 
intersectional feminisms. This last point is, in my eyes, a 
particularly promising line to explore, since Beauvoir’s 
phenomenological approach to the socially situated body 
is, as Sullivan points out, relevant to any discussion of bodily 
experience—whether from the perspective of the critical 
philosophy of race, disability studies, or queer theory, to 
name a few areas. Besides these chapters, Deutscher’s 
“Afterlives: Beauvoir’s Old Age and the Intersections of 
The Second Sex” also investigates intersectional moments 
in Beauvoir’s writings, but with a special focus on aging. 
On the whole, this intersectional slant is a very welcome 
running thread in the Companion, since many earlier 
collections on Beauvoir have deployed a decidedly less 
intersectional approach.

Discussions of Beauvoir’s philosophical fiction also prolong 
our understanding of her legacy to feminism. In particular, 
Shannon Mussett’s “The Failure of Female Identity in 
Beauvoir’s Fiction” probes the difficulties women face in 
the formation of identity in patriarchal cultures, such as the 
temptation to overidentify with one’s romantic partners or 
with the social roles of wife or mother, through the lens of 
Beauvoir’s fictional works She Came to Stay, All Men Are 
Mortal, and “The Woman Destroyed.” Even if we have seen 
changes in the ways in which many women relate to these 
identities and roles since Beauvoir’s writing, this chapter 
showcases the continued relevance of her work.

Readers of feminist philosophy who are not acquainted 
with Beauvoir will find the contributions in the Companion 
accessible avenues to pursue their own interests in 
conversation with Beauvoir. Those who are interested in 
themes such as the body, motherhood, or love will have 
much to explore. Ruth Groenhout and Emily Anne Parker 
consider Beauvoir’s account of the body and its position 
with respect to poststructuralist treatments of the body 
(Groenhout) and discussions of intersex bodies (Parker). 
Alison Stone, Nancy Bauer, and Sara Cohen Shabot each 
delve into Beauvoir’s notorious account of motherhood in 
The Second Sex, which begins, for readers who do not know 
the work, with a discussion of abortion. Each of these essays 
seeks to complicate earlier interpretations of Beauvoir as 
deeply critical of motherhood. Tove Pettersen’s “Love – 
According to Simone de Beauvoir” articulates Beauvoir’s 
contrast between authentic and inauthentic love, and 
compares the resulting conception of love with Sartre’s. In 
connection with the topic of intersectionality, Pettersen’s 
examination of lesbian love through the lens of The Second 
Sex is noteworthy; Pettersen’s essay should invite us to (re)
consider what Beauvoir has to offer for conceptualizing 
“queer connection” (to borrow from the title of Hengehold’s 
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claims that bioethics should concern itself more with the 
conditions of agriculture under global capital than it should 
with questions of the individual’s relation to food (debates 
over the ethics of animal consumption come to mind here). 
For Rawlinson, ethics should be directly concerned with 
the interplay of producers, cooks, consumers, and food 
cultures. Chapter 6 argues that unemployment and wealth 
inequality are not only sociopolitical issues, but also salient 
ethical ones. Rawlinson asserts that all people have a 
right to life-sustaining work that commands respect. She 
writes, “Justice requires that I see the worker in the dress 
that I wear or the meal that I eat” (172). Rawlinson outright 
rejects some types of work as being inherently exploitative, 
naming sex work, surrogacy among Indian women, and 
telemarketing as examples.

Part 4, “Sovereign Bodies: Politics of Wonder or the Right 
to Be Joyful,” comprises a single concluding chapter. Here, 
Rawlinson reasserts her investment in an ethics of solidarity 
and her rejection of a gendered division of labor rooted in 
property rights. 

Just Life posits an exciting trajectory that is highly relevant 
to contemporary feminist philosophy and bioethics. 
Feminist philosophy has in recent years been the site of rich 
investigations into the question of what unifies “women.”2 
The reinvigoration of this issue, which Talia Mae Bettcher 
has called the “purview concept,” comes after an ebb in 
interest after the essentialism debates of the 1990s.3 In 
light of current interest, Rawlinson’s promise of a feminism 
that rethinks the role of universality without rejecting it 
altogether is a compelling one. In addition, Rawlinson’s 
claim that bioethics’ focus on individual agency has been 
at the expense of sociopolitical analyses is promising. She 
suggests that issues such as high school dress codes and 
agribusiness should be taken seriously within bioethics. 
At the same time, the book is apt to leave readers hungry 
for a conceptual framework that is hinted at but never 
developed. The book succeeds in provoking its reader, but 
sidesteps answering the pressing questions it raises.

The most relevant issue here is that of sexual difference. 
Sexual difference is the ostensible basis of Rawlinson’s 
view of specific universals, but receives very little treatment 
in the book. The closest the book gets to the “purview 
concept” is in Chapter 2, where Rawlinson writes:

All women are comprised by the possibility of 
pregnancy, whether that possibility is thwarted 
by infertility or spectacular, as in the case of 
transwomen who, appearing as women, might very 
well appear as someone’s mother. The biology of 
the female sex reminds women early on of their 
capacity for pregnancy. (70)

One might wonder whether it is really biology that 
reminds women of the possibility of pregnancy, or rather 
the patriarchal deployment of biopower that does so. 
Moreover, it remains unclear here to what extent Rawlinson 
is defining women on the basis of their fertility. If affirming 
such an association, the book leaves itself vulnerable to 
the questions to which any such view is subject: questions 
about trans* and intersex folks, as well as cis women 

critical phenomenology will allow her to develop multiple 
universals, since “the idea of the universal does not 
imply that there is one set of forms and laws for human 
experience” (xv). Human experience, while a universal 
concept, by definition allows for a diverse range within 
itself. Rawlinson suggests that an ethics that begins 
with generativity offers an alternative to the property-
based ethic of social contract theory. One of the clearest 
formulations of Rawlinson’s own intervention curiously 
comes in the acknowledgments, where she describes the 
book as an “uneasy marriage of Foucault’s genealogical 
method and Luce Irigaray’s thought of the irreducibility of 
sexual difference” (xxiv). That is, Just Life aims to perform 
a genealogy of modern ethics and refigure it by placing 
sexual difference at its center.

Part One, “Critique of Rights,” analyzes social contract 
theory and biopolitics. Focusing especially on Hobbes, 
Rousseau, and Hegel, Rawlinson demonstrates in Chapter 
1 that rights-based discourses occlude women either by 
ignoring their role altogether (Hobbes) or by effectively 
limiting them to the familial domain of the home (Rousseau 
and Hegel). Hegel is especially taken to task for suggesting 
that sexual difference is a matter of the division of labor, 
where men have ownership over women’s labor (13). 
Rawlinson asserts that rights-based approaches are 
necessarily bound up with biopower and “the norms of 
sexual and racial identity that serve hierarchies of power 
and wealth” (48). As the chapter largely consists of textual 
summary, this conclusion remains opaque; one might look 
to Carole Pateman’s classic The Sexual Contract for a fuller 
development.1 Chapter 2 treats Rousseau and Foucault 
on the issue of power. In the final third of this chapter, 
Rawlinson sets out her own view. She suggests that critical 
phenomenology will allow us to “discover new universals” 
(73), such as the universal of generativity. She claims that 
attention to sexual difference invigorates an ethics of 
solidarity: all humans are connected by virtue of having 
been generated in someone else’s body (76).

In Part Two, “Refiguring Ethics,” Rawlinson depicts new 
figures of the feminine. In what is perhaps the most original 
section of the book, Chapter 3 counters mainstream feminist 
discourse on Antigone by arguing that Ismene is a far 
better model for feminist ethics. Ismene “acts for the future 
and to promote life” (95). She prioritizes specific ethical 
commitments to the living over abstract duties to the dead 
(97). Antigone, on the other hand, exhibits undue care for 
the dead over the living by staking her life on her brother’s 
burial. Her commitment enforces a gendered division of 
labor whereby women are expected to work to sustain the 
(male) body. Chapter 4 turns to Demeter and Persephone, 
affirming a mother-daughter lineage largely missing in 
philosophy. Somewhat mystifyingly, the chapter asserts 
that “the double identity of mother/daughter constitutes 
Persephone and all mortals” (121). No explanation is given 
for this suggestion that all women, let alone all mortals, 
have a double identity as a mother and a daughter.

Part 3, “Livable Futures,” addresses the ethics of eating 
and labor. Chapter 5 undertakes a critique of contemporary 
agribusiness, arguing that it is unethical and dangerous to 
human bodies and the environment. Rawlinson compellingly 
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labor that associates women with their power to give birth? 
Related to this is the ambiguity of the book’s notion of 
generativity. Rawlinson sometimes associates generativity 
specifically with women (7), but at other times asserts 
that all humans are generative (71). Is the universal of 
generativity meant to unite all humans, or only women? If 
the former, why does sexual difference need a future?
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Salamon, “What’s Critical about Critical Phenomenology?” Puncta: 
A Journal of Critical Phenomenology (2018): 8–17.

Men’s Intrusion, Women’s Embodiment. A 
Critical Analysis of Street Harassment
F. Vera-Gray. Routledge Research in Gender and Society, 
2017. 182 pages.

Reviewed by Meryl Altman
DEPAUW UNIVERSITY

There are no new ideas still waiting in the wings to 
save us as women, as human. There are only old and 
forgotten ones, new combinations, extrapolations 
and recognitions from within ourselves—along 
with the renewed courage to try them out.1

– Audre Lorde, Poetry Is Not a Luxury

As Storm Heter remarked at a recent UK Sartre Society 
conference, “‘applied phenomenology’ is a redundancy.” 
Perhaps this helps explain how Simone de Beauvoir’s The 
Second Sex galvanized feminist activism in the last century 
and continues to inspire practical understanding and action 
today. Fiona Vera-Gray’s valuable book is deeply rooted 
in Beauvoir’s phenomenological account of women’s 
ambiguous embodiment, the understanding that a woman 

who are not fertile or past fertility. While the quotation 
above pays lip service to these questions, the book does 
not address them. If Rawlinson means to suggest that 
women are the category of people who appear to be 
capable of pregnancy, then her view is close to those of 
Sally Haslanger and Linda Martín Alcoff, who claim that 
counting as a woman is dependent on being taken to have 
a female biological role in reproduction.4 If this is the case, 
then Rawlinson’s view would take only some trans women 
to be women: namely, those who “pass” (see Katharine 
Jenkins). Given the book’s evasion of these questions and 
lack of engagement with relevant current debates within 
feminism, it is unclear how Rawlinson’s concept of specific 
universals improves upon the existing literature.

Just Life often appeals to the value of life as a good 
that is worthy of unequivocal respect. Yet the reader is 
left wondering what is meant by “life,” as well as how 
an ethics that foregrounds its value may help resolve 
concrete dilemmas about which lives to favor in which 
situations (127). Rawlinson writes, for instance, “Critical 
phenomenology . . . works for life. It submits itself to 
life and promotes it” (73). What the book does not offer, 
however, is a critique of the notion of life; this is surprising, 
given Rawlinson’s Foucauldian leanings. A key feature of 
Foucault’s genealogy of biopower is the way that it valorizes 
life and allows the state to make decisions over life and 
death.5 This analysis is not at odds with what Rawlinson 
offers here, but one craves a definition of what she means 
by “life,” as well as a critique of the way this concept is 
deployed by the biopolitical institutions she decries. The 
Foucauldian influence might additionally suggest that the 
concept of sexual difference needs to be interrogated rather 
than uncritically affirmed. Johanna Oksala undertakes such 
an investigation in her recent work.6

A related methodological question concerns critical 
phenomenology: while Rawlinson situates Just Life within it, 
she does not discuss any other phenomenologists. Critical 
phenomenology is associated here with an analysis of the 
“natural attitude” that allows us to critique current social 
conditions, but little development of this idea is offered 
(73). Just Life offers some enchanting lyrical descriptions 
of the ethics at work in concrete communities such as the 
Dastkar Craft Community Center in India and the Burgundy 
wine region of France, but these concrete descriptions are 
not obviously critical or phenomenological. This is perhaps 
a missed opportunity, because critical phenomenology 
is a burgeoning area in feminist philosophy and is in the 
process of developing rich intersectional methodologies.7

Finally, the book presents itself as a critique of rights-
based discourses, but ends up affirming what appear to be 
rights. The conclusion, whose title includes “the Right to Be 
Joyful,” claims: “To thrive as an agent, each one must enjoy 
the integrity of her body, including her generativity” (187). 
It is difficult not to hear in this a perpetuation of the very 
property rights-based discourses Rawlinson dismisses. 
Does this statement not assert one’s right to enjoy the 
integrity of one’s own body? In addition, the statement risks 
justifying the gendered division of labor that Rawlinson 
associates with Hegel. Does upholding generativity as the 
locus of women’s universality not entrench the division of 
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freedom (a word she is not afraid to use) and sustaining 
an underlying silent consensus that public space is male 
space and women inhabit it at our peril. Indeed, we may 
experience our own bodies as the source of danger.

Vera-Gray’s rendering of Beauvoir’s understanding of 
embodiment is exact, and she provides a clear introduction 
to the phenomenological tradition (both feminist and pre-
feminist) and the ways it overlaps with feminist standpoint 
theory, once the latter is properly understood as a dynamic 
project rather than a set of fixed “givens” or attributes.6 
The connection she draws between Beauvoir’s concept 
of situation and Donna Haraway’s “situated knowledges” 
is especially persuasive. She also shows where Beauvoir’s 
account partly overlaps, but is preferable to, the accounts 
of Foucault and Bourdieu on which feminists often draw; 
she shows (as others have) that Judith Butler’s critique of 
Beauvoir was based on misreading into her work a rigid 
sex-gender distinction which is not actually there.7 But 
Vera-Gray’s real innovation—and in many ways the heart 
of the book—is the way she centers the voices of her 
subjects, by compiling what she calls “a hybrid poem in 
50 voices”: every description of every intrusion, and every 
description by a woman of how she responded, brought 
into a big list and then randomized. This became a corpus 
for her analysis, but she also reproduces big, undigested 
chunks of it right on the page, and these stand alone, in 
alternation with the chapters in her own (more scholarly) 
voice. In her words,

It is difficult, overwhelming, shocking, never-
ending, repetitive, exhausting—capturing some of 
the phenomenological texture of being a woman 
in public. This representation can only be partial; I 
make no claim for a universalized experience. What 
I wanted was a way to connect women’s voices 
across their commonalities without collapsing 
the ways in which every particular woman 
experiences men’s violence differently based on 
social and personal locations and histories. A way 
of recreating for the reader something of the way 
the experience is lived; that sudden feeling of 
being pulled outside of yourself, without wanting, 
without warning. Interrupted, disrupted. Intrusion.8

As she says, this is “not an easy read: the raw materials of 
this study are, and remain, raw in both senses, and working 
through them can bring back one’s own buried experience 
. . . with the hope that this can deepen our connection 
to one another, our determination to work collectively 
for a world where such things no longer constitute the 
habituated substrate of living as a woman. To the reader 
who has never had these experiences, I ask you to bear 
witness . . . and to those who’ve had many . . . I hope you 
find some validation.” Philosophy and theory thus become 
a way in to what is harmful and painful, rather than a 
defensive escape: the goal is to change it.

Working through this heterogenous heaping up of 
experiences and responses also reminds us that, as Gail 
Weiss says, there can be “no such thing as ‘the’ body”—
every body is someone, some one9—while simultaneously 
fighting the tendency of mainstream discourse to treat 

“is her body, but her body is also something other than 
herself,” that the body is a situation that grounds, and then 
carries, our experience of the world and of who we are. 
The feminist “desire to resist removing women’s agency 
in responding to men’s violence and/or intrusion, without 
claiming that actions made within unequal conditions are 
expressions of absolute freedom” finds a helpful pathway, 
she argues, with Beauvoir’s concepts of “ambiguity” and 
the “situated self” (57).2

Vera-Gray also draws on Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of “living 
body,”3 “body schema,” and “habit-body,” and Heidegger’s 
ideas of entanglement with, and attunement to, the world; 
the pioneering insights of Sandra Bartky on shame and 
humiliation, and Iris Marion Young’s investigations of 
women’s “inhibited intentionality,” also feature in her deft 
analysis, alongside philosophical work on embodiment by 
Gail Weiss, Sara Heinamäa, and others. But she draws also 
on what she terms the “knowledge base” about violence 
against women created by social scientists and feminist 
practitioners over the past three or four decades,4 and the 
core of the book is her own empirical research, a study 
undertaken with fifty women from different age groups 
and backgrounds whose experiences and insights were 
captured through inductive, iterative qualitative methods. 
Her book contributes usefully to several different fields, 
and also stands as an intriguing example of how philosophy 
and empirical inquiry can fully intertwine, with neither 
becoming the handmaid of the other.

Vera-Gray’s starting point is Liz Kelly’s (1988) idea of 
sexual violence as a continuum, the insight “that there was 
a connection between the mundane everyday intimate 
intrusions most women and girls experience and the forms 
of abuse which are considered crimes and worthy of legal 
intervention.”5 She deploys the concept of “male intrusion” 
to capture a full range of interactions, showing how the 
“ordinary” occurrences, the interruptions, commands 
(“smile!”), insults (“oi, ugly!”), sexual commentary (“look 
at the tits on that!”), lewd invitations, etc. that are “just 
part of growing up,” as girls continue to be told (“that’s 
life, dearie”), are connected to male behavior that is 
coded as criminal, such as flashing, stalking, public 
masturbation, attempted and completed rape. Her aim is 
to re-center women’s experience of public space and the 
“phenomenological texture” of how we move through it. 
This importantly includes what Liz Kelly called “safety 
work,” an idea analogous to Arlie Hochschild’s “emotional 
labor”: “the level of strategising and planning that women 
undertake in responding to, avoiding and/or coping with 
men’s violence, such as the imposition of limits. . . . Such 
work, repeated over time, becomes habitual and through 
this is a form of hidden labour, absorbed into the body” 
(134). This ongoing need for what one of her subjects 
calls “the right amount of panic,” balanced between the 
responsibility to protect ourselves (or be blamed if we 
don’t) and the fear of being paranoid or silly, mean that 
even when “nothing really happened,” something does 
happen. Safety work, and the intrusions that suddenly 
remind us that we can be viewed as (only) a body, produce 
an alienated body-subject and a particular gendered 
variation on “the paradox of the bodily-self as both subject 
and object” (98), weaving a web of restrictions on women’s 
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counts” misreads the continuum as more of a hierarchy, 
and “such hierarchical positioning risks losing how the 
quieter forms of intrusion, those experienced by women 
as a restriction in freedom, rely on the possibilities of the 
louder, criminal forms, to have the particular impact that 
they do” (22). Also, the harm of a thing that happens is 
not limited to the perceived harm of that thing at the time 
it happens to the person it happens to. She concludes 
that legal and scholarly languages can’t be made to fit 
together seamlessly, but that both are needed: “one frame 
need not replace the other” (12). (While she doesn’t quite 
say so, her work can also help explain why the results of 
well-intentioned gender-neutral policies have been so 
disappointing.)

Vera-Gray does some counting herself, to show the 
magnitude of what she is discussing, but with attention to 
what is left out; indeed, her title’s framing of “public space” 
in terms of “street harassment” does not quite satisfy her, 
especially with the exponential growth of online worlds. 
(Feminists wanted an end to the “public/private split,” I 
guess, but not like this.) Moreover, it is now clear that the 
“street” experiences her subjects describe are standard 
operating procedure in many workplaces. Delimiting the 
phenomena under study becomes even harder; tackling 
the problem, even more urgent.

While the results of Vera-Gray’s study have also been 
published in a separate version aimed at more general 
audiences,14 I hope Men’s Intrusion, Women’s Embodiment 
will be eventually made available in paperback form: it 
strikes me as a clear, teachable text for feminist philosophy 
and theory classes. It might also be used in Feminist 
Methodology classes grounded in the social sciences, 
as there’s food for thought in the way she “co-created” 
meanings with her subjects, through initial interviews 
conducted as conversations, followed up by asking 
them to record intrusions they experienced in structured 
notebooks (which were turned in and analyzed), and 
then met for a further collaborative reflection on what the 
research showed. The way she went about “researching the 
ordinary” (30), and the way she discusses the ethical issues 
involves, is a contribution in itself.

Vera-Gray’s last chapter, “Inhabiting Ourselves,” begins to 
suggest a way forward: since, as Beauvoir said, “woman is 
not a fixed reality but a becoming” and the “habit-body” 
is “open” (Merleau-Ponty), we can make ourselves more 
aware of and begin to change it, through the adoption of 
“counterhabits,” a conscious practice of disruption and/or 
“restoration” (169). This could include re-valuing our “safety 
work” as resistance, and reclaiming feminist practices of 
self-defense from what non-feminist hands have made of 
it. But this is just a sketch of possibilities: surely the way 
forward will have to go beyond how we “work on ourselves.” 
It will be good to hear more about how she imagines this.

Meanwhile, just beyond the horizon of Vera-Gray’s project 
lie some questions Beauvoir also prompts us to ask: What 
is the impact of what is unwanted in the way of sexual 
attention, on shaping what can be wanted, what is wanted, 
what “wanting” even means? How does the “experiential 
template of risk” involved in women’s embodied attitude 

intrusions and violence in an atomized, episodic way. Too 
much focus on “who-was-he-and-what-was-he-thinking” 
can create a (smallish) category of “deviant” men and block 
the scarier structural analysis of male power. Perhaps this 
is the greatest theoretical payoff of Vera-Gray’s book: while 
we are rightly suspicious of universal accounts, we need 
not abandon the search for general ones, or throw up our 
hands as any conceivable “we” dissolves into an infinite 
dissemination of granular incommensurable “I’s.”

As a Beauvoir scholar, I am excited by this book because 
it deeply understands what Beauvoir herself was trying to 
do, particularly in the second volume of The Second Sex. 
Beauvoir’s long and seemingly overlapping quotations from 
all sorts of sources, giving first-person accounts of women’s 
experiences, build a picture of what Vera-Gray calls the 
“phenomenological texture” of life as a woman, through 
strategies of apparent redundancy which acknowledge 
differences between and within, singularities in how each 
woman or girl responds, some with fear and some with 
pleasure, balancing every person’s right to her own story 
with the need for generalized collective understanding in 
the service of solidarity.10 This is what gets left out, I think, 
when we teach only the Introduction to the Second Sex. We 
also don’t think enough, in my view, about how committed 
Beauvoir herself was to the value of empirical investigation, 
in the Second Sex and elsewhere.11

Maybe attending to the stories Beauvoir lets us hear 
throughout the book can help us see why the Second Sex 
worked, and worked powerfully, for so many women to 
whom philosophy (in the academic sense) was a closed 
book. If anything is dated about Beauvoir, it is not these 
phenomenological accounts, as Vera-Gray says and 
illustrates by bringing Beauvoir’s words into parallel with 
the words of her own study subjects; she wisely doesn’t 
give many quotations or long ones from Beauvoir, but 
the “poem,” and her substantial contextualized quotation 
from her own transcripts in the course of analysis, function 
analogously. The piling up of affect does not merely point 
at, but actively conveys, the ambiguity of living experience, 
which cannot be represented by an either/or binary (sexual 
or not sexual, desire or repulsion, what happened vs. what 
might have happened, etc.). No one woman could have had 
all these experiences and responded in all these myriad 
ways, but nonetheless they added up to . . . something, to 
what it was and is to walk through the world situated as a 
female body.12

Vera-Gray’s study will also be of great interest to social 
scientists and feminist practitioners in the field. The 
phenomenological reading can help show why law and 
policy, which require that behaviors be operationalized and 
divided into neat, clear categories, really can’t produce a 
safe and comfortable environment for women, although 
we are still obligated to try. Attempts to measure behaviors 
episodically, in terms of what is done or what was felt at 
the time, miss the powerful effects of “safety work” when 
it succeeds, and counting incidents of harassment in 
particular will miss, among other things, the intrusions that 
are not “unwelcome” but nonetheless “uninvited”13 and 
part of the overall landscape of male entitlement. Moreover, 
operating from a “crime framework” and focusing on “what 
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The Social and Political Philosophy of 
Mary Wollstonecraft
Edited by Sandrine Bergès and Alan Coffee (Oxford 
University Press, 2017). 240 pp. ISBN 9780198766841.

Reviewed by Valerie Williams
EMMANUEL COLLEGE

The Social and Political Philosophy of Mary Wollstonecraft, 
edited by Sandrine Bergès and Alan Coffee, is an excellent 
collection of twelve philosophical essays written by 
scholars at the forefront of Wollstonecraft research. Their 
self-professed aim in presenting this collection is to show 
the “breadth of current leading philosophical research in 
Wollstonecraft’s work.”1 The issues addressed throughout 
the volume are, indeed, many and varied. They include but 
are not limited to concerns about the nature of freedom, 
the relationship between friendship and marriage, and the 
role of rights and duties to both individuals and society. 

Wollstonecraft scholars will almost certainly find this text 
now among the critical texts with which one ought to 
engage when writing on Wollstonecraft. However, this text 
should also appeal to historians of philosophy interested 
in the philosophical moves made throughout modernity 
and between antiquity and modernity. Contemporary 
philosophers with interests in social and political 
philosophy, feminist philosophy, or ethics will find much as 
well. Taken altogether, The Social and Political Philosophy of 
Mary Wollstonecraft not only shows many new paths taken 
in Wollstonecraft scholarship, but also invites scholars to 
pursue further research by providing new opportunities for 
dialogue with her text.

One particular strength of this collection is that the authors 
converse with each other. As a result, readers are able to see 
opposing sides of an issue or how one interpretation can 
serve as a foundation for other insights. For example, in the 
first chapter, Sylvana Tomaselli argues that Wollstonecraft 
“did not in fact seem to believe the eradication of the 
consequences of innate differences possible; indeed, she 
did not consistently appear to desire it.”2 In chapter nine, 
Lena Halldenius disagrees with this very point. Alan Coffee 
and Philip Pettit have different arguments about what 
“freedom” means for Wollstonecraft.3 Catriona Mackenzie 
makes use of both Coffee and Halldenius’s works to 
support her own argument.

Initially, readers may question how broad the current 
research on Wollstonecraft is: five of the collection’s 
twelve pieces focus on Wollstonecraft’s republicanism. 
Given the historically contentious nature of classifying 
Wollstonecraft within a specific tradition, this may seem 
skewed. With that said, Bergès and Coffee make a good 
case for including so many articles that draw upon 
republicanism. The connections between Wollstonecraft 
and republicanism are, by comparison, new. Moreover, the 
lens of republicanism has helped philosophers not only 
to better understand key concepts, such as equality and 
freedom, within Wollstonecraft’s works, but also to tease 
out further implications of her work.

to the world affect our relationship to matters that might 
seem unconnected to “the body” as such, matters like 
writing, speaking up in a faculty meeting, venturing into an 
unknown area of intellectual work? running for Congress? 
(For example, what if we extended the idea of “safety 
work” to, for example, the constant second-guessing and 
self-policing one does in so-called professional contexts, 
“safety work” that is particularly invisible, and discounted, 
when it works, as it now often does?) Beauvoir’s claim for 
how women were held back was a more sweeping one. 
There is still work to do.

NOTES

1. From “Poetry is Not a Luxury” (1986), quoted by F. Vera-Gray (12). 
Further references to the book I’m reviewing will be incorporated 
in the text.

2. This is becoming more widely understood, as Vera-Gray shows, 
thanks to several decades of scholarship by Margaret Simons, 
Sonia Kruks, and Toril Moi among others, and the (2011) English 
re-translation by Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevalier.

3. She follows Sara Heinamäa in translating not “lived body” but 
“living body,” as she explains (15): “I use the terms ‘living body’ 
and ‘living experience’ instead of the conventional ‘lived,’ to 
further emphasize our temporality as well as the role of our 
active processes in creating the body and experience as we live 
it.” See also 57.

4. This includes what she calls the “prevalence literature,” and 
accounts written to guide clinicians and practitioners who work 
professionally with victim-survivors, as she herself has done for 
a number of years.

5. Liz Kelly, “Preface,” x. 

6. She quotes K. Weeks (Constituting Feminist Subjects, Cornell 
1998): “a standpoint is a project, not an inheritance” (Vera-Gray, 
27).

7. Vera-Gray references Toril Moi’s work and Sara Heinamaa’s; 
another very good account is Moya Lloyd, Judith Butler: From 
Norms to Politics (Polity, 2007). Vera-Gray gives a nice example 
(59) of how Beauvoir’s first translator, H. M. Parshley, had a lack 
of awareness to phenomenological language and thus distorted 
an account of embodied experience into an apparent dualistic 
essentialism.

8. Preface, xiii.

9. Gail Weiss, Body Images: Embodiment as Intercorporeality 
(Routledge, 1999), 1, quoted 56.

10. This points to another unfortunate effect of Parshley’s editing: 
in an understandable attempt to make the text shorter and 
more “readable,” he cut many of these quotations entirely and 
shortened or paraphrased many others. 

11. A collection edited by Ingrid Galster, Simone de Beauvoir: Le 
Deuxième sexe: le livre fondateur du féminisme moderne en 
situation (Paris; Honoré Champion Éditeur, 2015) provides a 
detailed, chapter-by-chapter guide to the non-philosophical 
sources Beauvoir consulted in researching The Second Sex; the 
empirical strands are even stronger in Old Age and The Long 
March.

12. For another interesting discussion of this mode of argument, see 
Patricia Moynagh, “Beauvoir on Lived Reality, Exemplary Validity, 
and a Method for Political Thought,” in Simone de Beauvoir’s 
Political Thinking, ed. Lori Jo Marso and Patricia Moynagh, 11–30 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2006).

13. The adjustment from “unwanted” or “unwelcome” to “uninvited” 
(7, 11) is a brilliant stroke, I think, because it captures a basic fact 
about these situations: that whether or not women “want” them 
does not matter. As Susan Estrich put it in Real Rape (Harvard, 
1987), “consent is presumed.”

14. The Right Amount of Panic: How Women Trade Freedom for Safety 
(Policy Press, 2018).
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hold that people have mistaken the way the world appears 
for the way the world actually is; they both hold that 
women and non-whites merely appear to be incapable of 
freedom because of the various ways in which they have 
been socialized. Wollstonecraft differed from abolitionists 
in some respect. Many abolitionists considered the deep 
problem with slavery to be the lack of contract between 
master and slave; Wollstonecraft did not think that slavery 
would be less morally problematic if slaves voluntarily 
contracted away their lives. 

The republican chapters begin with a bang. Pettit provides 
readers with a singularly clear entrance into thinking 
about the republican dimensions of Wollstonecraft’s 
thought. He uses Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House to illustrate 
the particular set of questions about what it means for a 
wife to be free, and to show readers one of the ways in 
which Wollstonecraft drew upon the republican tradition’s 
conception of freedom. In A Doll’s House, the wife enjoys 
no legal or political freedom to do as she pleases; however, 
if the husband allows her to do as she pleases anyway, 
it is unclear whether she is free in any meaningful sense. 
On the republican view, in which freedom is about non-
domination, if someone can stop you from doing as you 
please, this makes you unfree. Here is where Pettit says 
that Wollstonecraft seems particularly republican: she 
wants women not to depend upon men’s kindness for their 
freedom of mind or freedom to act. 

In chapter eight, Susan James argues for the view that 
Wollstonecraft is a Spinozist on the issue of rights. James 
then addresses four potential problems with holding the 
view that rights are powers to act and offers four solutions 
to these problems on behalf of Wollstonecraft. The fourth 
solution, however, opens Wollstonecraft up to a criticism 
that Wollstonecraft “allows anyone to do anything they 
can.”5 James observes that Wollstonecraft uses the natural 
law to circumvent this particular criticism and goes on to 
make a larger conceptual claim about the relationship 
of republicanism to liberalism. James comments that 
this attempt to bridge republicanism and the natural law 
“contributes to what will become the triumph of liberalism 
over republicanism—the subordination of theories 
organized around a conception of equal freedom as the 
overarching value of political life to theories grounded on 
individual moral rights.”6

Halldenius attempts to identify a coherent notion of 
representation in Wollstonecraft’s work. Halldenius would 
do well to set the stakes of her argument at the beginning of 
the chapter so that readers can know why Wollstonecraft’s 
conception of representation is particularly important. 
Halldenius’s argument requires reading Wollstonecraft as a 
republican, juxtaposing her views with those of her rough 
contemporaries, and reading the text closely to understand 
how her concept of a duty impacts her commitments to 
the notion of representation. She is successful in this 
close reading of the text, and her comments on duty will 
be useful to Wollstonecraft scholars regardless of their 
interest in representation. 

Among the most successful chapters, Coffee’s “Mary 
Wollstonecraft, Public Reason, and the Virtuous 

There are relatively few reasons to criticize the work, but 
as with any collection of essays, some are more successful 
than others. Some essays may have been overly ambitious 
in what they set out to accomplish within their limited 
pages. Some authors needed to establish clearer stakes 
for their arguments. Often, though, the authors realize the 
limitations of their chapters, and one would hope that other 
scholars take on the task of fleshing out additional avenues 
for investigation. As a collection aimed at discussing 
contemporary Wollstonecraft scholarship, readers with 
interests in Wollstonecraft and socialism or Wollstonecraft 
as a commentator on race and class may wish for a stronger 
focus on these issues. 

Nevertheless, the work as a whole is still diverse. The 
first three chapters loosely hang together insofar as they 
concern the ways in which Wollstonecraft’s predecessors 
are useful for understanding Wollstonecraft’s works. Of 
particular note is Nancy Kendrick’s chapter in which she 
uses Aristotle to show how Wollstonecraft has replaced the 
notion of marriage as a friendship of utility with the notion 
that marriage is a friendship of virtue. The textual evidence 
she uses regarding reciprocation and perfection is both 
clear and convincing, and the essay should serve scholars 
of Aristotle and Wollstonecraft well in the years to come. 

Martina Reuter’s chapter, “The Role of the Passions in Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s Notion of Virtue,” represents a masterful 
example of close textual analysis of Wollstonecraft’s 
discussion of the Houyhnhnms and Yahoos from Jonathan 
Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. Reuter’s analysis reveals that, for 
Wollstonecraft, passions give human beings real choices 
to do what is virtuous or what is not. The Houyhnhnms 
simply do not have this choice open to them. It is in choice 
that Wollstonecraft finds virtuous action. An action is not 
virtuous if one does it because one must; rather, an act is 
virtuous when one chooses to do it. This lends credence to 
the view that Wollstonecraft is a virtue ethicist. 

The middling chapters of The Social and Political Philosophy 
of Mary Wollstonecraft address what I consider to be 
implications of Wollstonecraft’s work for contemporary 
social and ethical philosophy. For example, Mackenzie 
argues that Wollstonecraft’s own position on autonomy 
anticipates debates within contemporary relational 
autonomy theory. Mackenzie does, indeed, paint with a 
“broad brush,” but this invites additional scholarly research 
into the relationships she lays out in her work. 

In “Mary Wollstonecraft, Children’s Human Rights, and 
Animal Ethics,” Botting shows that while Wollstonecraft 
does not extend rights to animals, she may nevertheless be 
useful to animal rights theorists insofar as Wollstonecraft 
“modeled how to use a radically utopian ideal of rights to 
push for a richer and creative realization of rights in hostile 
or unreceptive legal systems” (95).4 The majority of Botting’s 
work, however, is aimed at capturing Wollstonecraft’s 
conception of the parent-child relationship. 

Laura Brace’s “Wollstonecraft and the Properties of (Anti-) 
Slavery” provides a bridge into the next five chapters on 
republicanism by focusing on freedom. Brace demonstrates 
that both Wollstonecraft and the abolitionists of her day 
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3. Alan Coffee, “Mary Wollstonecraft, Public Reason, and the 
Virtuous Republic,” in The Social and Political Philosophy of 
Mary Wollstonecraft, ed. Sandrine Bergès and Alan Coffee, 184 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).

4. Eileen Hunt Botting, “Mary Wollstonecraft, Children’s Human 
Rights, and Animal Ethics,” in The Social and Political Philosophy 
of Mary Wollstonecraft, ed. Sandrine Bergès and Alan Coffee, 95 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).

5. Susan James, “Mary Wollstonecraft’s Conception of Rights,” in 
The Social and Political Philosophy of Mary Wollstonecraft, ed. 
Sandrine Bergès and Alan Coffee, 161 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2016).

6. Ibid., 163.

NEWS FROM THE COMMITTEE 
ON THE STATUS OF WOMEN

COMMITTEE MEMBERS FOR 2019–2020 
Adriel M. Trott (APA Blog Series Editor), Kathryn J. Norlock 
(Associate Chair 2019), Charlotte Witt (Chair 2019), 
Margaret Atherton (Member 2019), Amy R. Baehr (Member 
2019), Michael C. Rea (Member 2019), Rachel V. McKinnon 
(Member 2020, on leave), Julinna C. Oxley (Member 2020), 
Katie Stockdale (Member 2021), Nancy Bauer (Member 
2021), Nicole J. Hassoun (Member 2021), Janet A. Kourany 
(Member 2021), Lauren Freeman (Newsletter Editor), Peggy 
DesAutels (Site Visit Program Director).

THE WOMEN IN PHILOSOPHY BLOG IS A YEAR 
OLD!

The series continues to solicit contributions on topics about 
women in the field, about women in the public sphere, or 
about the research women in the field are doing. We are 
working on cultivating a space for women and genderqueer 
folks to discuss these issues, but the comment sections 
still tend to be populated by men, and often men who are 
telling the posters how to better think about diversity, so 
it’s still a work in progress. People who are interested in 
supporting the series might consider submitting a post to 
the series editor (Adriel M. Trott at trotta@wabash.edu) or 
commenting on posts.

CSW POSTERS 
Two new posters are available for purchase on the CSW 
website (http://www. apaonlinecsw.org/).

CSW SESSION ON #METOO DRAWS AN 
OVERFLOW CROWD AT THE EASTERN APA

Speakers Cassie Herbert, Elizabeth Harman, Linda Alcoff, 
and Saba Fatima spoke to a large and appreciative room, 
and showed how enlightening and important feminist 
reflection on current topics can be.

Republic” shows that virtue is a necessary component of 
Wollstonecraft’s conception of freedom. Coffee contends 
that the relationship between virtue and freedom in 
Wollstonecraft’s theory sheds light on contemporary 
concerns in republicanism about accommodating diversity 
while maintaining freedom. Although there are many 
noteworthy insights in this chapter, one of particular 
importance is that Wollstonecraft offers both moral and 
pragmatic reasons for favoring freedom. For readers 
familiar with Wollstonecraft’s work, this reasoning is 
recognizable as the backbone of Wollstonecraft’s claims 
about why women should be granted an education: without 
it, they will fail to be good people and cause men to be 
unfree. It is in Wollstonecraft’s call for independence as a 
necessary condition for freedom that Coffee finds some 
advice for contemporary republicans: they should foster an 
environment in which all groups have access to the means 
by which to conduct public discourse. This is difficult to 
enact in practice, but the point of this article stands: 
Wollstonecraft continues to contribute to discussions 
regarding multiculturalism. 

The last chapter on Wollstonecraft’s republicanism 
attempts to reconcile feminist and republican ideals to 
some extent by examining Wollstonecraft and Sophie de 
Grouchy on the role of mothering. In her essay, Bergès 
provides an excellent overview of de Grouchy’s work for 
readers who might be unfamiliar. While Wollstonecraft 
and de Grouchy agree that mothering is indispensable 
to the development of republican virtues, they differ in 
their appraisal of wet nurses. Wollstonecraft maintains 
that women with wet nurses become vicious; de Grouchy 
does not. Bergès suggests that Wollstonecraft’s familiarity 
with wet nurses in England may have prevented her from 
seeing how wet nurses can be used well. Bergès concludes 
that de Grouchy may open up an avenue for reconciling 
the republican commitment to developing virtuous citizens 
with the feminist desire for mothers to be able to choose 
to work. However, Bergès does note that this solution is 
somewhat limited by practical and theoretical constraints. 

To echo a sentiment shared by Bergès and Coffee, readers 
may wish that the text were longer. As Barbara Taylor points 
out in the final chapter of the work, there is little reference 
outside of footnotes and brief discussions regarding the 
role of Christianity in Wollstonecraft’s work. And even 
though Bergès and Coffee are careful to frame their project 
in terms of presenting current philosophical research, it 
is striking that there is little discussion of Wollstonecraft’s 
liberalism. With that said, Bergès and Coffee have compiled 
an outstanding volume filled with philosophical insight that 
will be useful to many.

NOTES

1. Sandrine Bergès and Alan Coffee, “Introduction,” in The Social and 
Political Philosophy of Mary Wollstonecraft, ed. Sandrine Bergès 
and Alan Coffee, 5 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).

2. Sylvana Tomaselli, “Reflections on Inequality, Respect, and Love 
in the Political Writings of Mary Wollstonecraft,” in The Social and 
Political Philosophy of Mary Wollstonecraft, ed. Sandrine Bergès 
and Alan Coffee, 14–33 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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This conference is organized by the Department of 
Philosophy at Northeastern University in Boston in 
cooperation with UiT The Arctic University of Norway 
and the Globalizing Minority Rights Project (www.uit.no/
research/gmr). The conference is supported by a grant 
from the Norwegian Research Council.

CANADIAN SOCIETY FOR WOMEN IN 
PHILOSOPHY

October 25, 2019–October 27, 2019
University of Guelph, Canada

Our conference theme is “Feminism and Food.” This 
conference asks participants to consider how food, as 
a topic worthy of philosophical investigation, is related 
to feminist challenges to traditional discourse. How has 
food been discussed in the history of philosophy, or 
overlooked? How has feminist philosophical scholarship 
taken into account issues including the ethics and politics 
of food production, availability, and consumption? What 
counts as food, and how are metaphysical claims regarding 
the nature of food related to our attitudes to animals, to 
climate, and to cultural geographies?

A block of rooms has been reserved at the Delta Hotel, 
directly across from the University of Guelph. The last day 
to book is Wednesday, September 25, 2019.

You can make your reservation here.

Delta Hotels Guelph Conference Centre
50 Stone Road West
Guelph, ON. N1G 0A9

CONTRIBUTOR BIOS
Meryl Altman teaches English and Women’s Studies at 
DePauw University in Indiana. She has just completed a 
book, Beauvoir in Time.

Ellie Anderson is visiting assistant professor of philosophy 
at Pitzer College. Her research focuses on phenomenology, 
deconstruction, and feminist theory. She recently received 
her PhD from Emory University and has published articles 
on the work of Simone de Beauvoir in the Continental 
Philosophy Review and the Journal of Speculative 
Philosophy. She is co-author of the Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy’s entry, “Feminist Perspectives on the Self.” 
She is currently completing a book project on selfhood and 
intersubjectivity.

Elle Benjamin is a PhD candidate at the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst. She mainly works in metaphysics, 
but also has strong interests in social and feminist 
philosophy, atypical cognition, and the intersection of 
autism and feminism. Her dissertation attempts to reconcile 
Humean objections to an ontology of states of affairs 
through the development of a metaphysics of relations 
called Positionalism. But this project may just be a futile 
manifestation of weak central coherence.

ANNOUNCEMENTS
CALL FOR PAPERS

Global Structural Injustice and Minority Rights

Date: Friday, March 13–Sunday, March 15, 2020
Location: Northeastern University, Boston, MA, USA

Keynote Speakers

Avigail Eisenberg, University of Victoria
Stephen Gardiner, University of Washington

Catherine Lu, McGill University

Conference Theme

The concept of structural injustice is one that has been 
given a lot of attention by political philosophers in recent 
years. Iris Young defined structural injustice as a kind of 
moral wrong that is distinct from unjust, biased or malicious 
actions by individual actors or policies of states. Rather, 
structural injustice is the result of actions by many different 
actors and institutions over long periods of time, actions 
which are not necessarily unjust and may even be morally 
neutral or positive. Even though the individual actions may 
not be unjust in themselves, the resulting structural features 
may be said to be unjust because they unfairly constrain 
some people’s options and threaten them with deprivation, 
where as they benefit others. Individual actions play a role, 
of course, since structural injustice is maintained through 
the behavior and actions of individuals, but the focus of 
moral concern is the structures that perpetuate it.

The structural injustice framework has been used to 
discuss domestic political questions. But can it also be 
used to consider global social and political challenges? The 
guiding question of this conference is: Can the concept of 
structural injustice be fruitfully applied to global problems? 
For example, can the harms of climate change, forced 
displacement, gender inequality, economic inequality, etc., 
be understood as forms of structural injustice? Furthermore, 
can this framework help us to understand how we should 
ascribe responsibility for these global challenges?

A particular focus of this conference will be minority rights. 
Can structural injustice help us to understand how to better 
address injustices experienced by members of global 
minorities such as Indigenous populations, refugees, 
climate refugees, members of the LGBTQ community, 
etc.? How have global minorities attempted to resist and 
transform the conditions of structural injustice that impact 
them?  Should global minorities (and their allies) aim 
to transform domestic or global institutional structures 
(or both)?  How can global minorities (and their allies) 
collaborate to resist and transform structural injustice?

Papers relating to any aspect of the theme of global 
structural injustice and minority rights will be considered.

Please email 300–500 word abstracts to Ava Sasani 
(sasani.a@husky.neu.edu) by July 1, 2019.

www.uit.no/research/gmr
www.uit.no/research/gmr
https://www.marriott.com/event-reservations/reservation-link.mi%3Fid%3D1552321250143%26key%3DGRP%26app%3Dresvlink
mailto:sasani.a%40husky.neu.edu?subject=
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Briana Toole is a philosopher and post-doctoral fellow in 
the Department of Philosophy at Baruch College, CUNY. She 
works at the intersection of epistemology, feminist theory, 
and the philosophy of race and gender. Briana is interested 
primarily in examining the relationship between social 
identity and knowledge, focusing in particular on how 
standpoint epistemology can be used to better understand 
epistemic oppression. Her research is largely inspired by 
her experiences as a biracial teenager growing up in the 
Florida panhandle. These experiences led her to found the 
philosophy outreach program Corrupt the Youth, which aims 
to bring philosophy to populations that traditionally lack 
access to it. She has written on issues relating to diversity 
and philosophy in Times Higher Education, and her research 
has been featured on the Examining Ethics podcast.

Valerie Williams is an assistant professor of philosophy at 
Emmanuel College in Boston, Massachusetts. Her research 
lies at the intersection of the history of philosophy, feminist 
philosophy, and social and political philosophy. She works 
primarily on the role of the family in early modern and 
modern philosophy but also has interests in early modern 
conceptions of education and its role in political life.

Charlotte Witt is professor of philosophy and humanities 
at the University of New Hampshire. She is the author of 
Substance and Essence in Aristotle and Ways of Being 
in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, both published by Cornell 
University Press. She is the co-editor of A Mind of One’s 
Own: Feminist Essays on Reason and Objectivity and three 
other collections, including Adoption Matters: Philosophical 
and Feminist Essays. Her most recent work includes a 
monograph, The Metaphysics of Gender (Oxford 2011), and 
an edited volume, Feminist Metaphysics: Explorations in 
the Ontology of Sex, Gender and the Self (Springer 2011). 
Witt is chair of the APA Committee on the Status of Women.

Audrey Yap is an associate professor in the Philosophy 
Department at the University of Victoria, in Canada, which 
stands on unceded Lekwungen territory. She is a lapsed 
philosopher of mathematics who now works primarily in 
feminist epistemology, and anti-oppressive philosophy 
more generally. She writes on issues around epistemic 
injustice and gendered violence, and is thinking these days 
about how we might view both perpetrators and victims of 
violence and oppression using non-ideal theories.

Agnes Callard is associate professor and director of 
Undergraduate Studies in the Department of Philosophy at 
the University of Chicago. She received her BA from the 
University of Chicago in 1997 and her PhD from Berkeley 
in 2008. Her primary areas of specialization are ancient 
philosophy and ethics. Her book, Aspiration: The Agency 
of Becoming, was published by Oxford University Press in 
2018.

Céline Leboeuf is an assistant professor in the Philosophy 
Department at Florida International University. Her current 
research lies at the intersection of continental philosophy, 
feminist philosophy, and the critical philosophy of race. 
Inspired by the idea of philosophy as a way of life, her work 
aims to develop an art of living the body in a world that 
primarily understands the bodies of members of oppressed 
groups through the lens of reductive stereotypes. At 
present, she is investigating the effects of stringent beauty 
standards on women’s experiences of their bodies, probing 
the experience of mixed-race individuals, and exploring her 
never-ending fascination with Simone de Beauvoir.

Kate Manne is an assistant professor of philosophy at 
Cornell University, where she’s been teaching since 2013. 
Before that, she was a junior fellow at the Harvard Society 
of Fellows. Manne’s research is in moral philosophy, 
feminist philosophy, and social philosophy. She also 
regularly writes opinion pieces, essays, and reviews for 
a wider audience—in venues including The New York 
Times, The Boston Review, The Huffington Post, the Times 
Literary Supplement, Newsweek, and New York Magazine. 
She recently published her first book, Down Girl: The Logic 
of Misogyny (Oxford University Press: New York, 2018). She 
is currently working on her second book, Entitled (Crown 
US/Penguin UK).

Kathryn J. Norlock is the Kenneth Mark Drain Chair in 
Ethics and Professor of Philosophy at Trent University 
in Peterborough, Ontario, and associate chair of the APA 
Committee on the Status of Women. She is a co-founder 
and co-editor of Feminist Philosophy Quarterly, the peer-
reviewed, online, and Open Access journal for feminist 
philosophy. She feels your pain if you keep changing 
your syllabus for an undergraduate feminism course and 
recommends assigning Chapters 1, 2, 5, and 6 of Down 
Girl for the final two weeks of term. She is best contacted 
at kathrynnorlock@gmail.com.

mailto:kathrynnorlock%40gmail.com?subject=
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APA NEWSLETTER ON

Hispanic/Latino Issues in 
Philosophy

EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION
Carlos Alberto Sánchez 
SAN JOSE STATE UNIVERSITY

As I see it, the purpose of this newsletter is simple: to engage 
with and promote work of possible and actual interest to 
the Latinx/Hispanic philosophical community in the US. 
The newsletter is thus a meeting-point, and each individual 
newsletter is a gathering in which issues, themes, lines of 
inquiry, local or global urgencies, or otherwise intellectual 
work of relevance to us can enter into a conversation that 
is at times just beginning and at times well underway. 
The newsletter is, in this sense, a record of a continuous 
conversation about Latinx/Latin American philosophy in the 
US. Over the past ten years, we have attempted to fulfill 
this purpose by publishing essays, interviews, reviews, 
etc., that are both of the highest quality and contribute to 
what we can call our tradition, or, as Manuel Vargas puts 
it in this issue, our “microcanon”—a term that is sure to 
arouse debate. 

We begin the present newsletter with our “Spotlight,” 
where we formally introduce our readers to the new co-
editor of the newsletter, Lori Gallegos de Castillo. Lori 
brings energy, perspective, and vision to the newsletter 
and, as she transitions into the role of editor, these will 
be in full display as we seek to solidify the role of the 
newsletter as a central gathering place for Latinx and Latin 
American philosophy. 

Next, we present three essays: the first, “Letting Go of 
Mestizaje: Settler Colonialism and Latin American/Latinx 
Philosophy,” is the 2018 winner of the APA Prize in Latin 
American Thought. In this essay, Julio Covarrubias criticizes 
our blind reliance on the concept of “mestizaje” and urges 
us to “let it go” given its ideological baggage. Covarrubias 
tells us that the narrative of mestizaje “speak[s] of a process 
of elimination. It [speaks to] a kind of cultural genocide that 
reproduces settler erasures.” 

Covarrubias’s critical dismantling of the ideology of 
mestizaje is already a contribution to our “canon” or 
“microcanon.” It is to this issue of “canon formation” that 
our second essay speaks. Manuel Vargas’s “Canonical 
Philosophy, Mexican Philosophy,” thinks about the “now-
coalescing microcanon of Mexican philosophy,” a reflection 
motivated by the recent Oxford publication of Sánchez and 
Sanchez, Mexican Philosophy in the 20th Century. Vargas 
suggests that rather than think about “canons,” we must 
now begin to think about “microcanons,” which “proclaim 

that this and that ought to be studied. Unlike the older kind 
of canon, they add a further thought: . . . but only if you are 
in to that kind of thing.” 

The third, and final, essay, by Gertrude James González 
de Allen, is a study of Afro-Latinas’ relation to the objects 
under their care. Her study includes an examination of care 
for sacred objects, paid labor (care for objects that are not 
one’s own), and care for objects that are cherished for their 
ties to family and history. This focus reveals complexity in 
the nature of the subjectivity within oppressive systems 
and responds to Gloria Anzaldúa’s call to challenge limiting 
subject-object dualities.

On the whole, this issue exemplifies the diversity of our 
interests as a philosophical community and the range of 
themes that we are willing to explore. It also points to 
new, future directions in our philosophy, directions filled 
with possibility and promise. Finally, we invite our readers 
to consider submitting to the various conferences and 
publication opportunities included here.

CALLS FOR SUBMISSIONS
APA NEWSLETTER ON HISPANIC/LATINO ISSUES 
IN PHILOSOPHY

The APA Newsletter on Hispanic/Latino Issues in Philosophy 
is accepting contributions for the fall 2019 issue. Our 
readers are encouraged to submit original work on any topic 
related to Hispanic/Latino thought, broadly construed. We 
publish original, scholarly treatments, as well as reflections, 
book reviews, and interviews. Please prepare articles for 
anonymous review.

All submissions should be accompanied by a short 
biographical summary of the author. Electronic submissions 
are preferred. All submissions should be limited to 5,000 
words (twenty double-spaced pages) and must follow 
the APA guidelines for gender-neutral language and The 
Chicago Manual of Style formatting. All articles submitted 
to the newsletter undergo anonymous review by members 
of the Committee on Hispanics.

BOOK REVIEWS
Book reviews in any area of Hispanic/Latino philosophy, 
broadly construed, are welcome. Submissions should 
be accompanied by a short biographical summary of the 
author. Book reviews may be short (500 words) or long 
(1,500 words). Electronic submissions are preferred. 
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CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS: GENEALOGY

The journal Genealogy is seeking contributions for a 
special issue on “Future Directions in Latinx/Latin American 
Philosophy.” See the following website for submission 
information and description of Special Issue: https://www.
mdpi.com/journal/genealogy/special_issues/philosophy

Genealogy (ISSN 2313-5778) is an international, 
scholarly, peer-reviewed, open access journal devoted to 
the analysis of genealogical narratives (with applications 
for family, race/ethnic, gender, migration and science 
studies) and scholarship that uses genealogical theory and 
methodologies to examine historical processes.

SPOTLIGHT
Lori Gallegos de Castillo 
TEXAS STATE UNIVERSITY 

Q. What drew you to Latin American philosophy? 

A. As an undergraduate philosophy major at the University 
of New Mexico, I did not have an opportunity to take a Latin 
American philosophy class. Although I believe I received 
an excellent education, I struggled to find philosophy 
that spoke directly to the moral issues that I cared about 
most at the time, which had to do with immigration, the 
struggles of the poor, and US military interventions abroad. 
Immigration, in particular, has always been an issue that 
I have cared about in a very personal way. I worked in 
family based immigration law as a senior at the university 
and for some time before starting graduate school. 
Serving immigrant families in my city was an honor, and I 
considered going to law school instead of graduate school 
in philosophy, but I ultimately wanted more opportunities 
to critique unjust laws, rather than think and work within 
the confines of the law. I learned later that Latin American 
and Latinx philosophy offer resources for thinking about 
the issues that were of great importance to me, and for 
doing so from the perspectives of those who are most 
vulnerable. I am convinced that more philosophy programs 
ought to offer undergraduate courses in Latin American 
philosophy because there are many students who may find 
that something in Latin American and Latinx philosophy 
resonates with them in very meaningful ways. 

It wasn’t until several years into graduate school that I 
really had a chance to begin learning about Latin American 
and Latinx philosophy. I received a grant to attend the 
Center of Study and Investigation for Decolonial Dialogues’ 
decolonial summer school in Barcelona. It was there, 
under the instruction of Nelson Maldonado-Torres and 
Linda Alcoff, that I read works by Enrique Dussel, Aníbal 
Quijano, Walter Mignolo, Maria Lugones, Sylvia Winter, and 
Frantz Fanon, as well as work in standpoint epistemology. 
The experience was deeply unsettling and transformative. 
Many aspects of my thinking—about social justice, about 
race, about world history, about knowledge and the role 
of philosophy as a discipline, and my sense of my own 

DEADLINES 
Deadline for the spring issue is November 15. Authors 
should expect a decision by January 15. Deadline for the 
fall issue is April 15. Authors should expect a decision by 
June 15. 

Please send all articles, book reviews, queries, comments, 
or suggestions electronically to the editor, 

Carlos Alberto Sánchez, at carlos.sanchez@sjsu.edu, 
or by post: Department of Philosophy 
San Jose State University 
One Washington Sq. 
San Jose, CA 95192-0096 

FORMATTING GUIDELINES
The APA Newsletters adhere to The Chicago Manual of 
Style. Use as little formatting as possible. Details like page 
numbers, headers, footers, and columns will be added 
later. Use tabs instead of multiple spaces for indenting. 
Use italics instead of underlining. Use an “em dash” (—) 
instead of a double hyphen (--). Use endnotes instead of 
footnotes. Examples of proper endnote style: John Rawls, 
A Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1971), 90. See Sally Haslanger, “Gender and Race: (What) 
Are They? (What) Do We Want Them to Be?” Noûs 34 (2000): 
31–55.

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS: PHILOSOPHY COMPASS 

Philosophy Compass solicits contributions of high-quality 
papers on issues/themes/ideas related to Latinx/Latin 
American philosophy. 

Papers must not be longer than 6,000 words. Papers should 
be written for a general audience with minimal jargon but 
should be opinionated, original survey articles. Submissions 
should cover more than just a narrow issue or debate, and 
should contribute something new or original to the area.  

“Philosophy Compass is an online-only journal publishing 
original, peer-reviewed survey articles of the most important 
research from across the entire discipline. Philosophy 
Compass fills a gap left by existing guides within the 
subject by focusing on what is happening right now in 
philosophy. Providing an ideal starting point for non-
specialists, Philosophy Compass publishes well written 
pieces explaining important debates within all areas of the 
field.”

Please prepare manuscripts for blind review. 

Send submissions to: 

Carlos A. Sánchez at carlos.sanchez@sjsu.edu. Subject line: 
Philosophy Compass. Deadline is ongoing.

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/genealogy/special_issues/philosophy
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/genealogy/special_issues/philosophy
https://www.mdpi.com/editorial_process
mailto:carlos.sanchez%40sjsu.edu?subject=
mailto:carlos.sanchez%40sjsu.edu?subject=
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Q. What is your assessment of the state of Latin American 
and Latinx philosophy as a discipline?

A. I have seen how hard many of my colleagues have 
worked to create a place for Latin American and Latinx 
philosophy in the US. An increasing number of departments 
are offering Latin American philosophy courses, and new 
translations, textbooks, and special issues come out every 
year. I don’t want to overstate the case, but it seems as 
though it is no longer completely necessary (as it seemed 
to be when I was a student) to specialize in one of the 
broader subfields of the discipline and only dabble in Latin 
American philosophy on the side. Still, Latin American 
philosophy in the US faces substantial challenges. One of 
those challenges continues to be convincing those who 
have not had much exposure to Latin American philosophy 
of its richness and importance. I think that for all people, 
it can be difficult to have an appreciation for that which is 
very culturally different. This is especially true when one 
internalizes negative biases about a given area of study. 
But I also think that if people have an open disposition 
and are willing to put in some time and effort towards 
learning more about Latin American philosophy, there is 
a good chance that they will find these encounters to be 
rewarding. Another challenge for the field has to do with US 
scholars’ lack of access to both contemporary and historical 
works from Latin America. Some scholars, including Carlos 
Alberto Sánchez and Robert Eli Sanchez, are working hard 
to address this, but there is so, so much work to be done. 

Q. How do you see the role of this newsletter in the broader 
Latinx philosophical community? And how do you envision 
your approach as editor? 

A. One thing that makes the newsletter an exciting venue 
is that not only anonymously reviewed articles, but also 
interviews, translations, syllabi, book reviews, conference 
reports, and announcements are published. Furthermore, 
the newsletter is not meant to be restrictive in terms of 
philosophical style or subject matter. For this reason, I 
see it as an inclusive point of contact for the growing 
community of Latin American and Latinx philosophers. At 
the same time, the APA newsletters are widely distributed, 
so the publication is able to reach people who may not 
otherwise have much exposure to Latin American and 
Latinx philosophy. The newsletter often includes content 
that is accessible to broad audiences in philosophy, and it 
keeps a finger on the pulse of the subfield. I hope that the 
newsletter continues to receive submissions that engage in 
comparative philosophy, as well as work that aims towards 
broad audiences in general. One of the great aspects of the 
newsletter is that it features the work of both established 
and junior scholars. I would like both of these groups to 
continue to see the newsletter as belonging to them, to 
submit often, and to organize special issues addressing 
emerging areas of importance. I am also interested in 
encouraging submissions that push boundaries in terms of 
their focus on work from and/or for those that have been 
marginalized within the discipline and subfield, such as 
queer, feminist, Indigenous, and Afro-Latinx philosophies. 
Finally, I am interested in facilitating the community’s 
exposure to previously untranslated contemporary and 
historical philosophy from Latin America. 

responsibilities in light of all of this—were turned upside 
down. Many of the lessons that I learned at the summer 
school, like seeing the legacy of colonialism as ongoing, 
and recognizing that philosophy can be a complicit or 
liberatory practice, are now foundational to my thinking.

In addition to decolonial theory, I also gradually learned 
more about Latina/x feminisms. Eduardo Mendieta 
introduced me to the work of Ada María Isasi-Díaz. 
Through my participation as a graduate assistant at PIKSI 
(Philosophy in an Inclusive Key Summer Institute), Mariana 
Ortega introduced me to the work of Gloria Anzaldúa. 
One of the reasons that I am drawn to the work of these 
and other Latina/x feminists is because they often begin 
with the everyday lived experience of those who are 
oppressed, and then they build philosophically outward 
from there. The works of Latina/x feminists are often 
written to be taken on their own terms, but they can also 
be put into fascinating conversation with philosophy from 
Anglo-American, Continental, or other traditions. I love the 
idea that everyday moments—even (or especially) those 
which are typically invisiblized—are a starting place for 
philosophy. After graduate school, I continued to study 
the work Ortega, Ofelia Schutte, Linda Alcoff, and Maria 
Lugones.

Q. What are some of the topics in Latin American philosophy 
that your current work addresses?

A. Another theme that emerges in Latina/x feminisms is 
that philosophy should be for everyone, including Latinx 
people in the US. It should resonate deeply with our 
concerns and intuitions, and help us make sense out of 
our lived experience. In this spirit, some of my current 
work comes from a more personal place, articulating 
philosophical problems concerning Latinx communities 
that I see and experience. One article that I am finishing 
up now is called “Conflicts of Home-Making: Strategies of 
Survival and the Politics of Assimilation.” It examines the 
tensions that emerge between Latinx communities who 
shape their environment in order to feel at home in a place 
where they are marginalized, and white assimilationists, 
who are troubled by a shifting US demographic, and who 
want to preserve their own sense of home.

In another project, called “The Interpreter’s Dilemma,” 
I aim to describe a particular unjust moral burden 
sometimes experienced by those who practice language 
and culture brokering for their non-English speaking family 
members. Focusing on this burden reveals a way in which 
the marginalization of non-English speaking immigrants 
impacts the broader Latinx community.

In the last year, I have also co-authored with my brother, 
Francisco Gallegos, two works in Latin American and 
Latinx metaphilosophy. One of these works is a chapter 
that surveys the history of Latin American thought on the 
question: Does Latin American philosophy even exist? This 
project has given me the opportunity to learn more about 
the work of philosophers like José Carlos Mariátegui, Risieri 
Frondizi, Augusto Salazar-Bondy, and Leopoldo Zea. 
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with in the region’s path to modernization. This had 
institutional implications. To take the case of Mexico, it’s no 
secret that Mexican nationalism, from the independence 
movement onward, revolved around various notions of 
mestizaje.7 As María Josefina Saldaña-Portillo notes, by 
the mid-twentieth century, in the wake of the Mexican 
Revolution of 1910, mestizo identity had become “fully 
ensconced as a principle of citizenship.”8 This gave way to 
a tendency that came to be known as indigenismo, a pan-
Latin American phenomenon that has been characterized 
by Peter Wade as centering around the idea that “indians 
need special recognition and that special values attach to 
them.”9 From the 1920s on, “the indian became a symbol of 
national identity in countries such as Mexico and Peru: both 
countries created government departments for indigenous 
affairs.”10 Thus, in Mexico, representations of “the indian” 
proliferated in the wake of the Revolution, for instance, in 
the work of the muralists. 

Based more on the glorification and romanticization of a 
“lost” pre-Columbian past than on respect for contemporary 
Indigenous communities, indigenismo, too, was ideological. 
The future, Wade observes, was always envisioned as 
“integrated and mestizo.”11 Time and again, scholars of race 
in Latin America have arrived at the same conclusions about 
mestizaje and indigenismo: “Historically,” Saldaña-Portillo 
observes, “the Indian has been understood as the cause for 
the failure of national cultures to congeal in Latin America. 
Thus, as state policy, twentieth-century indigenismo set 
out to modernize the Indian element in national cultures, 
integrating indigenous populations into mestizo life.”12 By 
always “recuperating” Mexican indigeneity as a thing of 
the past, then, indigenismo always erased the existence 
of contemporary Indigenous peoples and with this the 
possibility of Indigenous futures.13

3. THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF SETTLER 
COLONIALISM14

But what does it mean to erase indigeneity? Ubiquitous in 
settler colonial and Indigenous studies—but absent in the 
literature on epistemic injustice15—this usage of “erasure” 
has a distinct meaning from its usage in other “social 
justice” contexts. Hence, it is right to call it, as Potawatomi 
philosopher Kyle Powys Whyte calls it, settler erasure.16 
More than simply “covering over” or “making invisible,” 
it is tied in an important way to the analysis of settler 
colonialism as a territorial project underpinned by a logic of 
elimination.17 For Patrick Wolfe, the late leading proponent 
of this view, the organizing principle of settler colonialism 
is “the elimination of Indigenous forms of life.”18 Settler 
colonialism, he says, “strives for the dissolution of native 
societies,” while also erecting “a new colonial society on 
the expropriated land base”; “settler colonizers come to 
stay,” he quips. “Invasion is a structure not an event.”19

This structure need not require biological genocide. As 
an ongoing territorial project, it can manifest in as diverse 
strategies as “officially encouraged miscegenation, the 
breaking-down of native title into alienable individual 
freeholds, native citizenship, child abduction, religious 
conversion, resocialization in total institutions such as 
missions or boarding schools, and a whole range of cognate 

I am thrilled about, and deeply grateful for, this opportunity 
to support our community as co-editor (and, eventually, 
editor) of the newsletter. This is an exciting moment for us, 
and I look forward to being a part of what we are creating 
together!
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1. INTRODUCTION
The Latin American discourse on mestizaje—that tradition 
of thought on the cultural and racial admixture of the region 
that Latin American intellectuals have seen as its unique, 
defining feature—has fallen into disrepute. It has long 
been the verdict of historians and social scientists that 
this tradition functioned in an ideological manner—acting 
as justification for the ongoing oppression and neglect 
of Indigenous peoples, as the Latin American version of 
“melting-pot” assimilationism, or even as a eugenicist 
project of cultural and racial whitening (“blanqueamiento”).1 
At the same time, few other ideas in Latin American history 
have exercised so much influence over Latin American and 
Latinx intellectuals—including present-day scholars. All of 
us, it seems, are held in awe of it, perpetually carrying the 
burden—as Jack Forbes put it—“of genuflecting before the 
shrine of mestisaje [sic].”2 In doing so as uncritically as we 
tend to, I claim, Latinx philosophers unwittingly reproduce 
a specific kind of epistemic injustice not only against 
Indigenous peoples, but “mestizos” themselves.3

2. THE HISTORICAL DISCOURSE ON MESTIZAJE
The genealogy of the concept of mestizaje, and its 
institutional uptake in Latin America, reveal that mestizaje-
discourse is not simply racist, but a function of colonial 
processes of state-formation—both of which it cannot easily 
be disentangled from. It’s well known that a key difference 
between the Spanish and Anglo modes of colonization 
was that the former didn’t simply condone miscegenation 
between European and “Indian,” it encouraged it—indeed, 
utilized it as “a form of colonial governmentality.”4 This 
produced a colonial caste system (the sistema de las castas), 
dividing the population in a manner unlike Anglo settler 
colonialism: rather than bifurcate all its people according 
to the binary of “white”–“nonwhite,” the Spanish colony 
distributed rights, benefits, burdens, and privileges by 
reference to the degrees by which a person was “mixed,” 
by degrees of their “racial purity.”5 It’s in this context that 
a racial category denoting racial/culture admixture or 
miscegenation—mestizaje—emerged.6

The fact of “admixture” in turn spawned the tradition of 
social and political theory in Latin America that saw this 
miscegenation as the key social process to be contended 
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the social imagination. By “social imagination,” I refer to the 
“repository of images and scripts that become collectively 
shared . . . the representational background against which 
people tend to share their thoughts and listen to each 
other in a culture.”31 As José Medina notes, hermeneutical 
injustices don’t just occur because of conceptual lacunae, 
they can also be produced when the available meanings 
create epistemic obstacles to our even finding certain 
things imaginable.32 As cultural appropriation depends 
on, and thus replicates, notions of indigeneity that are 
inhuman—for instance, colonial images of “noble savages” 
who are always placed in an idyllic past, outside of the 
temporal bounds of modernity33—the settler imagination 
thus erases Indigenous peoples. 

This harm is tied to the logic of elimination. In erasing 
contemporary Indigenous complexities, cultural 
appropriation renders indigeneity no longer fluid or 
dynamic or coeval: to be Indigenous is to exist in the past. 
This kind of erasure discursively makes it impossible, 
unimaginable that indigeneities could be contemporary, 
implying too that there is no Indigenous future.34 In 
the context of contemporary colonialism, then, cultural 
appropriation contributes to the creation of a world where 
it would be impossible to be Indigenous. As Taiaike Alfred 
(Kahnawake Mohawk) and Jeff Corntassel (Tsalagi) put it: 

Contemporary Settlers follow the mandate 
provided for them by their imperial forefathers’ 
colonial legacy, not by attempting to eradicate the 
physical signs of Indigenous peoples as human 
bodies, but by trying to eradicate their existence 
as peoples through the erasure of the histories 
and geographies that provide the foundation for 
Indigenous cultural identities and sense of self.35

Epistemic settler erasure is, then, a distinct epistemic 
harm suffered by Indigenous peoples. It is an epistemic 
injustice that is inextricably and concomitantly linked to 
settler colonization as an ongoing territorial project. It is 
the epistemic dispossession of Indigenous specificity that 
accompanies—indeed, that is required to achieve—the 
dispossession of Indigenous peoples of their territory and 
self-determining authority. 

4. LATINX PHILOSOPHY AND SETTLER 
COLONIALISM 

When Latinx philosophers today deploy notions of mestizaje 
in our attempts to theorize the Latinx condition; when we 
attempt to define Latinx identities in the terms received 
by us from the legacy of colonization—in all such cases, 
we cannot help also bring into theory the terms on which 
the historical discourse of mestizaje rests. To show this, I 
conclude by considering an example: Jorge J. E. Gracia’s 
attempt to develop a notion of Hispanic/Latinx identity.36 
While Gracia seeks a notion of “Hispanic identity” (which 
he prefers over “Latino” identity) that is non-essentialist, he 
nonetheless makes use of—as so it seems he must—some 
notion of mestizaje to explain how this “community” came 
about in the first place. As this is not ipso facto problematic, 
my task here is to show that it commits a form of settler 
erasure. 

biocultural assimilations.”20 But no matter its manifestations, 
says Yellowknives Dene scholar Glen Coulthard, the settler 
colonial relationship is one “structured into a relatively 
secure or sedimented set of hierarchical social relations 
that continue to facilitate the dispossession of Indigenous 
peoples of [i] their lands and [ii] [their] self-determining 
authority.”21 The irreducible element of settler colonial 
power, therefore, is access to territory—an aim secured 
by the disarticulation of Indigenous senses of place and 
identity.22

To epistemically “erase” in this context, then, has an 
almost literal meaning: to erase Indigenous peoples 
means to try to make it so that Indigenous peoples do 
not exist as Indigenous peoples. It is part and parcel 
to the settler colonial project. This has both a practical 
component—for instance, policies or practices aimed at 
eliminating Indigenous peoples—as well as epistemic/
hermeneutical components, manifesting in such things as 
cultural appropriation,23 in the use, as we’ll see, of colonial 
categories, and in the designation of Indigenous peoples 
as just another racialized “ethnic” or “minority” group 
among others, which obscures the fact that Indigenous 
peoples are occupied nations undergoing colonization.24

This epistemic dimension reveals that there are specific 
forms of hermeneutical injustices suffered by Indigenous 
peoples, but ones distinct from the notion of hermeneutical 
injustice first articulated by Miranda Fricker.25 On Fricker’s 
account, hermeneutical injustices result from identity 
prejudices that are built into “collective hermeneutical 
resources,” the resources available for communicating or 
participating in meaning-making practices.26 Such injustices 
occur when structurally prejudiced hermeneutical resources 
unfairly inhibit the ability of marginalized social groups to 
make sense of and communicate social experiences that it 
is in their interest to be able to convey.27 The paradigmatic 
case offered by Fricker is women’s inability to articulate 
or, to an extent, to even comprehend their experience of 
sexual harassment prior to the existence of a concept for 
this kind of harm.28

This is not precisely what’s going on in the case of settler 
erasure, and yet there is a kind of hermeneutical injustice.29 
Consider cultural appropriation. Criticizing “white shamans,” 
Phillip J. Deloria (Standing Rock Sioux) notes that:

The tendency of New Age devotees to find in 
Indianness personal solutions to the question of 
living the good life meant that Indian Others were 
imagined in almost exclusively positive terms—
communitarian, environmentally wise, spiritually 
insightful. This happy multiculturalism blunted the 
edge of earlier calls for social change by focusing 
on pleasant cultural exchanges that erased the 
complex history of Indians and others.30

While there are multiple epistemic dimensions at issue 
here, I want to call attention to what we might refer to 
as erasure by colonial categories: when caricatures and 
fetishistic images of what it means to be Indigenous 
hermeneutically blot out the complexities of Indigenous 
identities, experiences, histories, and geographies from 
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Second, supposing Gracia grants this, he might point out 
that, still, his claim stands that “our reality” and identity 
“cannot be understood apart from mestizaje.”53 As Gracia 
says, “anyone who wishes to go back to some distant 
point of origin to recover some ethnic, cultural, or racial 
purity—whether Iberian, Spanish, Amerindian, African, 
Mexican, or whatever—will be sadly disappointed.”54 
The task is impossible, he says, because “500 years of 
mestizaje cannot be undone.”55 But, even accepting 
the framing of this argument,56 this would not apply 
to Indigenous peoples. The fact of being “mixed” 
doesn’t, by itself, stop an Indigenous person from being 
Indigenous. A person who is Triqui is Triqui not because of 
her genetics or appearance. To some degree, her cultural 
habits, which may vary, may not be determinative either.57 
The fact that there is no racial or ethnic “purity” among 
Indigenous peoples does not, moreover, imply their non-
existence as a people—this is to revert to the very sort 
of biologized notion of identity that Gracia sought to 
avoid, where admixture, in effect, erases indigeneity. By 
linking mestizaje to the present and future in this way, 
we discursively relegate indigeneity to the past—but, 
Indigenous peoples aren’t stuck in the past.

There is a last point. Gracia goes so far as to suggest 
that rejection of mestizaje, if it excludes subgroups from 
Hispanic identity, is oppressive, and that accepting the 
cultural “promiscuity” of mestizaje will help to end racism.58 
For example, in his argument against the “Latino” label, 
Gracia claims that it excludes Iberians and their criollo 
descendants. “What are these people going to be called?,” 
he asks, “How are we to regard them? I imagine some 
want to undo history by sending them back to Iberia, but 
wants will not change anything in this case. Descendants of 
criollos are here to stay.”59 This thread runs through Gracia’s 
book, and I want to claim that it reveals a kind of settler 
anxiety.60 While Gracia staunchly disavows any ideological 
or political aims, that is, a concern nevertheless emerges 
here about the territory in a discussion of names. The purely 
symbolic revocation of membership in the “Hispanic” 
ethnos to white Latin Americans becomes oppressive to 
them. It’s not surprising, then, that the preceding passage 
(“Descendants of criollos are here to stay”) turns out to 
mirror Wolfe’s analysis of the settler colonizer. Arguing that 
“we (settlers) are you (natives),” as Gracia here does, averts 
the confrontation between Indigenous peoples and the 
settler state by erasing the former.61

The fact of the matter is that to speak of mestizaje is to 
speak of a process of elimination. It is to speak of a kind of 
cultural genocide that reproduces settler erasures. Gracia’s 
claim that divisions between subgroups of “Hispanics” are 
artificial, products of ideology or nostalgia, is thus revealed 
as itself a product of colonial ideology. But what purpose 
can it serve, I ask, to force Indigenous peoples, who may 
not even speak Spanish or Portuguese—and who may even 
reject Latin American national identities—into the category 
of “Hispanic,” or even of “Latinx,” for that matter? In 
attempting to disentangle the notion of mestizaje from the 
“politicized” or ideological uses of the same, I am claiming, 
Gracia unwittingly does the ideological work necessary to 
pass off the settler for the native. 

What binds together those who for Gracia should be called 
“Hispanic,” is not any common property or essence, not 
even genetics, but “a web of concrete historical relations” 
that were formed in the wake of 1492.37 He calls this 
the familial-historical view, as “we” are tied together 
by history in the same ways that a family, qua group, is 
tied: historically.38 By “Hispanic,” Gracia wants to denote 
(roughly) all post-1492 Iberians, Latin Americans, and the 
descendants of these, wherever they may be.39 Gracia 
thinks that there’s a bona fide metaphysical reality, based 
in historical relations, that binds together the peoples who 
are to be grouped under the category of “Hispanic.” By 
contrast, he regards the category of “the Indian” to be an 
artificial invention of colonialism;40 such groups, he says, 
“rather than one family, appear to be clusters of families 
only occasionally related to each other.”41 This means that 
“any barriers between subgroups [of Hispanics] are largely 
artificial inventions, the product of ideology or nostalgia.”42 
For this reason, he claims, “it is not even necessary that the 
members of the group name themselves in any particular 
way or have a consciousness of their identity.”43 That 
is, if one has been brought into the fold of the historical 
relations at issue, “Hispanic” is one’s identity whether one 
likes it or not.

But acknowledging the historical relations that bind us 
requires, he says, that we recognize our “racial and cultural 
heritage.”44 “And our reality, as Hispanics,” he says, “is [as a 
matter of historical fact] one of mestizaje, of mixing in every 
possible way.”45 Here, Gracia tries to disentangle the notion 
of mestizaje from what he regards as the “politicized” or 
ideological uses of the same. For instance, Gracia says 
that mestizaje “does not necessarily entail homogeneity or 
amalgamation;”46 furthermore, he distinguishes mestizaje 
from assimilation “insofar as mestizos preserve differences” 
rather than eliminate them, and he claims these mixtures 
need not occur between groups standing in asymmetrical 
relations of social power.47 This kind of mestizaje, he goes 
further, “is a process characterized by adoption, rejection, 
and development” of the elements being mixed.48 Thus, 
he claims, mestizaje can “recognize the value of diverse 
elements originating in different cultures.”49 “The reality 
of Hispanic mestizaje,” he concludes, “is a two-way street, 
and is founded on the tacit acceptance of what the other 
has to offer, even in cases in which it originates in a relation 
of dominator-dominated.”50

There are a few different issues worth addressing here. 
The first is that—pace Gracia—this sanitized and ahistorical 
version of mestizaje never took place. The genealogy of 
the concept I have provided shows that this sanitized 
mestizaje existed neither in political practice, nor even, as 
some have argued, in the very theories of Latin American 
intellectuals.51 What Gracia terms “adoption, rejection, and 
development” occurs always in a field of asymmetrical 
social relations of domination. The fact of “adoption” by 
dominators implies nothing about how they then come to 
relate to that which they adopt, as cultural appropriation 
shows. Indeed, the social standing of Indigenous peoples 
in countries like Mexico reveals that the dominator does not 
value them morally—even if she finds instrumental value in 
the goods that can be extracted from their cultures.52
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Addressing this issue is beyond the scope of this paper. Here I 
simply assume that Latin America is a settler society. 

15. Overall, there is too little engagement in philosophy with 
Indigenous studies, with settler colonial theory, or with practicing 
Indigenous scholars in the context of North America—the 
colonial context where many of us live and work. This oversight, 
however, is especially concerning in the context of discussions 
of epistemic injustices. I am thus hoping that this paper will call 
attention to this issue in the literature.

16. See, for instance, Whyte, “Indigeneity and US Settler Colonialism,” 
Oxford Handbook of Philosophy and Race, ed. Naomi Zack (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 91–101. 

17. See Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the 
Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (Dec. 2006), 387–
409; Tate A. Lefevre, “Settler Colonialism,” in Oxford Bibliographies 
in Anthropology, ed. J. Jackson (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press, 2015), 1–26; and Lorenzo Veracini, “‘Settler Colonialism’: 
Career of a Concept,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth 
History 41, no. 2 (2013): 313–33. It is important to note that such 
conceptions of settler colonialism were long-held by Indigenous 
activists prior to its emergence as an academic field of study. 
Thanks to Kyle Powys Whyte for this pointer. 

18. Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” 
388.

19. Ibid.

20. Ibid.

21. Glen Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks (Minneapolis, University 
of Minnesota Press, 2014), 6–7.

22. Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” 
388; see also Coulthard, Red Skin, White Masks, 152.

23. I am suggesting here, as have others, that cultural appropriation 
is entangled in a form of cultural genocide. On the historical 
significance and entanglements of “playing Indian” in settler 
colonial contexts, see Phillip J. Deloria’s Playing Indian (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998). For a powerful case 
that “cultural appropriation is just another word for genocide,” 
see Anishinaabe/Metís poet Gwen Benaway’s op-ed, “Facing 
the Legacy of Erasure and Cultural Appropriation in Canadian 
Literature” (2017) in The Winnipeg Review. Available at http://
winnipegreview.com/2017/05/facing-the-legacy-of-erasure-and-
cultural-appropriation-in-canadian-literature/. 

24. For the difference between racialization (as a field of study) and 
Indigenous studies, see especially Andrea Smith’s “Indigeneity, 
Settler Colonialism, White Supremacy,” in Racial Formation in 
the Twenty-First Century, eds. HoSang, Daniel Martinez, Oneka 
LaBennett, and Laura Pulido (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2012), 66–90; and her “Native Studies at the Horizon of 
Death: Theorizing Ethnographic Entrapment and Settler Self-
Reflexivity,” in Theorizing Native Studies, ed. Audra Simpson 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 207–34. For an analysis of 
the specificity of Indigenous identity and Indigenous struggles, 
see Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff Corntassel, “Being Indigenous: 
Resurgences against Contemporary Colonialism,” in Government 
and Opposition 40, no. 4 (Sept. 2005): 597–614, and Bernard 
Nietschmann, “The Fourth World: Nations Versus States,” 
in George J. Demko and William B. Wood (eds), Reordering 
the World: Geopolitical Perspectives on the 21st Century 
(Philadelphia: Westview Press, 1995), 225–38.

25. See Fricker’s Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing 
(Oxford University Press, 2007). 

26. Ibid., 6.

27. Ibid.

28. Ibid.

29. Insofar as this analysis of colonial power ties a specific 
“epistemic harm” (settler erasure) directly to a specific social 
process (settler colonialism), it might ultimately rupture the 
categories of the literature on epistemic injustice, since Fricker’s 
account (for instance) tends to abstract epistemic harms from 
their entanglements with and functional roles in specific social 
processes. I am developing this line of thought elsewhere, but 
cannot articulate it here.

The point here is not, however, to denounce anyone 
as a settler apologist. In a way, our coming to think of 
mestizaje in this way is itself a product of the very history 
I am describing. And so, to end with a confession, let me 
disclose now that I myself, not so long ago, believed that 
mestizaje could be salvaged, that it could be reclaimed by 
those of us to whom an Indigenous identity seems “lost” 
to colonialism and to history. This was a mistake. I—like 
many others who have thought that mestizaje could be 
reclaimed—was being epistemically duped.62 Without 
realizing that “mestizaje” itself just is ideological, and 
that it cannot be disentangled from its colonial meanings, 
Latinx philosophers continuing to make use of the trope 
in positive projects reify settlement as a non-negotiable 
backdrop. It is time, then, to let it go.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

Part of this research was conducted during a term sponsored by the 
Institute for Ethnic Studies in the United States, and developed as a 
direct result of my participation in the 2016 Summer Institute on Global 
Indigeneities, and a seminar on Epistemic Injustice led by William J. 
Talbott at the University of Washington.

NOTES

1. See, for instance, Lourdes Martinez-Echazabal’s “Mestizaje and 
the Discourse of National/Cultural Identity in Latin America, 
1845–1959,” in Latin American Perspectives 25, no. 3 (May 1998): 
21–42; and Peter Wade’s Race and Ethnicity in Latin America 
(London: Pluto Press, 1997).

2. Forbes, Aztecas del Norte: The Chicanos of Aztlán (Greenwhich, 
CT: Fawcett Publications, 1973), 203.

3. In this paper, I establish only the first claim. Establishing the 
latter is the subject of a broader project that I am currently 
working on.

4. Maria Eugenia Cotera and María Josefina Saldaña-Portillo, 
“Indigenous But Not Indian? Chicana/os and the Politics of 
Indigeneity,” The World of Indigenous North America, ed. Robert 
Warrior (New York: Routledge Press), 555.

5. Ibid. See also Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America.

6. The semantic origins of the term are complex. For a study of its 
etymology, see Jack D. Forbes, Africans and Native Americans: 
The Language of Race and the Evolution of Red-Black Peoples 
(University of Illinois Press, 1981).

7. It is important to note here that the discourses and ideologies 
of mestizaje had a variety of iterations depending on their 
contexts—the analogous concept in Guatemala, for instance, is 
that of the ladino, which has a distinct connotation.

8. María Josefina Saldaña-Portillo, “Who’s the Indian in Aztlán? 
Re-Writing Mestizaje, Indianism, and Chicanismo from the 
Lacandón,” The Latin American Subaltern Studies Reader, ed. 
Ileana Rodriguez (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 405.

9. Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America, 32.

10. Ibid.

11. Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America, 32.

12. Saldaña-Portillo, “Who’s the Indian in Aztlán?,” 406.

13. Ibid., 408–409.

14. In this paper, I am following the lead of recent work outside of 
philosophy which argues that Latin America should be regarded as 
a settler society. See Richard Gott, “Latin America as White Settler 
Society,” Bulletin of Latin American Research 26, no. 2 (2007): 
269–89; M. Bianet Castellanos, “Introduction: Settler Colonialism 
in Latin America,” American Quarterly 69, no. 4 (Dec. 2017): 
777–81; and Shannon Speed, “Structures of Settler Capitalism 
in Abya Yala,” American Quarterly 69, no. 4 (Dec. 2017): 783–90. 
In my broader project, I am developing this argument for the 
case of Mexico, and considering its implications for Latinxs, for 
Latin American philosophy, and for settler colonial theory itself. 

http://winnipegreview.com/2017/05/facing-the-legacy-of-erasure-and-cultural-appropriation-in-canadian-literature/
http://winnipegreview.com/2017/05/facing-the-legacy-of-erasure-and-cultural-appropriation-in-canadian-literature/
http://winnipegreview.com/2017/05/facing-the-legacy-of-erasure-and-cultural-appropriation-in-canadian-literature/
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to return to an “untainted” past, for instance. In point of fact, I 
am not disagreeing with Gracia on the claim that “admixture” 
occurred or that Iberian colonial projects have had crucial 
ramifications on the contemporary identities of those affected 
by them. I am disagreeing on what the significance of this is; I 
am raising the question of whether there is a “we” (“Hispanics”), 
and who gets to decide.

57. In this paper, I can’t hope to address the meaning of indigeneity. 
The account I defer to is one found in Indigenous studies, which 
(roughly) describes Indigenous identity as (i) being a way of 
living in particular communities of practice, (ii) always specific 
(there is no “Indian,” but there are Navajo, Purepecha, Triqui, 
Zapotec, etc.), (iii) always grounded in place/territory and the 
webs of relations between humans, nonhumans, and territory 
therein. See Alfred and Corntassel (2005).

58. Gracia, Hispanic/Latino Identity, 121.

59. Ibid., 18. 

60. This is not intended as an ad hominem. As recent work 
in Indigenous studies defines it, settler affect is a social 
phenomenon that refers to the ways people in settler contexts 
come to internalize settlement affectively as the background 
horizon of possibility; that is, it describes the sets of feelings 
and emotions that depoliticize settlement by making it appear as 
“common sense.” I regard “settler anxiety” as a subtype of this. 
For an important exploration of the settler structures of feeling, 
see Mark Rifkin, “Settler Common Sense,” Settler Colonial Studies 
3 (2013): 322–40.

61. Bernard Nietschmann discusses “we are you” strategies as 
methods the state uses to dispossess Indigenous peoples (“The 
Fourth World,” 236). See also Alfred and Corntassel, “Being 
Indigenous,” 602.

62. For the most recent attempts along these lines, see especially 
Diego von Vacano’s attempts—futile, in my view—to rehabilitate 
Jose Vasconcelos’s work on race, in “Zarathustra Criollo: 
Vasconcelos on Race,” Forging People, ed. Jorge J. E. Garcia 
(Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2011), 
203–27; “Race and Political Theory,” Race or Ethnicity: On Black 
and Latino Identity, ed. Jorge J. E. Garcia (Ithaca, New York: 
Cornell University Press, 2007), 248–66; and the chapter on 
Vasconcelos in his The Color of Citizenship: Race, Modernity, 
and Latin American/Hispanic Political Thought (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012). In my broader project, I address this 
issue in relation to Chican@ attempts to reclaim indigeneity, 
which raises similar concerns.

Canonical Philosophy, Mexican 
Philosophy

Manuel Vargas
UC SAN DIEGO

CULTURE AND CANONS
It is hardly news to recognize that over the past few decades 
there has been widespread pressure towards something 
of a global monoculture. The nearly globally ubiquitous 
presence of McDonald’s, Walmart, Hollywood movies, 
and American pop music, for example, is taken as one of 
the leveling effects of contemporary forms of capitalism. 
Somewhat concurrently, this has been accompanied by 
something of a collapse of a monoculture within the United 
States. Depending on where you live in the US, there may 
be no McDonald’s and Walmarts—or there may be many. 
Pop albums don’t have anything like the shared consumer 
base they once did. Instead, the algorithms of Spotify, 
Pandora, and Apple Music provide ever more customized 
tastes to individuals. Similarly, with notable exceptions, the 
era of movies providing a shared experience seems to have 

30. Deloria, Playing Indian, 174.

31. José Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial 
Oppression, Epistemic Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 67fn. 4.

32. Medina, , The Epistemology of Resistance, 67–69, 71.

33. See Maria Josefina Saldaña-Portillo, Indian Given: Racial 
Geographies across Mexico and the United States (Duke 
University Press, 2016).

34. Compare to Saldaña-Portillo’s analysis in “Who’s the Indian in 
Aztlán? Re-Writing Mestizaje, Indianism, and Chicanismo from 
the Lacandón,” The Latin American Subaltern Studies Reader, ed. 
Ileana Rodriguez (Duke University Press, 2001).

35. Alfred and Corntassel, “Being Indigenous,” 598.

36. Jorge J. E. Gracia, Hispanic/Latino Identity: A Philosophical Study 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers Inc., 2000). For a similar analysis 
of a more favored figure, see Saldaña-Portillo’s critique of Gloria 
Anzaldua’s use of mestizaje in “Who is the Indian In Aztlan?”

37. Gracia, Hispanic/Latino Identity, 52.

38. Ibid., 50.

39. Ibid., 48. At times, Gracia distinguishes “Hispanics” from 
“Amerindians” qua groups (Ibid. 54). I take it, however, that 
he also intends to count as “Hispanic” peoples Indigenous 
to Abya Yala (=the “Americas”—pace Gracia [Ibid. 90], there 
are Indigenous concepts used to refer to the whole of Latin 
America). For instance, Gracia writes that Tarahumaras, Mayans, 
Aymara, Aztecs, and so on, are all a part of this “historical 
family” (Ibid., 9, 63, 69). For a recent and provocative take on 
the concept of Abya Yala, as well as an explanation of its history, 
see Emil Keme’s “For Abiayala to Live, the Americas Must Die: 
Toward a Transhemispheric Indigeneity,” translated by Adam 
Coon in Native American and Indigenous Studies 5, no. 1 (Spring 
2018): 42–68.

40. Gracia, Hispanic/Latino Identity, 99, 101–103. This turns out to be 
ironic, for reasons I soon provide.

41. Ibid., 54.

42. Ibid., 89.

43. Ibid., 49.

44. Ibid., 89.

45. Ibid.

46. Ibid., 109.

47. Ibid., 110.

48. Ibid.

49. Ibid., 111.

50. Ibid., 118.

51. See Lourdes Martinez-Echazabal, “Mestizaje and the Discourse 
of National/Cultural Identity in Latin America, 1845–1959,” Latin 
American Perspectives 25, no. 3 (May 1998).

52. For the case of Mexico, it is also worth pointing out that the 
state frequently deploys folklorized images of natives not only 
to spur tourism, but to reproduce the nationalist self-image of 
the mestizo. See Daniel Cooper Alarcón, The Aztec Palimpsest: 
Mexico in the Modern Imagination (The University of Arizona 
Press, 1997); Maria Eugenia Cotera and Maria Josefina Saldaña-
Portillo, “Indigenous But Not Indian? Chicana/os and the Politics of 
Indigeneity,” The World of Indigenous North America, ed. Robert 
Warrior (Routledge Press), 549–68; and Saldaña-Portillo, “Who’s 
the Indian in Aztlán? Re-Writing Mestizaje, Indianism, and 
Chicanismo from the Lacandón,” The Latin American Subaltern 
Studies Reader, ed. Ileana Rodriguez (Duke University Press, 
2001), 402–23.

53. Gracia, Hispanic/Latino Identity, 120. 

54. Ibid.

55. Ibid.

56. We might, I suggest, reject the framing of this issue, insofar as it 
presumes that those who reject Gracia’s mestizaje narrative want 
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loss of a single broad canon within higher education. What 
we have is the proliferation of more specialized micro-
canons, smaller pockets of conversations within what once 
presented itself as a single, larger conversation.

The erosion of a monoculture—or, at least, the erosion of 
the authority of a myth about a monoculture—has taken 
away the grounds for a certain kind of canonicity. There 
is little or no scholarly, literary, or artistic information 
that represents itself as the kind of thing that all learned 
people must know. One consequence of this is that in a 
non-monocultural world, wide-ranging expertise is hard to 
earn. Cross-canonical expertise isn’t impossible, but it is 
difficult. Specialization has made the universal genius an 
anachronism, one that only occurs in fiction.3

Still, pluralism produces some of what the monocultural 
myth aspired to, albeit in a more modest form. We now 
readily recognize the possibility of cross-canonical texts. 
These are texts that matter to multiple communities of 
knowledge, oftentimes for diverse reasons. Kuhn’s The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions, or Bourdieu’s Distinction, 
or Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera are hardly confined 
to their original disciplinary homes. The possibility of 
cross-canonical texts is not a panacea. That a text might 
instructively speak to multiple bodies of inquiry does not 
guarantee that the relevant parties are even aware of it. 
Absent scholars with fingers in distinct scholarly networks, 
cross-canonical significance is difficult to achieve.

To think of canons as simply about identifying what work 
is good or not is to miss the varied motivations we have 
for regarding some texts as respectable background 
knowledge in a field. Fights about canons are often fights 
about, variously, which techniques we should favor for 
thinking; which assumptions we should take for granted; 
which styles of exposition we are prepared to countenance; 
which conversations we take to have a kind of authority over 
us; and even, sometimes, which kinds of people we are 
hoping to create. The decision to teach Rawls rather than 
Burke, Nietzsche rather than Shaftsbury, Beauvoir rather 
than Tertullian isn’t just about what kinds of propositional 
knowledge and what patterns of reasoning are valuable. It 
is also partly about the kinds of people we hope education 
will produce, and, sometimes, what kinds of people will 
become philosophers.4

As one might expect with this smorgasbord of functions, 
canons can be shaped by diverse interests. Indeed, the 
emergence and persistence of some academic fields as 
fields has been plausibly shaped by the role such fields have 
played in class signaling5 and moral education.6 Canons 
may also shape their practitioners by selection effects, via 
style, form, and content. Faux-mathematical formulations of 
philosophical theses may be a mostly innocent feature to 
some, while repellent to others. Dialogue and poems may 
entice me, while only essays will do for you. Requirements 
that one learn a canon may play a role in pulling in some 
people and concerns and pushing out others. This is, of 
course, a contingent matter that turns on the fit between, 
on the one hand, the current style, form, and content of the 
canon, and, on the other hand, the dispositions of the day. 
If you find it hard to overlook the racism and sexism of, say, 

collapsed. Where entire generations could be counted on 
to have seen ET, Titanic, or Gone with the Wind, modern 
movie audiences tend toward greater fragmentation.

That’s how things can seem. The death of US monoculture 
may be a kind of myth, the sort of eviction from Eden that 
only seems possible because some corner of society felt 
culturally authoritative and licensed to disregard cultural 
endeavors that were not a part of those worlds. But fictions 
can have real power. In this case, there is at least some 
reason to believe that there is something right about this 
story. That is, an incomplete but wide swath of the English-
speaking world shared a robust body of overlapping 
cultural experiences and touchstones, and this has given 
way to a more fragmented cultural landscape.

At the same time, it isn’t as though this fragmentation took 
away expectations of knowledge required for various kinds 
of cultural authority. Canons, in some form, seem to be 
inevitable requirements of organizing knowledge. On one 
way of thinking about it, the canonical is just respectable 
information. More precisely, the canons are ideas, texts, 
et cetera that one can expect others in the same field to 
be under significant pressure to know in some more-than-
trivial way.1

If culture-wide canons collapsed with the monoculture, 
then an important successor has emerged in the form of 
microcanons. If you present yourself as a science fiction 
cinephile, you are revealed as a fraud if we discover you 
are unfamiliar with Solaris; 2001: A Space Odyssey; Star 
Wars; and Alien. If you play platformers, you better know 
who Mario and Luigi are; if Indy Car racing is your corner 
of culture, then Mears, Unser, and Penske better mean 
something to you.2 Broad cultural authority has given way 
to smaller, local forms of authority partitioned by discrete, 
frequently overlapping identities, interest groups, and 
communities.

Although the particulars are different, there is a parallel 
situation within universities. The gradual abandonment of 
a standardized general education curriculum, increased 
skepticism about canons composed solely of “dead white 
guys,” and ongoing pressure to specialize have meant that 
many—perhaps most—undergraduates now leave college 
without having read Euripides, Augustine, Eliot, Kant, 
Tolstoy, and so on. 

How this came about is surely a complicated matter, partly 
connected to the expansion of higher education to more 
than the leisured classes. Undergraduate educations 
are now more frequently shaped by comparatively local 
conceptions of what is valuable, conceptions that are 
reluctant to assert their authority for all learned peoples 
everywhere. If you take a course on Latin American writers 
for your literature requirement, you will surely read Borges, 
García-Marquez, Allende, and maybe Bolaño. If you take 
a nineteenth-century British poetry class, you’ll still read 
Byron and Shelley. Microcanons, like all canons, proclaim 
that this and that ought to be studied. Unlike the older kind 
of canon, they add a further thought: . . . but only if you are 
in to that kind of thing. The loss of confident insistence that 
all learned people need to know this material just is the 
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recognize that they are important barriers to both radical 
transformation of the canon, as well as abandonment of a 
canon. 

SOME CHALLENGES FOR THE INCEPTION OF 
A CANON OF TWENTIETH-CENTURY MEXICAN 
PHILOSOPHY
The recent publication of Sánchez and Sanchez’s Mexican 
Philosophy in the 20th Century10 provides an extraordinary 
opportunity for reflecting on the limits and promise of 
canon-formation. The volume is a rare case of an actual, 
genuine event for a field. That’s not hyperbole. Within the 
United States academy, it constitutes an important creation 
moment for the field of Mexican philosophy, and it does 
so in part by making possible the teaching of a range of 
courses in Mexican philosophy. 

Acknowledging the importance of this volume does not 
denigrate the essential and important work in Mexican 
philosophy that came before it, in both Spanish and in 
English. However, before the publication of Mexican 
Philosophy in the 20th Century, the US wing of this field was 
the work of mostly lone specialists fortunate to find any 
interlocutors in the Anglophone philosophical world. With 
the publication of this volume, a nascent community of 
scholars on this side of the border has a collection of texts 
from which to draw, to train new students, and to which we 
can direct interested colleagues. The anthology provides a 
critical mass of interrelated texts, many of them historically 
important and philosophically rich, most of which are now 
available in English for the first time.

In light of the foregoing, it is difficult to see the book 
as anything other than the nascent formation of a 
microcanon for Mexican philosophy within the Anglophone 
philosophical world. This last bit matters in an important 
way: a microcanon in the heart of the academic empire, as 
it were, is a microcanon at the heart of a global system of 
knowledge production and credentialing. 

This can be ethically complex in a number of ways. First, 
as Pascale Casanova11 and others have noted, one way for 
scholars in the global periphery of academe to achieve 
status in the periphery is to achieve it in the center. Fifty 
years ago, that might have meant seeking fame in France; 
today, that is more likely to mean that the United States is 
where the main stage is to be found. Whatever the right 
account of what propels the center’s uptake of work at the 
global periphery of academe, the result is the incentivization 
of certain kinds of work in the periphery, and, relatedly, the 
creation of distinctive roles for such figures—for example, 
the Latin American philosopher as a representative of a 
community or tradition who gains her relevance speaking 
on behalf of that community or its intellectual traditions.12,13

Second, canon-formation and the consequent attention 
by scholars based in the US is likely to have an outsized 
impact on what is regarded as canonical outside the United 
States. So the power to influence what is canonical Mexican 
philosophy is disproportionately in the hands of people 
outside of Mexico. It is easy to exaggerate the conversation-
shaping powers of scholars in the United States. Still, it is 

Aristotle, Locke, Kant, and Hegel, then the cost of the buy-
in to the discipline looks different than if you don’t mind, 
don’t notice, or can readily overlook those things with a 
dismissive wave of the hand.7 

THE SITUATION OF PHILOSOPHY
Many of us have a sense of Anglophone philosophy being 
both late to the retreat from canonicity but at the same 
time particularly resistant to the possibility of completely 
relinquishing its traditional canon. This is, I think, because 
philosophy (at least as a discipline in the Anglophone 
world) has a somewhat atypical position with respect to 
canons.

For Anglophone disciplinary philosophy, the canon just is 
the thing in virtue of which it makes sense to think of it as 
a field or a discipline. That is, there is a shared tree trunk 
of information—the history of Western philosophy, as it is 
called—in virtue of which the field of philosophy has mostly 
held on to its image of being a field. That sense of unity is 
perhaps anchored in, or maybe expressed in, a tremendous 
convergence around the importance of that familiar range 
of historical figures. The branches from that trunk admit 
of different characterizations (e.g., analytic vs. everyone 
else—Continental, pluralist, phenomenological, pragmatist, 
etc.). There is a fairly widespread sense (whether accurate 
or not) of some kind of division that happens after Kant, 
at some point in the nineteenth century. So, even while 
contemporary subfields within philosophy take on the 
narrower shape of microcanons with no expectation that 
specialists outside those subfields will have read those 
texts, we remain certain that Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, 
Hume, and Kant remain figures we philosophers are all 
under some non-trivial pressure to know at some level of 
detail.

The unity of that trunk, and the convergence around 
the history of the subject (at least in our pedagogical 
requirements), tends to be the fig leaf that hides the 
absence of any interesting uniformity to the diverse kinds 
of things that have counted as philosophy. Transformation 
and loss of our current canonical structure would be costly 
to the field and its practitioners in at least three further ways. 
First, if philosophy has more than one trunk—a hedge-
like-structure, perhaps—it becomes harder to ensure the 
transmission of specific conversations and particular kinds 
of knowledge.8 Second, the scope of one’s expertise is 
made smaller if the canon or field becomes larger. My 
expertise at Kant is comparatively less significant the more 
pillars we add to our temple. Third, and more inchoately, I 
suspect that some in the field think that the more widely 
we spread our attention, the less well suited we are to 
appreciate the really great work in the field. Our current 
mighty dead are particularly mighty. If one sees the power 
of that work, the world-historical influence it has had, this 
seems to set a pretty high bar for work that aspires to a 
place in that pantheon, and too-easy expansion of what is 
central to philosophy devalues that and threatens to shrink 
our own ability to appreciate the lofty heights achieved by 
our intellectual ancestors.9 

Perhaps the costs described above should be paid, but we 
do well to acknowledge that these challenges lurk and to 
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Our canon might include a larger selection of women—
especially, but not exclusively, feminist—philosophers, 
more philosophers outside the ambit of Mexico City, and, 
potentially, more people from outside traditional academic 
circles. As easy as it is to point to these as ways to build 
on what Sánchez and Sanchez have already given us, none 
of these would have been uncomplicated additions to the 
present volume.

First, consider the status of women in the volume. It is easy 
to charge that women philosophers are underrepresented 
(there is one selection by a woman author among the 
nineteen readings in the volume). Even so, volumes like 
this are inevitably circumscribed by access to permissions, 
by a concern to faithfully represent literatures and traditions 
that were often created under conditions not adequately 
hospitable to women authors and their work. If one thinks 
that mere inclusion for the sake of inclusion is often no 
favor at all, then expansion on this front may not be a 
straightforward matter. Still, from the standpoint of what 
kind of canon we might have reason to want, it might be 
appealing to endeavor to seek to form this microcanon in a 
more expansive way.

Second, on looking beyond figures who have notable 
connections to Mexico City, this too is a difficult matter. 
What makes further expansion difficult is that, of course, 
the greatest concentration of educational resources and 
cultural influence has historically been located in the 
capital. Trying to tell a story about, for example, the history 
of philosophy in the United States before World War II 
would, for similar reasons, be heavily weighted to figures 
with ties to a geographically small region of the North 
Atlantic seaboard.

Third, on the matter of the inclusion of non-traditional, 
potentially non-disciplinary philosophers, matters are 
especially fraught. There are some in this volume: O’Gorman 
and Reyes, for example. However, effectively presenting 
the value of Mexican philosophy to a new audience is partly 
a matter of the values and interests of that audience. If your 
audience for a volume like this is the modal Anglophone 
teacher of philosophy, then the inclusion of non-
academically trained philosophers in a volume on Mexican 
philosophy runs the risk of confirming (too common, often-
frustrating) background expectations that there is not 
academically serious philosophy in Latin America. There 
is a battery of concerns here for the specialist in Mexican 
philosophy, ranging from stereotypes that what work there 
is, is mostly literary to the idea that the only material of 
interest is from “wisdom traditions” and not anything like 
a recognizable disciplinary system of knowledge (which 
is, itself, a complicated and unobvious assumption). Thus, 
to incorporate elements of “not immediately academically 
recognizable philosophy” is to run the risk of a double 
marginalization—making a marginal field more marginal by 
emphasizing its exoticism.16

Perhaps these pragmatic considerations can and should 
be outweighed by other aspirations—e.g., aspirations to 
change what it means to do philosophy, to be a philosopher, 
and where we should look for philosophy. I take no stand 
on these things. My point is only that limited disciplinary 

not implausible to think that the US academy’s canon of 
Mexican philosophy will exercise considerable influence on 
any wider understanding of Mexican philosophy, perhaps 
even in Mexico. Thus, one might have reason to worry that 
the narrative of Mexican philosophy may get away from 
Mexican philosophers, and that this would be true even 
if the history of Mexican philosophy were a more central 
preoccupation in Mexico than it currently is.14 

It is not obvious what the alternatives are. Ongoing failure 
to engage with and study Mexican philosophy within the US 
hardly seems appealing. For that matter, one might object 
that the best hope for the history of Mexican philosophy 
is for it to be cared for by a wider community of scholars. 
The history of German philosophy has done well in large 
part precisely because it is not exclusively in the hands of 
German philosophers. The aspiration to have the legacy of 
one’s labors limited by something as arbitrary as a national 
border is, I suspect, not easy to defend. 

Still, this does not mean that there aren’t risks to which 
we ought to be attentive, especially at moments of canon-
inception. Responsible scholarship, as always, is the order 
of the day. And to the credit of Sánchez and Sanchez, 
this is not a volume that was constructed ex nihilo, and 
without consultation of scholars in Mexico who work 
on Mexican philosophy. There is a fairly standard set of 
canonical twentieth-century figures in Mexican philosophy, 
formed by scholars in Mexico and histories of philosophy 
in Mexico. Figures like Sierra, Caso, Ramos, Vasconcelos, 
Zea, and Villoro have already been variably present in 
English language accounts of philosophy in Mexico. It is 
also a strength of this volume that it involves the intentional 
rehabilitation of figures that have been mostly abandoned 
by contemporary Mexican philosophy (a handful of 
important scholarly exceptions like Guillermo Hurtado’s 
crucial work duly noted). Sánchez and Sanchez include 
figures like Portilla and Uranga, who tend not to be studied 
in contemporary Mexican philosophy’s understanding 
of what is valuable in its own history. The inclusion of 
these figures is not haphazard, but an intentional effort to 
incorporate philosophers who were important in their own 
time period, and for whom there is reason for us now to 
read.

What’s missing? What else might we want to include? These 
questions have some urgency at the moment of canon-
formation precisely because changing an established 
canon is oftentimes harder than creating it from the get-
go. But as noted above, these questions also get some of 
their urgency from what texts do. Tacit norms and values 
are often all the more powerful for our pretending that they 
are not there. To teach Sor Juana and Uranga, like teaching 
Beauvoir and Nozick, is often a matter of what knowledge 
we transmit and which arguments we find worthwhile. And, 
again, it is also about what kind of philosophers we are 
trying to make in the next generation. The burden is on 
us to pick who gets resurrected when we try “to open our 
veins and inject some blood into the empty veins of the 
dead.”15

In light of these concerns, one might think there is a natural 
list of ways we might hope to supplement this volume. 
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difference in standing of the fields has consequences for 
the distribution of intellectual and academic attention on 
those works.

At least some of us now face a challenge: Can we take this 
gift, this book, and find ways to make it meaningful and 
valuable to both our students and colleagues? I’d like to 
think the answer is yes, and that in so doing we can make 
manifest the promise of Mexican philosophy. Achieving 
this goal requires more work—work that, thanks to Sánchez 
and Sanchez, as well as their collaborators in translation 
and publishing, we now have the opportunity to pursue. 
We are all in their debt.17

NOTES

1. It may be tempting to put this in terms of the idea that something 
is canonical if it matters. That’s too simple, as a work can 
matter without being canonical. A work may close off certain 
possibilities without that work or idea being held in special 
regard within a field. Suppose Copernicus’s work put an end to 
a particular theological metaphysics. It doesn’t follow that we 
think of Copernicus’s On the Revolutions of Heavenly Spheres as 
a canonical work in theological metaphysics. Or a work might 
shape a field in the wrong way, for example, by being so terrible 
as to make others avoid the topic, view, or figure. Even so, the 
mark of the canonical within a field is, roughly, being “the kind 
of thing one is under significant pressure to know” is surely 
an imperfect characterization, but good enough for present 
purposes.

2. In comparison to canons, microcanons have narrower, non-
universalizing expectations about the value of their contents and 
the scope of those to whom those attendant expectations apply. 
If one has a notion of the canonical that is compatible with this 
sort of thing, then it may make sense to think of microcanons 
as a species of canon with a narrower-than-typically-recognized 
authority. For my purposes, the chief advantage of “microcanon” 
is to highlight the comparatively narrow band of authority and 
expectation imposed by this knowledge, compared to more 
traditional conceptions of the canonical. 

3. Tony Stark evidently has competences ranging from rocketry to 
robotics to high energy physics to artificial intelligence. Bruce 
Banner allegedly has seven PhDs. No wonder he’s so angry: 
that’s a lot of committee members he had to please.

4. If teaching Rawls or Hume or Kant or Aristotle can help us make 
the right kinds of people—and it would be strange if we didn’t 
hope that teaching philosophy didn’t help form the dispositions 
that make us kinds of people (good citizens, committed 
communitarians, principled individualists, moral skeptics, and 
so on)—then choosing who we teach says something about 
who we want to create, who we want to speak to, and which 
conversations we want to have. Competing aspirations about this 
are, of course, par for the course. The other side of this is that 
we also have concerns to not cultivate other ways of thinking, 
convictions, values, and kinds of people. We sometimes teach 
and read to avoid producing certain types of persons. 

5. See T. Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009).

6. See Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1983).

7. Rickless contends that “students at all levels are more intellectually 
engaged when they can identify, at least in some way, with the 
authors of the texts they are reading. And this is particularly true, I 
think for undergraduates.” See, S. C Rickless, “Brief for an Inclusive 
Anti-Canon,” Metaphilosophy 49 (2018)” 167–81.

  That seems right, although I’d add that the importance of the 
degree of identification may vary in complicated ways across the 
involved social identities, class, subject matter, and so on, and 
that there is a want of good empirical data about the particulars.

8. Rickless notes this as well, although he is inclined to think that 
this is a cost that is worth paying for other reasons, some of 
which overlap with the concerns I’ve raised about the price of 
admission to the discipline. 

attention is not allotted in a vacuum, and that no choice 
about these things is without cost to uptake and audience-
formation.

I applaud Sánchez and Sanchez for the broad-mindedness 
they have shown. I also want to continue to encourage 
those of us working in this field to ask ourselves what 
we’ve overlooked, what we can incorporate into our now-
coalescing microcanon of Mexican philosophy. If we 
answer these questions partly in light of not just what has 
mattered, but also in light of what sorts of philosophical 
sensibilities we hope to produce, my suspicion is that the 
resulting canon will be one that we are happy to live with 
for a longer period of time. 

WHAT WOULD SUCCESS LOOK LIKE? 
What would institutional success in the US look like for the 
history of Mexican philosophy? One answer: were particular 
texts of Mexican philosophy to achieve new cross-canonical 
significance, this would clearly be a kind of institutional 
achievement.

Perhaps the most likely promising future is one where 
particular figures inside Mexican philosophy, but outside 
the traditional historical canon, come to play a role in one 
or more disciplinary microcanons, and, eventually, in the 
kinds of things we expect philosophy majors to know. 
How might this happen? The most likely path involves 
convincing specialists in some or another sub-field that a 
particular figure or work in Mexican philosophy has insights 
that matter for work in that other specialist field. The 
standing challenge to overcome is a familiar one: there is a 
potentially unbounded set of things that could be relevant 
to our projects and no one has time to read everything, so 
we all rely on heuristics to sort works, figures, and the like 
into things we pay attention to and endeavor to respond to. 
In circumstances like these, one has to show that if reading 
Villoro can help us better understand what communitarians 
care about, then Anglophone political philosophers have 
reason to pay attention. If “Essay on the Ontology of 
the Mexican” can sustain new and interesting work for 
specialists in moral psychology, then it has a shot at cross-
canonical significance in that way. And so on.

If the foregoing is right, one takeaway from all of this is 
that if we want cross-canonical standing, it means that we 
can’t all stay in the silo of Mexican philosophy. We could 
reject that aspiration, but that too has costs. And none of 
this is to deny that the field benefits from some scholars 
who specialize and exclusively pursue research within the 
history of Mexican philosophy. By itself, however, that is 
not a promising path to cross-canonical viability.

The corollary to this is that the disciplinary status of cross-
canonical works will hinge on both the apparent value of 
the work and the significance of the other canons in which 
the work features. Not all cross-canonical significances 
are equal. Gabriel García Marquez’s role in world literature 
matters in a way that Moenia’s significance to electronic 
music does not. Without passing judgment on the intrinsic 
virtues of either work or the genres in which their work 
figures, the canons in which they figure have very different 
standings within the wider artistic community, and this 



APA NEWSLETTER  |  HISPANIC/LATINO ISSUES IN PHILOSOPHY

SPRING 2019  |  VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2  PAGE 97

This essay is derived from a commentary posed by Mariana 
Ortega in relation to my work at the 2018 Latina Feminist 
Roundtable. Ortega argued that the subjectivity of taking 
care of objects was very important and hoped for a greater 
expansion of the topic in my work. Since the conference, 
I have thought carefully about the subjectivity of taking 
care of objects. The result is this short study––a thinking 
on the concept. It is important to note the idea of a study. 
In this context, a study means that I am giving the concept 
separate added consideration, like an artist just draws 
a hand (as opposed to the entire human body) for the 
purposes of apprehension of its complex parts.

This study also responds to Anzaldúa’s call to transcend 
subject-object duality through an exploration of Afra X’s 
(Afro-Latin women’s) relationships to objects, such as 
collections of objects, veneration of objects, and objects 
of labor (like beds or watches). In particular, it examines 
how relationship to these objects can be transcended 
beyond sites of bondage. Guided by Anzaldúa’s thought, 
it argues for seeing these relationships as a practice “in 
plural personality” where the contradictions provided by 
these relationships create an ambivalent space and where 
new possibilities can emerge. This effort generates a 
better understanding of Afra X’s codes and mechanisms 
for surviving and thriving in sometimes very difficult 
circumstances.

OBJECTS OF SPIRITUAL SIGNIFICANCE
For many years in graduate school, the objects and symbols 
I experienced of the colonial era contained vastly different 
and contradictory meanings depending on their context. The 
Mammy figurine is such an object/symbol. In the academy, 
Mammy was theorized in a variety of ways: 1) a symbol of 
slavery in the United States’ South, and 2) the subjugation 
of Black women in the Americas and the Caribbean. Yet 
outside of the academy, I witnessed Mammy’s admiration, 
veneration, and collection as symbols of strength, spiritual 
and intellectual acuity.

The young intellectual resolved the contradiction by 
privileging the theoretical scholarship––a one-dimensional 
understanding of the image as racist and abhorrent. Years 
later (in the twentieth century) and as a mature scholar, I 
revisit this contradiction with the thought that there is a 
clear complexity that is not easily explained by racism.

Postcolonial critics of the Mammy figure link the image with 
colonial domination of Black women in the Americas. From 
this context, the emphasis is not only to critique the various 
aspects of this figure, but also to critique the system which 
gave rise to this symbolism. In other words, the Mammy 
figure in this context is an aberration that, by necessity, 
must be deconstructed and eliminated. From this view, 
non-contextualized displays of this image represent a 
complicity with racism and colonial subjugation of Black 
womanhood.

Given the academic and theoretical understanding, I 
wondered why my aunt so proudly displayed these objects 
with reverence and joy. Was this an instance of internalized 
racism? Why were the figures contextualized in altar? Who 
did they represent to her? What did it mean to collect, 

9. Of course, there’s also something of a self-fulfilling prophecy 
about this fact, both as a matter of influence and as a matter of 
appreciating its intellectual heights: it is hard for work to have 
influence and be properly appreciated if it is never taught. In 
contrast, when something is frequently taught it is much easier 
for that work or figure to have real influence, and for us to know 
what is great about that work or figure. 

10. Carlos Alberto Sánchez and Robert Eli S., Mexican Philosophy in 
the 20th Century: Essential Readings (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2017).

11. P. Casanova, The World Republic of Letters (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2004).

12. Ofelia Schutte, “Cultural Alterity: Cross-Cultural Communication 
and Feminist Theory,” Hypatia 13, no. 2 (1998): 53–72.

13. As Casanova warns, such scholars are under pressure to remain 
within the neat confines of her intellectual role as a bridge 
between those communities.

14. For similar concerns see A. Barceló, “Against Latin American 
Philosophy Going Mainstream,” Philosophical Percolations 
(2016). Retrieved from http://www.philpercs.com/2016/05/
against-latin-american-philosophy-going-mainstream-.html.

15. José Ortega y Gasset, Meditations on Quixote, 1st American ed. 
(New York: Norton, 1961).

16. This is a point that is distinct but not unrelated from the familiar 
problem in various “marginal” (to mainstream Anglophone 
philosophy) fields of the “double bind” of being too exotic to 
be philosophy or insufficiently exotic to be worth sustained 
philosophical attention of scholars at the center. For the particular 
case of Latin American philosophy, see Mignolo (2003), who 
draws from Bernasconi’s (1997) discussion of the challenge of 
African philosophy for Continental philosophy.  Walter Mignolo, 
“Philosophy and the Colonial Difference.” Philosophy Today 
43 (1999): 36–41; Robert Bernasconi, “African Philosophy’s 
Challenge to Continental Philosophy,” in Postcolonial African 
Philosophy: A Critical Reader , ed. E. C. Eze (Oxford, United 
Kingdom: Blackwell, 1997), 183–96.

17. My gratitude to Joshua Landy for an especially fruitful discussion 
about microcanons, and to participants and audience members 
at the 2018 Pacific APA session on Mexican Philosophy in the 20th 
Century.

Afra X and the Subjectivity of Taking Care 
of Objects

Gertrude James González de Allen
SPELMAN COLLEGE

INTRODUCTION
“The work of mestiza consciousness is to break down 
the subject-object duality that keeps her a prisoner and 
to show in the flesh and through the images in her work 
how duality is transcended. The answer to the problem 
between the white race and the colored, between males 
and females, lies in healing the split that originates in the 
very foundation of our lives, our culture, our languages, our 
thoughts.”1

“The new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for 
contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity. . . . She has a 
plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode––
nothing is thrust out, the good the bad and the ugly, 
nothing rejected, nothing abandoned. Not only does 
she sustain contradictions, she turns ambivalence into 
something else.”2 

http://www.philpercs.com/2016/05/against-latin-american-philosophy-going-mainstream-.html
http://www.philpercs.com/2016/05/against-latin-american-philosophy-going-mainstream-.html
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ambiguous space, for there are a variety of ways in which 
Titi’s practice could be interpreted or misinterpreted. 
Nevertheless, Titi happily lived with this ambiguity because 
there was an advantage to that ambiguity. No one could lay 
certain claim to her actions, knowledges, and choices. This 
was a form of control. 

FOREIGN OBJECTS OF CARE
“They dropped me here and here I’ve lived 
And because I work like a dog,
Here is where I was reborn.

And I sought to rely on epic story of the Mandiga 
after epic story. 
I rebelled.”4

Afra X are Black Latin American women who are 
conceptualized as entities that labor. Their bodies are used 
as mechanisms for toil, anywhere. They work “like a dog,” as 
Nancy Morejón suggests in her poem. Often, they are given 
the care of objects, foreign to their personhood, belonging 
to someone else and for the benefit of other entities. In 
the labor of foreign objects, their bodies are nothing 
more than facilitators of another person’s possibilities. As 
cooks, they satisfy someone else’s hunger. As maids, they 
provide a clean living space for another’s enjoyment. As 
field hands, they make it possible for another to have food 
and clothing. As nannies, they make it possible for another 
to have freedom to work or have a more mobile life. In 
this subjectivity of toil, how is transcendence possible? As 
Morejón suggests above, what does it mean to be “reborn”? 
How does she “break down the subject-object duality that 
keeps her a prisoner,” as Anzaldúa recommends? In what 
ways are rebellions (that are not suicide missions) possible?

My mother, Ana, was an Afra X. She was an afro-descended, 
Spanish-speaking migrant’s daughter, and sister, mother, 
aunt, friend, neighbor, and laborer in the twentieth century. 
She was a Puerto Rican who worked at a hotel created on 
the grounds of an old plantation in St. Croix, which was 
owned by a racist white family. Although the twentieth 
century––a time in which she would be born and die––
was a post-slavery age, it is a period in which she would 
remain signified in the logic of an enslaved system. In that 
ontology, she was little more than a slave having to work 
long, hard hours, earning low, meager wages. She cleaned 
guest rooms by hand carrying heavy bags of laundry on 
her back. Why did she do it? This work was “honest.” As a 
widow, it was a way to provide for her children. She was 
the mother of Black “native” sons and daughters, whose 
humanity would still be in question, whose ability to 
reason would be ignored, challenged, or erased, whose 
road to professional success would be in danger of being 
thwarted, stalled, or denied, and whose place in the social 
strata would often be silenced. 

Despite a very clear erasure in the philosophical literature 
regarding her subjective position, I find myself asking 
about the ways in which she understood, manifested, and 
powered through her world. How did she manifest her 
subjectivity? What was her epistemic ontology in the face 
of such a difficult, “labored” life? Was there any freedom or 
power in her daily labors? And, if so, what were they? The 

possess, and venerate these objects? The assessment of 
an internalization of racism did not fit, since there was a 
clear place of honor and respect given to objects which 
possessed a specific (non-racialized) meaning. The 
meaning attached had nothing to do with the academic 
conceptualization of Black female subjectivity. To my aunt, 
the Mammy was a heroine, of sorts. She represented 
a powerful spiritual, healing, and social symbol. This 
symbolism stood apart from an object of subjugation, 
enslavement, poverty, deprivation, use, and degradation. 
These objects served as codes for experiences in her 
spiritual life. They were the bridge between worlds (her 
present body, her spirit life, her relationship with spirits 
and ancestors, her past, and her future). Titi called these 
Mammy figurines La Madama, a name I would hear often 
in her stories. In the essay “Espiritismo in the Puerto Rican 
Community: A New World Recreation with the Elements of 
Kongo Ancestor Worship,” Marta Romero Vega confirms my 
aunt’s view. She writes:

The Madama spirits know the secrets of curing negative 
energy and attracting positive energy. When they manifest 
in spiritual session, they are elder women of sacred 
knowledge. Dressed in gingham colors or white cotton, 
they tend to manifest as heavy-set women wearing large 
skirts with their heads covered with a scarf. Bearers of 
medicinal and psychological healing secrets. . .3

The immense pride I witnessed Titi having in caring for her 
Madama was genuine. The pride was derived from the idea 
that she was a keeper of secrets. Also, she was in alliance 
with powerful spirit women capable of facilitating change, 
imparting great wisdom, and able to heal. Through these 
figures my aunt maintained a linkage with alternate realms 
in varying worlds. These realms she always maintained 
in her presence. It was as if the figurines were a physical 
manifestation of a spiritual relationship. The altar was 
representative of an agreement––she adores the spirits, 
and, in turn, the spirits aid her. For this reason, the Mammy 
figurines represented a mantel of protection and a working 
team, especially in difficult times. Additionally, the figurines 
represented the honor and satisfaction in knowing that a 
specific spirit loomed and stayed with her.

Returning to Anzaldúa’s notion of mestiza consciousness, 
I would argue that the collection of Mammy figurines my 
aunt maintained was much more than a site of duality 
suggested in Anzaldúa’s quotes above. The act of taking 
care of these objects is a space of transcendence, i.e., 
to live in and with multiple realities and consciousness, 
to leave everyday reality, and connecting with the power 
of the transcendent. Beyond the realities of motherhood, 
marriage, life in a tough city, and in a country that used 
her for labor, there was a vibrant life in connecting to other 
worlds. This connection provided access to different 
communities, access to wisdom, power, and protection. So 
in the caring of objects of spiritual significance a radical 
episteme is practiced, where dominant and oppressive 
sources of knowledge (arising from the dominant culture 
in this world) are bypassed in favor of non-Western ontic 
epistemes found in other entities (such as ancestral 
Black female spirits) in other worlds. The subjectivity of 
taking care of objects of spiritual significance can be an 
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The first object I collected and for which I still care is a small 
green afghan I asked my mom to make for me when I was 
in college. It was and continues to be a very functional and 
durable object. This object, which she crocheted, contained 
her daily meditations, prayers, and good wishes for me. It 
is that psychosocial energetic messaging which carried 
me through the alienating spaces of the classroom, the 
textbooks, the living quarters (dorms, off-campus housing, 
etc.), the environment (landscape, weather, etc.) in both 
undergraduate and graduate school. In a world devoid 
of cell  phones, unlimited phone call plans, FaceTime, 
Snapchat, and texting, it was the afghan which gave me 
daily reminders of my mother’s words, love, and care.

There is an important distinction that should be made 
between taking care of objects of familial history and 
materialism and consumerism. Taking care of objects of 
familial history refers to having a select few objects that link 
us to the historical past. Sometimes it is just one object, but 
it may be a few. Some of these objects contain meaningful 
significance in one’s life. On other occasions, objects of 
family history, memory, and psyche tell a partial story, or 
even a fragmented one. For materialist consumers, objects 
owned have primarily monetary or social value.

Returning to Anzaldúa’s notion of ambiguity, it is important 
to note the ambiguous connection to land. As a migrant, I 
still have an ambiguous connection to the United States. 
Even though I am a US-born citizen, my ambiguity to the 
mainland remains. I was not born in the mainland. Neither 
my umbilical cord nor my parents are buried here. Even 
though this land feeds and sustains me, I am not rooted in 
the same way as most around me are. Psychically, I am not 
fully here (in the mainland) nor fully there (in the Caribbean). 
So I occupy this alternate space that is in between the 
physical worlds that produced and consume/sustain me. 
Yet, I don’t feel complete in this new, wonderful host home. 
This ambiguity causes an in-betweenness, i.e., of not being 
psychically complete anywhere. This I must continue to live 
with. There is no true home. The objects of family history, 
memory, and psyche create bridges between existences, 
and for moments at a time, I might feel complete.

Sometimes, objects of care are things for which knowledge 
is partial or constructed. The second object of care I 
remember having was my dad’s old manual typewriter. 
He has been deceased since I was five years old. It was 
a typewriter that I had used in high school (before I had 
access to a computer). Even though I did not need it 
at college, I carried the typewriter on a plane from the 
Caribbean to Pennsylvania following one of my trips home. 
This typewriter, although precious to me, was of fragmented 
knowledge because no one really told me much about 
it. I knew it was my dad’s and that he used it. That’s all. I 
constructed and created the meaning of the typewriter 
based on the notion that it had belonged to him. The 
meaning for me was symbolic knowledge of his work ethic 
and how he must have thought it important to own essential 
equipment to do good, serious work. A typewriter in his 
day may be like having a computer in my day. So the object 
had several meanings. First, it conveyed the importance of 
work in his life, i.e., that he would buy tools to complete it 
well. Second, it was important to buy and own your work 

resulting educational and professional successes of her 
children and grandchildren, despite the odds, is one very 
important answer to the question of “Why continue?” The 
rebellion referred to by Morejón might be in the changed 
lives of those who would follow in her ancestral line.

In the book chapter “The identity Crisis in Feminist Theory,” 
Linda Alcoff argues that a major task for feminist theorists 
today is to “deconstruct and de-essentialize” the idea that 
women are neither rational nor free, like men.5 I wonder if 
this notion posed by Alcoff is a theoretical possibility for 
working class women of color? Essentially, is it a theoretical 
impossibility for there to be freedom and choice in the 
labor that is such a big part of some women’s lives? Most 
importantly, is the idea of being thought as “rational” or 
“free like men” an unnecessary project, especially for 
women of color?

There is a very well-established philosophical conversation 
about labor in Western philosophy. The most well-known is 
the idea that there is a kind of alienation in labor––an idea 
from philosophers such as Hegel, Marx, and Heidegger. A 
very lively and important debate, this discourse is based on 
the rise of industrialism and the traditional worker (white 
and Western). Undoubtedly, this discourse is of value, 
especially because it critiques capitalism as a system that 
exploits laborers. In thinking about the specificity of Afra 
X’s life, there is a complexity that is missing in the dialogue 
of alienation. Within this complexity is the idea that work 
can be a kind of freedom or a space of transcendence from 
ordinary life.

I have often observed Afra X choosing to work when she 
does not need to or should not. In these cases, work 
represented a life of capability outside of the home space, 
where neither children nor spouses dominated their 
existence. For example, aunt Celia chose to remain a watch 
factory worker for many years after her retirement age. She 
claimed to continue because at home her husband treated 
her like a child, always trying to tell her what to do. At work, 
she claimed to have peace.

Recalling Anzaldúa’s idea of living with contradiction, the 
problematic exists that even in this very exploitative system, 
a woman of color can find a space for self-actualization. It 
is important to note that I don’t want to suggest that for 
Afra X there is a pure reversal in spaces where freedom is 
possible, i.e., where the home space is purely oppressive 
and the workspace is liberating. The ambiguity is that there 
was opportunity for transcendence in both spaces. My aunt 
who escaped home for work simply adored cooking and 
took pride in her kitchen skills and management. Thus, 
both places had ambiguity.

OBJECTS OF FAMILY HISTORY/MEMORY/PSYCHE
In the care of objects, we keep family history, memory, 
and psyche. This is essential for those who have migrated 
from highly communitarian environments and now find 
themselves in work silos, where so much of the new host 
culture is foreign, unknown, unwelcoming, or not readily 
attainable. The care of objects of family history and psyche 
are essential when we live in situations where our keys to 
culture and community don’t fit the present circumstance.
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tools. Third, it was the idea of his presence in the object 
itself. I had his typewriter, something he touched and used 
regularly.

As ordinary citizens, we don’t see ourselves as curators of 
our living/work spaces and the objects we choose to have 
in those living spaces. But we are. On a daily basis we can 
choose what to hold, what to carry, what to keep, what 
to display, and what to honor. There is freedom and self-
actualization in these choices.

CONCLUSION
In response to Anzaldúa, I have argued for a transcendence 
of subject-object duality through a close examination of Afra 
X’s relation to objects of care. In the keeping of altars, Afra 
X creates a space of transcendence where plural subjective 
positions are possible. In the objects of foreign care, Afra 
X can find self-actualization, even given the contradiction 
of labor exploitation. Finally, I have shown how objects of 
family memory and psyche can form bridges between the 
worlds in which the Afra X lives. This practice of objects of 
familial care is a practice of plural personality. It is, finally, 
important to point to the implication of this study, which 
is to also show the ways in which feminism’s comparative 
projects with men (especially as it involves thinking through 
a theoretical perspective that would include Afra X and 
other women of color) are shortsighted.
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We open the newsletter with a poem gifted by Andrea 
Sullivan-Clarke. It was part of an art collection compiled 
by the Ontario Native Women’s Association and submitted 
to the Canadian government. This collection highlights 
the ongoing crisis of Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls (MMIWG) characterized by case neglect, 
underreporting, and other failures of justice in Canada 
and the United States. “Walk On, Dear Sister, Walk On” 
mourns the loss of the key roles women play in Indigenous 
communities and calls for collective activism to demand 
accountability. Indigenous groups, like the Native Student 
Alliance at the University of Windsor, place red ribbons 
in public spaces with the hope of calling attention to a 
dire problem in Indian Country, which has received little 
governmental uptake due to the marginalization of these 
communities as a result of colonialism. 

The two articles in this edition are contributions to 
Indigenous philosophical methodology and to Indigenous 
ethics. 

The first article, by Brian Yazzie Burkhart, addresses the 
situational hazard facing Indigenous philosophy from 
its inception. This hazard is inherent in Indigenous 
philosophy’s relationship to the whole philosophical 
project but is especially pernicious when philosophical 
inquiry becomes enmeshed with what Burkhart terms 
settler-colonialist epistemic guardianship. The framework 
of epistemic guardianship is not only delusional from the 
outset, its delusions are specifically structured so as to 
render Indigenous philosophy impossible from the start. 
Thus any attempts to be conversational, although deeply 
rooted in the broader philosophical ethos, can never 
surmount the barriers of epistemic guardianship in the 
colonial context. And so, according to Burkhart’s “trickster 
methodology,” Indigenous philosophy must proceed from 
a stance of epistemic resistance and sovereignty that 
rejects any ethnographic containment of Indigenous ideas. 
Burkhart grounds this stance of epistemic resistance and 
sovereignty in a concept of Indigenous relatedness to land. 

The second article, by James Maffie, explains in careful 
detail a key feature of Mexica ethics that distinguishes it 
from Western perspectives, namely, its differing framework 
for evaluating the pain and hardship that life inevitably 
brings. In contrast to Western ethics that generally see 
pain and hardship as something to diminish or circumvent, 
Mexica ethics sees pain and hardship as ontologically 
necessary accompaniments of our existing in a framework 
of dynamic, ongoing relations of reciprocity. Essentially, 
maintaining these reciprocal relations demand work and 
the expenditure of vital energy. The resulting enervation 
must be relieved by others in ongoing exchange. Thus 
we are always mutually interdependent, at every level 
of being—human and divine. At the level of the human, 
“humanity” is not a given but is instead predicated upon 
taking up these relations and reciprocating; thus becoming 
human is a moral task and one that always entails hardship. 
As Maffie characterizes, “living a genuinely human life 
has to hurt,” and the moral value of particular pains and 
hardships must be judged contextually.

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES AND 
INFORMATION

We invite you to submit your work for consideration for 
publication in the Newsletter on Native American and 
Indigenous Philosophy. We welcome comments and 
responses to work published in this or past issues. We also 
welcome work that speaks to philosophical, professional 
and community concerns regarding Native American and 
indigenous philosophies and philosophers of all global 
indigenous nations. Editors do not limit the format of what 
can be submitted; we accept a range of submission formats 
including and not limited to papers, opinion editorials, 
transcribed dialogue interviews, book reviews, poetry, 
links to oral and video resources, cartoons, artwork, satire, 
parody, and other diverse formats.

In all cases, however, references should follow the Chicago 
Manual of Style and include endnotes rather than in-text 
citations. For further information, please see the Guidelines 
for Authors available on the APA website. Please submit 
material electronically to Agnes Curry by June 15, 2019.

https://www.apaonline.org/page/newsletters
mailto:acurry%40usj.edu?subject=
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consensual hallucination.”2 Where “misunderstanding, 
misrepresentation, evasion, and self-deceptions” are 
not “accidental” but rather “prescribed by the terms” 
of these contracts.3 The racial and settler contracts and 
corresponding epistemologies of ignorance hold up and 
justify the false worlds of white supremacy and Euro-
supremacy. In the context of settler colonialism, these 
epistemologies of ignorance not only serve to create the 
false world of settler colonialism but also to maintain the 
delusional epistemic world that is necessary for its ongoing 
survival. This delusional epistemic world serves settler 
colonial power because it presents the imaginary world of 
Euro-supremacy as the entire world. Settler colonialism, 
then, is not any particular historical event or set of historical 
events but rather a structure, as articulated in Patrick Wolfe’s 
work—a structure of power that produces subjugating 
effects in a myriad of ways, including the subjugation of 
the production and recognition of Indigenous knowledge.4 
Settler colonialism as a structure of power targets the land, 
the being of the land, and the intertwining of Indigenous 
being with Indigenous land within the broader framework 
of coloniality that, according to Anabel Quijano, arises 
and is sustained through the creations of the dual arms of 
colonial power: the concept of race and racial hierarchy; 
and the commodification of labor.5 It is my contention that 
settler colonialism is a form of power that is conceptualized 
around the obscuring of the being of land and of the 
intertwining of human being with the being of land. From 
this, it is not a stretch to imagine that land and conceptions 
of land are at the root of the concept of race and racial 
hierarchies as well, and it is the intertwining of the concepts 
of race and land that forms the foundational conceptual 
nexus of coloniality itself as the framework of “the modern 
world-system,” as Wallerstein puts it.6

In this essay, I want to clarify one of the ways—through 
epistemic guardianship—that settler colonial power 
operates to erase or obscure Indigenous knowledge as a 
part of the attempt to maintain the invented and delusional 
epistemic world of Euro-supremacy. In contrasting 
epistemic guardianship, I want to position epistemic 
sovereignty as a form of epistemic resistance that arises 
out of and in relationship to the land. Here I want to speak 
to a way in which sovereignty itself can be understood 
as fundamentally emanating from the land. The primary 
seat of sovereignty as an Indigenous concept resides in 
the land, and the human conception of sovereignty and 
the human capacity for sovereignty—both in relation to 
land and in relation to ourselves and others—comes out 
of the land as an originary and continual manifestation of 
the being of the land and the always already in motion 
kinship relationship between humans and land. Epistemic 
sovereignty is deeper than a political framework for 
Indigenous sovereignty. Epistemic sovereignty is part of 
the framework of Indigenous epistemologies of locality, or 
knowledge as an originary and continual manifestation of 
the being of the land, and of the always already being in 
motion kinship relationship of humans with land.

EPISTEMIC GUARDIANSHIP
When Indigenous peoples speak of sovereignty from the 
land, identity from the land, knowing as an intimate kinship 
relationship to and from the land, and Indigenous ethics 

POEM
Walk On, Dear Sister, Walk On
Andrea Sullivan-Clarke 
UNIVERSITY OF WINDSOR

Baby cryin’ ‘cause their momma’s gone,
Can’t ya hear my warrior? Can’t ya hear, can’t ya hear?
Hold those sweeties, hold them near.
Walk on, dear sister, walk on.

They take you, they beat you, leave you to die.
Don’t you care, police? Don’t you care, don’t you care?
Postings and stories make folks aware.
Still they close their eyes, yes they close their eyes.

Momma, sister, auntie gone.
Who’ll teach the children? Who’ll keep the lore?
The numbers increase, but who’s keeping score?
Walk on, dear sister, walk on.

Brutal, vicious, crisis—just words, they say.
They erase you, they erase us—will we disappear?
They darken our doorstep, they shroud us in fear.
They chip at our numbers, they wish us away.

Stand up, my sisters, be strong, be strong.
Become warriors and fear not, fear not.
Link arm in arm, defend our lot, 
and walk on, dear sister, walk on.

ARTICLES
Countering Epistemic Guardianship with 
Epistemic Sovereignty through the Land

Brian Yazzie Burkhart 
UNIVERSITY OF OKLAHOMA 

In my forthcoming work, Indigenizing Philosophy through 
the Land: A Trickster Methodology for Decolonizing 
Environmental Ethics and Indigenous Futures, I try to clarify 
some of the ways that Indigenous people conceive of 
philosophical concepts like knowing, being, and valuing as 
embedded in land, where land is a living, breathing relative 
and the continual creative source of life, thinking, knowing, 
feeling, and being. Speaking of a human intertwining with 
land, where land is a being and a relative, triggers the 
operations of epistemic guardianship within the settler 
colonial epistemologies of ignorance. The racial contract, 
according to Charles Mills, or the settler contract, according 
to Pateman and Roberts, shapes “an inverted epistemology, 
an epistemology of ignorance” as “a particular pattern of 
localized and global cognitive dysfunctions. . . producing 
the ironic outcome that whites will in general be unable 
to understand the world they themselves have made.”1 
Under the racial and settler contract, whites and settlers 
“live in an invented delusional world,” “a fantasyland,” “a 
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deemed necessary in order to allow Indigenous people 
the opportunity to participate in civilized settler society. 
In historical times, the guardianship principle justified the 
outlawing of the potlach, the sundance, and the gourd 
dance, as well as the removal of commonly held tribal land 
in favor of individual allotment as private property. In more 
recent times the guardianship principles have justified 
the outlawing of traditional tribal systems of government 
and land management as well as the removal of tribal 
jurisdiction over violence against Indigenous women on 
tribal land when the perpetrator is a settler and not a citizen 
of any federally recognized tribe within the United States.

In the context of settler philosophy, articulations of 
Indigenous philosophy often trigger the operations 
of philosophical guardianship that force Indigenous 
philosophical articulations into appropriate guardianship 
forms—forms that are assimilated to the dominant 
paradigm or are at least translatable to or consistent 
with views of knowledge, morality, and the like that are 
generally acceptable within the dominant paradigm. This 
is often done, as with guardianship in general, with good 
intentions. The purpose of guardianship in the context of 
philosophy is to bring Indigenous philosophy into the realm 
of proper civilized philosophy in contrast to what is seen as 
mere religious thought or myth-making. The guardianship 
of Indigenous ways of knowing, the containment of those 
ways of knowing within the invented worlds of settler 
colonial epistemologies of ignorance, and the containment 
of Indigenous claims to knowledge within a paradigm 
of cultural artifacts such that Indigenous knowledge-
keepers can only be containers of cultural truths rather 
than producers, have the combined function of nearly 
extinguishing the possibility of Indigenous knowledge 
altogether, at least in anything like its own terms. 

Chief Luther Standing Bear claims that understanding 
America requires being connected to “its formative 
processes,” that in order to find “the roots of the tree of 
[one’s] life” or “grasp the rock and the soil. . .[m]en must be 
born and reborn to belong. Their bodies must be formed 
of the dust of their forefather’s bones.”8 When Indigenous 
philosophers use these words to reflect on an Indigenous 
relationship to land, these philosophers are criticized 
from each of the angles of epistemic guardianship. One 
critique is that Standing Bear is not authentic as a cultural 
artifact since his claims to knowledge are the product 
of what Shepard Krech calls the myth of “the Ecological 
Indian,”9 which means that what Standing Bear says is 
not authentically Indian. A second critique is a critique 
of using direct reference to Indigenous philosophers, 
such as Standing Bear, in the oral tradition without 
proper anthropological distance or settler philosophical 
interpretation. This is a critique of using Standing Bear’s 
words directly, which means relying on Indigenous forms 
of knowledge and knowledge transmission that cannot 
be scientifically or academically confirmed, such as oral 
knowledge and oral tradition, as well as using Indigenous 
forms of interpreting that knowledge within the oral 
tradition rather than relying on the settler frameworks of 
cultural interpretation. Epistemic guardianship results 
in a rejection of Indigenous claims, as least on their own 
terms, of the kind of connection to land that Standing Bear 

as grounded in the land as a relative and a teacher, this 
often triggers epistemic guardianship within the dominant 
discourse of the settler state and settler-state frameworks of 
knowledge. Epistemic guardianship functions to assimilate 
or eradicate forms of knowledge that exist outside or 
are seen to exist outside of the limits of knowledge set 
by the dominant discourse of the settler state, and these 
limits serve to maintain the delusional world of Euro-
supremacy; that is, epistemic guardianship functions to 
maintain settler colonial epistemologies of ignorance. 
Epistemic guardianship often excludes Indigenous ways of 
knowing in the process of attempting to be inclusive of and 
respectful of Indigenous ways of knowing. Under epistemic 
guardianship, Indigenous ways of knowing are always under 
radical suspicion that requires their facing the justificatory 
tribunal of settler frameworks of knowledge. This tribunal 
determines whether Indigenous claims to knowledge are 
justified insofar as they either meet standards appropriate 
for settler frameworks of knowledge or are assimilable 
to these frameworks of knowledge and meaning. Some 
candidates are rejected outright while others are judged as 
requiring assimilation to settler frameworks of knowledge 
or meaning. This tribunal also deals with the special 
requirements for the production of Indigenous knowledge 
through proper ethnographic form and expression. 
For example, Indigenous knowledge as expressed by 
Indigenous people must be produced through their bodies 
or their lives as containers of the truth of Indigenous 
knowledge as a form of ethnographic containment. For 
example, Maria Josefina Saldaña-Portillo examines this 
containment in the context of the questions surrounding 
the truth of Rigoberta Menchú’s autobiography.7 Saldaña-
Portillo critiques the way in which Menchú is conceived 
as a mere container of possible Indigenous knowledge, 
where the validity of Menchú’s knowledge is determined 
by the Western subject and only in relation to its existence 
as an Indigenous cultural artifact. The tribunal of epistemic 
guardianship then also judges Indigenous knowledge in 
terms of the proper form of Indigenous knowledge as set 
by the settler colonial epistemologies of ignorance, which 
includes judging the validity of Indigenous knowledge in 
relation to its necessary existence as a particular Indigenous 
cultural artifact. 

Epistemic guardianship functions in a similar way in 
relation to Indigenous ways of knowing within settler state 
frameworks of knowledge and their institutions of academic 
philosophy that political guardianship functions in relation 
to Indigenous nations within the political and legal power 
structure of the settler state. Political and legal guardianship 
is built into the current framework of federal Indian law in 
the United States, where Congress has absolute power 
over Indigenous nations within the settler state without 
any limits or constitutional checks because Indigenous 
nations are understood to exist as wards of the settler 
state. The guardianship principle in settler societies is the 
legal and political doctrine that settler states have the right 
and obligation to protect Indigenous people, particularly 
from themselves. In the United States, the guardianship 
principle has functioned to justify the outlawing of 
traditional political, cultural, or religious practices that were 
seen as retarding the necessary progression of Indigenous 
people from savagery to civilization, a progress that was 
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settlers a people who are natural or more in nature, as 
animals are, for example. Now, as people in nature, 
savages can be noble or monstrous depending on how 
Western people have viewed nature. Monstrous savages 
come from monstrous nature, where nature is imagined as 
like a bear or mountain lion that would tear apart a human 
as a matter of course. Noble savages come from noble 
nature, where nature is imagined as, like an innocent deer, 
without guile and majestically living with the land (think: 
Bambi). The ecological Indian question for Krech is really 
just “Are Indians actually noble savages?” Krech’s question 
is just “Are Indians really like Bambi?” Are they like deer 
who live naturally on the land as animals are thought to 
within this Western view of animals and nature? Are Indians 
natural like animals, where animals are not rational and so 
do not make choices except by instincts and drives? The 
question Krech is trying to answer, then, is whether Indians 
really are savages. The answer is no, according to him. 
The real question is “How is that a relevant question in the 
first place?” If the question of Indian savagery is relevant 
at all, it is not relevant to Indigenous people, it should be 
clear. It seems trivial to note that is it very likely that not a 
single Indigenous person has ever wondered if he or she 
were like the Western notion of an innocent animal who 
lived with nature. If this question is relevant at all, it is only 
relevant to Western people in terms of trying to deal with 
their own mythology and delusional beliefs. The framing 
of the question of the ecological Indian completely within 
the bubble of the delusional world of settler colonial 
epistemologies of ignorance means that Krech can have 
no communication, by definition, with actual Indigenous 
peoples in the answering of his question, because if he 
were to even to pose his question in such a way as to 
allow Indigenous voices to participate in the answering 
of the question, then there could be no question for him 
to ask. The structuring of Krech’s question and answer 
solely within the delusional bubble of epistemologies of 
ignorance means that Indigenous people as actual, rational 
people cannot appear in Krech’s book without disrupting 
the framing of the question and answer as existing solely 
within the delusional world. It should not be surprising, 
then, that in 317 pages on the topic of the ecological 
Indian, there is not a single Indigenous voice. Instead, and 
not surprisingly from the framing of the question, Krech’s 
work functions like a zoological study of Indian behavior on 
the basis of Western archeological material and European, 
often overtly biased and even racist, descriptions of 
Indigenous behavior. There are no Indigenous voices, and 
Indigenous people are studied zoologically and without 
any consideration of their rationality in Krech’s book 
because if Indigenous people were considered rational 
and given a voice, the entire question of the text would 
disappear before the text was written, as it would no longer 
be framed within the delusional world of settler colonial 
epistemologies of ignorance. Consider it this way: What if 
I had just come to the United States from another planet, 
let’s say, and I wanted to investigate recycling and trash 
in this country. If I looked at the people of this country the 
way Krech does, I would conclude they have no positive 
relationship to recycling and mostly produce mountains 
of smelly trash. If I were to treat the people of the United 
States as rational in questioning their relationship to trash, 
then I have to consider their action within a framework 

describes. First, this sort of claim is said to be a function of 
the ecological Indian myth, and Krech proves that this idea 
is a myth in his book. From the perspective of epistemic 
guardianship, it might be suggested that if Indigenous 
philosophers would just read Krech’s book or listen to 
those who have, they would also reject this claim and reject 
Standing Bear’s words. Second, Standing Bear’s words 
should not be referenced as Indigenous philosophy in the 
first place, since his words are not an authentic expression 
of Indigenous culture. His words are not a proper artifact of 
Indigenous knowledge. Indigenous people, the epistemic 
guardianship perspective suggests, only started using this 
ecological Indian myth to talk about their connection to land 
during the pan-Indian movement as a way to push back 
against the constant settler theft of their lands. Sam Gill’s 
work is often referenced to support this second critique. 
The attempt to push Indigenous philosophy toward the 
rejection of Standing Bear’s word from either critique is 
seen as a function of providing epistemic guardianship for 
Indigenous philosophy.

The problem with these guardianship critiques is that they 
are contained within and only have traction within the settler 
colonial epistemologies of ignorance. So they are produced 
by settler colonial epistemologies of ignorance, which are 
themselves designed around the denial of the existence 
of Indigenous knowledge outside of the delusional bubble 
of Euro-supremacy and settler frameworks of knowledge. 
Part of the function of the guardianship critique, then, is 
to collapse the possibility of Indigenous response before 
it can be realized that guardianship critique only has 
traction within its own invented and delusional world of 
settler colonial epistemologies of ignorance. As long as 
the discussion remains sealed within this invented and 
delusional bubble, the experiences that could disrupt 
this delusional bubble remain impossible. Thus, it is 
settler claims to knowledge regarding Indigenous claims 
to knowledge that are sealed in the container of settler 
colonial epistemologies of ignorance, never to be exposed 
to experiences that do not already conform to the settler 
epistemologies of ignorance. As is shown below, it is 
Krech’s question and critique that exists and has meaning 
only in a bubble of thought that has been constructed 
in isolation from actual Indigenous people, lifeways, 
languages, and so on, and is, in fact, self-contained in such 
a way that it cannot reach out to actual Indigenous peoples 
or be impacted by the reality of Indigenous lifeways, 
languages, and so on.

Here is a brief sketch of part of how the ecological Indian 
and Krech’s book about it are contained within the invented 
and delusional world of settler colonial epistemologies 
of ignorance and function in relationship to Indigenous 
knowledge only through epistemic guardianship. First, 
let us start with the very particular and peculiar Western 
ideas about what nature is, what it means to be an animal 
in nature, for example, or even for particular kinds of 
primitive, savage humans who are closer to animals, to be 
in a state of nature. Remember, the term “savage” comes 
from the Old French through the Latin “silvaticus” (of the 
wood) from the Latin for wood or forest, “silva.” Savage 
just means forest dwellers (of the wood), but it connotes 
in the minds of European colonists and later American 
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terms—“We talk, you listen,” as Deloria says—then settler 
philosophers liberate themselves, if only temporarily and in 
part, from settler colonial epistemologies of ignorance, but 
also Indigenous philosophers and Indigenous philosophy 
is liberated, if only temporarily and in part, from the settler-
colonial framework of epistemic guardianship. In this 
space of even momentary liberation, on both sides, there is 
a moment to reveal a deeper level of epistemic sovereignty 
that arises out of the always already being in motion kinship 
relationship between people and land, a relationship that 
coloniality foundationally obscures in order to imagine and 
act out its fantasies of settling and remolding Indigenous 
land as a new Europe, a new England, or new Spain. 

Epistemic sovereignty, like political sovereignty, disrupts 
the power structure that supports epistemic guardianship, 
but epistemic sovereignty is a deeper sense of sovereignty 
that arises out of and is maintained by the always already 
being in motion kinship relationship between people and 
land, and the power of human sovereignty arises out of 
and is contained within that always already in motion 
kinship relationship. Epistemic guardianship, from the 
perspective of epistemic sovereignty, is not corrected by 
an error theory that will guide those who operate under 
epistemic guardianship to contexts where knowledge of 
Indigenous people or even the production of Indigenous 
knowledge in a settler context can be achieved. In part this 
is because epistemic sovereignty is part of the process by 
which Indigenous knowledge is created whether there is 
epistemic guardianship or not. Epistemic sovereignty is not 
merely a decolonial tool but an Indigenous understanding 
of the appropriate context for the production of knowledge 
in the first place. Epistemic sovereignty exists within a world 
that is framed by locality and the always already being in 
motion of kinship. In this world, knowledge is created freely. 
This kind of sovereignty is expressed in the important Diné 
phrase, t’áá hó’ajít’éego t’éíyá (It’s all up to you), which 
captures “the philosophy of SNBH [Sa’ąh Naagháí Bik’eh 
Hózhoon] by which individuals internalize how they want 
their lives to be and what they must do to achieve SNBH,” 
which is each individual’s sustained harmony within the 
always already in motion kinship relationship that frames the 
larger philosophy of Sa’ąh Naagháí Bik’eh Hózhoon.14 Under 
epistemic sovereignty as a broader theory of knowledge, 
coming to know arises from within, and is contained by, 
my always already in motion kinship relationship with land. 
Through my always already in motion kinship relationship 
with land, the world freely engages with me in negotiating 
the dynamic interaction of knowledge through kinship. 
In this sense, epistemic sovereignty is part of the root of 
knowledge itself within Indigenous ways of knowing and 
is required for Indigenous knowledge even outside of the 
framework of epistemic guardianship, but also serves as a 
form of epistemic resistance to guardianship.

One way of forcing epistemic sovereignty into the settler-
philosophical framework of guardianship for Indigenous 
philosophy is the use of decolonial phenomenology as a 
resistance methodology. Decolonial phenomenology is 
described by Nelson Maldonado-Torres as a method that 
brackets “the assumed validity and general legitimacy 
of European traditions of thought.”15 This bracketing 
of European traditions of thought opens a space for 

of rational choice and decision-making. In this context, I 
might discover that the people of this country had a great 
love for recycling but were just really bad at it. To not ask 
the people of this country any question regarding how they 
conceive of their relationship to trash, how they would like 
to be and desire to be, rather than simply to study them as 
natural forms of life, would be to maintain a framework of 
an epistemology of ignorance regarding the possibilities of 
their existence since, if I were doing so because I assumed 
that they were natural forms of life, I would have removed 
the possibility of experiencing anything as it regards these 
people that did not conform to my preconceived and 
delusional (at least in the sense that it has no possibility of 
actual contact with them or the world in that sense) view 
of them. 

Much of what I just said about Shepard Krech’s book can 
be said about Sam Gill’s Mother Earth, an American Story, 
where he suggests that Indigenous people borrowed the 
idea of Mother Earth from the settler image of what it 
means to be Indian.10 In this context, I will not repeat all the 
moves from the analysis of Krech’s question and answer 
as contained within the settler colonial epistemologies of 
ignorance, but the same pattern follows in that Gill’s work is 
only meaningful within this invented and delusional world. 
Gill says it himself: his question is about the European’s 
image of Indians and nature, which is self-contained in 
its own invented and delusional world. He is never able 
even to formulate the question as to what exists outside of 
this world because that would already be to question the 
legitimacy of that world in toto. Gill is also explicit in his 
operations of epistemic guardianship when he suggests 
that Native Americans who study Native religion tend 
to only speak about their being “oppressed minorities 
within the academy and American culture.”11 This personal 
and political bent to the writing and research of Native 
Americans who study Native religion, he claims, diminishes 
the quality of research.12 Instead, it is non-Native, objective, 
and scientific scholars like himself who study from a 
distance who have the proper view of the questions and 
how to answer them, which is why he can claim against all 
Indigenous protestations to the contrary that the concept of 
Mother Earth was manufactured by Indigenous people as a 
tool to resist further land encroachment.13 What Indigenous 
people have to say on this matter has been precluded 
by the framing of his work as solely within the delusional 
bubble of settler colonial epistemologies of ignorance.

EPISTEMIC ANTICOLONIAL RESISTANCE 
METHODOLOGIES

If the invented, delusional world of settler colonial 
epistemologies of ignorance can be disrupted and a space 
of epistemic sovereignty that circumvents the force of 
the guardianship framework over Indigenous philosophy 
created, then the voices of Indigenous people and 
Indigenous philosophers can be heard for the first time, 
and the settlers and the settler philosophers can hear for 
the first time something beyond the delusional bubble 
of their own making, which means breaking the vicious 
cycle of settler colonial epistemologies of ignorance. 
When Indigenous philosophers, from Standing Bear to 
Vine Deloria Jr. and beyond, are listened to on their own 
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upon it or may want to put upon it. This forced assimilation 
of Indigenous concerns with settler principles to the 
meanings that settler thinking and settler history want to 
put these principles to is a classic example of the settler 
guardianship principle itself. It should be clear how it creates 
a DuBoisian double-consciousness for Indigenous people 
who live under settler rule and settler principles. We have 
our experience and understanding of the world and our 
experience and understanding of the settler world, but we 
must either reject those completely and try to act and speak 
in the ways that the settler world finds acceptable for us 
or try to translate our experiences and understandings into 
words and actions that the settler world finds acceptable. 
To reject the settler interpretation of the guardianship 
principle is to reject the guardianship principle before it 
has the power to act upon Indigenous reality, thought, and 
experience, which removes the possibility for Indigenous 
philosophy to even accidentally fall back into the trap of 
transparency and settler guardianship. One of the features 
of epistemic sovereignty, as a framework of knowledge 
that arises out of and is contained in the always already 
in motion kinship relationship with land, is the rejection 
of assimilation of experience into any kind of abstract or 
universal framework, and so without explicitly rejecting 
the assimilation requirement of settler guardianship 
and the transparency of Indigenous experience from the 
start, there would be no meaningful way of getting an 
Indigenous theory of knowledge or epistemic sovereignty 
off the ground.

Decolonial phenomenology as an expression of epistemic 
sovereignty and a tool of resistance against epistemic 
guardianship also rejects the ethnographic containment 
of Indigenous voices as artifacts of Indigenous culture. 
By refusing to allow the question of whether Standing 
Bear is an authentic voice of Indigenous culture, 
decolonial phenomenology circumvents the ethnographic 
containment of Indigenous voices and further rejects the 
power of epistemic guardianship to tell Indigenous people 
to whom they should listen, and whether certain voices 
belong to them or not. One might worry that refusing to 
allow the question of the authenticity of the voices of 
Standing Bear, Black Elk, Lame Deer, Chief Seattle, and 
others to even be asked seems to delocalize these voices 
insofar as one is removing them from their questionable 
historical context. The opposite is actually the case if 
the claim is taken seriously that Indigenous knowledge 
arises out of and is contained by the always already being 
in motion kinship relationships to land. Knowledge is 
produced and contained in the locality of each of these 
individuals, which is to say produced and contained in the 
always already being in motion kinship relationships of each 
of these individuals. Their knowledge is a manifestation 
of the particular locality of their being from the land. To 
ask if Standing Bear’s voice is authentic in terms of the 
representation or artifact of a particular cultural reality is 
to trap his voices in the container of cultural authenticity, 
a container that can only exist through an untethering of 
his being from the land, his knowing from the land, and his 
culture from the land—removing his being, knowing, and 
culture from their existence within an always already being 
in motion kinship relationship with land. Even to ask if 
Standing Bear’s voice reflects a truth that exists beyond him 

Indigenous philosophy to show up in a way that is not always 
overdetermined by the assumed validity and legitimacy of 
European traditions of thought, and the settler-guardianship 
function of those traditions of thought in relation to 
Indigenous traditions. In this way, Indigenous concepts are 
foregrounded and taken as given rather than always under 
suspicion, as they always are under settler-philosophical 
guardianship. Decolonial phenomenology removes part 
of the power of the guardianship function without having 
to engage in the exercise of trying to reject European 
traditions of thought on their own terms, where, just like in 
the political context of the settler state, they have plenary 
power. Also, engaging European traditions of thought on 
their own terms means engaging them against an already 
assumed background of Euro-supremacy, which means the 
exercise is defeated before it begins. Part of the function 
of philosophical guardianship in the settler-philosophy 
context, just as with political or legal guardianship, is to 
hide or even erase the experiences and perspectives 
of Indigenous people. Indigenous experiences and 
perspectives are deemed relevant or even meaningful only 
insofar as they assimilate to or are translatable to dominant 
settler-philosophy paradigms. Guardianship hides or even 
erases Indigenous experiences and perspectives in general 
in the process of creating an Indigenous DuBoisian double-
consciousness and a transparency of Indigenous reality 
to settler consciousness, or radical lack of consciousness 
or lived experience for Indigenous people in the context 
of settler interpretation. This is why Vine Deloria Jr., in 
his classic Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto, 
begins with the problem of transparency. He opens that 
book with the line, “Indians are like the weather. Everyone 
knows all about the weather.”16 The problem that we face 
as Indigenous people in the context of our struggle is “our 
transparency,” Deloria continues.17 “People can tell just by 
looking at us what we want, what should be done to help 
us, how we feel, and what a ‘real’ Indian is really like.”18 
“Because people can see right through us, it becomes 
impossible to tell truth from fiction or fact from mythology. 
Experts paint us as they would like us to be.”19 “To be an 
Indian” in settler America, he concludes, “is in a very real 
sense to be unreal.”20 Decolonial phenomenology explicitly 
rejects our transparency to the settler gaze. It begins 
with the position that we as Indigenous people will tell 
you (settler philosophy and the settler state) what we are 
experiencing, and for the first time, perhaps, when we talk, 
the settler will just have to listen. This methodology takes 
Indigenous experience of the world in general, as well as 
Indigenous experience of settler reality in particular, as 
given. In doing so, it refuses to negotiate or assimilate 
Indigenous experience to the dominant frameworks or 
perspectives of settler philosophy or the settler state.

This foregrounding of Indigenous experience and 
rejecting of settler interpretation removes the possibility 
of transparency as well as settler guardianship. At the 
extreme end, decolonial phenomenology rejects the settler 
interpretation of the meaning of the settler guardianship 
principle. By refusing to operate in terms of the settler 
interpretation of the guardianship principle, Indigenous 
philosophy refuses to be forced to assimilate the meaning 
of the settler guardianship principle to the intended 
meaning that settler thinking and settler history have put 
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Philosophical Principles of Hózho’,” Diné Perspectives: Revitalizing 
and Reclaiming Native Thought, ed. Lloyd Lee (Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press, 2014), 27.

15. Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “Post-continental Philosophy: Its 
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is to take up a transcendental position of delocality in order 
to question the authenticity of his voices in the context of 
its correspondence to a reality that exists outside him. My 
refusal, as an extension of Audra Simpson’s “ethnographic 
refusal” as a rhetorical strategy that calculates “what you 
need to know and what I refuse to write in,” rejects both 
questions of authenticity, and so goes beyond the refusal 
to “write in” to the refusal to allow the guardianship 
principle to say what I mean or what Standing Bear means.21 
The question of the authenticity of Standing Bear’s voice is 
nothing other (in the context of his always already being 
in motion kinship relationship with land out of which his 
being and voice arise and are contained) than the question 
of whether Standing Bear meant what he said. To question 
Standing Bear’s words, then, is to question him as a person, 
his existence. If, instead of questioning Standing Bear’s 
existence, I listen to his words as an expression of his being 
in locality, of his experience, then I have already moved 
beyond the position of judging the validity of his words 
as a correspondence to reality untethered from his always 
already being in motion kinship relationship with land. If I 
listen to his words as an expression of his being in locality, 
then I have already moved beyond the position of judging 
the validity of his words as artifacts that must correspond to 
a cultural reality untethered from its always already being 
in motion kinship relationship with land. If Standing Bear 
is telling the truth of his experience, then his words are 
expressions of his experience and so are a manifestation of 
reality in locality or are a manifestation of his always already 
being in motion kinship relationship with land. The job of 
the philosopher of epistemic sovereignty or locality is not 
to question the truth of Standing Bear’s words, unless there 
is some reason to think that he is telling a lie, but to seek 
the relevancy, relationality, and meaning of those words for 
me where I am now, which is in an always already being in 
motion kinship relationship with land. 
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According to contemporary Nahuatl and Nahuat-speakers 
in Mexico, the reciprocal exchanging of gifts is one, if not 
the, principal way one expresses love, honor, and respect 
for others; and the principal way of expressing love, 
honor, and respect for others is by feeding, caring for, and 
nurturing others. They thus conceive the moral obligation 
to reciprocate as entailing love, respect, nurturing, and 
feeding.7 The Mexica (and other contact-era Mesoamericans) 
embraced this view as well. It is a component of what 
Alfredo López Austin calls the enduring and “unifying” “hard 
nucleus” (“nucleo duro”) of Mesoamerican philosophy-
religion,8 and of what Catherine Good Eshelman calls the 
“conceptual axes” (“ejes conceptuales”) of Nahua (and 
Mexica) philosophy.9

3. According to Mexica tlamachiliztlatolzazanilli (“wisdom 
discourses or tellings”10), the moral obligation to 
reciprocate is rooted in the originary actions of creator 
beings who merited or deserved (macehua) the existence 
of the Fifth Age and all its inhabitants, including the sun, 
earth, sky, humans, water, and maize.11 They tell us that 
the history of the cosmos consists of a series of five 
Ages. The succession of the first four Ages consists of the 
creator beings, Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca, taking turns 
creating their own and destroying the other’s Age. Each of 
the four Ages was populated by its own particular kind of 
human who was also destroyed. Upon the destruction of 
the Fourth Age, Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca decide to 
work together in creating a final Fifth Age and fifth kind 
of human being. Present-day humans are this fifth kind 
and inhabit this Fifth Age.12 Mexica “wisdom tellings” also 
relate that Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca created humans in 
order to honor, respect, nurture, nourish, and in so doing 
regenerate creator beings. They assigned to humankind a 
unique task (tequitl) or load (tlamamalli)13 to bear, and a 
unique responsibility among inhabitants of the Fifth Age: 
viz. to nourish and sustain creator beings and, ultimately, 
the entire Fifth Age.

The “wisdom telling,” Legend of the Suns, adds that as 
a consequence of the monumental effort (tequitl) and 
expenditure of life-energy involved in fashioning sky, 
earth, and moving sun of the Fifth Age, Tezcatlipoca, 
Quetzalcoatl, and the other creator beings become 
enervated, overheated with hunger, imbalanced, and in 
life-threatening need of nourishment. In order to remedy 
their condition, Quetzalcoatl decided to undertakes a series 
of further hardships (tequitl). He undertakes the perilous 
journey to Mictlan (time-place of the dead below the earth’s 
surface) where he successfully locates and retrieves the 
bones of Fourth Age humans—despite the many obstacles 
placed in his way by Mictlantecuhtli (lord of the time-place 
of the dead). Quetzalcoatl brings the bones to Cihuacoatl 
who grinds them into meal and places the meal into a 
jade bowl. Quetzalcoatl then proceeds to fashion Fifth Age 
human beings from the bone meal of Fourth Age humans 
by mixing into the meal the life-energy contained in blood 
drawn from his virile member. The other creator beings join 
in as well.14 

Creator beings give Fifth Age humans life so that 
humans will cool, refresh, and rebalance creator beings 
by nourishing, nurturing, and feeding them. (Hunger 

The Role of Hardship in Mexica Ethics: 
Or, Why Being Good Has to Hurt

James Maffie
UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND 

INTRODUCTION
Philosophers in the Western tradition commonly build 
their theories of morality and of the good life upon the 
assumption that pain and suffering—or hardship for short—
are intrinsically bad. The good life, the life worth living, the 
well-lived life for human beings, contains as little hardship 
as possible. Mexica ethics, however, denies hardship has 
intrinsic value. Its badness and goodness are determined 
contextually. Mexica ethics maintains that hardship plays 
an essential and so indispensable role as well as a creative 
and positive role in morally upright human behavior and in 
the well-lived, good human life. In short: doing the right 
thing and being good have to hurt.1

1. Conquest-era Mexica ethics (tlamanitiliztli) set out to 
configure how humans live with the aim of balancing the 
continual processing and thus continual becoming of the 
Fifth Age (the cosmic age in which human beings currently 
live).2 Because the Mexica regarded ethics as ordering an 
entire human lifeway (nemiliztli), Mexica ethics covered the 
entire gamut of human activity ranging from how to think, 
eat, drink, feel, talk, walk, dress, bathe, arrange one’s hair, 
love, respect, cook, farm, fish, hunt, wage war, rear children, 
have sex, bury the dead, and so on. It also covered, for 
example, what one ought to eat (viz., maize) as well as what 
language one ought to speak (viz., Nahuatl as opposed to 
Totonac or Chichimec).3 Mexica philosophy conceived as 
a seamless whole what modern Western thought tends to 
splinter into distinct spheres: viz., religion, ethics, etiquette, 
politics, economics, cooking, farming, and so on.4

2. Reciprocity functions “like a pump at the heart” of 
the Mexica cosmos and lifeworld by circulating vital 
energy throughout the cosmos and between its various 
inhabitants. Reciprocity also functions “like a pump at 
the heart” of morally appropriate as well as genuinely 
human behavior according to Mexica ethics.5 The moral 
obligation to reciprocate—i.e., to respond to and maintain 
social relationships defined by nepantla or well-balanced 
mutuality with other agents (human or other-than-human)—
figures centrally in Mexica ethics. Nepantla designates a 
dynamic, dialectical, and diachronic condition of being 
in the middle or middled. Nepantla conveys a sense of 
abundant reciprocity or mutuality: a back-and-forth process 
that consists of being abundantly middled, well-balanced, 
and centered.6 Nepantla processes join, interlace, interlock, 
or unite two things together. They mix, fuse, shake, or 
weave things together. And they do so in a way that is 
middling, betwixting-and-betweening, and abundant 
with mutuality and reciprocity. Finally, they do so in a way 
that is creatively destructive, destructively creative, and, 
therefore, transformative.
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other-than-humans such as sun, rain, earth, maize, animals, 
houses, farming tools, and cooking utensils. Winona 
LaDuke expresses the point eloquently when explicating 
White Earth Ojibwe philosophy: “Genealogical bonds are 
normative bonds, generating moral responsibilities to the 
natural world and the living beings it sustains; they give 
rise to ‘reciprocal relations’ which define ‘responsibilities . 
. . between humans and the ecosystem.’”18 Finally, contra 
a dominant view in modern Western moral and political 
thought, the fact that humans (both phylogenetically and 
ontogenetically) incur this obligation is not contingent 
upon their having consciously accepted the original gift(s) 
upon which the obligation depends. For the Mexica, one 
may be bound by moral obligations and relationships into 
which one entered neither willingly nor even consciously.19

4. The Fifth Age and all its inhabitants—from earth, sun, 
rain, and wind to buildings, featherwork, weapons, and 
musical instruments to plants, animals, humans, and 
deceased ancestors to stories, songs, dance, music, 
incense, and ceremonies—are energized, vivified, active, 
and powerful. The Fifth Age is a social world populated 
by human as well as other-than-human beings.20 These 
beings are agents. Mexica metaphysics conceives an agent 
(chihuani21) as a vivified and empowered being, one who 
is sensitive to the surrounding world and who possesses 
the ability to act upon and respond to the surrounding 
world. Linda Brown and W. H. Walker write, “this agency is 
autonomous, purposeful, and deliberate, and arises from 
sentient qualities possessed by [vivified beings], such as 
consciousness or a life-force.”22 All agents are ontologically 
of a kind: all constituted by the single, sacred power or 
energy-in-motion the Mexica called teotl; and all transitory, 
concentrated stability patterns in the energy-in-motion that 
is teotl. Agents differ from one another in terms of their 
behavior, degree of power, ability to act upon and respond 
to the world, histories, the scope and intensity of their social 
relationships (or active interrelatedness) with other agents, 
and “personalities” (e.g., their degree of consciousness, 
purposes, intentions, likes and dislikes, etc.). Agents have 
the capability of entering into reciprocal relationships with 
other agents and may be more or less social in this regard. 

5. Legend of the Suns tells us creator beings created the 
Fifth Age and its human beings by means of a process 
called macehua, meaning “to merit, deserve, be worthy 
of, or acquire that which is deserved,” and tlamacehua, “to 
deserve or merit something.”23 Kelly McDonough glosses 
macehua as “obtaining that which is desired through merit, 
of giving as part of the action of receiving.”24 Macehua is 
a purposeful activity undertaken by an agent who aims to 
bring about a desired outcome (event, process, activity, 
or arrangement). Macehua involves tequitl (work, labor) 
which, in turn, involves expending vital life-energy. One 
aims to transmit an effortful expenditure of vital energy 
as a gift or offering (tlamanaliztli) to another agent in 
order to induce that agent to act in some way. It is by 
virtue of expending and transmitting this vital energy that 
one attains merit, becomes worthy, or comes to merit or 
deserve the outcome one seeks. Indeed, the principal 
way by which agents interact in the social world of the 
Fifth Age is by offering gifts to, accepting gifts from, and 
responding to gifts from other agents. Macehua also aims 

consists of an imbalance consisting of excessive heat, and 
consuming food restores balance through cooling.) Creator 
beings regard feeding and nurturing as ways of respecting, 
worshipping, loving, and honoring them. Preeminent 
among this nourishment are energy-rich food-gifts such 
as well-spoken words, song, dance, music, ceremony, 
incense, prepared foodstuffs (e.g., maize tamales), and 
human and animal blood, hearts, and lives. 

The continuous processing of the Fifth Age also requires 
the continuing contribution of creator beings’ vital 
energies. Because sustaining the world continuously 
enervates them, creator beings are continuously in need of 
nourishment from humans. In short, although the initial and 
continuing existence of Fifth Age (and all its inhabitants) 
are wholly dependent upon creator beings, creator beings 
are themselves wholly dependent upon human beings. The 
continuing existence of creator beings depends essentially 
upon human nourishing.15 Creators depend continually 
upon being nourished by human life-energy.

Humans and creator beings are therefore mutually 
dependent, their relationship aptly characterized as 
“mutualist symbiotic” or “obligate mutualism” (meaning 
one or both symbionts depend entirely on the other for 
survival in the terminology of contemporary biological 
science). Fifth Age creator beings and humans depend 
equally upon one another’s life-energies. Creator beings 
are accordingly said to be “mothers and fathers” to humans, 
while humans are said to be “mothers and fathers” to the 
gods. And yet this mutual dependency is not gainsaid 
by the obvious disparity in their respective amounts of 
power.16 As insignificant as it appears in comparison to 
the world-creating life energies of creator beings, human 
life-energy nevertheless suffices to sustain the creator 
beings. Each depends completely upon the other for their 
continuing existence.

According to a different “wisdom telling,” Histoyre du 
mechique, Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca initiate the 
creation of the Fifth Age by capturing Tlaltecuhtli (the 
great earth caiman, earth lady) and splitting her into two 
to form the sky and earth’s surface. Human foodstuffs 
such as maize and amaranth grow from her body. Water 
flows from her eyes. As a consequence of her hardship 
(tequitl) and generosity in gifting humans with water and 
foodstuffs, Tlaltecuhtli demands reciprocity from humans. 
She demands to be fed; she demands human life-energy.17

Human beings are always already born into a complex, 
all-inclusive, interwoven fabric of moral relationships with 
other agents that obligate them to reciprocate for gifts they 
have received. As a species (phylogenetically), humans are 
born with an obligation to reciprocate or gift-back to creator 
beings. They are born with what we might cautiously call 
“original debt” or “original obligatedness.” (This must not 
be confused with the Christian notion of “original sin,” a 
moral wrongdoing for which human must spend their lives 
atoning.) As individual beings (ontogenetically), humans 
are also born into a complex and all-inclusive interwoven 
fabric of moral relationships obligating them to reciprocate 
for gifts they have received from ancestors (who although 
deceased are still active), parents, family, neighbors, and 
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into responding by doing something. As Alan Sandstrom 
and Pamela Sandstrom explain, one does not petition 
another agent to do something; rather, one extends a 
gift or offering (tlamanaliztli) that obligates the other to 
return the gift in the form one seeks.28 (Macehua should 
therefore not be confused with supplicating, petitioning, 
or pleading, as commonly occurs.) The transaction “creates 
a bond between the two that sets up a flow of power 
between donor and recipient,” writes Frank Lipp.29 In this 
manner agents seek to “bind” the future actions of other 
agents within a normatively ordered fabric, according to 
William Hanks.30 Through acts of meriting-cum-obligating 
that transmit energy and bind other agents, one attempts 
to arrange the future behavior of other agents in a desired 
way.

This activity is commonly characterized as “giving to 
receive,” “giving so that you will give,” or “giving to 
have.”31 The normative principle that orders the relationship 
between giver and recipient may be expressed as follows: 
“To give a gift is to obligate the receiver,”32 “A gift implies 
an obligation to return,” or “To accept a gift is to assume 
an obligation to reciprocate.” The recipient, by virtue of 
accepting the initial gift, obligates herself to reciprocate 
and give the donor what she seeks.

6. The gifts that create and maintain normative social 
relationships of reciprocity and that in so doing make 
things happen in the Fifth Age consist of chicahualiztli (vital 
energy) that is accumulated through tequitl (work, struggle, 
effort). Morally mandated, nepantla-defined, reciprocal 
exchanges involve tequitl: the expenditure, accumulation, 
and subsequent transmission of chicahualiztli by means of 
work, effort, and labor.

Through gifting, then, one literally gives of oneself, i.e., 
gives one’s own life-energy. This energy-gift may take the 
form of human foodstuffs (e.g., tamales), music, song, 
incense, spoken words, nurturing, educating, and curing 
as well as blood, heart, and life (be they one’s own or 
another’s; be they human or nonhuman). Through their 
reciprocal gifting of life-energy, human and other-than-
human agents (including creator beings) feed one another, 
eat one another, and sustain one another. Contemporary 
Nahuas living in San Miguel, Sierra del Pueblo, Mexico, put 
it this way: 

We live HERE on the earth (stamping in the mud floor)
We are all fruits of the earth
The earth sustains us
We grow here, on the earth and lower
And when we die we wither in the earth
We are ALL FRUITS of the earth (stamping in the 
mud floor)
We eat the earth
Then the earth eats us.33

Humans spend their entire lives receiving Tlaltecuhtli’s gifts 
of foodstuffs, and one of the principal ways they reciprocate 
is by feeding her their buried bodies upon death.

Tequitl is thus an essential component of active reciprocity 
relationships, since it is by undertaking and successfully 

at coaxing another agent into becoming the sort of agent 
who cooperates with oneself in achieving some end and so 
into becoming a socially interrelated agent or “relative.”25

Macehua should not be confused with making amends, 
making atonement, or doing penance (as commonly 
occurs). Atonement, making amends, and doing penance 
are backward-looking. They are related to past misdeeds 
or wrongdoings. Macehua, by contrast, is not ex hypothesi 
related to wrongdoing (past or otherwise). Because 
it functions as a component in a process of cyclical 
reciprocity, macehua is simultaneously backward-and-
forward-looking. It is backward-looking because it aims at 
giving thanks, gifting-back, fulfilling the obligation to gift-
back and restoring balance. It is forward-looking since by 
gifting-back one obligates the recipient to another iteration 
of the gifting cycle and thus to gift-backing to oneself. 
Macehua consists of undergoing hardship in order to make 
something happen in the future, not to make amends or 
atone for some wrongdoing committed in the past.26

Macehua is an inter-agent process that takes place between 
two (or more) agents and that initiates a social relationship 
between agents. An agent initiates this relationship by 
extending a gift or offering (tlamanaliztli) to the intended 
agent. This process metaphysically conveys vital energy 
from donor to recipient. Macehua requires what we might 
call social “know-how,” i.e., knowing how to get along 
with other agents in a social world so as to induce them 
into cooperating by doing as one wishes. In addition to 
the effortful expenditure and transmission of energy, 
such social “know how” requires adopting an appropriate 
attitude of humility and respect towards the intended 
agent.27 Being practically effective in realizing one’s ends 
in the world thus requires being socially effective. Knowing 
how to get along with other agents is not the same as 
knowing how to coerce or exploit others. 

The concept of macehua is a normative concept associated 
with like normative concepts such as desert, earn, deserve, 
merit, reward, and due. “Macehua” refers to a normative 
process—not a descriptive, causal process in the sense 
of ancient Greek philosophy’s efficient causality or 
Newtonian-style, mechanical push-and-pull, cause-and-
effect. I understand normativity as that which is action-
guiding, attitude-molding, choice-guiding, or conduct-
related. That which is normative concerns how one ought 
to act, how one is obliged to behave or conduct oneself, 
what is appropriate or fitting for one to do, and so on. 
Normative facts, statements, and relationships possess an 
oughtiness that descriptive ones lack. Facts about agents’ 
interrelationships, however, are seen as simultaneously 
descriptive and normative (or prescriptive) by the Mexica. 
For example, that Elaine is my mother not only tells me 
of my descriptive genealogical relationship to her; it also 
tells me of my normative macehua-generated relationship 
(she merited my birth, she nurtured me, fed me) and that 
I am obligated to behave towards her in certain ways. It 
prescribes how I ought to act towards her.

Macehua is a process by which one agent tries to induce 
another agent(s) into entering into a normative relationship, 
one that binds, obligates, or indebts the intended agent(s) 
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exchange of vital energies between its various inhabitants. 
And life-energy, as we’ve seen, is not confined to humans. 
Rain and spring water contain the vital energy of Tlaloc and 
Chalchiuhtlicue (male-female sky and ground water creator 
beings); maize and maize foodstuffs (and other agricultural 
foodstuffs such as chia and amaranth) contain the vital 
energies of Tonatiuh, Tlaltecuhtli (earth lady), and Cinteotl 
and Chicomecoatl (male-female paired maize creator 
beings); sunlight contains the vital energy of Tonatiuh, and 
so on. Humans depend essentially upon the consumption 
of the vital energy gifts of creator beings, and because of 
this are continually obligated to reciprocate by gifting-back 
their own vital energies to creator beings. Creator beings, 
for their part, depend essentially upon the consumption of 
the vital energy gift-backs of human beings, and because 
of this are continually obligated to reciprocate by gifting-
back their vital energies.38

8. Because it consists of expending one’s chicahualiztli 
(life-force), tequitl results in pain (chichinaquiztli), suffering 
(ihiyohuia), fatigue (ciahui), torment, affliction, weakness, 
discomfort, and, sooner or later, death. One is drained of 
vitality, depleted of life-energy, and in a state of imbalance. 
One is left hungry, thirsty, dried out, and hot. Because 
tequitl leaves one in a state of imbalance and because by 
being imbalanced one risks becoming sick (i.e., mentally or 
physically disordered), tequitl is dangerous. Undertaking 
tequitl involves renouncing one’s comforts and undergoing 
danger, risk, burning pain, affliction, difficulty, and 
hardship.39 Seizing enemy combatants on the battlefield to 
serve as life-energy gifts to creator beings would seem to 
be one of the most dangerous forms of tequitl.

9. Doing the right thing (i.e., doing what morality requires, 
doing what is morally good or obligatory) therefore 
necessarily involves pain, suffering, fatigue, torment, 
affliction, imbalance, and death—or hardship for short. 
Succinctly put, doing good has to hurt; being good has 
to hurt. Why? Because (a) reciprocal gifting requires 
transmitting vital energy accumulated through tequitl; 
(b) transmitting accumulated vital energy to other agents 
leaves one fatigued, weak, suffering, and in pain; and, 
finally, (c) reciprocal gifting of vital energy is morally 
obligatory and indeed central to Mexica ethics.

10. Mexica ethics maintains that being a morally good human 
is a function of acting morally, and that being a morally 
good human and being truly human (nelli tlacatl, tlatlacatl, 
and tlacanemini 40) are isomorphically inter-related so that 
degrees of moral goodness are being keyed to degrees 
of true humanness. From this it follows that being truly 
human (acting humanly and humanely) necessarily involves 
hardship. Behaving as a genuine human has to hurt. The 
anti-social human who does not participate in reciprocal 
relationships by fulfilling her obligations to others, and 
who does not therefore care for, love, and respect those 
with whom she is relationally obligated, is not only 
immoral but also not truly or genuinely (ahnelli) human. 
Being truly human—as opposed to being (a) inhuman 
or inhumane (atlacatl), (b) an ill-formed, deranged, and 
imbalanced “bestial human” (atlacaneci),41 (c) a “fat and 
well rounded lump of flesh with two eyes” (tlacamimilli),42 
and (d) “one who preys upon the vital energies of others” 

undergoing the hardship—and in the process expending 
one’s life-energy or chicahualiztli—that one initiates and 
maintains well-balanced reciprocity relations. It is through 
the gifting of chicahualiztli to another agent that one merits 
what one seeks and obligates the recipient to behave as 
one wishes. And it is through the gifting of chicahualiztli 
that the recipient of the initial gift reciprocates and fulfills 
her obligation to the initial donor. In short, what is mutually 
exchanged is chicahualiztli. In sum, by means of tequitl one 
not only fulfills one’s moral obligation to reciprocate, but 
one also helps maintain the balanced circulation of energy 
in one’s family, human and other-than-human community 
(milpas, rivers, Sun, earth), and cosmos at large.

Tequitl has a number of closely related meanings, 
including “work,” “effort,” “charge,” “duty,” “allotment,” 
“task,” “quota,” “term of office,” “trouble,” and “tribute.”34 
Common to all and essential to tequitl is the expenditure 
of vital life force. Tequitl consists of expending vital energy 
in all manner of activities, including slashing-and-burning, 
weeding, and irrigating fields (milpas); sowing and 
harvesting maize; constructing irrigation ditches, roads, 
temples, and houses; tending to the hearth, grinding maize, 
and preparing food; weaving; preparing for ceremonial 
activities by sweeping, constructing, and decorating 
altars and statues, fasting, and preparing ceremonial 
foodstuffs; participating in ceremonies by offering gifts 
(tlamanatiliztli), speaking sacred words (machitiliztli), 
playing music, singing, dancing, burning incense, and 
gifting vital energy contained in one’s own blood or the 
blood of others (e.g., human, quail, butterflies, canines); 
sexual intercourse; giving birth to, nurturing, and raising 
children; curing; and sharing knowledge and giving advice. 
Most dramatically perhaps, the Mexica regarded a Mexica 
warrior’s capturing energy-rich enemy warriors on the 
battlefield, returning them to Tenochtitlan, and preparing 
them as life-energy gifts to creator beings as a form of 
tequitl. The warrior expended his own vital energy in order 
to acquire vital energy to be gifted to Tonatiuh (solar creator 
being) and Tlaltecuhtli (earth lady). In sum, “[t]equitl is a 
broad concept [that refers] to all uses of human energy—
physical, spiritual, intellectual, emotional—for realizing a 
specific goal or purpose.”35

8. “Chicahualiztli” refers to the vital energy that animates, 
enlivens, and fortifies humans and other-than-humans; the 
life-force that burgeons within humans, animals, and crops 
causing them to grow, mature, and ripen; power, strength, 
firmness, steadfastness, stability, and perseverance; 
exertion, effort, courage, encouragement, and striving; and 
the physical and mental or spiritual strength to attain one’s 
goals and surmount life’s exigencies.36

While contemporary Nahuas discuss tequitl and the gifting 
of vital energy to other agents predominantly in terms 
of chicahualiztli, our sources for the Mexica speak more 
commonly in terms of tonalli, teyolia, and ihiyotl. For present 
purposes, I do not think this matters. Tonalli, teyolia, ihiyotl, 
and chicahualiztli are all vital energies and aspects of teotl.37 
For the purposes of brevity, therefore, I continue discussing 
Mexica ethics in terms of chicahualiztli. What is essential 
here is that the continued processing and becoming of the 
Fifth Age depends upon the nepantla-defined reciprocal 
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families and training their sons in male-gendered labors. 
All involve hardship and the transmission of vital energy. 
More grandly, humankind’s undergoing hardship plays 
a creative, productive, and positive role in the Mexica 
cosmos since it is essential to the continual processing and 
becoming of the Fifth Age and all its inhabitants. Suffering, 
pain, exhaustion, and death play a creative, productive, and 
positive role in maintaining the continual becoming of the 
Mexica cosmos.

Would it be accurate, then, to say that hardship (pain, 
suffering) functions as a “necessary evil” (adopting 
terminology from Western theological and philosophical 
discourse)? No. Mexica ethics does not conceive hardship, 
pain, suffering, and even death as intrinsically bad (ahmo 
cualli, literally, “ungood” or “not-good”). While some 
instances of hardship, pain, and death are certainly bad, 
others are certainly good (cualli): it all depends on the 
context. Nor does Mexica ethics conceive pleasure, relief, or 
happiness as intrinsically good. Pleasure (relief, happiness) 
that is neither merited nor reciprocated, for example, is 
imbalance-inducing and hence bad. Generally speaking, 
instances of pleasure and happiness, like instances of 
pain and suffering, must be placed in context before being 
evaluated. Mexica ethics does not accordingly define 
or calculate the moral rightness or wrongness of actions 
(states of affairs, agricultural practices, social-political 
arrangements, etc.) in terms of maximizing pleasure and 
minimizing pain or in terms of satisficing strategies that 
proceed from the assumption that the pain is intrinsically 
bad and pleasure intrinsically good. Indeed, a way of life 
governed by hedonic utilitarianism would bring about 
personal, social, environmental, and, ultimately, cosmic 
imbalance, resulting in the unraveling and destruction of 
the Fifth Age and all its inhabitants.47

12. Mexica ethics does not therefore seek to eliminate 
hardship from human existence and the good life. It 
seeks instead to minimize disordered, disorderly, and 
disordering hardship. And yet it also seeks to minimize 
disordered, disorderly, and disordering pleasure, too. 
(Such are the imbalancing hardships and pleasures 
that typically result from the misdeeds and ignorance 
of oneself and others.) The Mexica neither sought nor 
avoided pleasure and pain per se. Mexica ethics seeks to 
cultivate and arrange hardship and pleasure by weaving 
them together into a well-balanced, lifeway-weaving-
in-progress. Mexica tlamatinimeh (“knowers of things”) 
acknowledged that pursuing these goals was extremely 
challenging if not virtually impossible due to the limitations 
of human understanding of the cosmos, and due too to the 
ineliminable presence of disorder in the cosmos.

13. Hardship and respite (along with pain and pleasure, 
and suffering and enjoyment) are instances of what 
the Mexica called inamic partners. As such, they join 
life~death, dry~wet, hot~cold, male~female, above~below, 
and light~darkness.48 Inamic partners are mutually 
complementary, engendering, interdependent, and 
antagonistic. They are not substances or essences but 
aspects of teotl’s energy-in-motion. Neither inamic partner 
is ontologically, conceptually, or temporally prior to the 
other. Neither is morally or metaphysically superior to the 

(tecuani, literally “one who eats someone”)43—requires 
that one participate in social relationships of reciprocity 
that entail hardship. Such ill-formed or quasi-humans are 
said by contemporary Nahuas in Guerrero “to live like 
a dog” (ir como un perro). They behave like dogs who 
attend fiestas preying upon the infirm or drunk, hoping 
to seize scraps dropped on the ground or steal food 
from children or elders while contributing nothing to the 
production of the celebration itself.44 They take but do not 
give in return. Contemporary Nahuas living in the Huasteca 
region of Veracruz characterize such humans as coyomeh 
(“coyotes”).45 Coyomeh are most typically mestizos and 
gringos, but may also be Nahuas who do not follow the 
path of reciprocity.

One cultivates morally good (cualli) character and genuine 
humanness by participating in chicahualiztli-exchanging 
social relationships. Only in this manner does one cultivate 
one’s humanness (humanity) and become truly human. 
Teaching children how to participate in such relationships 
was an essential component of Mexica child-rearing and 
moral education. The Mexica accordingly put their children 
from an early age to work fulfilling their obligations to 
family members and creator beings.46

11. Mexica ethics thus enjoins humans to undergo the 
hardship involved in maintaining tequitl-grounded, 
chicahualiztli-exchanging reciprocal relations with other 
agents. It also enjoins humans to actively seek out, initiate, 
and cultivate new tequitl-based reciprocal relations and 
thus new avenues of hardship. Avoiding hardship is simply 
not an option for morally upright and genuinely human 
living. The morally good life requires the active cultivation 
and participation in reciprocal social relationships with 
other agents (human and other-than-human), where the 
medium of exchange of reciprocal gifting is chicahualiztli. 
Hardship is the manner by which one accumulates and 
transmits chicahualiztli.

The positive role of hardship is amply attested in Mexica 
“wisdom tellings.” The actions of the creator beings—e.g., 
Quetzalcoatl’s and Tezcatlipoca’s bringing into existence 
of the Fifth Age; Quetzalcoatl’s and Tezcatlipoca’s splaying 
the great caiman, Tlaltecuhtli, so as to form the sky and 
earth’s surface; Nanahuatzin’s jumping into the burning 
jade hearth in order to die and transform himself into 
the sun of the Fifth Age; Quetzalcoatl’s retrieving the 
bones of Fourth Age humans, Cihuacoatl’s grinding the 
bones, and Quetzalcoatl’s adding blood from his virile 
member to the bone meal in order to form Fifth Age 
humans; Quetzalcoatl’s retrieving maize and amaranth 
from Tonacatepetl (“sustenance mountain”); and all the 
creator beings’ sacrificing themselves so as to induce the 
Fifth sun to move—involved hardship and the expenditure 
of personal vital energy. The same is true of Tlaltecuhtli’s 
daily feeding of maize to humans and of maize plants’ 
and even individual maize kernels’ allowing themselves 
to be harvested, ground, toasted, and eaten by humans. 
It is also amply attested in daily human life: e.g., by 
mothers’ giving birth, feeding and rearing their children, 
and their weaving, preparing food for their families, and 
training their daughters in female-gendered labors; and 
by fathers’ working the milpas to grow maize for their 
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In brief, over the course of narrative, Sintiopiltsin acquires 
the skills needed for transforming hardship and death into 
life. He learns that he will attain the vital energy needed 
for growing, maturing, regenerating his seed, and hence 
continuing life only if he willingly undergoes the hardship, 
pain, and suffering needed to attain reproduction and 
survival. And what are these hardships? They are the 
hardships of slash-and-burn agriculture: drying up, dying, 
and being cut by the campesino’s machete, burned, ground 
up, toasted, and fed to the campesino and his family. He 
must offer himself (i.e., his life energies) to humans. He must 
deserve or merit (macehua) renewed life through hardship 
and death. Sintiopiltsin must also learn to embrace the self-
discipline required by living in the well-ordered time-place 
of the cultivated milpa. In this way, he earns a good life.

The narrative teaches that humans play an essential part in 
the life~death cycle of maize, since maize cannot reproduce 
itself without human intervention. (Maize is what biologists 
call non-dehiscent.) It must be harvested, nurtured, and 
sown by humans in order to reproduce successfully. And 
in order for humans to successfully complete this task, 
humans must eat. Maize must therefore gift itself to humans 
as food in order to sustain their agricultural labors of 
burning, sowing, weeding, watering, controlling pests, and 
harvesting. In short, it must gift itself to humans in order 
to grow, ripen, reproduce, and so continue living. Maize 
and humans are mutually dependent, as each depends 
essentially on the other for its survival and reproduction. 
Each gifts to the other its own vital energy. Neither is able to 
live without the intervention and contribution of the other. 
Maize and humans are symbionts or reciprocally symbiotic. 
Through self-discipline, self-sacrifice, and reciprocity, 
Sintiopiltsin secures the good life for himself and for 
humans. His life serves as a model of morally exemplary 
behavior for Gulf Nahuas. Humans depend upon maize, 
and they, too, must willingly undergo the self-discipline, 
self-sacrifice, and reciprocity required for successful maize 
agriculture. Humans also depend upon other humans 
(including deceased ancestors), and therefore they must 
willingly undergo the hardship required in maintaining well-
balanced social relationships of reciprocity with others. 

The narrative of Sintiopiltsin thus functions both 
descriptively and prescriptively. It tells Nahuas that (a) they 
must undergo hardship, suffering, and death in order to 
live well and flourish. Hardship, suffering, and death are not 
only descriptive inevitabilities of human existence, they are 
also normative requirements of existence in the Fifth Age; 
(b) they must nurture, respect, and care for maize and other 
agents (human and other-than-human) with whom they 
exchange vital energy;52 (c) nurturing, respecting, taking 
care of, and reciprocating with maize require hardship, 
suffering, and death; (d) respecting and caring for maize 
does not preclude humans from eating maize (life, after 
all, only arises from death); (e) they must inhabit the well-
ordered space of the home and village, rather than the 
wild space of the forest; and (e) pains and pleasures are 
good if and only if balancing. In short, by instructing them 
in the “moral ways of milpa agriculture,”53 the narrative of 
Sintiopiltsin instructs humans in the moral ways of living as 
a human in the world. Sintiopiltsin serves as role model for 
morally upright human living.

other. Neither can survive without the other. Neither is 
more valuable than the other. Neither is wholly positive or 
negative. Inamic partners are cyclically alternating, and their 
cyclical alternating constitutes the continual processing 
and becoming of the cosmos. Finally, inamic partners are 
correlated with one another: life is to death as respite is 
to fatigue as hot is to cold. Indeed, their relationship is 
even closer seeing as they are merely different aspects of 
the ineliminable inamic nature of teotl itself, expressed as 
Ometeotl (two-sacred energy) or Ometecuhtli~Omecihuatl 
(two lord~two lady). Life, hot, dry, light, fatigue, and male 
are constituted by the same aspect of teotl’s energy; while 
death, cold, wet, dark, respite, and female are constituted 
by the same aspect of teotl’s energy.

Consider the inamic pair life~death. Life and death have 
always existed, as has their cyclical alternating. Life arises 
death, while death arises life. Life contains the seed of 
death, while death contains the seed of life. One cannot 
have life without death, and death without life, as life feeds 
upon death and death feeds upon life. Neither death nor life 
is wholly positive or negative, as each feeds and completes 
the other. Correspondingly, respite gives rise to hardship, 
while hardship gives rise to respite. Life without death is 
no more possible (conceptually or metaphysically) than is 
above without below, and, correspondingly, respite without 
hardship. Mexica philosophy thus deems profoundly ill-
conceived the attempt to advance one inamic partner at 
the expense of the other or the attempt to eliminate one 
inamic in favor of its partner: e.g., to seek a state of affairs 
consisting of life without death, respite without fatigue, or 
enjoyment without suffering. Both are ineliminable aspects 
of teotl, hence the cosmos, hence human existence. 

Mexica ethics accordingly aims at balancing and middling 
respite~hardship (pleasure~pain, enjoyment~suffering) 
along with life~death, hot~dry, and male~female, for 
example, by weaving them together into a single, well-
arranged lifeway fabric (nemiliztli). The activity humans 
are to emulate is the nepantla-defined activity of weaving. 
Just as a weaver arranges warp and weft into a single 
well-measured fabric, so likewise humans are enjoined 
to arrange respite and hardship, life and death, and so 
on into a single lifeway (nemiliztli). And just as a whole 
fabric requires both warp and weft, so likewise a morally 
upright and genuinely human life requires both respite and 
hardship. Pursuing a life of respite without hardship would 
be like to trying to weave fabric without warp threads. The 
active contribution of both inamic partners is essential to 
the balanced processing and becoming of the Fifth Age. 

14. Symbionts and Parasites: Gulf Nahua Narratives of 
Sintiopiltsin and Iguana

The foregoing themes are voiced in contemporary Gulf 
Nahua narratives of Sintiopiltsin (“sacred maize plant boy”) 
and iguana.49 Gulf Nahuas refer to these in Spanish as cuentos 
(“stories”) and in Nahuatl as sanili, tlapohuili, tlapohuiliztli 
(“stories of grandparents”), and huahcapatlahtoli (“ancient 
discourse”). Because they are instructive, they also refer to 
them as neixcuitla or neixcuiltli (“model” or “example”).50 
Nahuat-speakers of northern Sierra de Puebla call them 
neiškwiltil (“lesson with moral significance”).51
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mexicanos: Tres opúsculos del siglo XVI, 1st ed., ed. Angel María 
Garibay K. (México, DF: Editorial Porrúa, 1965), 23–79; and (c) 
Histoyre du Méchique in Teogonía e historia de los Mexicanos: 
Tres Opúsculos del siglo XVI, 1st ed., ed. Angel María Garibay 
K. (México, DF: Editorial Porrúa, 1965), 91–116; Bernardino de 
Sahagún, Florentine Codex: General History of the Things of New 
Spain, Arthur J. O. Anderson and Charles Dibble (eds. and trans.), 
(Santa Fe: School of American Research and University of Utah, 
1953–1982), Book VII:34–68; Book X:1–62; and Judith M. Maxwell 
and Craig A. Hanson, Of the Manners of Speaking that the Old 
Ones Had: The Metaphors of Andrés de Olmos in the TULAL 
Manuscript. Arte para Aprender la Lengua Mexicana, 1547 (Salt 
Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1992).

3. See Allen J. Christenson, “You Are What You Speak: Maya as the 
Language of Maize,” in Maya Ethnicity: The Construction of Ethnic 
Identity from Preclassic to Modern Times, ed. Frank Sachse, Acta 
MesoAmericana 19 (Verlag: Anton Saurwein, 2006), 209–21; and 
Dana Liebsohn, Script and Glyph (Washington, DC: Dumbarton 
Oaks, 2009), 129–31.

4. The Mexica also regarded their ethics as defining a way of life 
and way of being human specific to themselves—as opposed to 
the Otomí, Totonacs, or Huasteca. For Mexica attitudes towards 
non-Mexica peoples, see Bernardino de Sahagún, Florentine 
Codex: General History of the Things of New Spain, Arthur J. O. 
Anderson and Charles Dibble, eds. and trans. (Santa Fe: School 
of American Research and University of Utah, 1953–1982), Book 
X, Ch.29.

  The Mexica made no distinction between sacred and 
profane or between a way of life (nemiliztli) on the one hand, 
and philosophy, religion, prudence, ethics, politics, economics, 
etiquette, culture, weaving, and agriculture, on the other (e.g., 
see Sahagún, Florentine Codex, Book VII:34–68; Book X:1–62; 
Maxwell and Hanson, Of the Manners of Speaking that the 
Old Ones Had; and Frances F. Berdan, “Material Dimension of 
Aztec Religion and Ritual,” in Mesoamerican Ritual Economy: 
Archaeological and Ethnological Perspectives, ed. E. Christina 
Wells and Karla L. Davis-Salazar (Boulder: University Press 
of Colorado, 2007), 245–66. The recent work of indigenous 
scholars such as Abelardo de la Cruz (Nahua) and Arturo Gómez 
Martínez (Nahua) suggests this view has survived the last 500 
years of Mexican settler colonialism: see Abelardo de la Cruz, 
“The Value of El Costumbre and Christianity in the Discourse of 
Nahua Catechists from the Huasteca Region in Veracruz, Mexico, 
1970s–2010s,” in Words and Worlds Turned Around: Indigenous 
Christianities in Colonial Latin America, ed. David Tavárez 
(Louisville, Colorado: University Press Colorado, 2017), 267–88; 
Arturo Gómez Martínez, Tlaneltokilli: La espiritualidad de los 
nahuas chicontepecanos, Programa de Desarrolo Cultural de la 
Huasteca, 2002; and Arturo Gómez Martínez and Anuschka van’t 
Hooft, “Atlatlacualtiliztli: La Petición de lluvia en Ichcacautitla, 
Chicontepec” in Lengua y cultura nahua de la Huasteca, ed. 
Anuschka van’t Hooft (México, DF, 2012), 19. According to 
Anuschka van’t Hooft, contemporary Huastecan Nahuas use 
kostumbre (a Spanish borrow word meaning “custom”) to refer 
to all practices of daily life (Anushchka van’t Hooft, The Ways of 
the Water: A Reconstruction of Huastecan Nahua Society through 
its Oral Tradition (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2006).) 

  This view accords with the views expressed indigenous 
North American philosophers. Ohiyesa (Charles Eastman [Sioux]) 
writes, “Every act of [the Indians’] life is, in a very real sense, 
a religious act” (quoted in Jack D. Forbes, Columbus and other 
Cannibals: The Wetiko Disease of Exploitation, Imperialism, and 
Terrorism, rev. ed. (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2008), 15). 
Jack D. Forbes (Powhatan/Lenape/Saponi) adds:

 Religion is, in reality, living. Our religion is not what we 
profess or what we say, or what we proclaim; our religion 
is what we do, what we desire, what we seek, what we 
dream about, what we fantasize, what we think—all of 
these things—24 hours a day. One’s religion that is one’s 
life, not merely the ideal life but life as it is actually lived.

 Religion is not prayer, it is not a church, it is not theistic, 
it is not atheistic, it has little to do with what white 
people call “religion.” It is our every act. If we tromp 
on a bug, that is our religion; if we experiment on 
living animals, that is our religion, if we cheat at cards, 
that is our religion. . . . All that we do, and are, is our 
religion. (Forbes, Columbus and other Cannibals, 15–16, 
emphasis in original).

Narratives of iguana teach humans how ought not to 
conduct their lives. Iguana is lazy, vain, self-centered, self-
indulgent, undisciplined, promiscuous, and gluttonous. He 
feasts upon delicious fruit with abandon. Fruit, unlike maize, 
does not require human intervention in order to reproduce 
and therefore yields pleasure that does not have to be 
earned (macehua) through hardship (tequitl). Fruit, unlike 
maize, does not participate in a reciprocal relationship with 
humans. Iguana thus undergoes no hardship or suffering 
in order to consume fruit and lives a life of uninterrupted 
ease and pleasure. The rub, however, is that fruit, unlike 
maize, is not a staple foodstuff and cannot sustain life. 
Food, the consumption of which does not require hardship, 
is ultimately non-sustaining. Iguana cannot reproduce and 
continue existing through his successors by only eating 
fruit. He must find sustenance somewhere else. The life 
of fruit consumption does not require and so does not 
teach self-discipline, self-sacrifice, or reciprocity with 
others. Lastly, iguana leads a solitary existence in the wild, 
rejecting the well-arranged, social life of the cultivated 
milpa, and therefore the self-discipline this life demands.

How, then, does iguana survive? Iguana also consumes 
maize, which he steals from others. As a thief, iguana 
contributes none of his own vital energy to the 
reproduction of maize. He neither nurtures, cares for, nor 
reciprocates with maize. He preys upon and lives off the 
vital energies of others. He is a parasite. But this way of 
life is also unsustainable. Iguana’s life of unearned and 
unreciprocated ease and enjoyment is a fool’s paradise. 
He never learns the self-discipline needed for undertaking 
hardship and never learns the personal and social skills 
needed for transforming hardship and death into life. His 
pleasures are not good because they are neither merited 
nor gifted-back. They are imbalancing. Iguana thus serves 
as a negative role model for humans. This accords with what 
we saw above. Humans who do not participate in social 
relationships of reciprocal gifting prey upon and consume 
the life-energies of others, and because of this, are likened 
to dogs or coyotes. They live outside well-ordered social 
life. They are anti-social. 

CONCLUSION 
Reciprocity functions like a pump at the heart of Mexica 
cosmos, circulating vital energy throughout the cosmos 
and its various inhabitants. Reciprocity also functions 
centrally in Mexica ethics’ understanding of morally 
appropriate and genuinely human behavior. Since hardship 
figures essentially in reciprocal relationships, hardship also 
plays an essential role in Mexica ethics’ understanding of 
morally appropriate and genuinely human behavior. One 
cannot follow the morally upright and truly human path 
(ohtli) without embracing hardship. Doing the right thing 
and being good have to hurt. 
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This issue begins with “Footnotes to History.” We shine 
our spotlight on the Black philosopher Wayman Bernard 
McLaughlin who was a close friend of Martin Luther King, Jr. 
They studied at Boston University during the same period, 
with McLaughlin getting his doctorate in philosophy.

We are also proud to present an unpublished essay by 
the late William R. Jones. The essay, “An Anatomy of ESP 
Oppression,” was personally given to Stephen Ferguson 
by Jones. A fundamental part of Jones’s work was the 
exploration of religious humanism and liberation theology. 
An internationally recognized and celebrated activist, 
scholar, philosopher, theologian, and educator, Jones 
dedicated his long career to the analysis and methods 
of oppression, and to working with others in their anti-
oppression initiatives. In this essay, Jones provides an 
insightful and clear discussion of oppression. Oppression, 
for Jones, is a form of suffering, and suffering, in turn, is 
reducible to a form of inequality of power or impotence. 
In addition, the suffering that comprises oppression is (a) 
maldistributed, (b) negative, (c) enormous, and (d) non-
catastrophic. He outlines the subjective and objective 
dimensions of economic, social, and political (ESP) 
oppression. Looked at in terms of its objective dimension, 
oppression exhibits a gross imbalance of power. The 
subjective dimension of oppression—that is, the beliefs 
and value systems—provides an anchor to support ESP 
oppression. The theory of oppression presented here is 
a further elaboration of principles laid out in his magnum 
opus Is God a White Racist?: A Preamble to Black Theology 
(1973).

In “Another World Is Possible: A Marxist Philosophy 
of Revolution,” Stephen Ferguson unravels a host of 
philosophical issues tied to the concept of revolution. 
Ferguson begins by challenging the normative 
presuppositions of contemporary political philosophy, for 
example, its commitment to either Rawlsian liberalism 
or Nozick’s libertarianism. If Rawls or Nozick are the 
presumptive context for doing contemporary political 
philosophy, Ferguson argues, then capitalism—despite 
being the material cause of slavery, racism, Jim Crow 
segregation, gentrification, and poverty—functions as a 

presumptive context for the solution to any and all social 
and political problems. Therefore, political philosophers—
particularly in the African American tradition—will never 
attempt to develop a philosophy of revolution which sees 
the need to go beyond capitalism. Through a Marxist-
Leninist lens, he argues that revolutions are (1) a historical 
process driven by class antagonism, (2) in which one ruling 
class is displaced by another, and (3) which produces a 
social transformation in the “productive capacities” and 
“social progressive potentialities” of society at large. 
Moreover, the justification for revolution cannot be based 
on moral outrage. Moral concepts and judgments play an 
explanatory role, but they are subordinate to social theory. 
Only a concrete analysis of concrete conditions can provide 
the rationale or justification for revolution. He concludes 
his essay with a critical commentary on how moral outrage 
drives the recent work of Ta-Nehisi Coates and Michael 
Eric Dyson rather than a political analysis and critique of 
capitalism.

We are also excited to have essays by Adebayo Ogungbure 
and Dalitso Ruwe. Both Ogungbure and Ruwe are doctoral 
students at Texas A&M University. Both essays will create a 
firestorm of controversy for their readings of Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and Alexander Crummell.

In “The Wages of Sin Is Death: Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
Rhetorics of Black Manhood and the Contemporary 
Discourse on Black Male Death,” Ogungbure’s Black 
nationalist reading ascribes a notion of Black manhood 
to Martin Luther King, Jr. which formed the groundwork 
for his overall political theory. Ogungbure argues for a 
close connection between manhood rights and economic 
empowerment. From Ogungbure’s perspective, King 
attacks the logic of white paternalism and patriarchy as 
that which strips the Black man of his sense of self, value, 
worth, and humanity. Finally, Ogungbure argues that what 
he labels as “phallicist violence” is central to understanding 
King’s death and the disposability thesis—the view that 
“America makes corpses of Black males”—in contemporary 
discourse on Black male death.

In “Between Africa and America: Alexander Crummell’s Moral 
and Political Philosophy,” Ruwe offers a spirited defense of 
Alexander Crummell’s moral and political philosophy. Ruwe 
wants to correct the anachronist reading of Crummell offer 
by Anthony Appiah. Ruwe maintains that Crummell created 
a Black counter-discourse that argued the supposed racial 
superiority of whites, particularly the Anglo-Saxon race, 
and the supposed inferiority of Africans was rooted in 
imperialism and conquest. As such, Crummell’s philosophy 
of race showed that Africans and their civilization could 
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FOOTNOTES TO HISTORY
Wayman B. McLaughlin (1927–2003)
Stephen C. Ferguson
NORTH CAROLINA STATE UNIVERSITY

The Reverend Dr. Wayman Bernard McLaughlin, Sr., the 
fourth child of Agnes and Baptist minister Reverend Eddie 
Lee McLaughlin, was born in Danville, Virginia, on March 
22, 1927. Nearly three months after retiring from teaching, 
he died after a battle with cancer on November 27, 2003. 
Although he was a relatively unknown figure as a philosopher 
in Black intellectual history, his story, is a significant chapter 
in the history of African-American philosophy.

After graduating from John M. Langston High School 
(Danville, Virginia) in 1941, McLaughlin became the first 
in his family to go to college and eventually received 
a BA degree cum laude in history with a minor in Latin 
from Virginia Union University (Richmond, Virginia) in 
1948. After receiving a scholarship to attend the historic 
Andover Newton Theological Seminary, in Newton Centre, 
Massachusetts, McLaughlin graduated four years later in 
1952, receiving a Bachelors of Divinity focusing on the 
Psychology of Religion. After leaving Andover, McLaughlin 
decided to pursue a doctorate in philosophy at Boston 
University. While there was a strong religious influence on 
McLaughlin, we are left without a clue as to why he decided 
to enroll in the philosophy department rather than the 
School of Theology. Although he received a scholarship, 
the pursuit of a graduate degree came as a result of 
great financial hardship. McLaughlin moved in a tireless 
circuit between classes, the library, his apartment, and 
various jobs he held. According to historian Taylor Branch, 
McLaughlin worked as a skycap in the evenings at Logan 
Airport. It is a testament to his diligence and hard work 
that he became the second African American to receive a 
Ph.D. from the philosophy department at Boston University. 
(The first African American was John Wesley Edward Bowen 
who earned the PhD in 1887.) While at Boston, he came 
under the influence of the African-American theologian 
Howard Thurman, who became dean of Boston University’s 
Marsh Chapel and Professor of Spiritual Resources and 
Disciplines in 1953. Thurman was the first Black full-time 
professor hired by the school. Similar to Martin Luther King, 
Jr., McLaughlin was also influenced by Boston Personalists 
such as Edgar Brightman, Harold DeWolf, Walter Muelder, 
Paul Bertocci, and Richard Millard.

While at Boston University, he was a classmate and good 
friend of Martin Luther King, Jr. During their tenure at 
Boston University, King and McLaughlin, in conjunction 
with other African-American graduate students, organized 
a philosophical club called the Dialectical Society. In 1958, 
under the direction of Millard and Bertocci, McLaughlin 
finished his dissertation—The Relation between Hegel and 
Kierkegaard—at Boston University.

Despite having academic credentials from Boston University, 
McLaughlin faced limited employment opportunities 
because predominantly white institutions assumed—with 

civilize the Anglo-Saxon race by challenging the imperial 
logic of enslaving Africans as laborers for white civilization.
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ARTICLES
An Anatomy of ESP (Economic, Social, 
and Political) Oppression

William R. Jones

We can obtain an overview of oppression if we do two 
things: reflect on why the worm has often been chosen 
to symbolize the oppressed and unpack some of the 
important nuances in the contrasting images of a worm’s 
eye and bird’s eye.

There is a singular reason why the worm is the preferred 
symbol for the oppressed, rather than the snake or some 
other creature that has to see things from the ground up, 
instead of from the sky down. The worm expresses the 
essence of defenselessness against the more powerful, 
wide-ranging, and far-seeing predator. Translating the 
issue into economic, social, and political (ESP) categories, 
the enormous armaments of the bird—its superior size 
and speed, its menacing beak—represent the immense 
surplus of death-dealing power and spacious assess to 
life-enhancing resources of the elite in the society; all 
these express objective advantages that equip it for its role 
as exploiter of the oppressed. From the vantage point of 
the worm and its gross deficit of power and resources, it 
appears that not only the early bird gets the worm, but the 
late bird as well. Only in death, when the body returns to 
the earth from whence it came, does the worm have its day 
in the sun. The oppressed are always aware of the time-
honored justification for the gross inequalities of power 
and privileges that marked the respective roles of the 
elites and the masses; these inequalities are legitimated 
by appealing to the heavens, the abode of the creator and 
ruler of the universe, and, not accidentally, as the worm 
sees it, the playground of the bird.

With this analysis before us, let us now take a “creature 
from Mars” perspective and indicate how we would explain 
oppression to our visitor.

I
Speaking in the most general terms, oppression can be seen 
as a form of ESP exploitation, as a pervasive institutional 
system that is designed to maintain an alleged superior group 
at the top of the ESP ladder, with the superior accoutrements 
of power, privileges, and access to society’s resources.

II
If we move from a general to a more detailed description of 
oppression, the following should be accented. Oppression 
can be analyzed from two different perspectives that are 
germane to our discussion. On the one hand, oppression 
can be reduced to institutional structures; this is its ESP, its 
objective dimension. On the other hand, one can examine 
oppression in terms of the belief and value system, that is, 
its anchoring principle. This, for our purpose, comprises its 
subjective component.

rare exception—that African Americans should not be 
considered for any academic appointment. The reality of 
Jim and Jane Crow meant that McLaughlin’s academic 
career—similar to other African-American scholars—was 
limited to Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs). As such, he found himself overburdened with 
administrative duties, a heavy teaching load, intellectual 
isolation, and, most importantly, little time for philosophical 
research or writing. McLaughlin spent his academic career 
at four HBCUs. His first stop was at his alma mater, Virginia 
Union, where he taught courses in the areas of philosophy 
and psychology from 1958 until 1959. From 1959 until 1962, 
he worked at Grambling State University as the coordinator 
of the Humanities Program. He also taught philosophy and 
humanities courses while at Grambling. 

In 1962, he moved to North Carolina to work at Winston-
Salem State Teaching College (later Winston-Salem State 
University). So, from 1962 until 1967, he worked in the 
Department of Social Sciences at Winston-Salem State 
developing and teaching philosophy and humanities 
courses. As a testament to his outstanding teaching abilities, 
in his final year at Winston-Salem State, he was selected 
as Teacher of the Year. And finally—beginning in 1967—
McLaughlin taught at North Carolina A&T as a philosophy 
and humanities professor. For 35 years, McLaughlin was 
the only philosopher at the university. While at NCAT, he 
developed and taught several courses such as Culture and 
Values, Introduction to Philosophy, Logic, and Introduction 
to Humanities. He would remain at North Carolina A&T until 
he was forced to retire in 2003. McLaughlin worked with 
Rev. John Mendez and other members of the Citizens United 
for Justice to organize an event in 1992, “Festival of Truth: 
Celebration of Survival,” to protest the 500th anniversary of 
Christopher Columbus’s voyage to the Americas.
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Dorsey Press, 1975).
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49–51 (Raleigh, North Carolina: Davis and Foy Publishers, 
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with a paucity of material goods and societal privileges 
would hardly interpret this lack as something that requires 
correction.

VI
The hierarchal division and the ESP inequalities it 
expresses are institutionalized. The primary institutions are 
constructed to maintain an unequal distribution of power, 
resources, and privileges. This is their inner design and the 
actual product of their operation.

VII
Oppression can also be interpreted as a form of suffering, 
and suffering, in turn, is reducible to a form of inequality 
of power or impotence. In addition, the suffering that 
comprises oppression is (a) maldistributed, (b) negative, 
(c) enormous, and (d) non-catastrophic. Let me denominate 
this type of suffering as ethnic suffering.

Speaking theologically, maldistribution of suffering raises 
the issue of the scandal of particularity. The suffering 
that characterizes oppression is not spread randomly 
and impartially over the total human race. Rather, it is 
concentrated in particular groups. This group bears a double 
dose of suffering; it must bear the suffering that we cannot 
escape because we are not omnipotent and thus subject 
to illness, etc. It is helpful to describe this as ontological 
suffering that is, suffering that is part and parcel of our 
human condition of finitude. Additionally, however, for 
the oppressed there is the suffering that results from their 
exploitation and from their deficit of power. This, unlike the 
ontological suffering, is caused by human agents.

If we differentiate between positive and negative suffering, 
ethnic suffering would be a sub-class of the latter. It 
describes a suffering that is without essential value for 
one’s well-being. It leads one away from, rather than 
towards, the highest good.

A third feature of ethnic suffering is its enormity, and 
here the reference is to several things. There is the factor 
of numbers, but numbers in relation to the total class. 
Where ethnic suffering is involved, the percentage of the 
group with the double portion of suffering is greater than 
for other groups. Enormity also refers to the character of 
the suffering—specifically that which reduces the life 
expectancy or increases what the society regards as things 
to be avoided.

The final feature of ethnic suffering to be discussed is its 
non-catastrophic dimension. Ethnic suffering does not 
strike quickly and then leave after a short and terrible 
siege. Instead, it extends over long historical eras. It strikes 
not only the parents, but the children, and their children, 
etc. It is, in short, transgenerational.

The transgenerational dimension differentiates oppression 
from catastrophe, which also can be enormous. Since, 
however, the catastrophic event does not visit the 
same group generation after generation, the factor of 
maldistribution is less acute.

III
It is important to examine the objective and subjective 
aspects in more detail. The objective elements can be 
reduced to pervasive ESP inequalities. But inequalities per se 
are neutral. There is nothing that forces one automatically or, 
as a matter of course, to appraise any inequality as negative 
or instinctively to seek its eradication. Both the negative 
and positive features lie outside the mere identification 
and description of the inequality. The most exhaustive and 
detailed description of the inequality will not uncover its 
unjust or negative quality; the same applies for the positive 
label. Both the negative and positive tags are generated by 
a particular worldview, a specific value system, a discrete 
theology or identifiable picture of ultimate reality—in short, 
something that is not part of the object in question.

Precisely because of this ongoing possibility of opposing 
labels for inequalities of power and privilege, liberation 
theology differentiates between the pre- and post-
enlightened oppressed. The latter interprets the objective 
situation of inequality as negative and hostile to her/his 
highest good; the pre-enlightened do not. Wherein lies the 
difference? Not—as many believe—in a marked difference 
in the objective conditions of each; it is not the case that 
the post-enlightened oppressed suffer the more severe 
inequalities. The difference lies, rather, at the subjective 
level, with the dissimilar belief and value grid used to 
assess these objective inequalities.

IV
The inner logic of oppression affirms a two-category 
system. It divides the human family into at least two distinct 
groups, hierarchically arranged into alleged superior and 
inferior classes: in-group, out-group; male, female; rich, 
poor; Greek, barbarian; Aryan, non-Aryan; master, slave are 
similar examples.

V
This hierarchical arrangement is correlated with the gross 
imbalance of power, access to life-extending and life-
enhancing resources, and privileges. The alleged superior 
group will possess the un-obscured surplus and the alleged 
inferior group, a grossly disproportionate deficit. To make 
the same point in different terms, the lead superior group 
will have the most of whatever the society defines as 
the best, and the least of the worst. In stark contrast, the 
alleged inferior group will have the least of the best and the 
most of the worst.

This feature of oppression helps us to understand the 
objective and subjective factors of oppression already 
discussed. Looked at in terms of its objective dimension, 
oppression exhibits a gross imbalance of power. This 
manifest inequality, however, need not be regarded as 
reprehensible. If, for instance, power is judged to be evil, 
as does the position of anti-powerism discussed below, the 
person with a deficit of power would conclude that s/he is 
already in the preferred ESP situation. This is the worldview 
of the pre-enlightened oppressed. The conviction that one 
is oppressed does not emerge in this context. To think that 
one’s deficit of power constitutes oppression would require 
a radically different worldview and understanding of power. 
Likewise, if the ascetic life is elevated to ultimacy, those 
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involved in society’s superstructures. To use Peter Berger’s 
insightful distinction, oppression locates traditional norms 
and institutions in objective reality—that which is external 
to the human mind and not created by our hands—not 
objectivated reality,1 all that is external to the human mind 
that we did create. Oppression, thus, reduces the conflict 
between the haves and the have-nots to a cosmic skirmish 
between the human and the supra-human. The theological 
paradigm in liberation theology, as we will see, relocates 
the fray, making it a struggle between human combatants.

What are the methodological consequences of this 
understanding of the suffering for liberation theology? 
In addition to establishing that the suffering is negative 
and eradicable, a liberation theology most also show that 
eliminating the suffering in question is desirable, and its 
eradication does not cause us more harm and grief than its 
continued presence.

VIII
The two-category system, hierarchically arranged, the 
gross imbalance of power/privilege, and the institutional 
expression of these, are all alleged to be grounded in 
ultimate reality—the world of nature or the supernatural 
(God).

All of this is also to say that the oppressed are oppressed, 
in fundamental part, because of the beliefs, values, and 
theology they adopt, more accurately, are socialized to 
accept. Benjamin Mays’s criticism of “compensatory ideas” 
in Afro-American Christianity is a classic statement of this 
insight:

The Negro’s social philosophy and his idea of 
God go hand-in-hand. . . . Certain theological 
ideas enable Negroes to endure hardship, suffer 
pain and withstand maladjustment, but . . . do not 
necessarily motivate them to strive to eliminate 
the source of the ills they suffer.

Since this world is considered a place of temporary 
abode, many of the Negro masses have been 
inclined to do little or nothing to improve their 
status here; they have been encouraged to rely on 
a just God to make amends in heaven for all the 
wrongs they have suffered on earth. In reality, the 
idea has persisted that hard times are indicative 
of the fact that the Negro is God’s chosen vessel 
and that God is disciplining him for the express 
purpose of bringing him out victoriously and 
triumphantly in the end.

The idea has also persisted that “the harder the 
cross, the brighter the crown.” Believing this about 
God, the Negro . . . has stood back and suffered 
much without bitterness, without striking back, 
and without trying aggressively to realize to the 
full his needs in the world.2

This analysis pinpoints the mechanism that oppression 
uses to maintain itself; the oppressor must persuade the 
oppressed to accept their lot at the bottom of the ESP 
totem pole and to embrace these inequalities as moral, 

Our reason for highlighting the category of suffering 
becomes clear once we understand the linkage between 
specific attitudes toward suffering and the successful 
maintenance of oppression. One common strategy to 
keep the oppressed at the bottom of the ESP ladder is to 
persuade them that their suffering is good, moral, valuable, 
or necessary for their salvation—in short, redemptive. To 
label any suffering redemptive is to preclude a negative 
label for it and, consequently, one is not motivated to 
eradicate it but rather to embrace it.

Given this linkage between suffering and the operation of 
oppression, any theology that purports to eradicate ESP 
oppression is severely limited in how it can treat suffering. 
Not all of the traditional theological treatments of suffering 
can be utilized, for they work at cross purposes with the 
goal of liberation. To be precise, the suffering/oppression 
to be attacked must be defined as negative, that is, of no 
value for one’s salvation or highest good. It has no moral 
or soteriological merit. In addition, the suffering must be 
eradicable. This means that we must establish that the 
suffering in question is human in origin; it is not caused 
by or in conformity with the purpose of God or nature. If 
we are convinced that something is grounded in nature 
or supernatural, we are reluctant to try to change it; we 
accept, we conform.

Given this linkage between suffering and the operation 
of oppression, any theology that elevates redemptive 
suffering must walk a Teflon-coated trapeze wire. 
Minimally, the advocate of redemptive suffering must 
supply a workable criteriology that unerringly differentiates 
the redemptive suffering, i.e., that which is to be embraced 
and endured, from the negative suffering, that which is to 
be eradicated. More precisely, we must have a trustworthy 
yardstick or Geiger counter that clearly and cleanly 
separates redemptive suffering from ethnic suffering, the 
wheat from the tares. The difficulty of this theological and 
logical feat will become apparent to anyone who responds 
to the theological dilemma posed by Albert Camus in The 
Plague.

Camus’s argument has the following steps: (1) Show that 
at least some illness in the Judeo-Christian tradition is 
deserved punishment. (In the novel this is established 
with reference to the plagues visited upon the Egyptians. 
This step establishes the possibility that any illness can be 
deserved punishment. However, the same dilemma can be 
posed with famines or any other catastrophe.) (2) This step 
in the argument identifies what actions are appropriate for 
the Christian if an illness deserves punishment. If deserve 
punishment or a form of testing as in the Job story, then we 
cannot oppose it. To do so would be challenging God’s will 
and purpose. (3) Accordingly, before we can call the doctor, 
we must show that our illness is not deserved punishment 
or divine testing. But how is this accomplished? And though 
our call to the doctor is an affirmation that we know what 
these characteristics are, who has successively listed them 
for inspection?

The aforementioned mechanism of oppression should 
be examined from another perspective: its strategy to 
remove human choice, power, and authority as causally 
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The historically crucial part of religion in the 
process of legitimation is explicable in terms of 
the unique capacity or religion to “locate” human 
phenomena within a cosmic frame of reference. 
. . . If one imagines oneself as a fully aware 
founder of a society. . . . How can the future of 
the institutional order be best ensured. . . ? That 
the institutional order be so interpreted as to hide, 
as much as possible, its constructed character. Let 
the people forget that this order was established 
by man and continues to be dependent upon the 
consent of men. . . . Let them believe that, in acting 
out the institutional programs that have been 
imposed upon them, they are but realizing the 
deepest aspirations of their own being and putting 
themselves in harmony with the fundamental order 
of the universe.4

In sum, set up religious legitimations.

IX
Historically speaking, oppression is initiated through the 
violence of the oppressor. The pattern that history reveals is 
this: there is an original violence that initiated and established 
the economic, social, and political inequalities that comprise 
oppression. “With the establishment of a relation of 
oppression, violence has already begun.”5 However, the 
oppressor invariably suffers historical amnesia regarding 
this original violence, or that violence is transmuted into 
a more “benign” action through the oppressor’s power to 
legitimate. That is, through methods of social control like 
commemorations, the oppressor, like the alchemists of 
old, can effectively transmute base actions, e.g., deeds 
of violence and oppression, into meritorious actions that 
are celebrated. In all of this, the status quo, replete with 
the basic ESP inequalities that were created to the original 
violence of the “discoverer,” remain intact.

Allied with this understanding is a particular conclusion 
about how power is transferred in human history, namely, 
that force is required to affect a more equitable distribution 
of economic, social, and political power, resources, and 
privileges. No upper class, Gunnar Myrdal concludes, has 
ever stepped down voluntarily to equality with the lower 
class, or as a simple consequence of moral conviction given 
up their privileges and broken up their monopolies. To be 
induced to do so, the rich and privileged must sense that 
demands are raised and forcefully pressed by a powerful 
group assembled behind them.6

OPPRESSION AND ANTI-POWERISM

X
To explain the next dimension of oppression it is necessary, 
first, to differentiate between two antithetical philosophies: 
anti-powerism and powerism.

Anti-powerism regards power as essentially negative or 
evil. The essence of this position is best expressed by 
Jacob Burkhardt: “Now power, in its very nature, is evil, no 
matter who wields it. It is not stability but lust and, ipso 
facto, insatiable. Therefore, it is unhappy in itself and 
doomed to make others unhappy.”7

inevitable, and for the good of the oppressed. In this way, 
the oppressor is not motivated to attack or eradicate these 
ESP inequalities. In all of this, responsibility is conveniently 
lifted from the shoulders of the oppressor.

OPPRESSION AND THE INNER LOGIC OF 
QUIETISM

How is this accomplished? A review of a classic novel, 
written centuries ago, gives us the formula: “Altogether 
The Autobiography of Jane Eyre,” the reviewer tells us, 
“is preeminently an anti-Christian proposition. There is 
throughout it a murmuring against the comforts of the 
rich and against the privations of the poor, which as far as 
each individual is concerned, is a murmuring against God’s 
appointment.”3

This review reveals that the inner logic of oppression 
requires an attitude of quietism, which we will discuss now, 
and a philosophy of anti-powerism, which we will treat next. 
Oppression maintains itself by claiming that its fundamental 
institutions and its hierarchy of roles and statuses are the 
product of and in conformity with reality itself. By invoking the 
supernatural/divine order—one could just as well appeal to 
nature, the created order—as its foundation, we accomplish 
several things that the maintenance of oppression requires. 
On the one hand, we establish a superhuman foundation 
that, by virtue of its superior power, compels our conformity 
and obedience. Human power can never win against divine 
omnipotence; “Our arms are too short to box with God.” On 
the other, we guarantee the goodness and moral superiority 
of the existing social order.

It is helpful to look briefly at the inner logic of quietism and 
its kith and kin relation to oppression. Quietism is a refusal to 
reform the status quo, especially where traditional institutions 
and values are involved. Conformity, accommodation, and 
acquiescence are its distinguishing marks.

Quietism becomes our operating principle if we believe 
that ESP correction is (a) unnecessary, impossible, or 
inappropriate. Corrective action is unnecessary, for 
instance, if we believe that some agent, other than ourself, 
will handle it. Another quietist tendency is found in the 
familiar adage, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” This bespeaks 
the attitude that correction is gratuitous if the good, the 
ideal, is already present or in the process of being realized.

We are also pushed a quietism if remedial action is thought 
to be impossible. We reach this conclusion, it appears, 
when we encounter an invisible force or when the item 
to be corrected is a structure of ultimate reality. Finally, 
change is rejected if changing things will make it worse.

As the review of The Autobiography of Jane Eyre shows 
us, rearranging the social inequalities is unthinkable if 
the ESP order expresses the will of God. Even if one had 
the power to reform things, ESP remodeling would still 
be inappropriate. Whatever status we have is just; it is the 
station that God intends for us; what is, is what ought to be.

This understanding of oppression parallels Peter Berger’s 
analysis of social legitimation:



APA NEWSLETTER  |  PHILOSOPHY AND THE BLACK EXPERIENCE

SPRING 2019  |  VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2  PAGE 125

A total and comprehensive audit of the faith must be 
executed. Like the discovery of the single med-fly, or 
Mediterranean fruit fly, nothing at the outset can be 
regarded as uncontaminated. Rather, each theological 
and moral imperative must be provisionally regarded as 
suspect and accordingly must be quarantined until it has 
been certified to be free of contamination.

The suffering that lies at the heart of oppression must be 
appraised as (a) negative; (b) capable of being corrected or 
eliminated, i.e., not grounded in nature or the supernatural; 
and (c) its elimination must be regarded as desirable. The 
worldview components that frustrate the development of 
(a), (b), and (c) must be replaced.

The gross imbalance of power that constitutes oppression 
must be corrected in the direction of a more equitable 
distribution of ESP power and privileges. Since institutions 
in the culture are the ultimate distributors of power and 
benefits, they must be refashioned to reflect a central norm 
of liberation theology: the individual/group as co-equal 
centers of freedom (power), authority, and value.

NOTES
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Powerism expresses a quite different understanding about 
the role, status, and value of power in human affairs. Power, 
from this perspective, is neutral, neither evil nor good; 
rather, its quality depends upon who wields it and for what 
purpose. Advocates of this position advance power as a 
preeminent interpretive category for all aspects of human 
affairs as well as the natural and supernatural world.

Disciples of powerism will consider the following an 
appropriate description: “In any encounter of man with 
man, power is active, every encounter, whether friendly 
or hostile, whether benevolent or indifferent, is in some 
way a struggle of power with power.”8 Or the equally 
comprehensive scope of power that is affirmed by Romano 
Guardini: “Every act, every condition, indeed, even the 
simple fact of existing is directly or indirectly linked to the 
conscious exercise of power.”

Part of the mechanism of oppression is to socialize the 
oppressed to adopt a philosophy of anti-powerism, though 
the oppressor lives by the opposite philosophy of powerism. 
The consequence of this maneuver is to keep intact the 
oppressor’s massive surplus of power. The underclass 
can be kept “in its place” to the degree that it adopts the 
inner logic of anti-powerism. Based on anti-powerism’s 
characterization of power as evil, the oppressed are indeed 
in the best place by virtue of their deficit of power.

XI
An analysis of the oppressor’s own deeds and dogma 
reveal a fundamental inconsistency or hypocrisy.

IMPLICATIONS FOR STRATEGIES OF SOCIAL 
CHANGE

Any strategy must attack both the conceptual framework 
(the belief and value system) and the institutional factors, 
e.g., the gross imbalance of power, that are the foundation 
of oppression.

A self-conscious purpose to eradicate ESP oppression 
dictates a precise theological method, namely, a method 
of antithetical correlation in contrast to Tillich’s model of 
“question-answer correlation.” Liberation theology adopts 
a virus/vaccine (or more precisely, a toxin/anti-toxin) 
strategy to abolish oppression. The toxin/anti-toxin strategy 
is a two-phase model. In phase one, attention is focused 
on isolating the infectious agent and acquiring as much 
knowledge as we can about its biological composition 
and processes. The objective in phase one is to develop a 
specific antibody or antitoxin that can neutralize or destroy 
the noxious agent. Obviously, if our findings in phase one 
are inaccurate, phase two will be a hit-and-miss operation. 
Translated into the categories of our discussion, oppression 
is the toxin for which liberation theology is formulated as the 
effective antitoxin. Accordingly, it is particularly important 
to decipher the inner logic and operation of oppression 
to comprehend the content of liberation theology and its 
strategies of social change.
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ultimate general results of the revolution. The “professional 
revolutionary” does not have time to fall into the defeatism, 
nihilism, and pessimism of Huey Newton.3 Hence, the 
decision to participate in a revolution derives from a self-
consciousness of the material existence of oppression and 
exploitation. Moreover, the individual decides to side with 
the oppressed and exploited and comes to see the necessity 
for solidarity and collective organization to eradicate 
oppression and exploitation in order for freedom to exist. 
She comes to see her individual plight as not just limited 
to their individual circumstances or something divined by 
the gods. She comes to an awareness that oppression and 
exploitation are social in nature and, consequently, a better 
world is possible.

The philosophical problem comes in identifying what 
constitutes revolution. What exactly is revolution? Is 
revolution necessary to bring about freedom? What type of 
justification is necessary before one engages in revolution? 
What means are necessary to bring about revolution? Is 
violence a necessary means to bring about a revolution? 
These and other questions are central to what we could call 
the philosophy of revolution.

In this essay, I explore, from the Marxist perspective, the 
philosophy of revolution. My aim is not to be comprehensive 
but to paint the contours of the Marxist philosophy of 
revolution. The Marxist perspective presupposes that 
all future revolutions are premised on the negation of 
bourgeois civil society. It is a historical necessity given the 
historical limitations and nature of capitalism as a mode 
of production. Consequently, the study of past revolutions 
provides the basis for understanding future revolutions. 
A serious historical study and philosophical reflection 
on the French Revolution or the Haitian Revolution or 
the October Revolution of 1917 or the Cuban Revolution 
demonstrates that social revolutions are accompanied and 
in part effectuated through class upheavals from below. 
Following Karl Marx, Frederick Engels, V. I. Lenin, Kwame 
Nkrumah, Fidel Castro, and Thomas Sankara, I argue that a 
necessary condition for a revolution is that the same class 
cannot remain in power. In other words, a social revolution 
occurs when the political and economic power of the 
class which controls the dominant means of production is 
replaced by socialist democracy, that is, the dictatorship of 
the proletariat.

BEYOND THE HORIZON OF BOURGEOIS 
POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

The dialectical unfolding of world history has been rift 
with political revolutions from the English Revolution to 
the Haitian Revolution to the Cuban Revolution. Indeed, 
the October Revolution of 1917 was one of the defining 
moments of the twentieth century. But it is rare to find a 
philosophical discussion of revolution in anthologies and/or 
readers focused on political philosophy. Topics like freedom, 
individualism, political legitimacy, rights, and abortion are the 
norm. It is rare to find articles in political philosophy readers 
by socialists and/or Marxists such as Claudia Jones, C. L. R. 
James, Kwame Nkrumah, Fidel Castro, Eugene C. Holmes, or 
Lucy Parson.4 There has been a purge of Communist political 
thinkers and Marxist political philosophy from the canons of 
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“Revolutions are the locomotives of history.”

– Karl Marx, Class Struggle in France, 1848–1850

“For Marx was before all else a revolutionist.”
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ANOTHER WORLD IS POSSIBLE: A MARXIST 
PHILOSOPHY OF REVOLUTION

The Reggae singer Dennis Brown once sung, “Do you know 
what it means to have a revolution? A revolution comes like 
a thief in the night—sudden and unexpected.” The Russian 
revolutionary V. I. Lenin vividly reminds us, “Revolutions 
are the festivals of the oppressed and the exploited. At no 
other time are the masses of the people in a position to 
come forward so actively as creators of a new social order.”1

Huey Newton, one of the founding members of the Black 
Panther Party, argues to engage in revolutionary change 
is to commit revolutionary suicide. For Newton, once 
an individual decides to engage in revolution, death is 
inevitable. He explains:

We have such a strong desire to live with hope 
and human dignity that existence without them is 
impossible. When reactionary forces crush us, we 
must move against these forces even at the risk 
of death.

Newton’s position is rightly interpreted as defeatist and 
fatalistic. In response to such criticisms, Newton offers the 
following:

The concept of revolutionary suicide is not 
defeatist or fatalistic. On the contrary, it conveys 
an awareness of reality in combination with the 
possibility of hope—reality because the revolution 
must always be prepared to face death, and hope 
because it symbolizes a resolute determination to 
bring about change.

Though seductive to some, the argument put forward 
by Newton, I would argue, is counter-revolutionary and 
counterproductive to understanding revolution. The 
courage to participate in a revolution does not derive from 
the realization of possible death. Rather, as Che Guevara 
understood, the true revolutionary is guided by a great 
feeling of love for the people and the necessity for them to 
be free from the chains of oppression and exploitation.2 The 
“professional revolutionary” comes to have a clear (rational) 
understanding of the “line of march,” the conditions and the 
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differences, dispel confusion, and result in real political 
solidarity and common action.

Cultural struggles, hashtag activism, and symbolic politics 
have become the dominant form of political activism. 
Identity politics and single-issue campaigns have made 
socialist solidarity appear incomprehensible. Any notion 
of socialist politics has been drowned out by the noise of 
social media and televisionaries. With each new hashtag, 
all the real revolutions of days past are forgotten; they 
become esoteric funeral mementos and superstitious 
lies. The reality of past revolutions is presented as 
incomprehensible mirages or utopian dreams. 

Some cultural critics and public intellectuals promote 
a range of political nonsense. For example, we are all 
witnessing a revolution fueled by social media. The “Twitter 
Revolution” is framed as storming the Bastille. In the same 
manner, hustling is a form of revolutionary politics. Jay-Z, 
for instance, claims that he is a revolutionary because he 
is a self-made millionaire in a racist society; he is like Che 
Guevara with bling on!7 And epistemological relativism 
is promoted as the new Truth—in a period in which 
irrationalism is the most dangerous form of politics. Alas, as 
C. L. R. James astutely notes, “Because it is only where you 
have Bolshevik ideas, Marxist ideas, Marxist knowledge, 
Marxist history, Marxist perspectives, that you are certain 
to drive out bourgeois ideas, bourgeois history, bourgeois 
perspectives.”8

PHILOSOPHY OF REVOLUTION
To proceed we must raise the important and controversial 
question of the definition of revolution. Prior to our 
contemporary political understanding of revolution, 
revolutions referred to the circular motion of the planets. 
I. Bernard Cohen’s tour de force Revolution in Science 
provides a detailed examination of the concept of 
scientific revolutions. Similar to scientific revolutions, 
early conceptions of political revolutions were viewed as 
synonymous with cycles of change; it was a restoration or 
return of order. After the French Revolution there was a 
seismic shift in our understanding of revolution.

Admittedly, political revolutions have been the object 
of study for the historians, political scientists, and 
sociologists. Both E. H. Carr and Walter Rodney have 
examined the October Revolution.9 The historian Albert 
Soboul places the ultimate cause of the French Revolution 
in the contradiction between the productive forces and the 
relations of production.10 And, more recently, the Marxist 
historian Neil Davidson has written the challenging work 
How Revolutionary Were the Bourgeois Revolutions? We 
could point to studies of the Haitian revolution by C. L. R. 
James and Laurent Dubois. C. L. R. James has also written 
on the “History of Negro Revolt,” the Ghana Revolution (led 
by Kwame Nkrumah), as well as a critical assessment of 
Guyanese Marxist historian and activist Walter Rodney. In 
“Walter Rodney and the Question of Power,” C. L. R. James 
rightly criticizes Walter Rodney for underestimating the 
extent to which the ruling class is prepared to use any 
means necessary via the State to destroy a revolutionary 
movement. Rodney’s political mistake, according to James, 
was that he “had not studied the taking of power.”11 

political philosophy. This is not surprising for, after all, Karl 
Marx and Frederick Engels note:

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch 
the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which is the ruling 
material force of society, is at the same time its 
ruling intellectual force. The class which has the 
means of material production at its disposal, has 
control at the same time over the means of mental 
production, so that thereby, generally speaking, 
the ideas of those who lack the means of mental 
production are subject to it. The ruling ideas are 
nothing more than the ideal expression of the 
dominant material relationships, the dominant 
material relationships grasped as ideas; hence of 
the relationships which make the one class the 
ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance.5

What we take to be “common knowledge” or canonical 
serves the interests of the politically dominant class. 
Bourgeois ideological consensus reigns supreme. In order 
to participate in the conversation the participants must 
first accept that they cannot go beyond the horizon of 
bourgeois civil society—otherwise they do not have the 
right to speak. The bourgeois horizon is truly the limit!

Rawlsian liberalism has basically set the parameters 
of contemporary bourgeois political philosophy. Since 
the publication of Rawls’s A Theory of Justice in 1971, 
many African-American philosophers have been lost in 
Rawlsland. Today, in a weird, twisted reality, we are to 
believe that “Black radical liberalism” is more radical than 
so-called “white Marxism.” From Bernard Boxill to Charles 
Mills to Tommie Shelby, capitalism—despite being the 
material cause of slavery, racism, Jim Crow segregation, 
gentrification, and poverty—functions as a presumptive 
context for the solution to any and all social and political 
problems. By presumptive context, I mean a systematic 
cluster of founding presuppositions.

Much of what passes for revolutionary theory is pseudo-
historical analysis, militant posturing, and philosophical 
gobbledygook. Under the pen of Peniel Joseph and Ta-
Nehisi Coates, Malcolm X’s critique of American bourgeois 
democracy as a nightmare is magically transformed into 
the imperialist dreams of Barack Obama. Being committed 
to revolutionary change has been replaced by self-
righteous virtue ethics (“be woke”) and internet signifiers 
like #StayWoke. Today, if you want to sound progressive 
or “woke,” then you use empty (abstract) notions like 
Blackness, radical democracy, intersectionality, and 
distributive justice peppered with Judith Butler’s concept 
of performativity, Michel Foucault’s theory of bio-power, 
Jürgen Habermas’s public sphere, and Cedric Robinson’s 
racial capitalism. In a nutshell, theoretical eclecticism 
passes for revolutionary philosophy today. 

It is for this very reason that Raymond Geuss called for a 
return to V. I. Lenin in political theory and philosophy.6 Lenin 
understood that eclecticism and sophistry often constitute 
the prerequisites for opportunism in realpolitik. For Lenin, 
systematic theory and political debate are necessary 
for building a political movement because they clarify 
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Right rather than to the Left, Mandela effectively sold out 
the international anti-Apartheid movement, the national 
democratic struggle of Black South Africans, and the 
struggle for socialism in South Africa. Moreover, “regime 
change,” the watchword of Washington neo-conservatives, 
does not count as a revolution.

THE ARGUMENT AGAINST REVOLUTION
The necessity for revolution should not be seen as a 
foregone conclusion. There are those who see bourgeois 
civil society as the best of all possible worlds. In other words, 
what is, is what ought to be. Oppression and exploitation 
are explained away as the result of deficits in character or 
the lack of human capital. As philosopher William R. Jones 
points out, these subjectivist explanations fail to adequately 
explain the transgenerational dimension to oppression and 
exploitation. Why does oppression or exploitation impact 
the parents, the children, and their children, generation 
after generation? Why are the presence of racism and 
capitalism a repetitive issue in Black life?

Marx and Engels bring to our attention how the 
contradiction between social production and private 
(capitalist) appropriation manifests itself as the antagonism 
of proletariat and bourgeoisie, that is, wage labor and 
capital.15 As David Harvey observes, “The common wealth 
created by social labour comes in an infinite variety of use 
values, everything from knives and forks to cleared lands, 
whole cities, the aircraft we fly, the cars we drive, the food 
we eat, the houses we live in and the clothes we wear.” 
The social labor of workers is subsequently appropriated 
and accumulated by private “persons” in the form of 
corporations, banks, and land owners. It is this contradiction 
which is foundational to understanding racism, national 
oppression, and class struggle today.

For supporters of capitalism, private property has an 
intrinsic value. Any society which would do away with private 
property goes against human nature. Here it is usually 
presupposed that any society that does not recognize that 
all human beings by nature are “possessive individuals” is 
bound to fail. Consequently, because socialism would do 
away with private property, it necessarily undermines the 
value and the rights of the “possessive individual.”16 

This argument is presented with great subtlety in Robert 
Nozick’s Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974), a bible of sorts 
for the New Right. Nozick defends the libertarian position 
that justice consists simply in the respect for property rights 
and those rights that can be derived from them: justice 
in original acquisition, justice in transfer and rectificatory 
justice. In his famous Wilt Chamberlain thought experiment, 
Nozick proposes that we imagine a situation D1 in which we 
have what he calls a “patterned theory” of fair distribution 
of economic justice. Under such “patterned” economic 
arrangement, we could imagine a society which has an 
optimal Gini coefficient which is close to zero along the 
lines of John Rawls’s Difference Principle:

Now suppose that Wilt Chamberlain is greatly in 
demand by basketball teams, being a great gate 
attraction. (Also suppose contracts run only for a 
year, with players being free agents.) He signs the 

So what constitutes a revolution in political terms? The 
Marxist historian Herbert Aptheker offers the following 
definition of revolution:

By revolution we mean an historical process 
leading to and culminating in social transformation, 
wherein one ruling class is displaced by another, 
with the new class representing, as compared to 
the old, enhanced productive capacities and social 
progressive potentialities.12

Aptheker’s definition brings to our attention that revolutions 
are (1) a historical process driven by class antagonism, (2) 
in which one ruling class is displaced by another, and (3) 
which produces a social transformation in the “productive 
capacities” and “social progressive potentialities” of 
society at large.13 

It should be noted that the abstract conceptualization 
associated with philosophical inquiry is not equipped to 
specify the concrete content of “productive capacities” 
and “social progressive potentialities.” This is the job of 
the empirical sciences. For philosophy to engage in such 
empirical undertakings would be to engage in rampant 
idealist speculation and arid metaphysical contemplation. 
So, while philosophical inquiry and definition are necessary, 
eventually we must engage in an empirical assessment of a 
particular social formation in order to flesh out the concrete 
content of “productive capacities” and “social progressive 
potentialities.”

In Vol. 1 of Capital in conjunction with works like The 
Condition of the Working Class in England, Marx and Engels 
took extreme care to point out that under capitalism (1) 
there is an effective control by one class (the bourgeoisie) 
of the means of production; (2) there is an extraction of 
surplus labor over and above that allocated to the producers 
(the workers) for their survival; and (3) given the historical 
limits of capitalism, all future revolutions must be led by the 
working class if a revolution is to enhance the “productive 
capacities” and “social progressive potentialities” of 
society.

Aptheker’s definition also provides a means to assess 
past revolutions. For instance, we would conclude that—
since one ruling class was not displaced by another—
the “American” colonists’ fight against the British empire 
was not a revolution; it actually rolled back the wheel of 
history. As Gerald Horne has demonstrated, by further 
consolidating the “peculiar institution” of slavery, it may be 
more appropriate to characterize the “American revolution” 
as a counter-revolution.14 In a similar vein, Nelson Mandela’s 
“Long Walk to Freedom” was a betrayal of the principles 
of revolution. When South Africa became a “non-racial” 
democracy in 1994, the Apartheid regime a la the National 
Party was merely replaced by a liberal democratic State 
in the hands of the African National Congress. When the 
National Party replaced by the African National Congress, 
the white bourgeois minority rule by white South Africans 
was replaced by a multi-racial South African bourgeoisie. 
Political power was not put into the hands of the South 
African working-class—whether white, Colored, or Black. 
By shifting the anti-Apartheid movement to the political 
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pervasive failure to acknowledge the denial of freedom to 
entire categories of real, social human beings.”17

We are traditionally presented with the myth that the United 
States is a singular national entity with a corresponding 
State apparatus, i.e., a nation-state. However, as many Black 
Studies scholars have demonstrated, the mythical melting 
pot in which a diversity of ethnics groups were blended 
into a cultural gumbo of sorts has never existed. From a 
Marxist perspective the United States is a multinational 
state—based on national oppression and an unequal 
distribution of wealth grounded in bourgeois property 
relations.18 Think of Native Americans, African Americans, 
and Puerto Ricans. Whatever guarantees the United 
States Constitution provides for individual rights, the 
issue of national democracy remains unresolved. National 
oppression cannot be solved under capitalism.19

WHAT’S MORALITY GOT TO DO WITH IT?
The Black philosopher Jesse McDade offers one of the rare 
glimpses into the philosophy of revolution.20 McDade argues 
that the normative or ethical justification of revolution is 
inextricably tied to philosophical anthropology. He explores 
the “ethicality of revolution” through the works of Frantz 
Fanon.21 McDade concludes that Fanon offers a normative 
argument for revolution which grows from a Hegelian-
existentialist philosophical anthropology—closely related 
to the French philosophers Jean Paul Sartre and Simone de 
Beauvoir. McDade argues that the ethicality of revolution 
rests on bringing about freedom, which is a necessary 
condition for the self-realization of personhood. McDade 
concludes: “Insofar as the end sought is acknowledge 
as a desirable goal, revolution as a means, takes on an 
ethical dimension. It is not an intrinsic value; its value is 
instrumental to the realization of a higher value.”22

The Marxist justification for revolution would not disagree 
with McDade on the necessity for revolution. The dispute 
would be over whether, in today’s philosophical jargon, 
“ought implies can.” McDade’s approach assumes what 
Raymond Geuss labels as an “ethics-first” view. From the 
“ethics-first” view “one can complete the work of ethics 
first, attaining an ideal theory of how we should act, and 
then in a second step, one can apply the ideal theory to 
the action of political agents.”23 Here political philosophy 
becomes a branch of applied ethics.

In opposition to the “ethics-first” view, I argue for political 
ethics, that is, the view that general political-theoretical 
postulates should guide and inform ethical theory and 
moral thinking. This Marxist metaethical position rejects a 
conception of ethics as grounded on abstract individualism 
and individual conscience. This ahistorical and individualist 
presupposition grounds most philosophical approaches to 
ethics and moral questions. In his discussion of Maurice 
Cornforth’s contribution to a Marxist metaethics, Renzo 
Llorente points out: “[N]orms for individual conduct should 
be derived from—that is, should be conceived as dependent 
upon—logically antecedent choices concerning the socio-
political structure of society.”24 Relatedly, Maurice Cornforth 
observes: “In practice and in logic the answers to questions 
about the rights and wrongs of personal behaviour depend 
on the answers to questions about the rights and wrongs of 

following sort of contract with a team: In each home 
game, twenty-five cents from the price of each 
ticket of admission goes to him. . . . The season 
starts, and people cheerfully attend his team’s 
games; they buy their tickets, each time dropping 
a separate twenty-five cents of their admission 
price into a special box with Chamberlain’s name 
on it. They are excited about seeing him play; it 
is worth the total admission price to them. Let us 
suppose that in one season one million persons 
attend his home games, and Wilt Chamberlain 
winds up with $250,000, a much larger sum than 
the average income and larger even than anyone 
else has. Is he entitled to this income? Is this new 
distribution D2 unjust?

Nozick argues that this new distribution D2 is just because 
each individual freely chooses to give twenty-five cents 
of their money to Chamberlain. Therefore, individuals—
no matter what social arrangements they find themselves 
in—will freely choose a society with income and wealth 
inequalities. With the entrepreneur a la Wilt Chamberlain 
as the ideal-type for all persons, Nozick has led us from 
a commitment to egalitarianism to the position (barring 
the influence of historical inequities) that the individual 
right to private property and the existence of income and 
wealth inequalities in a free-market capitalist economy is 
inherently just.

Nozick’s argument in support of private property is flawed 
because it conflates individual (personal) property with 
private ownership of the means of production. Capital 
is not equivalent to personal property. While capital 
can assume a money form, money in and of itself is not 
capital. Money as a means of exchange and a measure of 
value is not necessarily attached to capital accumulation. 
And money may function as a facilitator of circulation of 
commodities wherein workers buy the necessary means for 
their survival or personal property such as cars, cosmetic 
makeup, or books. But the circuit of money in the hands 
of a worker does purchase the means of production. To 
argue otherwise reflects a failure to understand political 
economy and the ancillary philosophical critique provided 
by materialism.

This leads us to what could be called the paradox of 
bourgeois formal equality. On the one hand, bourgeois 
democracy is grounded on the principle that all people are 
formally equal and should have the same political rights. 
On the other hand, the formal equality of individuals under 
bourgeois democracy does not mean an equal distribution 
of income, wealth, and property.

The normative ideal of capitalism should not be the starting 
point for the positive value of capitalism. Even more 
importantly, the assessment of capitalism should not be 
limited to its normative ideal, that is, the freedom of the 
“possessive individual.” This is even more important in 
the context of the United States, a country built on class 
exploitation and national oppression. As Angela Davis once 
argued, “One of the striking paradoxes of the bourgeois 
ideological tradition resides in an enduring philosophical 
emphasis on the idea of freedom alongside an equally 



APA NEWSLETTER  |  PHILOSOPHY AND THE BLACK EXPERIENCE

PAGE 130 SPRING 2019  |  VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2

scientific and concrete (materialist) analysis. 
The proposition “Marxism is not a dogma but a 
guide to action” turns on the presupposition 
that one makes “a concrete analysis of concrete 
conditions.”29

Hence, from Das Kapital to The Eighteenth Brumaire to 
Class Struggle in France to Imperialism the Highest Stage 
of Capitalism to Black Jacobins, Marx, Engels, Lenin, C. 
L. R. James and so many others provide the historical 
(empirical) foundation for an analysis, interpretation, 
and critique of the internal contradictions which plague 
bourgeois civil society, viz. the contradiction between 
private appropriation and socialized production. As Engels 
lucidly points out, “the final causes of all social changes 
and political revolutions are to be sought, not in men’s 
brains, not in men’s better insight into eternal truth and 
justice, but in changes in the modes of production and 
exchange. They are to be sought not in the philosophy, but 
in the economics of each particular epoch.”30

Marx’s analysis of exploitation, the extraction of the unpaid 
labor of the working class, provides an interpretation of the 
source of class divisions and class struggle. The working 
class creates the surplus value which is taken away from 
them and which provides the basis for the leisure, the luxury, 
and the culture of the ruling class, that is, the bourgeoisie. 
The working class cannot attain political power within the 
existing structure of capitalism; they can only attain power 
by abolishing bourgeois civil society and taking control of 
the State.

Despite Marx and Engel’s critique of the moralism 
associated with Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Eugen Dühring 
and Ferdinand Lassalle, we should not lose sight of the 
following: (1) Marxism does not offer a moral critique of 
capitalism; (2) Marx and Engels’s metaethics is realist in 
character; (3) Marxism does not view social philosophy as 
a branch of applied ethics; and (4) political ethics has as its 
starting point the social individual whose human essence 
is a reflection of and derived from the ensemble of social 
relations within a given social formation. As Alan Gilbert 
outlines,

Moral realism recognizes the objectivity of moral 
judgments about human needs and capacities, 
progress in morality and moral theory, the 
dependence of ethical progress on advances in 
social organization and social theory, and the role 
of moral conceptions, especially true ones in social 
explanations and political strategy.

He continues,

Realism acknowledges some merit in past and 
current views about justice but offers a theoretical 
reformulation of those views; it shows how 
dramatically moral differences between liberals 
and the ancients, for example Montesquieu’s 
rejection of Aristotle’s social biological defense 
of slavery, or between Marxists and liberals, 
pivot on issues of social theory rather than on 
incommensurable ethical premises. The moral 

social organization.”25 Cornforth argues that philosophical 
ethics tends to separate ethics from politics:

[This] approach which sees morals as primarily a 
personal matter in effect separates morals, which 
is personal, from politics, which is public, and for 
practical purposes turns morals into a system of 
exhorting individuals to act on one set of principles 
while the society on which they depend for their 
health, education and happiness is managed on 
quite contrary principles (if, indeed, it is managed 
on any principles at all).26

The justification for revolution, for Marx, is not a question 
of moralism. The moral outrage of James Baldwin alone 
cannot provide a justification for revolution. Revolution is 
a question of social interests and primarily class interests. 
Isn’t it the case that capitalists see capitalism as a just social 
system? Wouldn’t a Rawlsian morally object to divisions of 
income that fail to benefit the least advantaged? Wouldn’t 
the utilitarian morally object to the deprivations of the poor 
if it undermined overall or average happiness? In Anti-
Duhring Engels wrote:

If for the imminent overthrow of the present mode 
of distribution with its crying contrasts of want and 
luxury, starvation and debauchery (schreienden 
Gegensatzen von Elend und Uppigkeit, Hungersnot 
und Schwelgerei), we had no better guarantee than 
the consciousness that the mode of production is 
unjust (ungerecht) . . . we should be in a pretty 
bad way. The mystics of the Middle Ages who 
dreamed of the coming millennium were already 
conscious of the injustice (Ungerechtigkeit) of 
class contrasts.27

It is not moral outrage which provides the justification 
for revolution. Moral concepts and judgments play an 
explanatory role, but they are subordinate to social theory. 
Only a concrete analysis of concrete conditions can provide 
the rationale or justification for revolution. As Maurice 
Cornforth explains,

If, then, we are to find good reasons for current 
judgments about what is socially desirable, and 
what interests should prevail, this requires, first 
of all, an accurate description of the current state 
of society—its economic basis, the interests 
and conflicts of interest contained within it, the 
individual and collective needs which people have 
acquired in it and the ways in which and extent 
to which the current social relations permit their 
satisfaction, and the possibilities of maintaining 
social stability or of effecting social changes.28

What is critically important in justifying revolution is the 
avoidance of dogmatism and recognizing the limits of 
philosophy. As John H. McClendon warns,

The essence of all dogmatism is to attach and 
employ a prior principle (philosophical, religious, 
political, moral, and so on) to reality (natural or 
social) and not deriving one’s principles from 
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The materialist dialectic as developed by Marx and Engels 
gives concrete content to the notion of revolution. In the 
preface to volume one of Capital, Marx makes explicit: 
“In its rational form, [the materialist dialectic] is a scandal 
and abomination to bourgeoisdom and its doctrinaire 
professors, because it lets nothing impose upon it, and is 
in its essence critical and revolutionary.”

Marx’s dialectical insights placed the working class at the 
center of future revolutions; they are “a class with radical 
chains, a class of civil society which is not a class of civil 
society.”34 In the Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels 
give voice to the historic mission of the working class. The 
fate of humanity rests in the hands of the working class 
who will destroy capitalism, viz. the contradiction between 
private appropriation of the means of production and 
socialized production. 

It is important to understand that Marxism does not 
view the proletariat as gods. Rather, the conditions 
of life of the proletariat sum up all the conditions of 
life of society today in their most inhuman and acute 
form. . . . It cannot abolish the conditions of its own 
life without abolishing all the inhuman conditions 
of life of society today which are summed up in its 
own situation. . . . It is not a question of what this 
or that proletarian, or even the whole proletariat, at 
the moment considers as its aim. It is a question 
of what the proletariat is, and what, in accordance 
with this being, it will historically be compelled 
to do. Its aim and historical action is irrevocably 
and clearly foreshadowed in its own life situation 
as well as in the whole organisation of bourgeois 
society today.35

Given their objective position within bourgeois civil 
society, the working class represents the gravediggers 
of the bourgeoisie. Just as Victor Frankenstein created 
his own monster, through the exploitation of the working 
class, the bourgeoisie has created its greatest horror, its 
own deadly monster—the men, women, and children of 
the working class. The capitalist of today when confronted 
with the possibility of a socialist revolution draws back in 
horror—like Victor Frankenstein: “by the glimmer of the 
half-extinguished light, I saw the dull yellow eye of the 
creature open; . . . How can I describe my emotions at this 
catastrophe . . . ?”36

In Marx’s ideological critique of the “Gotha Programme,” 
he observes: “Between capitalist and communist society 
there lies the period of the revolutionary transformation 
of the one into the other. Corresponding to this is also a 
political transition period in which the state can be nothing 
but the revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat.”37 The 
dictatorship of the proletariat is the dialectical negation 
(or sublation) of the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie. It 
is premised on the destruction of private property, that 
is, the private ownership of the means of production. A 
socialist revolution does not abolish personal property; 
capital is not personal property. Socialists do not want to 
collectively own someone’s private collection of Steve 
Wonder or Roy Hargrove albums. A socialist revolution 
abolishes the private ownership of the things we all need 

realist account recognizes historical progress but 
is not historicist or relativist. Unlike empiricist 
or neo-Kantian moral philosophy, moral realism 
emphasizes the discovery of moral knowledge 
a posteriori based on observable human social 
practice and denies it any a priori status.31

A revolution is justified if the socio-political analysis 
demonstrates that the current mode of production cannot 
eliminate oppression and exploitation. The legitimacy 
of the revolution lies in the fact that it brings an end to 
class exploitation and creates conditions in which “the 
free development of each is the condition for the free 
development of all.” 

VIOLENCE AND REVOLUTION
One might properly ask at this point, is the use of violence 
a necessary component of a revolution? In other words, is 
violence ever justified? The call for revolution is apt to be 
attacked because it is assumed that it will be violent. After 
all, Malcolm X keenly noted, “Revolutions are based on 
bloodshed. . . . In the past, revolutions have been bloody. 
Historically you just don’t have a peaceful revolution. 
Revolutions are bloody, revolutions are violent, revolutions 
cause bloodshed and death follows in their paths.”32 

Violence is not a necessary condition for the birth of 
a revolution. But, historically, the ruling class does not 
surrender power willingly. Historically, ruling classes 
have used any and all means necessary to maintain their 
rule, whether through cooptation, violent repression, 
or assassination. The contemporary bourgeoisie is no 
different. They will not willingly hand over power to the 
working class. It is for this reason that Marx observed that 
“force is the midwife of every old society which is pregnant 
with the new.”33

We should be aware that violence is necessary for the 
defense of a revolution against counterrevolutionary 
forces, particularly the old class which is being overthrown 
by the revolution. For instance, the United States has used 
covert and overt means of overthrowing revolutions in 
Greece (1946–1949), Egypt (1952), Lebannon (1959), Bolivia 
(1971), Chile (1973), El Salvador (1980–1992), Nicaragua 
(1982–1989), and Grenada (1983) which it deemed 
opposed to its class interests. Not to mention the United 
States government’s involvement in the assassinations 
of individuals it saw as threats to the political status quo 
such as Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, Fred Hampton, 
Patrice Lumumba, and the attempted assassinations of 
Fidel Castro and Hugo Chavez. Did these countries and 
individuals have a right to use violence in defense of their 
revolutions and revolutionary aims?

DICTATORSHIP OF THE PROLETARIAT
The great scandal of all bourgeois philosophy is its inability 
to go beyond the horizon of Marxism. To paraphrase Jean-
Paul Sartre, Marxism is the philosophy of our time; we 
cannot go beyond it because we have not gone beyond the 
circumstances which created it, viz. capitalism. Therefore, 
the fall of communism in 1989 was not the “End of History.” 
Rather, it was the first stage in the working class’s struggle 
against capital.
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Consequently, Coates and Dyson are living high off the 
hog—as they say—by perfecting the illusion that (by default) 
capitalism—despite its failures—is the only alternative. 
They are content to repeat ad nauseum that whiteness and/
or racism reproduces itself independently of the “laws of 
motion” of capitalism. They are consumed by whiteness, 
but some of their best friends are white people. For Coates, 
Dyson, and the “liberals who like them” the word “revolution” 
never comes out of their mouth because whiteness, “white 
America,” or some ingrained white attitude about the Black 
body is the problem. From the vantage point of Coates’s 
racial reductionism, white people just can’t get over their 
possessive investment in whiteness.

In this respect, one of the most puzzling aspects of Coates’s 
We Were Eight Years in Power: An American Tragedy is the 
manner in which he obscures the nature of power. The 
first question that has to be asked is, who is the “we” that 
was in power for eight years? On behalf of which class did 
Obama govern? Coates’s blurred vision can’t see the class 
nature of the State apparatus. All he sees is a ruling (white) 
race. It is tragic that Coates does not want to understand 
the truth. Obama wielded power not on behalf of working-
class people, whether white, Black, Native American, or 
otherwise. Rather, he used his presidential power in the 
interests of capital; as you would expect, for any president 
of the United States.

Ta-Nehisi Coates writes sweetly, very sweetly, proclaiming: 
“treating a racist injury solely with class-based remedies is 
like treating a gunshot wound solely with bandages. The 
bandages help, but they will not suffice.”42 But what is this 
but another poetic way of saying capitalism has nothing 
to do with racism? For Coates the fight against racial 
inequality is independent of and takes precedence over 
class struggle, the fight against class exploitation, or the 
elimination of capitalism. Both Coates and Dyson are unable 
to see beyond the horizon of bourgeois society. They are 
not able to accept the simple fact that “there can be no 
real, actual equality until all possibility of the exploitation 
of one class by another has been totally destroyed” by a 
socialist revolution.43
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is caught in a seemingly bottomless state of crisis in which 
“Dante would have found the worst horrors in his Inferno 
surpassed.”40 And, yet, in these times, there are still Black 
public intellectuals such as Ta-Nehisi Coates and Michael 
Eric Dyson who view it as ridiculous to talk of revolution. 
They willfully ignore the difference that class makes. 
Instead of talk about class, class struggle, and socialist 
solidarity, they feel obligated to take on the mantle of the 
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from the civil rights protests in Atlanta to Birmingham, 
Montgomery, Selma, and Mississippi, King deployed the 
rhetorics of Black manhood to inspire Black folks to fight 
for their political and economic emancipation from a social 
system that stifles Black progress and sought to negate 
Black existence through austere economic and working 
conditions. In his first speech to the sanitation strikers in 
Mississippi, King had equated low pay and racist treatment 
with the tradition of white emasculation of Black workers 
that stretched back to the time of slavery. King’s primary 
motive for addressing the emasculation of Black men was 
to attack the dehumanizing effects of paternalistic racism 
and low pay.3 King saw that there was a strong connection 
between manhood rights and economic empowerment; 
that is, underneath the question of economic prosperity 
is the consciousness of manhood especially within 
America’s white-male supremacist, patriarchal capitalism 
that operates a so-called “free” market economy which 
profits largely by exploiting Black labor just as in the time 
of slavery. This explains why King was largely committed to 
the cause of Black workers throughout his life. But King’s 
desire to achieve socioeconomic progress for Black folks 
by emphasizing the assertion of Black manhood was seen 
as a grave threat to white hegemony because portraying 
Black males as criminals served the Black inferiority 
narrative, maintained Jim Crow segregation, and promoted 
the violent enforcement of racist ideology. 

King’s civil rights activities presented a massive threat to the 
white power structure, particularly the white male power 
structure. Even King’s dream of humanity as a network of 
mutuality bound together by “brotherhood” was deemed 
as threatening to white masculinist hegemony because 
King’s philosophy assumed that racist white men were 
“brothers” with Black males who were seen by them as 
not-men, beasts, and morally and socially deviant brutes. 
This was an affront on the patriarchal sensibilities of white 
folks, especially the self-proclaimed “pious” Southern 
Christian white males. It was also an assault on the white 
family structure that essentially benefits economically from 
denying the humanity and manhood of Black males in order 
to restrict them to the working class or labor class. The racial 
and social hierarchies within America’s capitalist patriarchy 
was best maintained by the markers of oppression and 
exploitation that King and his allies in the civil rights 
movement seek to truncate.4 Thus, the philosophy of 
“brotherhood” that King espouses was deemed as an 
attempt to undercut the supremacy of white male power 
in the racialized and genderized social arrangement in 
America, particularly during the civil rights struggle. So, 
in the sense of affirming Black manhood in the context 
of the civil rights struggle, both the advocacy of violent 
and non-violent strategies was seen as conterminous and 
threatening.

I AM A MAN: THE RACIAL COST OF 
TRANSGRESSING THE WHITE MEASURE OF 
MANHOOD
In Measuring Manhood, Melissa Stein writes about the fatal 
destiny of subordinated Black males within America’s racist 
practice of the science of masculinity that confines what it 
means to be a “man” within the domain of whiteness. She 

The Wages of Sin Is Death: Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s Rhetorics of Black Manhood 
and the Contemporary Discourse on Black 
Male Death

Adebayo Ogungbure
TEXAS A&M UNIVERSITY

“I am a man,” a young preacher said.
“I am no better than my brother,
but I am no less than any other.”

– Eve Merriam—Ode to Martin 
Luther King, Jr., 1971

INTRODUCTION
One of the main issues of Black political activism and 
protest against racial injustice in the United States during 
the civil rights era centered on the measure of manhood. 
This was a period when manhood was fundamentally 
regarded as the prerogative of whiteness—such that 
white males were deemed as the normative measure of 
manhood, which gave them entitlement to the economic, 
political, and social gains accruable from the white 
supremacist patriarchal-capitalist society. However, within 
this socio-political arrangement, Black males (especially 
adult males) were considered as not-men, sub-humans, 
and lesser men and boys in order to maintain the social 
hierarchies and power structure that would sustain white 
male social, political, and economic dominance and racial 
supremacy. It is in such a milieu, where manhood rights 
and privileges were reserved strictly for white males, that 
Martin Luther King, Jr. espoused his counter-hegemonic 
rhetorics of Black manhood in direct confrontation of the 
white male power structure. For instance, in his “I’ve been 
to the Mountaintop” speech, King reminds the Black striking 
sanitation workers in Memphis what the crux of the protest 
was all about, stating, “we aren’t engaged in any negative 
protest and in any negative arguments with anybody. We 
are saying that we are determined to be men. We are 
determined to be people.”1 From this and other similar 
assertions concerning Black manhood, it is deducible that 
King’s grave “sin” against the American empire was that 
he dared to assert his Black manhood while championing 
the cause for the socio-economic and racial emancipation 
of Black folks, in a society that classifies Black males as 
sub-human, not-man, and exploitable laborers. Ultimately, 
the price for committing such a “sin” is death and King 
paid for this sin with his life—his flesh and blood. My 
task in this essay is to explore what I will call “phallicist 
violence” to underscore the philosophical underpinnings 
and the genderized symbolism of King’s death and to show 
its connection to the disposability thesis in contemporary 
discourse on Black male death.

It is important to note that King deployed masculinist 
rhetoric to highlight the questions of racial and economic 
equality that lay at the heart of the struggle for civil rights 
in the United States.2 King believed that masculinity and 
strength exist in non-violent direct action protest. So, 
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dignity and honor.’”11 This affirmation of Black manhood 
is crucial to understanding white racism and patriarchy as 
the negation of Black manhood/Black male existence. King 
attacks the logic of white paternalism and patriarchy as 
that which strips the Black man of his sense of self, value, 
worth, and humanity. King often addresses questions of 
poverty in ways thoroughly inflected by his conception of 
gender. Intertwined with these arguments about poverty as 
corrosive of dignity, poverty as engendering of humiliation, 
and ghetto poverty being uniquely galling are claims about 
what economic inequality means for the achievement 
and consolidation of gender norms. The “castration” or 
“diminished manhood” frames for understanding injustice 
that King productively unsettles in the domain of violence, 
for instance, come roaring back in the realm of political 
economy.12

For King, “[i]f a man asserts that another man, because of 
his race, is not good enough to have a job equal to his or to 
live next door to him, he is by implication affirming that that 
man does not deserve to exist. He does not deserve to exist 
because his existence is corrupt and defective.”13 Here, 
King is confronting the Jim Crow practices in America that 
undermines Black existence while ignoring the contribution 
of Black labor to America’s industrial wealth. According to 
King, “the tendency to ignore the Negro’s contribution to 
American life and strip him of his personhood is as old 
as the earliest history books and as contemporary as the 
morning’s newspaper. To offset this cultural homicide, the 
Negro must rise up with an affirmation of his own Olympian 
manhood.”14 This is both a powerful rhetoric offered by King 
in defense of Black manhood and a direct call to action for 
Black males to participate in the struggle for freedom in 
all its ramifications. When King compares Black manhood 
to “Olympian” manhood, he is not merely engaging in the 
literal romanticizing of Black manhood into a mythological 
phantasm that has no actual bearing in the material world 
where Black livity is perpetually contested and undermined 
by anti-Black forces. What King is referring to here is a 
metaphoric sense of virile masculinity, a revered sense of 
manhood that is greater than that of decadent white males, 
whose minds were too small to comprehend the fact 
that Black males were indispensable within the American 
empire just as the Olympian gods in Greek pantheons 
were considered indispensable to the lived experience of 
the people of ancient Greece. King also imagines Black 
men as “greater gods” or “greater men” when compared 
to powerful white males whose main preoccupation is to 
destroy Black male bodies. King believes Black men were 
“greater men” because they were able to demonstrate 
radical love and embrace the philosophy of non-violence 
even though they were confronted by white-male violence, 
terrorism—phallicist violence. Thus, King imagines Black 
men greater than white males because of their ability to 
fight for their freedom and to struggle against suffering 
through radical loving. 

What the foregoing depicts is King’s audacity to deploy 
rhetorics of manhood to give Black men a renewed sense 
of self-affirmation and a new understanding of manhood 
that places economic demands on the social fabric of 
the American society. As King laments concerning the 
economic status of the Black male in Where Do We Go From 

documents how white ethnologists classified Blacks using 
anthropometric scientific experiments and ethnological 
assumptions to castrate Black males with the sole aim of 
unsexing the Black race. This includes literal and social 
castration utilized by white males5 to show that Black males 
were anything but “men.” A Black man is considered a 
caricaturized human being with an invisible pigmentation 
which marked him a person to be hunted, hanged, abused, 
discriminated against, kept in poverty and ignorance, in 
order that those whose skin were white, would have readily 
at hand a proof of their superiority6 and masculinity. So 
the measure of manhood becomes the epicenter of inter-
racial conflict and inter-group oppression. This context is 
important in order to underscore the historical significance 
of King’s rhetorics of Black manhood, especially with 
its focus on the use of nonviolent resistance to oppose 
and protest Jim Crow laws and the racial segregation 
of the South. In “Gender Trouble: Manhood, Inclusion 
and Justice,” Shatema Threadcraft and Brandon M. Terry 
underline the salience of King’s rhetorics of manhood in 
advancing civil rights, especially King’s need to prove and 
perform manhood and manliness within his philosophical 
commitments, which connects the idea of manhood to self-
worth and human dignity.7 

King accentuates the centrality of advocating for people to 
respect Black manhood in the civil rights movement during 
the 1968 Memphis sanitation strike when he professes in 
Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community? that 
“for hundreds of years Negroes had fought to stay alive by 
developing an endurance to hardship and heartbreak. In 
this decade, the negro stepped into a new role, he gained 
manhood in the nation that had always called him boy.”8 
King recognizes the affinity between economic means and 
the denial of manhood as a power-tactic used by the white 
politicians to keep Black males undermined and to make 
them less socially and economically viable. By so doing, 
they are able to strip Black men of the basic element of 
the concept of manhood, which is the ability or willingness 
to protect their family. Thus, the slogan of the striking 
Memphis sanitation workers in 1968—“I AM A MAN”—
illustrates the saliency of questioned manhood as an issue 
also for Black working classes.9 The gender component 
of their rhetoric was not simply a matter of semantics, 
however. In fact, the struggle for Black equality since the 
era of slavery has also had specific implications for gender 
relations and gender identity in America. The “I AM A MAN” 
slogan represents a demand for recognition and respect of 
Black manhood as well as Black humanity. This demand and 
the racial oppression that inspires it reflect the way that 
race and racism have contributed to our understanding of 
both Black and white manhood in America.10 

King believes that true freedom can only come to Black 
males when they affirm their masculinities even in the face 
of great adversity, systemic oppression, and poverty. In 
King’s opinion, “the Negro will only be truly free when he 
reaches down to the inner depths of his own being and 
signs with the pen and ink of assertive selfhood his own 
emancipation proclamation. With a spirit straining toward 
true self-esteem, the Negro must boldly throw off the 
manacles of self-abnegation and say to himself and the 
world: ‘I am somebody. I am a person. I am a man with 
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“black messiah” who could “unify and electrify a coalition 
of militant black nationalist groups.” There was no doubt 
his target was Martin Luther King, Jr.19 This state targeting 
of King was well documented in the FBI file20 on Martin 
Luther King, Jr. of January 11, 1975. The evidence from this 
file shows that “on November 1, 1975, William C. Sullivan, 
former Assistant Director, Domestic Intelligence Division, 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, testified before the Senate 
Select Committee to study Governmental Operations with 
respect to Intelligence Activities. He related that from 
late 1963 and continuing until the assassination of Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., King was the target of an intensive 
campaign by the FBI to neutralize him as an effective civil 
rights leader. Sullivan stated that in the war against King “no 
holds were barred.”21 Although, there is some controversy 
about whether the FBI were solely responsible for the death 
of Martin Luther King, Jr., the evidence from the FBI secret 
file kept in the personal office of Hoover shows that the FBI 
set up a program to “neutralize” King barring no holds. 

The negative crusade against King was because he was 
considered a major threat to the United States government 
and the American establishment during the civil rights era 
because he dared to organize and mobilize Black rage over 
past and present crimes against humanity targeting Black 
folk and other oppressed people.22 It also demonstrated an 
awareness, on the part of the state, of the massive threat 
posed to the American racist economy, especially King’s 
ability to genially connect manhood rights to political and 
economic prosperity. Although much of America did not 
know the radical King—and too few today—the FBI and 
US government did. They called him “the most dangerous 
man in America.”23 Throughout the years of his admirable 
leadership the philosophy and actions of Martin Luther 
King, Jr. were consistent with unapologetic optimism. He 
deeply believed that the strategy of nonviolent resistance 
to racial injustices would disturb the conscience of white 
Americans and eventually result in granting “the Negro, 
all of his rights, here and now.”24 Even with the peaceful 
activism of King, he was still deemed a very dangerous 
man by the state; this is because King’s leadership of the 
civil rights had combined the philosophy of non-violence 
with the rhetorics of manhood. King was deeply involved 
in organizing a Poor People’s campaign to demonstrate in a 
mass way for economic as well as civil rights, which he had 
always considered dependent upon each other.25 

King’s Poor People’s Campaign was designed, in part, to 
answer his critics and to reverse the drift toward violence. 
He planned to take thousands of Blacks, Puerto Ricans, and 
poor whites to the capital and camp there until Congress 
passed a multi-billion program of national reconstruction. 
In King’s view, the Poor People’s Campaign was going to be 
a litmus test for nonviolence. It was going to prove, once 
and for all, whether nonviolence could attack the structural 
roots of racism and provide an alternative to violence.26 
For doing this, he was considered an enemy of the state 
because he was trying to free Black people, especially Black 
men, from the lowest stratum of the American economy 
and thereby attempting to rupture the inequalities inherent 
in America’s classism and capitalist patriarchy. 

Here, “when a man is able to make his way through the 
maze of handicaps and get just one foot out of the jungle 
of poverty and exploitation, he is subject to the whims of 
the political and economic giants of the city, which move in 
impersonally to crush little flower of success that has just 
began to bloom.”15 As a way to destabilize such exploitative 
system, King calls for what he refers to as “the American 
racial revolution.” For King, “the American racial revolution 
has been a revolution to “get in” rather than to overthrow. We 
want a share in the American economy, the housing market, 
the educational system, and the social opportunities.”16 
Though, this was not a demand that sat well with powerful 
white males whose political, economic, and social interests 
were being threatened by King’s rhetorics concerning 
Black manhood. Hence, for King and, by extension, Black 
men to assert their manhood in an American society where 
what manhood means is equated with white-maleness is to 
commit a sin—a sin that transgresses the patriarchal white 
power structure and its economic, social, and political 
forces that guarantees dominance; but the racial cost for 
such transgression is death. In what follows, I will discuss 
the significance of phallicist violence to the disposability 
thesis in contemporary discourse on Black male death.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF KING’S RHETORICS OF 
BLACK MANHOOD FOR THE DISCOURSE ON 
BLACK MALE DEATH
Contemporary discussions on Black male death have been 
centered around the disposability thesis—the view that 
“America makes corpses of Black males.”17 However, what 
King, Jr.’s rhetorics of Black manhood and his eventual 
death demonstrates is that the disposability thesis is a 
function of phallicist violence. Phallicist violence is a form 
of gendered violence perpetrated by dominant white 
males against emasculated/subordinated Black males. 
Phallicist violence is essentially state-sanctioned violence 
against Black males, which guarantees their death and 
complete silencing in order to quell any appearance of 
such threats that they may pose to white male privilege 
and the white power structure guaranteed by patriarchy. 
In this context, patriarchy functions as a system of white 
male domination that utilizes racism, capitalism, militarism, 
mass incarceration/hyperincarceration, racialized policing, 
and sexual violence to subjugate and kill Black males who 
are deemed as degradations of the white man. So when 
Black males attack/challenge patriarchy, in the way and 
manner King, his associates, and other Black men did, the 
consequence is often phallicist violence. 

King was primarily targeted by the state for daring to 
affirm Black manhood in a racist society that thrives on 
the denial of Black manhood and the exploitation of Black 
people as the underclass. King’s swift rise to prominence 
as a Black leader determined to challenge Jim Crow laws 
aroused the hostility of FBI chief J. Edgar Hoover, the racist 
who had targeted Marcus Garvey for prosecution. Hoover 
would later place King under secret surveillance as a 
“communist.”18 In 1956 Hoover initiated a program called 
COINTELPRO. Its operations included infiltration of suspect 
civil rights and liberal groups, disruption of their activities, 
and propaganda designed to destroy their credibility. 
One of Hoover’s objectives was to prevent the rise of a 
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to destroy and “neutralize” such perceived threats. This 
explains why Black men are disproportionately imprisoned 
and receive longer sentences compared to any other 
racial group. African Americans make up approximately 
35 percent of the prison population in the United States,31 
and by the end of 2015, Black men constituted 34 percent 
of the American prison population.32 In 2015, 5,165 in 
100,000 Black men ages twenty-five to twenty-nine were 
imprisoned compared to 2,165 Hispanic men and 921 
white men of the same ages.33 One in three Black men born 
in 2001 can expect to be incarcerated in his lifetime.34 Black 
men serve more time for their crimes than others similarly 
situated. Data collected by the US Sentencing Commission 
between December 2007 and 2011 revealed that Black men 
in federal prisons received sentences 19.5 percent longer 
than white men sentenced for the same crime.35 Black 
males are also disproportionately sentenced to death. As 
of 2014, the national death row population is approximately 
42 percent Black, while the overall Black population is only 
13.6 percent.36 What all of these statistics shows is how the 
state deploys phallicist violence to destroy and guarantee 
the death and disposability of Black males. 

The mass incarceration or hyperincarceration of Black males 
is a strategy employed by the white power structure to 
take back the gains made from the civil rights movement. 
Since “the institutional decimation of Black men through 
police violence and incarceration emerges from a political 
economy that deliberately confines young Black men to 
poverty,”37they are more likely to be imprisoned. High 
incarceration rates among Black and low-education men 
have been traced to similar sources. The slim economic 
opportunities and turbulent living conditions of young 
disadvantaged and Black men may lead them to crime.38 
In “Poverty, Violence, and Black Incarceration,” Jeremy 
Travis and Bruce Western observes that mass incarceration 
now lies at the intersection of violence and poverty in 
contemporary African-American life. The historic expansion 
of state violence with rising prison and jail populations 
was concentrated almost entirely among the economically 
disadvantaged.39 The findings in a study conducted by 
Becky Pettit on the intersection of race and class inequality 
in the US incarceration suggest that there is penal inequality 
in the growth in the US prison population-over the past 
25 years by estimating lifetime risks of imprisonment for 
Blacks and white men at different levels of education. 
Among Black men born during this period, 30 percent of 
those without college education and nearly 60 percent 
of high school dropouts went to prison by 1999.40 It is 
important to note here that the building of the hyperactive 
and hypertrophic penal state that has made the United 
States world champion in incarceration is at once a delayed 
reaction to the civil rights movement and the ghetto riots of 
the mid-1960s.41 Michelle Alexander also expresses a similar 
sentiment in The New Jim Crow,42 where she describes 
mass incarceration as the most damaging manifestation of 
the backlash against the civil rights movement. 

King’s death, which was a consequence of his assertion 
of Black manhood, also underscores the fact that the 
disposability thesis in contemporary discourse about 
Black male death and decimation, centers on manhood 
rights and the preservation of white male racial hierarchy. 

Due to his struggle against racial and economic oppression, 
King was widely condemned by whites (including white 
liberals) who thought that King’s proposed “Poor People’s 
March” went too far beyond civil rights and hinted at a kind of 
“Un-Americanism,” fostering class struggle and socialism. 
They anxiously inquired, what happened to the King of “I 
Have a Dream”? King’s historic and memorable elocution, 
wherein his rhythmic cadence about the “American Dream” 
brought hope of a liberal America, an America bereft of 
racism. Now, they declared, King had betrayed the liberal 
dream. In fact, his critics shouted King had fallen into the 
hands of the “Un-Americans,” that motley and unsavory 
crew of antiwar activities, socialists, and Communists.27 
King’s reply to this smear campaign against him was that 
he was simply trying to make social reality out of the laws 
of both man and God as he understood them; the trouble 
was created by white people who were determined to deny 
Black men justice28 through racial violence. 

Although Black men have been the victims of violence at 
the hands of the state since the time of slavery,29 King’s 
death is a symbolic reflection of phallicist violence 
that involves a double negation—the negation of Black 
existence and negation of Black manhood. Phallicist 
violence is the ultimate reflection/display of white male 
power which is demonstrated through the organ of the 
state. Phallicist violence is a vestige of phallicism—
the understanding of racism as sexualized hatred or 
violence against Black and other non-white males. It is a 
consequence of an inter-group social relation where white 
males who consider themselves as dominant males target 
those they consider as subordinate males, especially when 
they feel threatened by such subordinated males. Phallicist 
violence is demonstrated through the necrophilia which 
is the consequence of the death-psychology imposed on 
Black males by powerful white males. It is this same pattern 
of phallicist violence that is apparent in the persistent 
killings of Black males by the police (mostly white male 
police officers), with impunity—without facing any criminal 
liabilities. What this suggests is that the lives of Black men 
and boys are disposable. Many unarmed Black men and 
boys have been killed since Trayvon Martin’s tragic death 
six years ago. Many of the killings occurred after police 
officers arguably engage in racial profiling—stopping 
and harassing these men for no explainable reason other 
than the color of their skin. In all of the cases where Black 
men were shot and killed, the officers claimed that they 
felt threatened, even though the men were unarmed and 
often running away or retreating. In almost all of the cases, 
the police officers were never arrested or charged with 
a crime.30 The fact that these agents of the state (mostly 
white male police officers) continue to claim that they “feel 
threatened” as the rationale/justification for such blatant 
murder, thereby avoiding jail time, highlights the fact that 
Black male death is triggered by phallicist violence. 

Thus, King’s death is symbolic in the sense that it shows 
that so long as patriarchal logic is embedded in the fabric 
of the American society, Black males will always be viewed 
as threats to white manhood and will ever be exposed to 
phallicist violence—violence perpetrated by white males, 
especially using the weapons of the state like prisons, guns, 
discriminating political and economic policies, and courts 
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African American men as a threat—the Chokehold is the 
legal and social response. It contains a constellation of 
tools that are used to keep them down—including a range 
of social practices, laws, punishments, and technologies 
that mark every Black man as a thug or potential thug. 
The state (especially the police) is authorized to control 
them by any means necessary.44 The Chokehold is a way 
of understanding how American inequality is imposed. It 
is the process by which Black lives are made vulnerable to 
death imposed by others.45 

Butler’s assessment of Black male death echoes King’s 
statements about this topic in an address delivered at a 
meeting launching the SCLC Crusade for Citizenship at 
Miami’s Greater Bethel AME Church, on February 12, 1958. 
In this address, King goes on to denounce the scourge of 
Black male death as America’s very own problem. In his 
words,

Already this struggle has had its sacred martyrs: 
The Reverend George Washington Lee shot and 
killed in Mississippi; Mr. and Mrs. Harry Moore, 
bomed [sic] and murdered here in Florida; Emmett 
Till, a mere boy, unqualified to vote, but seemingly 
used as a victim to terrorize Negro citizens and 
keep them from the poles. While the blame for the 
grisly mutilation of Till has been placed upon two 
cruel men, the ultimate responsibility for this and 
other tragic events must rest with the American 
people themselves.46 

Here, we see King literally calling out white Americans who 
perpetrate such phallicist violence against Black men and 
boys as terrorists who have blood on their hands, who halt 
the progress and frustrate the advancement of its people 
by coercion and violence, and who rob these children of 
God of human decency.47 King also underscores the deep 
roots of America’s hatred for Black males, which leads to 
the barbaric acts of violence perpetrated by white racist 
men. This explains why Tommy J. Curry attributes this grim 
reality and facticity of Black male existence and death to 
the framework of manhood in America. For Curry, “the 
milieu from which manhood springs is saturated with racist 
caricatures that all seem to legitimate the fear Americans 
have of Black men. The images and perception of Black 
men as dangerous to society, women, and themselves 
ultimately create a pattern of thinking that allows the 
seeming inevitability of death for the young Black male to 
be justified.”48 

The truth of the matter is that the crisis of Black men has 
been made evident in public debate about whether they 
should be permitted to live. A rash of killings of African-
American males at the hands of police officers and citizens 
claiming to act in defense of their communities has been 
in the purview of the public for several years.49 But what 
is missing from the public conversation on this epidemic 
is how this becomes the defining feature of Black male 
existence—dehumanization rather than humanization. 
When the society restricts the discourse of Black male 
existence to when they are disposed of by institutional 
violence, it speaks to the saliency of such dehumanization. 
In “The Eschatological Dilemma: The Problem of Studying 

This explains why, between the early nineteenth century 
and the first half of the twentieth century, white terrorism 
in the forms of lynchings and castration was used by 
white males to demonstrate white male power, and the 
preservation of white male supremacy—the racial hierarchy 
within the American patriarchal empire. During this period, 
thousands of African Americans were lynched in the United 
States. Lynchings were violent, public acts of torture that 
traumatized Black people throughout the country and 
were largely tolerated by state and federal officials. It is 
crucial to note that lynchings were also a form of phallicist 
violence sanctioned by the state; although the white male 
perpetrators of such inhumane crimes and terrorism no 
longer hide under hooded masks, they are now cloaked 
under state-designed apparels under the guise of 
preserving “law and order”—a code word used to mask 
racist utilization of state power to target Black people, 
especially Black males who are deemed “dangerous 
criminals” that deserve to be killed or tamed to ensure 
a “safe” society. Since phallicist violence is ever present 
in the American society, Black male existence will always 
be engulfed in tragedy—the tragedy of death, especially 
death as a result of being unable to mask their manhood 
in the presence of powerful white males who control and 
manipulate the racial rules that govern the American state.

PHALLICIST VIOLENCE AND BLACK MALE 
DEATH: THE PHILOSOPHICAL SIGNIFICANCE

Phallicist violence, as I have described in this essay, is the 
mechanism by which America robs Black males of human 
decency, dignity, and the “gift” of life. Its philosophical 
significance rests on the fact that it provides an existential 
lens for viewing the impact or “racial cost” of white 
institutional violence on the lived experience of Black 
males, especially those who dare to speak against the evils 
of racism, and the attendant socio-economic inequalities 
engendered by exploitative racial capitalist patriarchy. Now, 
fifty years after King’s death, phallicist violence continues 
to overdetermine the existence of Black males in various 
ways. Black males are racially profiled as “criminals” when 
they walk into stores to buy basic food items. Black boys 
are shot and killed for merely acting as “boys” and playing 
with toys as other boys. But the difference is that they are 
not allowed to be boys in a society that perceives Black 
boys and men as underserving of existence. They are 
viewed through a pathological lens as social deviants who 
are dangerous to social well-being and deserve to be put 
down or perpetually silenced. They are destroyed and killed 
with extraordinary state-sanctioned violence, apparently 
signified by the United States police force. While more 
whites are killed by law enforcement than people of color, 
African Americans are killed at a disproportionate rate. In 
fact, Black men are 21 times more likely to be killed by police 
than white men. Between 2010 and 2012, Black boys ages 
fifteen through nineteen were killed at a rate of 31.17 per 
million compared to 1.47 per million for white boys of the 
same age group. In addition, a significant number of Black 
men killed by the police were unarmed.43 In Chokehold: 
Policing Black Men, Paul Butler used the term “Chokehold” 
to describe how phallicist violence is employed to destroy 
and decimate Black males. In this regard, he opines that 
for many cops, politicians, and ordinary people—who see 
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The philosophical import of the discussion in this section 
comes to this pivotal question: What does it then mean 
to think of Black male existence in the context such 
omnipresent violence? Some social psychologists like Philip 
D. Johnson have suggested the notion of “somebodiness” 
in Martin Luther King, Jr.’s political philosophy as a way 
of grappling with the existential crisis that confronts 
Black males in America. This notion of “somebodiness” 
essentially focuses on the psychological functioning of 
African-American men to enunciate ways of thinking about 
developing a sense of dignity and self-worth even in the 
face of socio-political and economic structures that strips 
away their manhood. While citing the work of Joseph L. 
White and James H. Cones III—Black Man Emerging: Facing 
the Past and Seizing a Future in America,56 Johnson argues 
that such term as “somebodiness that King used to define 
the psychological meaning of the civil rights movement, 
can be used to bolster the self-image of Black males, by 
emphasizing salient characteristics like self-determination, 
self-definition, self-acceptance, self-love and resilience.57 
The idea is that emphasizing such characteristics as salient 
can help to combat the negativity surrounding Black male 
existence within America’s capitalist patriarchy. But the 
problem with this advocacy of resilience by Johnson is 
that it further complicates Black male existence when 
looked at from the standpoint of phallicist violence. The 
mere consideration of Black male existence in terms of 
“somebodiness,” characterized by the psychological 
functioning of Black males does not discountenance the 
omnipresent negrophilic power that white males wield over 
Black male bodies that aims to reduce their existence from 
“somebodiness” to “nothingness.” It is such negrophilic 
attraction, demonstrated through phallicist violence aimed 
at destroying Black male bodies, that creates an existential 
reality for Black males in America, which can be likened to 
that of Albert Camus’s absurd hero who is eternally trapped 
in a vicious cycle. Thus, psychological dispositions such as 
Johnson suggested cannot overpower the weight of such 
anti-Black misandric and racialized violence. Even if Black 
males consider themselves in terms of “somebodiness,” 
America will always see them as what they are in the 
white imagination—niggers. As Yancy describes it in a very 
personal fashion, “the act of repudiation [and resilience for 
that matter] will not protect me from a white cop’s bullets 
that are capable of penetrating the fragility of my Black 
body, leaving me dead. I become the victim, the causality 
of white police violence because he or she ‘knows’ that I’m 
a ‘criminal,’ ‘up to no good,’ a ‘nigger.’”58 

CONCLUSION
As King rightly noted in Where Do We Go From Here, “the job 
of arousing manhood within a people that have been taught 
for so many centuries that they are nobody is not easy.”59 For 
too long, Black males have been socialized that their survival 
depends on their ability to mask their manhood, to become 
invisible in order not to experience the terrorism of state-
sanctioned violence against their bodies. The Black male is 
feared even though he is unarmed because the image of 
Black manhood in the hegemonic white man’s mind is that 
of a brute that lacks humanity, an animal that deserves to 
be put to death. In this instance, the state cannot find its 
agents (white male police officers) guilty of killing unarmed 
Black men because it sanctions such killings in order to 

the Black Male Only as the Deaths That Result from Anti-Black 
Racism,” Tommy Curry decries this type of dehumanization 
which, he argues, “finds its extremity in making the lives 
of the oppressed [Black males] inconsequential; it is not 
being able to think of the Black male beyond their corpse 
that is the real result of racism’s dehumanization. Racism 
“thingifies” Black life, and the reduction of Black men and 
boys to the event of their dying leaves the aim of racism, 
accepting the racially oppressed as not human—nothing—
lost unquestioned.”50 It follows from this logic that if Black 
males are viewed as “nothing” or “non-human,” then they 
ought not to “transgress” the boundaries of racial hierarchy 
and structural inequalities within America’s Jim crow 
capitalism and economic repression. Although King was 
convinced that oppressed people have a moral obligation 
to resist nonviolently the evil system that dehumanizes 
them.51 In this circumstance, to exist while resisting, for 
Black males, is to come in direct contact with the raw 
force of phallicist violence, which reminds them about the 
absence of their humanity—and in extreme cases, robs 
them of their humanity.

In his recently published book, Backlash, a follow-up 
to his widely read letter, “Dear White America,” George 
Yancy depicts how such phallicist violence targets Black 
males who dare, just like King, to “speak” or resist in any 
manner or form against the evils of white supremacy, 
patriarchy, and structural racism in contemporary America. 
Yancy originally conceived of his letter as a message of 
love—a gift for which he asked for love in return, in the 
same vein as King conceived of loving white people in 
the face of vitriolic racial hatred. In The Strength to Love, 
King describes such love as that which confronts evil 
without flinching and overcomes the world even from a 
rough-hewn cross against the skyline.52 However, what 
Yancy got back in return, just like King, is the brazenness 
of America’s virulent hatred for Black men—his existence 
was reduced to that of a “nigger” and a “subhuman.”  This 
then leads Yancy to conclude that “the history of white 
supremacy in America belies this gesture of black gift-
giving, this gesture of non-sentimental love. Martin Luther 
King Jr. was murdered even as he loved.”53 He goes further 
to highlight the plight of Black male existence in America 
when he avows that within the context of the long history 
of white racist America, Black people generally, and Black 
males specifically, have been perceived, constructed, and 
treated in ways that reduce their complex lives to that 
which white people have imagined them to be. And for so 
many of them, we [Black males] are just that—niggers54—
an imagination that carry the horrid messages that deem 
[Black male] existence “sub-human,” and for some, not 
human at all. And perhaps it is those messages that often 
trigger a response that can render [Black males] dead.55 
This implies that it does not really matter what coping 
mechanism or strategy Black males deploy to make racist 
white people “feel comfortable” in their presence, or what 
level of educational attainment they have attained, they 
will always be viewed as a threat that needs to be tamed, 
silenced, subdued, and killed. This is the reality of Black 
male existence today. It is a reality that is traumatic, painful, 
and perplexing. 



APA NEWSLETTER  |  PHILOSOPHY AND THE BLACK EXPERIENCE

PAGE 140 SPRING 2019  |  VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2

7. Shatema Threadcraft and Brandon M. Terry, “Gender Trouble: 
Manhood, Inclusion and Justice,” in To Shape a New World: 
Essays on the Political Philosophy of Martin Luther King, Jr., ed. 
Tommie Shelby and Brandon M. Terry (London: The Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 2018), 212.

8. Martin Luther King, Jr., Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or 
Community? (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968), 16–17.

9. Peter J. Ling and Sharon Monteith, eds., Gender and the Civil 
Rights Movement (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
2004), 111.

10. Estes, I Am A Man, 4. 

11. King, Where Do We Go From Here, 44.

12. Threadcraft and Terry, “Gender Trouble: Manhood, Inclusion and 
Justice,” 228. 

13. Ibid., 74. 

14. Ibid., 44. 

15. King, Where Do We Go From Here, 124. 

16. Ibid., 138. 

17. Scholars of Black male studies have articulated Black male life 
as disposable from the point of view of policing, sentencing, 
economic policy, and countless terrifying form of disregard. 
See, for instance, Melvin L. Rogers, “Disposable Lives,” Theory 
& Event 17, no. 3 (2014): 1–6; Tommy J. Curry, The Man-Not: Rae, 
Class, Genre, and the Dilemmas of Black Manhood (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 2017), 1; and Derrick R. Broom and 
Armon R. Perry, “It’s Simply because We Are Black Men: Black 
Men’s Experiences and Responses to the Killing of Black Men,” 
The Journal of Men’s Studies 24, no. 2 (2016), 166–84. 

18. Jules Archer, They Had a Dream: The Civil Rights Struggle from 
Fredrick Douglass to Marcus Garvey to Martin Luther King and 
Malcom X (New York: Puffin Books, 1993), 137.

19. Ibid.

20. Report of the Department of Justice Task Force to Review the FBI 
Martin Luther King, Jr., Security and Assassination Investigations. 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, Freedom of Information and 
Privacy Acts: The Martin Luther King, Jr. File: 100-106670, Section 
103. January 11, 1977. The content of this file also shows that 
the FBI undertook a systematic program of harassment of Martin 
Luther King, by means both legal and illegal, in order to discredit 
him and harm both him and the movement he led. 

21. Ibid.

22. Cornel West, ed. The Radical King (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015), 11.

23. Ibid., 10. 

24. Kenneth B. Clark, King, Malcolm, Baldwin, 3. 

25. Coretta Scott King, The Words of Martin Luther King, Jr. (New 
York: New Market Press, 1983), 13.

26. Lerone Bennett, Jr., What Manner of Man: A Biography of Martin 
Luther King, Jr. (Chicago: Johnson Publishing, 1968), 235–36. 

27. Stephen C. Ferguson II, 103. 

28. Louis E. Lomax, To Kill a Black Man (Los Angeles: Holloway House, 
1968), 87.

29. Angela J. Davis, “Introduction,” in Policing the Black Man: Arrest, 
Prosecution and Imprisonment, ed. Angela J. Davis (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 2017), xi.

30. Ibid., xiii. 

31. US Department of Justice Statistics, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
Prisoners in 2015, by E. Ann Carson and Elizabeth Anderson. NCJ 
197976 (Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, 2016), 1.

32. Ibid.

33. Ibid.

34. US Department of Justice Statistics, Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
Prevalent of Imprisonment in the U.S. Population, 1974–2001, by 
Thomas Bonczar. NCJ 197976 (Washington, DC: US Government 
Printing Office, 2003), 1.

preserve white male supremacy and dominance within the 
American empire. King was right to note that espousing 
the rhetorics of Black manhood in a social context that 
thrives on anti-Black misandry is a herculean task because, 
within America’s racial rules, the Black male body has been 
marked for destruction. This is the tragedy of Black male 
existence. Black men cannot live authentic lives because 
the racial rules that govern American society is blinded to 
Black humanity and disavows Black manhood. Even though 
King deciphers that affirming Black manhood is not an easy 
task, he was courageous in the face of great adversity and 
racial hatred to emphasize the centrality of Black manhood 
to the civil rights movement. I have argued, in this essay, 
that this courage that King showed in affirming Black 
manhood was the racial transgression that ultimately led to 
his death and that exploring King’s death as a consequence 
of the rhetorics of Black manhood exposes how phallicist 
violence works to destroy and silence Black males who 
dare to question the racialized measure of white manhood. 
It also highlights how this form of gendered violence—
phallicist violence—connects to the disposability thesis in 
contemporary discourse on Black male death. 
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Between Africa and America: Alexander 
Crummell’s Moral and Political 
Philosophy
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“May it inspire in all the children of the Black race 
around this big world the love of progress, justice, 
and liberty. . . . I bear them all in mind, both the 
downtrodden of today and the giants of tomorrow.”

– Anténor Firmin, The Equality 
of the Human Races

Kwame Appiah’s In My Father’s House: Africa in the 
Philosophy of Culture precipitated current debates 
concerning the concept of race in the political philosophies 
of nineteenth-century Black philosophers.1 Appiah’s 
polemic began by arguing that Alexander Crummell’s 
Pan-Africanist views, which heralded him as one of the 
fathers of African nationalism, ironically retained racist 
views of Africans similar to the views held by European 
colonialists.2 Using Crummell’s 1860 speech titled “The 
English Language in Liberia: The Annual Address Before the 
Citizens of Maryland County, Cape Palmas, Liberia,” Appiah 
argued Crummell’s championing of English language as the 
medium of civilizing Africa devalued African languages.3 
Appiah argues that Crummell’s lionization of English in 
Liberia makes Crummell a racist who parroted Western 
anthropological views of African inferiority.4 Moreover, 
Crummell’s privileging of colonial languages seems to be 
problematic for twenty-first-century post-colonial African 
intellectuals who seek to repudiate colonialism and 
neocolonialism by building twenty-first-century African 
nationalism using African languages.5

While most of the scholarly responses to Appiah thus far 
have focused on correcting his misreading of the concept 
of race in W. E. B. Du Bois’s work, little effort has been 
given to correcting Appiah’s reading of Crummell and the 
subsequent impact Crummell’s ideas on race had on Du 
Bois.6 In this essay, I argue that by understanding how 
Crummell applied the moral and political sciences of his 
day to develop a Pan-African concept of race and African 
commerce, we can better comprehend Crummell’s political 
philosophy as grounded in the empirical study of African 
peoples and in demonstrating Black racial development.

TWO ISSUES WITH APPIAH’S METHODOLOGY IN 
READING CRUMMELL

Methodologically, Appiah’s critique of Crummell is rooted 
in an anachronistic understanding of the role of language 
and the concept of race in Crummell’s intellectual thought. 
First, Appiah wrongly reads the debates between post-
colonial African intellectuals about decolonializing colonial 
languages and the development of African literature as the 
same challenge eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Black 
intellectuals had showing that, despite being enslaved, 
Africans in the New World were capable of racial progress 
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a place to test scientific theories of racial degeneration 
since the continent had no civilization given the purported 
underdevelopment of literature, arts, government, and 
commerce.12 

Therefore, for eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Black 
intellectuals, their task was to show that Africans in the 
past were capable of producing civilization and could 
do so in the modern world. Consequently, the use of 
European languages did not serve as a sign of coloniality. 
On the contrary, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Black 
intellectuals argued that the ability for enslaved Africans in 
the New World to produce literature in Latin, French, and 
English showed that even enslaved Africans were capable 
of racial progress and civilization, as seen through their 
creation of literature, arts, and nation-states like Haiti. Works 
such as William H. Ferris’s The African Abroad, William Wells 
Brown’s The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius and His 
Achievements, Antenor Firmin’s The Equality of the Human 
Races, and William Sanders Scarborough’s First Lessons in 
Greek and Questions on Latin Grammar showed that the 
use of European language did not mean that Africans or 
their languages were inferior to Europeans or European 
languages. Rather, they showed that Africans in the New 
World had the moral and intellectual capability to produce 
arts and civilization. It is from this vantage point that Pan-
Africanism developed as a political philosophy of Black self-
governance, as well as moral and intellectual development. 

P. J. Staudenraus, in The African Colonization Movement 
1816–1865, argues that nineteenth-century Pan-Africanism 
grew as a response to American colonization schemes that 
sought to undermine the efforts of freedmen to end slavery. 
Staudenraus contends that American policy makers from 
1816 to 1865 created policies, theories, and societies that 
argued free Africans were a degenerate race who, if left 
to intermix with whites, would create social and economic 
inequality in the US.13 Consequently, free Blacks presented 
a problem to white slave owners because they feared 
that free Blacks would foment slave revolts and engage 
in political agitation. To abate Southerners’ fear of the 
economic instability of freeing slaves, proponents of African 
colonization argued that the best way to ease this fear was 
to send free Africans back to Africa by establishing Liberia 
as a colony for them.14 Under the guise of philanthropy and 
benevolent manumission, colonization of Africa emerged 
as a solution to the problem of free Africans living in a 
country that still permitted the enslavement of their kin and 
people who looked like them. 

Appiah’s reading of Crummell’s Pan-Africanism distorts 
Crummell’s work precisely because he neglects to 
situate Crummell’s understanding of Christianity and his 
engagement with the ethnography of his day. Appiah’s 
reading of Crummell’s Pan-Africanism ignores how 
Crummell’s Pan-Africanism was formed at a time when 
nineteenth-century Black thinkers were wrestling with 
slavery, colonization, and the emergence of new Black 
nations. This is evident in Crummell’s first publication, 
The Future of Africa: Being Addresses, Sermons, Etc., Etc., 
Delivered in the Republic of Liberia,15 where he reflects 
on his twenty-year stay in Liberia and the challenges of 
building a modern Black nation. In this work and elsewhere, 

as seen through the development of Black literature 
and Black nation-states. For Appiah, the post-colonial 
debates between Anglophone and Francophone African 
intellectuals about decolonizing colonial languages and the 
development of African literature is rooted in their training 
in Western philosophical traditions that privilege Western 
knowledge as the standard of civilization.7 Consequently, 
Appiah postulates that the development of African literature 
and African nationalism in the nineteenth century is a result 
of African intellectuals adopting colonial languages and 
European ideals of literature and nationalism as makers of 
civilization.8 

This tradition for Appiah has roots in early Black intellectuals 
like Crummell who retained Victorian ideals of African 
civilization being inferior to English civilization. As Appiah 
states,

For Crummell, as “The English Language in Liberia” 
makes clear, it is not English as the Sprachgeist of 
the Anglo-Saxon that matters; it is English as the 
vehicle of Christianity and—what he would have 
seen as the same thing—civilization and progress. 

For Crummell inherited not only the received 
European conception of race, but as I have said, 
the received understanding both of the nature of 
civilization and of the African’s lack of it. Crummell’s 
use of the term civilization is characteristic of 
educated Victorian Englishmen or Americans. 
Sometimes he seems to have in mind only what 
anthropologists would now call “culture”: the body 
of moral, religious, political and scientific theory 
and the customary practices of a society.9

Appiah offers no explanation why Christianity, progress, 
and civilization are ideas Crummell engaged with. Rather, 
he postulates Crummell blindly endorses African inferiority 
through the use of English to Christianize and hence civilize 
Africans. This is misleading given the historical context of 
what Christianity, progress, and civilization meant in terms 
of understanding racial progress in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. 

Christianity in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
served as the universal history of the origins of the races. 
Debates around the racial origins of Black people occurred 
between monogenists who argued Black people were 
part of the human race and polygenists who ruminated 
that Black people were descendent from either the curse 
of Ham or sexual liaisons between beasts.10 Christianity 
also raised questions about racial progress from biblical 
times to modernity. Andrew Curran, in The Anatomy of 
Blackness: Science and Slavery in an Age of Enlightenment, 
argues biblical debates about the origin of Black people 
inaugurated Victorian scientific studies that sought to 
show that, unlike other races, Black people showed no 
signs of racial progress or civilization since their ancestors 
were cursed by Noah. 11 To confirm these beliefs, the 
scientific experiments conducted on Africans by scientists 
influenced by the Scottish Enlightenment not only focused 
on anatomical studies to prove racial difference between 
Africans and white Europeans, but also studied Africa as 
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other words, biology is only one science that developed 
during the enlightenment period to figure out racial origins 
and racial differences between peoples. 

Ironically, contemporary philosophers of race’s belief in 
human similarity through genome studies and our kneejerk 
rejection of arguments for racial differences between 
peoples offers us a contemporary reiteration of the debates 
about racial differences and origins that began with the 
Bible. They are likely the ones who are the monogenists, 
and proponents of racial difference are the polygenists. 
Like the preceding debates rooted in the modern sciences, 
this belief of biological similarity has political ramification 
in terms of how we think about organizing societies under 
concepts of racial equity and equality and the responsibility 
the state and government have to different racial groups in 
society.21 Ours is an age where most people believe racial 
equality ought to be a governing principle of society, as 
we have overcome racial difference and the effects of 
segregation on Black people. Subsequently, we read our 
apparent consensus about racial equality and deem all 
preceding philosophies of racial difference as repugnant 
and unscientific. 

Unlike our current milieu, in Crummell’s milieu the moral 
sciences and phrenology were the most prevalent scientific 
theories used to prove racial differences that Crummell 
engaged in to counter the racist claims of the inferiority of 
Africans.22 The moral sciences highlighted racial difference 
as a way to show the different moral capacities and virtues 
each race had to offer to the civilization process.23 The moral 
sciences as developed in the Scottish Enlightenment relied 
on a great Chain of Being showing a hierarchy of racial 
difference and the moral capacity of each racial group. 

The encounter with Africans during the Enlightenment Age 
brought about questions of the origins of Black people, 
Blackness, and racial degradation.24 In essence, Africans 
studied under the moral sciences of the Enlightenment 
deemed Africans to be a race with no moral capacity to 
engender human sentiments. What troubled Black thinkers 
like Crummell was that racial differences were studied from 
a Eurocentric view that credited whites as the only race 
whose moral virtues and civilization should be emulated 
by other races. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Black 
thinkers like Crummell rejected this claim and proposed 
a new way to study racial difference and the unique 
contributions each race had to offer the world.25 

By reading racial difference through the moral sciences, 
and not biology as Appiah would have us do, we can better 
understand Crummell’s philosophy of racial difference as 
rooted in studying the material conditions that showed 
Africans across the diaspora were capable of adding 
to the world civilization on their own terms and not as a 
subordinate race under white imperial interests. Crummell 
created a counter discourse that argued the supposed 
racial superiority of whites, particularly the Anglo-Saxon 
race, and the supposed inferiority of Africans was rooted in 
imperialism and conquest. Crummell’s philosophy of race 
showed that Africans and their civilization could civilize 
the Anglo-Saxon race by challenging the imperial logic of 
enslaving Africans as laborers for white civilization. 

Crummell sought to show that Africans were capable of 
racial development and adding to modern civilization. 
Secondly, Appiah’s criticism of Crummell’s Pan-Africanism 
(that is, it is rooted in Western scientific notions of African 
inferiority) raises questions about how best to understand 
Black intellectual engagement with eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century sciences. As Britt Rusert has argued in 
Fugitive Science: Empiricism and Freedom in Early African 
American Culture, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
Black intellectuals countered the natural science, natural 
history, and physical sciences’ scientific discourses that 
argued Africans were inferior by coming up with their own 
scientific methods to study Black racial development.16 
Similarly, Stephen Hall, in A Faithful Account of the Race: 
African American Historical Writing in Nineteenth-Century 
America, argues nineteenth-century Black thinkers used 
the Bible to develop providential arguments showing 
that God did not exclude Africans from adding to ancient 
civilizations nor did God exclude them from adding to 
the modern civilizations.17 Crummell was groomed in an 
intellectual milieu of Black providential thinkers who saw 
God playing a role in regenerating Africa. 

Wilson Jeremiah Moses, in Alexander Crummell: A Study 
of Civilization and Discontent, explains how Crummell was 
trained in the moral and political sciences of his day and 
how he was influenced by the works of William Whemell’s 
History of the Inductive Sciences and William Paley’s 
Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy while studying 
theology at Queens College in Cambridge.18 Crummell 
used his training in moral and political sciences to engage 
in the debates of Black racial origins, Black racial progress, 
and civilization. Crummell argued that Africans in Liberia 
and the New World were capable of moral, intellectual, and 
political development without the paternalism of whites. 
These themes dominated the speeches, addresses, and 
sermons that Crummell compiled in The Future of Africa.

SOME IMPLICATIONS OF READING CRUMMELL 
THROUGH THE MORAL SCIENCES OF HIS DAY 

Because most contemporary philosophers of race consider 
the claims that humans are biologically similar and that 
genome studies into racial differences have no biological 
justification to be axiomatic ones, they deem arguments 
over racial difference to be morally repugnant and 
unscientific.19 Consequently, contemporary philosophers 
of race have approached eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century sciences that showed the existence of biological 
differences between races to be pseudosciences since they 
do not comport with our contemporary moral sentiments of 
human similarity or the results of contemporary genome 
studies.

Appiah’s work has aided in this reading of racial difference 
as morally repugnant and based in pseudoscience 
by claiming that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
philosophers, be they white or Black, who extolled racial 
difference are racist.20 By restricting our understanding of 
racial difference to biology, contemporary philosophers of 
race have failed to account for the intellectual development 
of racial theory from the Bible, natural history, zoology, 
moral sciences, phrenology, biology, and ethnology. In 
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works critical of Christian humanitarianism during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Cugoano, a Ghanaian enslaved in Grenada, ended up a 
Freedman in England and published his 1787 polemic 
Thoughts and Sentiments of the Evil of Slavery. Cugoano’s 
work, generally considered the first anti-slavery treatise 
against Christian humanitarianism, argued biblical 
principles were misapplied to justify the capitalist 
enterprise of slavery, and economic restitution was owed 
to Africans through repatriation.33 James Africanus Horton 
was a Sierra Leonean medical doctor, scientist, and solider. 
In The Political Economy of British West Africa: With the 
Requirements of Several Colonies and Settlements and 
West African Countries and People, British and Native: And a 
Vindication of the African Race, Horton sought to show that 
Africans in Sierra Leone and Nigeria were capable of self-
governance. Hilary Teage’s writings in the Liberia Herald 
also challenged the new British imperial policy of Christian 
humanitarianism through agriculture as a legitimate form 
of trade with African nations.34

Similarly, for Crummell the use of moral philosophy and 
political sciences in his writing resulted in the creation of 
moral and political philosophy that sought to affirm that 
Africans were capable of moral, intellectual, and political 
development both in Africa and America. Crummell’s The 
Future of Africa reflects his belief in the regeneration of 
Africa through the use of moral and political sciences. In 
the preface of the book, Crummell states the reason he 
compiled the sermons and addresses was to 

first to show that the children of Africa have 
been called, in the Divine providence, to meet 
the demands of civilization, of commerce, and 
of nationality; and second that they bring at last 
to grapple with the problems which pertain to 
responsible manhood, to great work of civilization, 
to the duties and requirements of national life, and 
to the solemn responsibility of establishing the 
Christian faith amid the rude forms of paganism.35

Crummell’s sermons and addresses relied on providential 
arguments that saw God playing a role in the demands 
for Black civilization, commerce, and nationality that was 
unique to Africans. These three themes—meeting the 
demands of civilization, commerce, and nationality—were 
the driving motifs of the addresses and sermons in the 
book. 

In a sermon titled “God and the Nation” delivered in 1854 
at Trinity Church in Monrovia, Crummell argued:

A prime consideration here, is the fact that we are 
members of but a rising race, whose greatness is 
yet to be achieved—a race which has been spoiled 
and degraded for centuries, and in consequence 
of which has been despised. For the name, and 
fame, and character, and well-being of this race, 
in every quarter of the globe, let us as we in duty 
bound, strive, by means of this our nationality, to 
afford them cheer, by the sight of manhood and of 
progress here.36

THE FUTURE OF AFRICA: ALEXANDER 
CRUMMELL’S CHRISTIAN POLITICAL ECONOMY

Robert July, in The Origins of Modern African Thought; 
Its Development in West Africa During the Nineteen and 
Twentieth Century, contends that Alexander Crummell was 
part of a body of African intellectuals educated in England 
who thought “Christian humanitarianism was to join hands 
with sound practical methods and western scientific 
agriculture to regenerate Africa.”26 July’s insight into 
the general sentiments of African intellectuals educated 
under the spirit of Christian humanitarianism is insightful 
on account of the shifting scientific attitudes to Africa the 
English were developing during the nineteenth century.27 
However, July’s contention is limited in that it does not fully 
articulate the origins of Christian humanitarianism as a new 
imperial economic policy that emerged during the Scottish 
Enlightenment. 

Silvia Sebastiani, in The Scottish Enlightenment: Race, 
Gender, and the Limits of Progress, argues that, in relation to 
race, the Scottish Enlightenment sought to find the sources 
of human difference through moral and economic causes.28 
Scottish thinkers argued that racial and moral differences 
could be seen in the four-stage theory of civilization: hunter 
gathers, pastoral, agriculture, and commerce. Moreover, 
Scottish thinkers argued that a society based on commerce 
society was the most evolved society given the division 
of labor, acquisition to property, and international trade 
that commerce allowed for.29 They even built moral and 
economic philosophies based on that view of society. 

Commerce for Enlightenment thinkers not only meant 
producing goods, but also the idea of exchange of virtues 
and vices that structured race, gender, and class relations.30 
Consequently, with the development of colonies and the 
enslavement of Africans, debates among thinkers within the 
Scottish Enlightenment centered on how to understand the 
moral worth of Africans while using them as a labor source 
for commerce. Abolitionists in England, however, required 
merchants to develop a new philosophy of commerce to 
preserve their interest in Africa.

Responding to the Abolitionists’ attacks on the slave 
trade in Britain, British merchants developed Christian 
humanitarianism as a “legitimate policy of commerce” to 
atone for slavery by opting to trade with African nations and 
territories through agriculture. Christian humanitarianism 
through agricultural commerce with indigenous groups 
in Africa emerged as a new imperial strategy by Britain to 
revamp its image on the world stage after the revolutionary 
war.31 

It is against this backdrop that eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century Black thinkers educated in England used moral 
philosophy and political economy to show that Africans 
did not need a new paternalism in Africa couched in 
Christian humanitarianism. These thinkers argued African 
nations were capable of self-governance and could use 
the civilization principles of Christianity and commerce to 
champion the regeneration of Africa.32 Ottobah Cugoano, 
James Africanus Beale Horton, Hilary Teage, and Alexander 
Crummell were among the Black intellectuals who wrote 
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Crummell believed the development of commerce coming 
from Africans could challenge both slavery and the new 
imperial policy of Christian humanitarianism. Philip Gould, 
in Barbaric Traffic: Commerce and Anti-Slavery in the 
18th Century Atlantic World, argues Black thinkers in the 
eighteenth century developed economic critiques that 
“challenged the compatibility of commercial society, slave-
trading society, with enlightened civilization.” 41 Eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century Black economic criticisms of 
slavery raised the question: How could England and the US 
claim to be civilized nations when their very foundations 
were based on stealing and trafficking Africans? 

Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Black economic 
critiques of slavery challenged the foundations of 
European national identities and commerce based on 
slavery by arguing that contrary to the belief that European 
nations and the US were civilized nations, the trafficking 
and enslavement of Africans revealed that European 
nations and the US were barbaric nations.42 Accordingly, 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Black thinkers 
developed economic alternatives to commerce that sought 
to combat the trafficking of Africans globally and the looting 
of natural resources by emphasizing the importance of 
African agricultural commerce.43

For Crummell this meant that Africans had to realize the 
worth of the natural resources that Europeans and Anglo-
Saxon sought to exploit through the new policy of Christian 
humanitarianism and agriculture. For example, in his speech 
“The Duty of a Rising Christian State,” Crummell provided 
statistics of the value of African resources that were being 
sold in London in 1857 from Lagos. Using statistics in his 
address, Crummell sought to disprove the benevolence 
of the legitimate trade under Christian humanitarianism. 
If Africa was to regenerate, then understanding the 
importance of African natural resources to the New World 
would have to be an imperative task for Africans and African 
Americans to develop modern African nations. Crummell 
used statistics showed that palm oil and elephant tusks 
and cotton were the main exports from Lagos to Britain in 
1857.

13,097 casks of Palm Oil 4, 942 tons £222,390

1,053 Elephant Tusks 24, 118 lbs. £4,220

868 bales of Cotton 114,848 bs. £3,400

50,000 native Cotton Cloths £230,200

£25,000

Total Value £255,200

For Crummell it was incumbent on Africans in the diaspora 
and continental Africa to heed the call of divine providence 
to meet the demands of civilization, commerce, and 
nationality. Crummell stressed these demands this way: 
“first the national greatness is always correlative with the 
ideas of God and religion, second, that the true ideas of 
God and religion, if maintained in purity by a nation, will 
make that nation immortal. Moreover, that the greatness 
and renown generated by these ideas, depend upon the 
individual character, spirit and enterprise of the people.”37

For Crummell, the greatness of a nation is aligned with its 
belief in a God who plays an active role in human affairs 
and the governing of a nation. Nations prosper if they are 
obedient to God’s laws and do not allow moral decay to be 
law of the land. Thirdly, labor showed the moral character 
and value of a people, while commerce allowed for the 
propagation of these values. Crummell went on to state:

But then the question arises, what leads to 
commerce? to agriculture? to manufactures? to 
wealth? to art? I am speaking now, understand, 
not of the mere supply of natural wants, by fitful 
activity, as in the savage state—I refer to society, 
if you please in the budding of civilization. What 
leads, I ask, to these developments of organized 
society? Why, the enterprise of men. But what is 
the main spring of human enterprise? Thought. But 
then, again, what is the generative principle of the 
mind’s active power and activity? The idea of God.38

This is in line with what Jacob Viner argues in The Role 
of Providence in The Social Order: An Essay in Intellectual 
History, nineteenth-century providential elements in 
commerce argued “1) providence favors trade between 
peoples as a means of promoting the universal brotherhood 
of man; 2) to give economic incentives to peoples to trade 
with each other providence has given to their respective 
territories different products.”39  

Crummell’s allusion to agriculture is important given Viner’s 
second insight into providential elements in nineteenth-
century commerce. Crummell’s 1855 speech, “The Duty 
of a Rising Christian State: To Contribute to the World’s 
Well-Being and Civilization, and the Means By Which It 
May Perform the Same,” which was delivered on Liberia’s 
independence day, argued cultivating agricultural products 
for the modern world was unique a task God called on 
Africans to do. Crummell argued:

We grow here sugar and coffee; the cane has 
a richness and endurance in this land, as is 
acknowledged, beyond that of Cuba or Louisiana; 
and coffee here gives a larger yield to the tree, and 
for a longer period, than in most other countries. 
Other articles arrest our attention: Indigo, with 
small capital, under the French process of 
preparation, can be made to yield at least $400 per 
acre: for Indigo brings, at Liverpool and New York, 
night three dollars per pound. The Cinnamon will 
grow here; the experiment of its growth has been 
proved successful at Cape Coast and we should 
have larger groves of it.40
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regenerate, it was imperative that that task be taken up 
solely by Africans in the diaspora and the continent.

Crummell, in the address “The Relations and Duties of 
Free Colored Men in America to Africa,” noted the growing 
debates among Black intellectuals on the question of 
whether emigration to Liberia or a different country in the 
Western hemisphere was feasible argued: 

When the colored men question the duty of interest 
in Africa, because they are not Africans, I beg to 
remind them of the kindred duty of self-respect. 
And my reply to such queries I have mentioned 
above is this: 1) That there is no need of asking the 
interest of Englishmen, Germans, Dutchmen and 
others in the land of their fathers, because they 
have this interest, and are always proud to cherish 
it. 2) I remark that the abject State of Africa is a mot 
real and touching appeal, however for sympathy 
and aid. It is an appeal, however, which comes 
with a double force to every civilized man who has 
negro blood flowing in his veins. Africa lies low 
and is wretched . . . her condition in every point 
calls for succor—moral, social, domestic, political, 
commercial and intellectual.47

Since Africa was the fatherland for Africans across the 
diaspora, diasporic Africans had an obligation to help 
regenerate Africa in the modern world. If European nations 
developed out of religious and political factions, African 
nations were to develop through the work of diasporic 
and continental Africans fighting the pillaging of Africa by 
Europeans. Africa offered the opportunity for regeneration 
through the “social, domestic, political, commercial and 
intellectual” development of Africa. One way of intersecting 
these developmental needs, Crummell argued, was 
through commerce. 

Crummell went on to argue in this address: “the chief item 
of commerce in this continent has been the ‘slave trade’ . . . 
this trade is now almost universally regarded as criminal; 
but in the light of commercial prudence and pecuniary 
advantage the slave-trade was a great piece of folly as it 
was a crime; for beneath their eyes, yea, doubtless, often 
immediately in their sight, were lying treasures, rivalling far 
the market value of the flesh and blood they had been so 
eager to crowd beneath their hatches.”48 The opportunity 
to cultivate products like palm oil, sugarcane, cotton, 
and maize offered the ability to stop the exploitation of 
African resources under the trading policy of Christian 
humanitarianism. As Crummell stated:

If ever the epoch of negro civilization is brought 
about in Africa, whatever external influences 
may be brought to bear upon this end, whatever 
foreign agencies and aids, black men themselves 
are without doubt to be the chief instruments. 
But they are to be men of force and energy; men 
who will not suffer themselves to be outrivaled 
in enterprise and vigor; men who are prepared 
for pains, and want, and suffering . . . men who 
can exaggerate the feeblest resources into potent 
agencies and fruitful capital.49

Palm Oil

Benin River 2,650 tons

Palma region 3,250 tons

Badgary region 1,250 tons

Porto Novo, Appi, Vista 4,500 tons

Whydah 2,500 tons

Ahguay and neighboring ports 2,500 tons

Total 16,650 tons, £732,600

150,000 country cloths of native 
manufacture from above pots

75,000

Total £1,062,800

 
Crummell thought that in extolling Africans in Liberia to 
engage in commerce by dictating the terms of the value 
of their produce, Africans and Americo-Liberians would 
become a blessing “to our race and to the world, by the 
‘disturbing element’ of thousands of bales of cotton, 
competing with the oppressors of our race in the ports of 
Liverpool and Glasgow, and beating down their ill-gotten 
gains.”44 Learning to cultivate African natural resources and 
setting their value on the marketplace would allow African 
nations to shape their economic fortune and control African 
produce. Thus, for Crummell it was important to educate 
both diasporic and continental Africans in the mercantile 
fields of their day.

It is precisely in this context that Crummell argued for the 
use of English in Liberia in his 1860 speech “The English 
Language in Liberia.” For Crummell, English not only brought 
Black migrants, white Americans, European merchants, 
and Americo-Liberians together, but it was becoming the 
language of commercial trade and exchange of civilization 
ideals.45 By championing the education of African school 
children into the mercantile fields and English, Crummell 
was challenging the British apprenticeship system that was 
used to exploit Black child labor in slavery. The exploitative 
use of child labor in slavery was couched under the 
apprenticeship law in British common law. In England, 
under common law, poor parents offered their child to a 
wealthy family to work as an apprentice in exchange for 
the poor families’ debts to be wiped off. Slavery, however, 
meant Africans were barred from this method of paying off 
their families’ debts. Servants and apprentices to a white 
nuclear family exploited the fact that African families could 
not offer their children to a wealthy family to work as an 
apprentice in exchange for them wiping out their debts, 
making the entire enslaved African family a permanent 
labor source.46 Unlike the English apprenticeship system 
used in slavery, Crummell was advocating for an industrial 
education for young Africans in which their labor was 
linked to the moral, intellectual, and political development 
of the race and the nation. For Crummell, if Africa was to 
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Crummell implored freedmen to take seriously the 
regeneration of Africa through agricultural commerce, 
stating, “if first, then, I remark that if individuals are unable 
to enter upon a trading system, they can form associations. 
If one has not sufficient capital, four or six united can make a 
good beginning. If a few persons cannot make the venture, 
then a company can be formed.”50 Crummell was advocating 
for the development of a different political economy than the 
economy based on slavery and Christian humanitarianism 
that sustained European nations and the US. Crummell 
thought the development of economic cooperatives that 
developed in the US through benevolent societies, such 
as Black churches that raised funds to manumit enslaved 
Africans, could be used to develop companies to help 
spur agricultural trade in Africa. For Crummell, the funds 
raised from those economic cooperatives had to develop 
beyond manumission and towards the development of 
African economies and nations.51 By doing this, Africans in 
the diaspora and continental Africans would show that they 
were capable of self-governance, moral development, and 
intellectual development. They would show that Africans 
can meet the modern demands of civilization through 
commerce and nationhood.

CONCLUSION 
Crummell was part of a cadre of Black intellectuals who 
engaged with the racial discourse of their times by showing 
how the moral sciences from a Black perspective could be 
used to study Black racial development and the moral and 
intellectual virtues Africans had to offer the modern world. 
Reading Crummell’s The Future of Africa requires we expand 
our scope of study of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
Black intellectual life beyond viewing Blacks as victims of 
scientific racism and acknowledge them as proponents of 
scientific studies of race. 

The legacy of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Pan-
Africanism requires us to think through the different 
strategies developed to eradicate slavery, build modern 
Black nations, the problem of education, labor, health, and 
commerce that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Black 
thinkers proffered. By doing that, we are better able to 
expand our understanding of how slave narratives, Black 
periodicals, newspapers, poems, literary societies, mutual 
aid societies, and scientific societies reflect the intellectual 
outlook that nineteenth-century Black thinkers presented 
in their political philosophies.52 
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2. As Appiah states, “His title was ‘The English Language in Liberia’ 
and his theme that the Africans ‘exiled’ in slavery to the new 
world had been given by divine providence ‘at least this one 
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Saxon tongue’. Crummell who is widely regarded as one of the 
fathers of African nationalism, had not the slightest doubt that 
English was a language superior to the ‘various tongues and 
dialectics’ of the indigenous African populations; superior in its 
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the ‘supernatural truths’ of Christianity. Now, over a century 
later, more than half of the population of black Africa lives in 
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providence has decreed that almost all the rest of Africa should 
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ABSTRACT
This is a detective story. The starting-point is a philosophical 
discussion in 1949, where Alan Turing mentioned a machine 
whose program, he said, would in practice be “impossible 
to find.” Turing used his unbreakable machine example 
to defeat an argument against the possibility of artificial 
intelligence. Yet he gave few clues as to how the program 
worked. What was its structure such that it could defy 
analysis for (he said) “a thousand years”? Our suggestion is 
that the program simulated a type of cipher device, and was 
perhaps connected to Turing’s postwar work for GCHQ (the 
UK equivalent of the NSA). We also investigate the machine’s 
implications for current brain simulation projects.

INTRODUCTION
In the notetaker’s record of a 1949 discussion at 
Manchester University, Alan Turing is reported as making 
the intriguing claim that—in certain circumstances—”it 
would be impossible to find the programme inserted 
into quite a simple machine.”1 That is to say, reverse-
engineering the program from the machine’s behavior is in 
practice not possible for the machine and program Turing 
was considering.

This discussion involved Michael Polanyi, Dorothy Emmet, 
Max Newman, Geoffrey Jefferson, J.Z. Young, and others 
(the notetaker was the philosopher Wolfe Mays). At that 
point in the discussion, Turing was responding to Polanyi’s 
assertion that “a machine is fully specifiable, while a mind is 
not.” The mind is “only said to be unspecifiable because it 
has not yet been specified,” Turing replied; and it does not 
follow from this, he said, that “the mind is unspecifiable”—
any more than it follows from the inability of investigators 
to specify the program in Turing’s “simple machine” that 
this program is unspecifiable. After all, Turing knew the 
program’s specification.

Polanyi’s assertion is not unfamiliar; other philosophers and 
scientists make claims in a similar spirit. Recent examples 
are “mysterianist” philosophers of mind, who claim that 
the mind is “an ultimate mystery, a mystery that human 
intelligence will never unravel.”2 So what was Turing’s 
machine, such that it might counterexample a claim like 

Polanyi’s? A machine that—although “quite a simple” one—
thwarted attempts to analyze it?

A “SIMPLE MACHINE”
Turing again mentioned a simple machine with an 
undiscoverable program in his 1950 article “Computing 
Machinery and Intelligence” (published in Mind). He was 
arguing against the proposition that “given a discrete-
state machine it should certainly be possible to discover 
by observation sufficient about it to predict its future 
behaviour, and this within a reasonable time, say a thousand 
years.”3 This “does not seem to be the case,” he said, and 
he went on to describe a counterexample:

I have set up on the Manchester computer a small 
programme using only 1000 units of storage, 
whereby the machine supplied with one sixteen 
figure number replies with another within two 
seconds. I would defy anyone to learn from these 
replies sufficient about the programme to be able 
to predict any replies to untried values.4

These passages occur in a short section titled “The 
Argument from Informality of Behaviour,” in which Turing’s 
aim was to refute an argument purporting to show that “we 
cannot be machines.”5 The argument, as Turing explained 
it, is this:

(1) If each man had a definite set of laws of 
behaviour which regulate his life, he would be 
no better than a machine.

(2) But there are no such laws.

∴ (3) Men cannot be machines.6

Turing agreed that “being regulated by laws of behaviour 
implies being some sort of machine (though not necessarily 
a discrete-state machine),” and that “conversely being such 
a machine implies being regulated by such laws.”7 If this 
biconditional serves as a reformulation of the argument’s 
first premiss, then the argument is plainly valid.

Turing’s strategy was to challenge the argument’s second 
premiss. He said:

we cannot so easily convince ourselves of the 
absence of complete laws of behaviour . . . The 
only way we know of for finding such laws is 
scientific observation, and we certainly know of no 
circumstances under which we could say “We have 
searched enough. There are no such laws.”8
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communications systems at that time, teleprinter code 
transformed each keyboard character into a different string 
of five bits; for example, A was 11000 and B was 10011. 
Teleprinter code is the ancestor of the ASCII and UTF-8 
codes used today to represent text digitally. Turing was 
very familiar with teleprinter code from his time at Bletchley 
Park, since the German Tunny system used it. In fact, Turing 
liked teleprinter code so much that he chose it as the basis 
for the Manchester computer’s programming language.

To convert the plaintext into binary, Alice needs to know the 
following teleprinter code equivalences: “I” is 01101; “L” 
is 01001; “U” is 11100; “V” is 01111; and space is 00100. 
To do the conversion, she first writes down the teleprinter 
code equivalent of “I,” and then (writing from left to right) 
the teleprinter code equivalent of space, and then of “L,” 
and so on, producing:

01101001000100111100011110010011100

This string of 35 figures (or bits) is called the “binary 
plaintext.”

So far, there has been no encryption, only preparation. The 
encryption will be done by MM. Recall that MM takes a 
sixteen-figure number as input and responds with another 
sixteen-figure number. Alice readies the binary plaintext for 
encryption by splitting it into two blocks of sixteen figures, 
with three figures “left over” on the right:

0110100100010011         1100011110010011 100

Next, she pads out the three left-over figures so as to make 
a third sixteen-figure block. To do this, she first adds “/” 
(00000), twice, at the end of the binary plaintext, so swelling 
the third block to thirteen figures, and then she adds (again 
on the far right of the third block) three more bits, which 
she selects at random (say 110), so taking the number of 
figures in the third block to sixteen. The resulting three 
blocks form the “padded binary plaintext”:

0110100100010011         1100011110010011 1000000000000110

Alice now uses MM to encrypt the padded binary plaintext. 
She inputs the left-hand sixteen-figure block and writes 
down MM’s sixteen-figure response; these are the first 
sixteen figures of the ciphertext. Then she inputs the middle 
block, producing the next sixteen figures of the ciphertext, 
and then the third block. Finally, she sends the ciphertext, 
forty-eight figures long, to Bob. Bob splits up the forty-eight 
figures of ciphertext into three sixteen-figure blocks and 
decrypts each block using his own MM (set up identically 
to Alice’s); and then, working from the left, he replaces 
the ensuing five-figure groups with their teleprinter code 
equivalent characters. He knows to discard any terminal 
occurrences of “/”, and also any group of fewer than five 
figures following the trailing “/”. Bob is now in possession 
of Alice’s plaintext.

This example illustrates how MM could have been used for 
cryptography; it gets us no closer, however, to knowing 
how MM generated its sixteen-figure output from its input. 
Probably this will never be known—unless the classified 

Turing then offered his example of the discrete-state 
machine that cannot be reverse-engineered, to demonstrate 
“more forcibly” that the failure to find laws of behavior does 
not imply that no such laws are in operation.9

These are the only appearances of Turing’s “simple machine” 
in the historical record (at any rate, in the declassified 
record). How could Turing’s mysterious machine have 
worked, such that in practice it defied analysis? And what 
implications might the machine have for brain science 
and the philosophy of mind—beyond Turing’s uses of the 
machine against Polanyi’s bold assertion and against the 
“informality of behaviour” argument? We discuss these 
questions in turn.

One glaringly obvious point about Turing’s mystery 
machine (henceforward “MM”) is that it amply meets the 
specifications for a high-grade cipher machine. It is seldom 
noted that Turing’s career as a cryptographer did not end 
with the defeat of Hitler. During the post-war years, as 
well as playing a leading role in Manchester University’s 
Computing Machine Laboratory, Turing was working 
as a consultant for GCHQ, Bletchley Park’s peacetime 
successor.10 With the development of the first all-purpose 
electronic computers, two of Turing’s great passions, 
computing and cryptography, were coalescing. He was 
an early pioneer in the application of electronic stored-
program computers to cryptography.

The Manchester computer’s role in Cold War cryptography 
remains largely classified. We know, however, that while 
the computer was at the design stage, Turing and his 
Manchester colleague Max Newman—both had worked on 
breaking the German “Tunny” cipher system at Bletchley 
Park—directed the engineers to include special facilities 
for cryptological work.11 These included operations for 
differencing (now a familiar cryptological technique, 
differencing originated in Turing’s wartime attack on the 
Tunny cipher system, and was known at Bletchley Park as 
“delta-ing”). GCHQ took a keen interest in the Manchester 
computer. Jack Good, who in 1947 had a hand in the design 
of Manchester’s prototype “Baby” computer, joined GCHQ 
full-time in 1948.12 Others at Manchester who were closely 
involved with the computer also consulted for GCHQ;13 
and a contingent from GCHQ attended the inaugural 
celebration for what Turing called the Mark II14 version 
of the Manchester computer, installed in Turing’s lab in 
1951. The question of how to program electronic digital 
computers to encrypt military and commercial material was 
as new as it was promising. GCHQ installed a Mark II in its 
new headquarters at Cheltenham.15

MM AS AN ENCRYPTION DEVICE
How might MM be used as a cipher machine? A hypothetical 
example will illustrate the general principles. Suppose Alice 
wishes to encipher her message “I LUV U” (the “plaintext”) 
before sending the result (the “ciphertext”) to Bob. Bob, 
who knows Alice’s enciphering method, will uncover the 
plaintext by using Alice’s method in reverse.

Alice’s first step is to convert the plaintext into binary. 
Turing would have done this using teleprinter code (also 
known as Baudot-Murray code). Employed worldwide in 
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more complicated, the aim being greater security. Rather 
than a single group of five wheels, there are two groups, 
with five wheels in each group. In Bletchley Park jargon, 
the two groups were known respectively as the “Χ-wheels” 
and the “Ψ-wheels.” Each group of wheels produces five 
figures, and these two five-figure numbers are then added 
together. It is the result of this addition that the machine 
goes on to add to the incoming number.

The Tunny machine’s action is described by the machine’s 
so-called “encipherment equation”:

(Χ + Ψ) + P = C

Adding the number Χ that is produced by the Φ-wheels to the 
number Ψ produced by the Ψ-wheels, and then adding the 
resulting number to P—the incoming five figures of binary 
plaintext—produces C, the corresponding five figures of 
ciphertext. With each incoming five-figure number, every 
wheel of the 10-wheel machine turns forwards a step; this 
has the result that the internally-generated number Χ + Ψ is 
always changing. (Incidentally, the function of the twelve-
wheel Tunny’s two extra wheels was quite different. These, 
known as the “motor wheels,” served to create irregularities 
in the motions of the Ψ-wheels. No doubt the engineers 
at Lorenz19 thought this arrangement would enhance the 
security of the machine, but they were badly mistaken. 
The motor wheels introduced a serious weakness, and 
this became the basis of Bletchley Park’s highly successful 
attack on the twelve-wheel Tunny machine.) 

One last relevant detail about Tunny’s wheels. Each wheel 
had pins spaced regularly around its circumference. 
An operator could set each pin into one of two different 
positions, protruding or not protruding. (For security, the 
positions were modified daily.20) An electrical contact read 
figures from the rotating wheel (one contact per wheel): 
a pin in the protruding position would touch the contact, 
producing 1 (represented by electricity flowing), while a 
non-protruding pin would miss the contact, producing 0 
(no flow). As a group of five wheels stepped round, the row 
of five contacts delivered five-figure numbers. Each wheel 
had a different number of pins, ranging from 23 to 61; at 
Bletchley Park, this number was referred to as the “length” 
of the wheel.

It would have been completely obvious to the post-war 
pioneers of computerized cryptography that one way 
to create a secure enciphering program was to simulate 
an existing secure machine. Turing’s mystery machine 
may well have been a simulation of the ten-wheel Tunny 
machine, or of some other wheeled cipher machine. 

Turing said that MM required “1000 units of storage.” 
In the Manchester computer as it was in 1949–1950, a 
unit of high-speed storage consisted of a line of 40 bits 
spread horizontally across the screen of a Williams tube.21 
(A Williams tube, the basis of the computer’s high-speed 
memory, was a cathode ray tube; a small dot of light on 
the tube’s screen represented 1 and a large dot 0.) 1000 
units is therefore 40,000 bits of storage. To simulate the 
ten-wheel Tunny on the Manchester computer, Turing 
would have needed ten variable-length shift registers to 

historical record happens to include information about 
MM’s program, which seems unlikely. But let us speculate. 
The leading cipher machines of that era—Enigma, Tunny, 
the Hagelin, the British Typex and Portex, and Japanese 
machines such as Purple—all used a system of code-wheels 
to produce the ciphertext from the plaintext. We shall focus 
on Tunny, since it is the simplest of these machines to 
describe, and also because of its importance: the method 
of encryption pioneered in Tunny was a staple of military 
and commercial cryptosystems for many decades after 
the war. At Bletchley Park, Turing had invented the first 
systematic method for breaking the German Army’s Tunny 
messages; it is quite possible that he was interested after 
the war in refining the machine’s principles of encryption 
for future applications.

SIMULATING CODE-WHEEL MACHINES
The Tunny machine had at its heart twelve code-wheels,16 
but here we shall focus on a form of the Tunny machine 
with only ten code-wheels. Turing’s wartime Tunny-breaking 
colleagues Jack Good and Donald Michie have argued 
persuasively that if (counterfactually) the Germans had 
used this ten-wheel version of the machine, it would have 
offered a far higher level of crypto-security than the twelve-
wheel machine.17 In fact, Michie remarked that, had the 
Germans used the ten-wheel version, “it is overwhelmingly 
probable that Tunny would never have been broken.” 
With the ten-wheel machine, he said, there would be no 
“practical possibility of reverse-engineering the mechanism 
that generated it.”18 Assuming that the machine was not 
compromised by security errors, and the state of the art 
in cryptanalysis persisted much as it was in 1949, then the 
ten-wheel Tunny might indeed have remained unbroken for 
Turing’s “a thousand years.” If Turing was interested in Tunny 
post-war, it was most probably in this form of the machine.

As far as the user is concerned, the Tunny machine (both 
the ten- and twelve-wheel versions) is functionally similar to 
MM. When supplied with one five-figure number, the Tunny 
machine responds with another. When the number that is 
supplied (either by keyboard or from punched paper tape) 
is the teleprinter code of a letter of plaintext, the machine’s 
reply provides the corresponding five figures of ciphertext. 
If, on the other hand, the machine is being used, not to 
encrypt the plaintext, but to decrypt the ciphertext, then its 
reply to five figures of ciphertext is the teleprinter code of 
the corresponding plaintext letter.

The machine produces its reply by first generating five 
figures internally, and then “adding” these to the number 
that is supplied as input. Tunny “addition” is better known 
to logicians as exclusive disjunction: 0 + 0 = 0, 1 + 0 = 1, 
0 + 1 = 1, and 1 + 1 = 0. For example, if the incoming five 
figures are 01101, and the internally generated five figures 
are 00100, then the machine’s reply is 01001 (i.e., 01101 + 
00100).

The function of the code-wheels is to generate the five 
figures that are added to the incoming number. A simple 
way to generate five figures is to use an arrangement 
of five wheels, each of which contributes one figure. 
However, the setup actually used in the twelve-wheel 
Tunny machine (and the same in the ten-wheel version) is 
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[Turing] sought to highlight the challenges involved 
with a practical illustration . . . by writing a short 
computer program on his departmental workstation 
at the University of Manchester. This program 
accepted a single number, performed a series of 
unspecified calculations on it, and returned a second 
number. It would be extremely difficult, Turing 
argued, for anyone to guess these calculations from 
the input and output numbers alone. Determining the 
calculations taking place in the brain, he reasoned, 
must be harder still: not only does the brain accept 
tens-of-thousands of inputs from sensory receptors 
around the body, but the calculations these inputs 
undergo are far more complicated than anything 
written by a single programmer. Turing underscored 
his argument with a wager: that it would take an 
investigator at least a thousand years to guess the 
full set of calculations his Manchester program 
employed. Guessing the full set of calculations 
taking place in the brain, he noted, would appear 
prohibitively time-consuming (Turing 1950).25

However, there is no argument in “Computing Machinery 
and Intelligence” (nor elsewhere in Turing’s writings) 
aiming to demonstrate that “characterising the brain in 
mathematical terms will take over a thousand years.” The 
only conclusion that Turing drew from the MM example 
was (as described above) that failing to find the laws of 
behaviour or a full specification does not imply that none 
exist. It is false that “he noted” anything to the effect that 
“[g]uessing the full set of calculations taking place in the 
brain would appear prohibitively time-consuming,” or that 
he “reasoned” in “Computing Machinery and Intelligence” 
about the difficulty of determining “the calculations taking 
place in the brain.” Thwaites et al. tell us that Turing was 
not “optimistic about [the] chances of beating Turing’s 
Wager,”26 but this is an extraordinary claim—he never 
mentioned the so-called Wager. 

On the other hand, perhaps the fact that Turing did not 
state or suggest Turing’s Wager is of only historical or 
scholarly importance. If valid, the wager argument is 
certainly significant, since—as Thwaites et al. emphasize—
it has important implications for the feasibility of current 
ambitious brain-modelling projects, such as the BRAIN 
Initiative in the United States, the European Human Brain 
Project, Japan’s Brain/MINDS Project, and the China Brain 
Project. The wager argument, it is said, claims no less 
than that “it is impossible to infer or deduce a detailed 
mathematical model of the human brain within a reasonable 
timescale, and thus impossible in any practical sense.”27

But is the argument valid? Set out explicitly, the wager 
argument is as follows:

(1) It would take at least 1,000 years to determine 
the calculations occurring in MM.

(2) The calculations occurring in the brain are far 
more complicated than those occurring in MM.

∴ (3) It would take well over 1,000 years to determine 
the calculatios occurring in the brain.

represent the wheels. Since the lengths of the ten wheels 
were, respectively, 41, 31, 29, 26, 23, 43, 47, 51, 53, and 
59, a total of 403 bits of storage would be required for the 
pin patterns. This leaves more than 39 kilobits, an ample 
amount for storing the instructions—which add Χ, Ψ and 
P, shift the bits in the wheel registers (simulating rotation), 
and perform sundry control functions—and for executing 
them. Turing gave in effect an upper bound on the number 
of instruction-executions that occurred in MM in the course 
of encrypting one sixteen-figure number: MM gives its reply 
“within two seconds,” he said. In 1949–1950, most of the 
Manchester computer’s instructions took 1.8 milliseconds 
to execute; so approximately 1000 instructions could be 
implemented in two seconds.

Why are the numbers encrypted by MM sixteen figures long? 
This might indicate that MM simulated a machine with more 
than ten wheels. Or possibly a Tunny with modifications 
introduced by Turing for greater security; he might have 
increased the number of Χ-wheels and Ψ-wheels (and also 
the lengths of the wheels), or made other modifications that 
are impossible now to reconstruct. However, the number 
sixteen might in fact be no guide at all to the number of 
wheels. During 1941, when Tunny was first used for military 
traffic, German operating procedures made it transparent 
that the new machine had twelve wheels—invaluable 
information for the British cryptanalysts. Turing’s choice 
of sixteen-figure numbers (rather than some number of 
figures bearing an immediate relationship to the number 
of wheels) might simply have been a way of masking the 
number of wheels.

Our first question about Turing’s mystery machine was: 
How could it have worked, such that in practice it defied 
analysis? A not unlikely answer is: by simulating a ten-
wheel Tunny or other Tunny-like machine. We turn now 
to our second question: Does MM have implications for 
brain science and the philosophy of mind, over and above 
Turing’s uses of it against the argument from informality 
of behaviour and against the claim that “a machine is fully 
specifiable, while the mind is not”?

MM AND BRAIN SIMULATION
According to an incipient meme going by the name “Turing’s 
Wager” (which has entries in Wikipedia and WikiVisually, as 
well as a YouTube video “Turing’s Wager – Know It ALL”), 
the answer to our second question is a resounding yes.22

The term “Turing’s Wager” seems to have been introduced 
in a 2017 journal article, “The Difficult Legacy of Turing’s 
Wager,” by Andrew Thwaites, Andrew Soltan, Eric Wieser, 
and Ian Nimmo-Smith. This article says:

Turing introduced . . . Turing’s Wager in . . . 
“Computing Machinery and Intelligence” . . . 
Turing’s Wager (as we refer to it here) is an argument 
aiming to demonstrate that characterising the brain 
in mathematical terms will take over a thousand 
years.23

According to Thwaites et al., Turing viewed the project of 
describing “the human brain in mathematical terms” with 
“blunt scepticism.”24 They continue:
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machine. But there are no such rules, so men cannot be 
machines.” (“Computing Machinery and Intelligence,” 
457)

 He then considered the argument that results if “we substitute 
‘laws of behaviour which regulate his life’ for ‘laws of conduct by 
which he regulates his life’” (ibid.).

7. Ibid., 457.

8. Ibid.

9. Ibid.

10. Copeland “Crime and Punishment,” 37.

11. Tom Kilburn in interview with Copeland, July 1997; G. C. Tootill, 
“Informal Report on the Design of the Ferranti Mark I Computing 
Machine” (November 1949): 1 (National Archive for the History of 
Computing, University of Manchester).

12. Copeland, “The Manchester Computer: A Revised History,” 5–6, 
28–29.

13. Ibid., 6.

14. The computer that Turing called the Mark II is also known as the 
Ferranti Mark I, after the Manchester engineering firm that built 
it.

15. The manufacturer’s name for the model installed at GCHQ was 
the Ferranti Mark I Star.

16. Copeland, “The German Tunny Machine.”

17. Good and Michie, “Motorless Tunny.”

18. Ibid., 409.

19. The Tunny machine was manufactured by the Berlin engineering 
company C. Lorenz AG, and for that reason was also called the 
“Lorenz machine” at post-war GCHQ (although never at wartime 
Bletchley Park, where the manufacturer was unknown and the 
British codename “Tunny machine” was invariably used).

20. From August 1, 1944.

21. Turing described the computer as it was at that time in an 
Appendix to Turing, Programmers’ Handbook for Manchester 
Electronic Computer Mark II, entitled “The Pilot Machine 
(Manchester Computer Mark I).”

22. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turing%27s_Wager; and 
https://wikivisually.com/wiki/Turing%27s_Wager; https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=ONxwksicpV8.

23. Thwaites et al., “The Difficult Legacy of Turing’s Wager,” 3.

24. Ibid., 1.

25. Ibid., 1–2.

26. Ibid., 3.

27. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turing%27s_Wager.

28. Letter from Turing to W. Ross Ashby, no date, but before October 
1947. (Woodger Papers, Science Museum, London, catalogue 
reference M11/99). In The Essential Turing, 375.
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Both (1) and (2) are true, we may assume (certainly the 
calculations done by the ten-wheel Tunny are extremely 
simple in comparison with those taking place in the brain). 
However, these premises do not entail (3). If MM is a 
cryptographic machine, carefully and cleverly designed to 
thwart any efforts to determine the calculations taking place 
within it, there is no reason why a more complicated but 
potentially more transparent machine should not succumb 
to analysis more quickly than MM. The mere possibility that 
MM is a secure crypto-machine, impenetrable by design, 
shows that in some possible world (1), (2), and the negation 
of (3) are true, and thus that the “Turing’s wager” argument 
is invalid. Unsurprising, therefore, that Turing did not offer 
the argument.

The answer to our second question, then, is no: MM has 
nothing to tell us about the prospects of brain-simulation. 

CONCLUSION
In the 1949 Manchester discussion, Turing employed one 
of his hallmark techniques: attacking a grand thesis with a 
concrete counterexample. He used MM to undermine both 
Polanyi’s claim that “a machine is fully specifiable, while a 
mind is not” and the “Informality of Behaviour” argument 
against artificial intelligence. However, as we argued, MM 
cannot further be used to undermine the—admittedly quite 
optimistic—claims proffered on behalf of large-scale brain 
simulation projects.

Turing himself made no connection between MM and the 
prospects for brain-simulation. One may still ask, though: 
What might Turing have thought of the BRAIN Initiative and 
other large-scale brain-modelling projects? It is impossible 
to say—but Turing was, after all, an early pioneer of brain-
modelling. Not long after the war, he wrote:

In working on the ACE I am more interested in 
the possibility of producing models of the action 
of the brain than in the practical applications 
to computing. . . . [A]lthough the brain may in 
fact operate by changing its neuron circuits by 
the growth of axons and dendrites, we could 
nevertheless make a model, within the ACE, in 
which this possibility was allowed for, but in which 
the actual construction of the ACE did not alter.28

Turing might well have cheered on his twenty-first-century 
descendants.

NOTES

1. Copeland, ed. “‘The Mind and the Computing Machine’, by Alan 
Turing and Others.”

2. McGinn, The Mysterious Flame: Conscious Minds in a Material 
World, 5. McGinn is here describing not only the “mind,” but the 
“bond between the mind and the brain.”

3. Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence,” 457.

4. Ibid.

5. Ibid.

6. Turing first stated the argument in this form:

 “If each man had a definite set of rules of conduct by 
which he regulated his life he would be no better than a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turing%2527s_Wager
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DONxwksicpV8
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DONxwksicpV8
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turing%2527s_Wager
http://www.rutherfordjournal.org/article010111.html
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Franklin paper, it has become problematic to discuss 
consciousness solely in terms of perceptual fields. As 
discussed below under “Cognitive Phenomenology,” there 
is a need to discuss consciousness as it occurs in more 
abstract notions.

To start as generally as possible, M is taken to be the set of 
all machines that can have formal descriptions, that is, the 
set of all “artefacts designed or evolved by humans.” The 
aim of this account is to develop a logical description of the 
set M(F) ⊂ M.

This is based, first, on satisfying a logical requirement that 
the internal states of M(F) be phenomenological (that is, be 
about the surrounding world and there being something 
it is like to be in such states), second, to define a logical 
structure which leads to such states becoming the subjective 
inner states of the artefact, third, how such subjectivity 
becomes structured into an inner state structure that is a 
formal candidate for the “conscious mind” of the individual 
artefact, and, finally, how “feelings” can be identified 
in this state structure. The latter calls on the concept of 
“Cognitive Phenomenology,” which encompasses internal 
states that are phenomenological in a way that enhances 
classical notions of sensory phenomenology. The formal 
artefact used in the paper is the “neural automaton”3 

(or “neural state machine”), an abstraction drawn from the 
engineering of dynamic informational systems. The paper 
itself draws attention to important analytical outlines in the 
discovery of subjective feelings in machines.

MACHINE PHENOMENOLOGY
M is partitioned into those systems that have inner states, 
M(I), (pendulums, state machines, brains . . . i.e., systems 
whose action is dependent on inner states that mediate 
perceptual input to achieve action) as against those that do 
not, M(∼I), (doorbells, perforated tape readers, translation 
machines . . . i.e., systems whose action depends on current 
input only). The “human machine” must belong to M(I) and 
some of its inner states are the “mental” states that feature 
in definitions of human consciousness.

So, M(F) ⊂ M(I) and to head towards a definition of M(F), 
M(I) needs refining, which comes from the fact that the 
inner state must be a subset of a phenomenological set of 
machines M(P), that is, a set of machines in which the inner 
states can be about events in the world and for which there 
is something describable it is like to be in that state. That is, 
M(F) ⊂ M(P), M(P) ⊂ M(I).

Crucially, an “aboutness” in M(P)-type machines can be 
characterized as follows.

A particular machine A, where A ∈ M(P), is influenced by 
a world, which in a simplified way, but one that does not 
distort the flow of the argument, produces a sequence of 
perceptual inputs to A
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Systems with “Subjective Feelings”: The 
Logic of Conscious Machines
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INTRODUCTION
These are Christof Koch’s closing remarks at the 
2001 Swartz Foundation workshop on Machine 
Consciousness, Cold Spring Harbour Laboratories: 

“. . . we know of no fundamental law or principle 
operating in this universe that forbids the existence 
of subjective feelings in artefacts designed or 
evolved by humans.” 

This account is aimed at identifying a formal expression 
of the “subjective feelings in artefacts” that Koch saw as 
being central to the definition of a conscious machine. 
It is useful to elaborate “artefacts” as the set of systems 
that have a physically realizable character and an analytic 
description. A “basic guess,” first suggested in 1996,1 
and used since then, governs the progress of this paper: 
that the acceptedly problematic mind-brain relationship 
may be found and analyzed in the operation of a specific 
class of neural, experience-building machines. The paper 
is a journey through a progressive refinement of the 
characteristics of such machines.

The desired set of machines, (M,F) is characterized by 
having inner state structures that encompass subjective 
feelings (M for “machine,” F for “feelings”). Such inner 
state structures are subjective for encompassing up-to-
the-point, lifetime, external influences on the machine 
constituting (as will be argued) the mental experience of the 
machine. It is further argued that such state structures are 
available to the machine to determine future action or no-
action deliberation. It is of interest that, equally stimulated 
by Koch’s challenge, Franklin, Baars, and Ramamurthy2 

indicated that a stable, coherent perceptual field would add 
phenomenality to structures such as “Global Workspace.” 
This stable field is a state of the broader concept of state 
structures that occur later in this paper. Also, since the 
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systems. The paper itself draws attention to important analytical outlines in the discovery of 
subjective feelings in machines.
Machine Phenomenology.

M is partitioned into those systems that have inner states, M(I), (pendulums, state 
machines, brains . . . i.e., systems whose action is dependent on inner states that mediate 
perceptual input to achieve action) as against those that do not, M(∼I), (doorbells, perforated 
tape readers, translation machines . . . i.e., systems whose action depends on current input 
only). The “human machine” must belong to 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼) and some of its inner states are the 
“mental” states that feature in definitions of human consciousness.

So, 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹) ⊂ 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼) and to head towards a definition of 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹), 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼) needs refining,
which comes from the fact that the inner state must be a subset of a phenomenological set of 
machines 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃), that is, a set of machines in which the inner states can be about events in the 
world and for which there is something describable it is like to be in that state. That is,
𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹) ⊂ 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃),𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃)  ⊂ 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼).
Crucially, an “aboutness” in 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃)-type machines can be characterised as follows. 

A particular machine 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, where 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 ∊ 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃), is influenced by a world, which in a 
simplified way, but one that does not distort the flow of the argument, produces a sequence of 
perceptual inputs to A

𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 = {𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖1𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖3𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, … }
To be phenomenological, there needs to be a sequence of internal states in A

𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 = {𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠1𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠2𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠3𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, … }
where 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 is about the corresponding 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴. This implies a coding that uniquely represents 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴.
Indeed, the coding can be the same for the two or so similar as not to lose the uniqueness.
This relationship is made physically possible at least through the learning property found in a 
neural state machine (or neural automaton) as pursued below.
Achieving phenomenology in neural automata

Here one recalls that in conventional automata theory the finite state dynamics of a
general system from 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼)with inner states {𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎1, 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎2 …} is described by the dynamic equation

𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) = 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓[𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡 − 1), 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡)]
where 𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) refers to the value of a parameter at time t and 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) is an external influence on the 
system, at time t. To aid the discussions and without the loss of relevance, time is assumed to 
be discretised. An automaton in condition [𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡 − 1), 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡)] 𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥 𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛 𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) to 
become an element of f in the sense that it “stores” 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) as indexed by [𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡 − 1), 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡)]. That 
is, given the automaton in [𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡 − 1), 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡)], the next state entered by the automaton is the 
internalised state 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡). This storing function is achieved in a class of neural networks dubbed 
neural automata that are trained in a so-called iconic way.4 The need to be neural has been 
central to this work as it provides generalization to cover cases similar but not identical to 
those encountered during learning.

Reverting to automaton A, say it is in some state 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗−1𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 and receives the perceptual 
input 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 , then the dynamic equation may be rewritten to drop the superscript A as only one 
automaton is considered:
𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗 = 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓[𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗−1, 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗]
To be phenomenological there needs to be a similarity relationship between 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗 and 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗 so that 
𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗 can be said to be about 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗.
That is, using ≈ to mean “is equal to or uniquely similar to,” then 
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internal phenomenological states can exist without the 
presence of input: a “perceptually unattended” situation. 
This input is given the symbol ϕ and is characterized by not 
creating a phenomenological state. So, say that the input ia 
occurs more than once during the learning process then, 
starting in some state sx when ia occurs for the first time, 
we have

[sx, ia] → sa ,

where (→) reads, “causes a transition to.”

Then if ϕ is applied to the input, we have

[sa, ϕ] → sa

The result of this entire action may be depicted by the 
commonly used state transition diagram (Figure 1.)

So with input ϕ, sa becomes a self-sustained state which is 
about the last-seen input ia. A further step is that the same 
ϕ can occur in the creation of any single phenomenological 
state so that the automaton may be said to own the inner 
version of all externally experienced single events.

But generally, experience consists of sequences of 
external influences and the current formulation needs to 
be extended to internal representations of time-dependent 
external experiences.

STATE STRUCTURES AND THOUGHT
To make experiences incurred in time subjective, consider 
the input changing from ia to ib. The relevant transition 
diagram then becomes (Figure 2).

To take this further, it is recalled that these behaviors are 
subjective to the extent that they “belong” to the automaton 
which physically performs the function 

S × I →f     S′

where f is built up from experienced states and state 
transitions. It should be noted first that the automaton 

To be phenomenological, there needs to be a sequence of 
internal states in A 

where sj
A  is about the corresponding ij

A. This implies a 
coding that uniquely represents ij

A. Indeed, the coding can 
be the same for the two or so similar as not to lose the 
uniqueness. This relationship is made physically possible 
at least through the learning property found in a neural 
state machine (or neural automaton) as pursued below. 

ACHIEVING PHENOMENOLOGY IN NEURAL 
AUTOMATA

Here one recalls that in conventional automata theory the 
finite state dynamics of a general system from M(I) with 
inner states {a1, a2 ...} is described by the dynamic equation

a(t) = f[a(t – 1),e(t)]

where x(t) refers to the value of a parameter at time t and 
e(t) is an external influence on the system, at time t. To 
aid the discussions and without the loss of relevance, 
time is assumed to be discretised. An automaton in 
condition [a(t – 1),e(t)] learns by internalizing a(t) to 
become an element of f in the sense that it “stores” a(t) 
as indexed by [a(t – 1),e(t)]. That is, given the automaton 
in [a(t – 1),e(t)], the next state entered by the automaton 
is the internalized state a(t). This storing function is 
achieved in a class of neural networks dubbed neural 
automata that are trained in a so-called iconic way.4 

The need to be neural has been central to this work as 
it provides generalization to cover cases similar but not 
identical to those encountered during learning.

Reverting to automaton A, say it is in some state sj
A
–1 and 

receives the perceptual input ik
A, then the dynamic equation 

may be rewritten to drop the superscript A as only one 
automaton is considered:

sj = f[sj–1,ij]

To be phenomenological there needs to be a similarity 
relationship between sj and ij so that sj can be said to be 
about ij.

That is, using ≈ to mean “is equal to or uniquely similar to,” 
then sj ≈ ij.

5

This achieves a phenomenological relationship between S 
and I. Finally, it is noted that f is a mapping S × I →f     S′, where 
S′ is the set of “next” states while S is the set of current 
states.

ACHIEVING SUBJECTIVITY IN NEURAL AUTOMATA
So far, the automaton described is phenomenological to 
the extent that it has inner states that are about previously 
experienced external states. However, subjectivity 
(irrespectively of some differing definitions of what it 
means) includes the ability to make functional use of 
the created states “owned” by the entity in what would 
colloquially be called “thought.” This first requires that 
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systems. The paper itself draws attention to important analytical outlines in the discovery of 
subjective feelings in machines.
Machine Phenomenology.

M is partitioned into those systems that have inner states, M(I), (pendulums, state 
machines, brains . . . i.e., systems whose action is dependent on inner states that mediate 
perceptual input to achieve action) as against those that do not, M(∼I), (doorbells, perforated 
tape readers, translation machines . . . i.e., systems whose action depends on current input 
only). The “human machine” must belong to 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼) and some of its inner states are the 
“mental” states that feature in definitions of human consciousness.

So, 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹) ⊂ 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼) and to head towards a definition of 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹), 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼) needs refining,
which comes from the fact that the inner state must be a subset of a phenomenological set of 
machines 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃), that is, a set of machines in which the inner states can be about events in the 
world and for which there is something describable it is like to be in that state. That is,
𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹) ⊂ 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃),𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃)  ⊂ 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼).
Crucially, an “aboutness” in 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃)-type machines can be characterised as follows. 

A particular machine 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, where 𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 ∊ 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃), is influenced by a world, which in a 
simplified way, but one that does not distort the flow of the argument, produces a sequence of 
perceptual inputs to A

𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 = {𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖1𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖2𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖3𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, … }
To be phenomenological, there needs to be a sequence of internal states in A

𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 = {𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠1𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠2𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠3𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴, … }
where 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 is about the corresponding 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴. This implies a coding that uniquely represents 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴.
Indeed, the coding can be the same for the two or so similar as not to lose the uniqueness.
This relationship is made physically possible at least through the learning property found in a 
neural state machine (or neural automaton) as pursued below.
Achieving phenomenology in neural automata

Here one recalls that in conventional automata theory the finite state dynamics of a
general system from 𝑀𝑀𝑀𝑀(𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼)with inner states {𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎1, 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎2 …} is described by the dynamic equation

𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) = 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓[𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡 − 1), 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡)]
where 𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) refers to the value of a parameter at time t and 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) is an external influence on the 
system, at time t. To aid the discussions and without the loss of relevance, time is assumed to 
be discretised. An automaton in condition [𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡 − 1), 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡)] 𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥 𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛𝐛 𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐥𝐢𝐢𝐢𝐢 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) to 
become an element of f in the sense that it “stores” 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡) as indexed by [𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡 − 1), 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡)]. That 
is, given the automaton in [𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡 − 1), 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡)], the next state entered by the automaton is the 
internalised state 𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡). This storing function is achieved in a class of neural networks dubbed 
neural automata that are trained in a so-called iconic way.4 The need to be neural has been 
central to this work as it provides generalization to cover cases similar but not identical to 
those encountered during learning.

Reverting to automaton A, say it is in some state 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗−1𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 and receives the perceptual 
input 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 , then the dynamic equation may be rewritten to drop the superscript A as only one 
automaton is considered:
𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗 = 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓[𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗−1, 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗]
To be phenomenological there needs to be a similarity relationship between 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗 and 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗 so that 
𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗 can be said to be about 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑗𝑗.
That is, using ≈ to mean “is equal to or uniquely similar to,” then 
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This achieves a phenomenological relationship between S and 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼. Finally, it is noted that f is a

mapping 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 × 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼
𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓
→  𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆′, where 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆′is the set of “next” states while 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 is the set of current states.

Achieving subjectivity in neural automata

So far, the automaton described is phenomenological to the extent that it has inner 

states that are about previously experienced external states. However, subjectivity 

(irrespectively of some differing definitions of what it means) includes the ability to make 

functional use of the created states “owned” by the entity in what would colloquially be 

called “thought.” This first requires that internal phenomenological states can exist without 

the presence of input: a “perceptually unattended” situation. This input is given the symbol φ 

and is characterized by not creating a phenomenological state. So, say that the input 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 occurs 

more than once during the learning process then, starting in some state 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥 when 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 occurs for 

the first time, we have

[𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥, 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 ] → 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 ,

where (→) reads, “causes a transition to.”

Then if φ is applied to the input, we have

[𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎, 𝜑𝜑𝜑𝜑] → 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 

The result of this entire action may be depicted by the commonly used state transition 

diagram (Figure 1.)

Figure 1: State diagram for the formation of subjective state sa

So with input φ, 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 becomes a self-sustained state which is about the last-seen input 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 . A 

further step is that the same φ can occur in the creation of any single phenomenological state 

so that the automaton may be said to own the inner version of all externally experienced 

single events.

But generally, experience consists of sequences of external influences and the current 

formulation needs to be extended to internal representations of time-dependent external 

experiences. 

sx sa

ia

 

ia,φ
Figure 1: State diagram for the 
formation of subjective state sa.

Figure 2: State diagram for the formation of the 
subjective experience of ia followed by ib.

 Aleksander 5

State structures and thought.

To make experiences incurred in time subjective, consider the input changing from 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 

to 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏 . The relevant transition diagram then becomes (Figure 2)

Figure 2: State diagram for the formation of the subjective experience of ia followed by ib

To take this further, it is recalled that these behaviours are subjective to the extent that 

they “belong” to the automaton which physically performs the function 

𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 × 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼
𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓
→  𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆′

where f is built up from experienced states and state transitions. It should be noted first that 

the automaton could be in some state sp which on some occasions receives input iq leading to 

sq and other occasions ir leading to sr . Secondly it is asserted (but can be shown to be true in 

specific cases) that the neutrality of φ is such that it allows transitions to each of the learned

states in a probabilistic function. So, in the above examples, with φ as input, the automaton 

can change from state sp to itself, sq or sr with probabilities determined by technological and 

learning exposure detail. The upshot of this is that the automaton develops a probabilistic 

structure of phenomenological states and transitions between them that are about past 

experience. This leads to the “ownership” of explorable internal state structure, which, in the 

case of living entities, is called thought. One’s life, and that of an artificial entity, is based on 

a mix of inputs imposed by the world and φ, which allows thought to be driven by external 

perceptions, or previous internal states, that is, previous experience.

Attractors

Without going into detail about the statistical properties of neural networks, we note 

that for a particular input such as 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎in figure 2, there is only one state that remains sustained 

in time, and that is 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎. It turns out that for some neural networks (including natural ones) 

starting in a state that is not about 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎, the states change getting more and more similar to 

𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎until 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 is reached. Then 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 is called an attractor under the input 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎. This issue returns in 

the consideration of volition below.

sx saia

 

ia,φ
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previous literature on this functioning may be found.6 In 
fact, this activity is part of a set of five requirements for the 
presence of consciousness in an automaton.7 (Detail of this 
is not necessary for the current discussion.)

FEELINGS AND COGNITIVE PHENOMENOLOGY
It is the contention of a group of philosophers, Tim Bayne,8 
Galen Strawson,9 and Michelle Montague,10 that classical 
phenomenology is too closely allied to perceptual and 
sensory events and therefore avoids the discussion of 
mental states related to meaning, understanding, and 
abstract thought. Such states, it is argued, are felt alongside 
the sensory/perceptual. For example, were someone to 
utter a word in their own language, there is something it is 
like to understand such words; hence there is a cognitive 
character to this phenomenology. Advocates of cognitive 
phenomenology argue that this feeling is common to all 
utterances that are understood. Similarly, an utterance 
that is not understood is accompanied by a feeling that 
is common to all non-understood utterances Within our 
work with automata it has been suggested that feelings of 
understanding or not, the presence or absence of meaning 
in perceptual input, language understanding, and abstract 
thought are parts of the shape of state trajectories which 
affect the “what it’s like” to be in these trajectories.11 For 
example, a heard word that is understood will have a state 
trajectory that ends stably in an attractor. If not understood, 
the trajectory will be a random walk. In a machine, these 
differences in state behavior warrant different descriptions, 
which can be expressed in the action of the machine. This 
mirrors the way that perceptions and feelings warrant 
different actions in ourselves. Indeed, the effect of the two 
felt events on action can be very similar in machine and 
human. For example, an understood utterance (attractor) 
can lead to action whereas a non-understood one (random 
walk) may not. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION: A SEMANTIC 
EQUIVALENCE?

To summarize, in response to Koch’s suggestion that there 
are no barriers to the human ability to engineer artefacts 
that have “subjective feelings,” this paper has developed a 
general theoretical formulation that includes such systems. 
The salient points for this assertion are summarized below, 
followed by a discussion of arising issues.

I. The structure of the formulation is that of a formal, 
neural finite state machine (or automaton) which 
has perceptual input, inner states, and action 
dependent on the product of these. 

II. The states of the machine are phenomenological 
by the system’s iconic learning properties, making 
the internal states representative of experienced 
perceptual states.

III. Just having such coherent perceptual internal 
states is not sufficient to define mentation. 
The missing part is a linking structure of such 
phenomenological states that is also iconically 
learned from the actual history of experience of 
the automaton.

could be in some state sp which on some occasions receives 
input iq leading to sq and other occasions ir leading to sr. 
Secondly, it is asserted (but can be shown to be true in 
specific cases) that the neutrality of ϕ is such that it allows 
transitions to each of the learned states in a probabilistic 
function. So, in the above examples, with ϕ as input, the 
automaton can change from state sp to itself, sq or sr with 
probabilities determined by technological and learning 
exposure detail. The upshot of this is that the automaton 
develops a probabilistic structure of phenomenological 
states and transitions between them that are about past 
experience. This leads to the “ownership” of explorable 
internal state structure, which, in the case of living entities, 
is called thought. One’s life, and that of an artificial entity, 
is based on a mix of inputs imposed by the world and ϕ, 
which allows thought to be driven by external perceptions, 
or previous internal states, that is, previous experience. 

ATTRACTORS
Without going into detail about the statistical properties of 
neural networks, we note that for a particular input such as 
ia in figure 2, there is only one state that remains sustained 
in time, and that is sa. It turns out that for some neural 
networks (including natural ones) starting in a state that 
is not about , the states change getting more and more 
similar to sa until sa is reached. Then sa is called an attractor 
under the input ia. This issue returns in the consideration of 
volition below.

ACTION
The stated purpose of having subjective mental states is 
to enable the organism to act in some appropriate way 
in its world. This is closely connected to the concept of 
volition, as will be seen. Automata action is a concern in 
automata theory as, in general, an automaton, in addition to 
performing the next-state function S × I →f     S′ also performs 
an output function S →g    Z where Z is a set of output actions 
which in the most primitive entities, causes locomotion 
in its world. In more sophisticated entities language falls 
within the definition of Z. As with f, an automaton can learn 
to build up g as experience progresses. Here is an example. 
Say that the automaton can take four actions: movement in 
four cardinal directions, that is Z = {n,s,e,w}. The automaton 
can then either be driven in its (2D) world or it can explore 
it at random. In either case an element of Z = {n,s,e,w} 
is associated with the state of the automaton and this 
determines the next input and associated state. Therefore, 
the state trajectory is now about a real world trajectory. 
The same principle applies to any other form of action, 
including language, in the sense that action, movement, 
utterances, or, indeed, inaction become associated with 
the state structure of the automaton leading, through the 
exploration of state trajectories to the ability to fix the 
brakes on a car, play the piano, or plan an escape from jail.

VOLITION AND ATTRACTORS
Referring to the paragraphs on attractors, the input or an 
internal state could represent something that is wanted. The 
resulting trajectory to an attractor in a system that performs 
actions internally represents the necessary actions for 
achieving the desired event. In the case of the automaton in 
the last section, this trajectory indicates the steps necessary 
to find that which is wanted. This is a substantial topic and 
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attention to the differences. This makes possible the 
engineering of systems with usable mental lives, while also 
providing insights into how we might have a theoretical 
discussion about our personal subjective feelings. 

Within the conceptual framework of engineering machine 
consciousness, engineering theories that are employed 
with informational systems provide a grounded language 
with which to discuss seemingly hard issues. In particular, 
it is stressed that informational theories are closer to the 
provision of the grounding needed than that provided by 
the classical physical sciences.

NOTES

1. Igor Aleksander, Impossible Minds: My Neurons, My 
Consciousness, Revised Edition (London: Imperial College Press, 
2015), 10.

2. Stan Franklin et al., “A Phenomenally Conscious Robot?”

3. Aleksander, Impossible Minds, 97.

4. Ibid., 151.

5. Technologically, this can easily be achieved by causing ik
A to be 

a pattern of discrete values on a register to the terminals that 
represent the state of the system. Then similarity can be defined 
through the difference between such patterns on a point-to-
point basis.

6. Aleksander, Impossible Minds, 181–89; Aleksander, The World In 
My Mind, My Mind in the World, 130–39.

7. Ibid., 29–39.

8. Tim Bayne and Michelle Montague, Cognitive Phenomenology, 
1–35.

9. Ibid., 285-325.

10. Michelle Montague, “Perception and Cognitive 
Phenomenology,” 2045–62.

11. Aleksander, “Cognitive Phenomenology: A Challenge for 
Neuromodelling,” 395–98.

12. Michael Tye, “Qualia,” introductory paragraph.

13. Claude Shannon and John McCarthy, Automata Studies.
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IV. Actions either taught or learned through exploration 
are associated with the states of the developing 
state structure.

V. A feature of the state structure is that it can be 
accessed internally within the artefact, in order 
to determine behavior in the world in which it is 
immersed, or deliberation without active behavior.

VI. To avoid the important observation that 
this approach does not cover phenomenal 
experiences such as “understanding” and 
“abstract deliberation” current work in progress 
on “cognitive phenomenology” has been outlined 
and argued to emerge from the shape of the state 
trajectories of the organism.

However, the above can be read as an engineering 
specification of an artefact that can operate in a progressively 
competent way in a world perceived by itself based on its 
learned dynamic phenomenological state structure leaving 
the question of “subjective feelings” undebated. It is the 
author’s contention that the problem is a semantic one. In 
artificial systems the driving “mind,” from the above, can 
be summarized as

a) “having an internally accessible structure of 
coherent stable perceptually experienced neural 
states.”

It is posited that in a human being the descriptor “having 
subjective feelings” can be semantically expanded as 
follows. “Subjective feelings” in “qualia” discussions12 are 
described as 

b) “introspectively accessible, phenomenal aspects 
of our mental lives.” 

Here it is asserted that, semantically, the two descriptors 
are not meaningfully separable. The similarity between the 
artificial and the natural leads to the conclusion that the 
automata theory sequence in this paper describes artificial 
systems with “subjective feelings.”

The above still leaves two issues that need to be clarified. 
The first is the possible casting of the human qua an 
“automaton,” that is, an object without a conscious mind. 
This too is a semantic problem. The theory used in the paper 
is a very general way of describing dynamic information-
based systems that, at a 1956 conference, was given the 
name “Automata Studies.”13 Such studies were intended to 
include methods of providing mathematical descriptions of 
human informational activities without treating the human 
in a diminished way. 

The second is that it needs to be stressed that the material 
presented in this paper is not about an automaton that is 
designed to be like a human being. It is about a theory 
that is intended to represent formally and abstractly the 
“mental” activity of any organism thought to have a mental 
life. Drawn from the engineering of informational systems, 
the theory is not only intended to find the similarities 
between artificial and natural systems, but also draw 
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representations are connected hierarchically, laterally, 
and recurrently. Hierarchies of increasingly complex 
feature representations—and in the extension different 
architectural components, possibly distributed—self-
organize while supervising each other’s associative learning/
adaptation over space (by lateral associative connections) 
and over time (by recurrent associative connections). For 
example, such an architecture contains hierarchies of 
topographically ordered feature representations within 
sensory submodalities. To an extent, these hierarchies 
also cross the borders of different sensory submodalities, 
and even the borders of different sensory modalities. The 
topographically ordered feature representations connect 
laterally at various levels within, but also across, sensory 
submodalities, modalities, and to systems outside the 
perceptual parts, e.g., motor representations.

Below I discuss some principles that I believe are substantial 
to perception, various kinds of memory, expectations and 
imagery in the mammal brain, and for the design of a bio-
inspired artificial cognitive architecture. I also suggest 
why these principles could explain our ability to represent 
novel concepts and imagine non-existing and perhaps 
impossible objects, while there are still limits to what we 
can imagine and think about. I will also present some 
ideas regarding how these principles could be relevant 
for an autonomous agent to become p-conscious1 in the 
sense defined by Bołtuć,2 i.e., as referring to first-person 
functional awareness of phenomenal information. Whether 
such an autonomous agent would also be conscious in a 
non-functional first-person phenomenological sense, i.e., 
h-conscious, adopting again the terminology of Bołtuć, and 
thus experience qualia of its own subjective first-person 
experiences of external objects and inner states, is another 
matter. The latter question belongs to the hard problem 
of consciousness.3 The difficulty with that problem is that 
a physical explanation in terms of brain processes is an 
explanation in terms of structure and function, which can 
explain how a system’s behavior is produced, but it is 
harder to see why the brain processes are accompanied 
by subjective awareness of qualia. According to Chalmers 
all metaphysical views on phenomenal consciousness are 
either reductive or nonreductive, and he considers the 
latter to be more promising. Nonreductive views require a 
re-conception of physical ontology. I suggest that the bio-
inspired principles proposed in this paper have relevance 
for p-consciousness. Hence a cognitive architecture 
employing these ideas would probably become at least 
p-conscious. However, it is possible that h-consciousness 
is not a computational process, and I will not take a final 
position on the issue of phenomenal h-consciousness in 
this paper.

TOPOGRAPHICALLY ORDERED FEATURE 
REPRESENTATIONS

Topographically ordered maps are inherent parts of 
the human brain. There are continuously ordered 
representations of receptive surfaces across various 
sensory modalities, e.g., in the somatosensory and visual4 
areas, in neuron nuclei, and in the cerebellum.

Conscious Machine Perception
Magnus Johnsson
MALMÖ UNIVERSITY, SWEDEN; MOSCOW ENGINEERING PHYSICS 
INSTITUTE, RUSSIA; MAGNUS JOHNSSON AI RESEARCH AB, 
HÖÖR, SWEDEN

INTRODUCTION
An artificial cognitive architecture could be built by 
modeling the mammal brain at a systems level. This means 
that, though not modeling crucial components and their 
interconnections in detail, general principles also adhered 
to by their biological counterparts should be identified and 
followed in the design of such a system.

Systems-level modeling means identifying the components 
of the brain and their interactions. The components’ 
functionality can then be implemented with mechanisms 
that model the systems at a suitable level of accuracy. The 
components can be re-implemented by other mechanisms 
for accuracy and performance reasons, or if more efficient 
implementations are found.

We could go about working on a bio-inspired systems-level 
cognitive architecture in various ways. At one extreme, 
we could work from a more holistic starting point by 
identifying crucial components and interactions found 
in the neural systems of biological organisms. Then we 
could implement maximally simplified versions of these 
and try to make them work together as well as possible. 
Examples of components in such an architecture inspired 
by a mammal brain could be a maximally simplified visual 
system and a maximally simplified mechanism, or set of 
mechanisms, corresponding to the Basal ganglia, etc. 
Inspired by the work of Valentino Braitenberg and the 
robotics physicist Mark W. Tilden, I believe such simplified 
but complete cognitive architectures would still enact 
interesting behaviors.

At the other extreme, we could work on individual 
components while trying to optimize these to perform 
at a human level or beyond. Many artificial perception 
researchers work at this extreme, e.g., by creating computer 
vision systems that in some respects even exceed the 
abilities of humans.

My approach is somewhere in the middle. I try to figure out 
general principles for not necessarily complete, but more 
composed architectures at an intermediary level. Hence 
my focus is not whether component implementations are 
optimized for performance. Following a systems-level 
approach, individual components can be reimplemented 
iteratively at later stages for performance, accuracy, or for 
other reasons, but this is not the focus here. Thus, the work 
on general principles can be isolated from the engineering 
questions of performance.

The perceptual parts of a cognitive architecture built 
according to these ideas employ to a large extent self-
organizing topographical feature representations. Such 
feature representations are somewhat reminiscent of what 
has been found in mammal brains. These topographical 
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into a phenomenal content map.13 For example, a SOM can 
be trained to represent directions of lines/contours (as 
in V1), colors (as in V4), or more complex features such 
as the postures and gesture movements of an observed 
agent,14 or the words of a text corpus ordered in a way 
that reflects their semantic relations.15 Employing SOMs or 
other topographically ordered feature representations to 
represent phenomenal features together with the general 
design principles for a bio-inspired cognitive architecture 
suggested in this paper, would enable strong semantic 
computing.16

Other models of a self-organizing topology preserving 
feature representation are possible and might turn out to 
be more suitable for various reasons such as performance 
and accuracy. However, as also mentioned above, that is 
beyond the point of this paper, which aims at presenting 
higher level architectural principles where models of self-
organizing topographically ordered representations are 
building blocks. Since I adhere to a systems-level modeling 
approach, subsystems of the cognitive architecture can 
be updated and substituted in an iterative fashion for 
improvement. 

HIERARCHICAL FEATURE REPRESENTATIONS
How can self-organized topographically ordered 
representations of a more abstract kind, e.g., a 
representation with semantically related symbols that 
occupy neighboring places, be obtained in a cognitive 
architecture?

In the mammal brain there seems to be a principle of 
hierarchical ordering of representations, e.g., the executive 
and motor areas seem to be hierarchically ordered from 
more abstract to less abstract representations. Constraining 
the discussion to the perceptual parts of the mammal 
brain, we find that the different sensory modalities (visual, 
somatosensory, auditory, . . .) adhere to a hierarchical 
organizational principle. For example, we find hierarchically 
organized topology and probability-density preserving 
feature maps in the ventral visual stream of the visual 
system. These feature maps rely on the consecutive input 
from each other and tend to be hierarchically ordered 
from representations of features of a lower complexity to 
representations of features of a higher complexity. Thus, 
we find ordered representations of contour directions in V1 
in the occipital lobe, of shapes in V2, of objects in V4, and 
of faces or complex facial features in the inferior temporal 
(IT) area of the temporal lobe.

The hierarchical organization principle is employed 
artificially in Deep Neural Networks, i.e., in artificial neural 
networks with several hidden layers. A neural network 
that has been applied very successfully within the field 
of computer vision is the Deep Convolutional Neural 
Network.17

Here, when I discuss the hierarchical ordering principle for 
perceptual parts of a bio-inspired cognitive architecture, 
this principle is instantiated by hierarchical SOMs. The 
choice of SOMs is not based on performance, but on the 
fact that the hierarchical organization principle is also to be 
combined with other principles in the cognitive architecture 

The size of the representational area in such ordered 
representations depends on the behavioral importance 
and frequency of the represented input. For example, the 
representation of the fovea is much larger than the rest 
of the retina, and the representation of the fingertip is 
proportionally larger than the rest of the finger.

There are also more abstract topographically ordered 
representations in the brain, e.g., frequency preserving 
tonotopic maps5 in primary auditory areas, and color maps 
in V46 in the visual areas. 

In a model of such self-organized topographically ordered 
representations, essential relations among data should be 
made explicit. This could be achieved by forming spatial 
maps at an appropriate abstraction level depending on 
the purpose of the model. For a reasonable computational 
efficiency, the focus should be on main properties without 
any accurate replication of details. Reasonable candidates 
for a basic model corresponding to a topographically 
ordered representation in the brain satisfying these 
conditions are the Self-Organizing Map, SOM,7 and its 
variants. Such a basic model forms a fundamental building 
block—not to be confused with the crucial components 
discussed above—in the perceptual parts of a bio-inspired 
cognitive architecture.

Examples of suitable candidates, beside the SOM, are the 
Growing Grid8 and the Growing Cell Structure.9 In addition 
to the adaptation of the neurons, these models also find 
suitable network structures and topologies through self-
organizing processes. Other examples are the Tensor-
Multiple Peak SOM, T-MPSOM,10 or the Associative Self-
Organizing Map.11 The latter, or rather the principles it 
instantiates, are crucial for the principles of the perceptual 
parts of a cognitive architecture discussed in this paper 
and will be elaborated on below.

The SOM develops a representation that reflects the 
distance relations of the input, which is characteristic of 
lower levels of perception. If trained with a representative 
set of input, the SOM self-organizes into a dimensionality 
reduced and discretized topographically ordered feature 
representation also mirroring the probability distribution 
of received input. The latter means that frequent types of 
input will be represented with better resolution in the SOM. 
This corresponds to, for example, the development of a 
larger representational area of the fingertip than the rest of 
the finger in the brain, which was discussed above. Hence 
the SOM is reminiscent of the topographically ordered 
representations found in mammalian brains.

In a sense, the topographically ordered map generated by 
a SOM—and in the extension an interconnected system of 
SOMs—is a conceptual space12 generated from the training 
data through a self-organizing process.

Due to the topology-preserving property of the SOM similar 
input elicit similar activity, which provides systems based 
on the SOM with an ability to generalize to novel input.

A SOM can be trained to represent various kinds of features, 
including phenomenal ones. The latter would turn the SOM 
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I believe that such associative connectivity, lateral and 
hierarchical, between feature representations of various 
modalities and at various complexity levels are what enables 
the filling in of missing parts of our perception by imagery, 
and that they enable our various kinds of memories.

Different kinds of memory are, I believe, using the same 
kind of feature representations across modalities in our 
brains. What differs between different kinds of memory is 
rather how they are activated and precisely what ensemble 
of feature representations that are activated. For example, 
one could speculate—in a simplified way—that the working 
memory consists in the activation of some ensemble of 
feature representations by executive circuits in the frontal 
lobes, whereas perception as such is the activation of 
an ensemble of feature representations due to afferent 
sensory signals, together with the filling-in of missing 
parts due to cross-modal as well as top-down expectations 
at various levels of hierarchies. Episodic memory, as well 
as imagery, could be the activation of the same/or similar 
ensembles as those activated by afferent sensory signals 
in the case of perception, but activated by neural activity 
within the brain. Semantic memory could be ensembles of 
feature representations that are subsets of those that make 
up episodic memories but with strengthened connections 
due to a reoccurring simultaneous activation during many 
various perceptual and episodic memory activations over 
time.

The point here is that all kinds of memory, perceptions, 
imaginations, and expectations are proposedly using 
simultaneous and/or sequential activations of ensembles/
subsets of the same huge number of feature representations 
across various modalities in the brain. I think that there is 
no reason that the representations should be constrained 
to the brain only, but that associated representations 
could also be various kinds of activity in/of the body, e.g., 
postural/breathing patterns, hormonal configurations, 
etc. This would also explain why the change of posture/
breathing patterns can change the state of the mind. In the 
extension, even “representations” that we interact with—
and continuously reconfigure—in the environment outside 
the body—including the representations within other 
agent, such as humans, pets, machines, etc.—are probably 
included.

This kind of feature ensemble coding also enables/explains 
the ability to represent completely novel categories/
concepts in the brain/cognitive architecture, and the ability 
to create and imagine non-existing and perhaps impossible 
concepts, objects, etc. This is because representations are 
composed of sufficiently large ensembles of associated 
multi-modal features, and novel associated ensembles 
and sometimes associated ensembles corresponding to 
concepts and imaginations that do exist (but have not yet 
been seen or reached) or do not exist in our physical reality 
(e.g., unicorns) can emerge.

Of course, there are limits to what we can imagine and 
conceptualize, and perhaps even think about. For example, 
we are unable to visualize objects in spaces of a higher 
dimensionality than three. However, such limitations are 
just to be expected if all perceptions, memories, and 

elaborated on below. For the moment the SOM and its 
variants are considered good choices to explain and test 
principles.

Together with collaborators, the author has shown the validity 
of this hierarchical organizational principle repeatedly 
with hierarchical SOMs when applied to different sensory 
modalities. For example, in the case of the somatosensory 
modality, several experiments have been conducted to 
show how haptic features of an increasing complexity can 
be extracted in hierarchical self-organizing representations, 
e.g., from proprioceptive and tactile representations at the 
lower complexity end to self-organizing representations 
of shapes and sizes of the haptically explored objects.18 
Another example in the case of the visual domain where 
experiments have been done to show that hierarchies of 
ordered representations of postures at the lower complexity 
end to ordered representations of gesture movements of 
the observed agent can be self-organized.19

LATERALLY AND RECURRENTLY CONNECTED 
FEATURE REPRESENTATIONS

The afferent signals from the sensory organs are a source 
of the perceptual activity in the brain. However, it is argued 
that a crucial aspect of biological cognition is an ability to 
simulate or influence perceptual activity in some brain areas 
due to the activity in other brain areas,20 e.g., the activity in 
areas of other sensory modalities. For example, when the 
visual perception of a lightning evokes an expectation of 
the sound of thunder, or when visual images/expectations 
of an object is evoked when its texture is felt in the 
pocket. A more dramatic illustration is the well-known 
McGurk-MacDonald effect.21 If a person sees a video with 
someone making the sound /da/ on which the lips cannot 
be seen closing and the actual sound played is /ba/, the 
expectations evoked by the visual perception may have 
such an influence on the activity caused by the actual 
afferent auditory sensor signals that the person may still 
hear the sound /da/.

Although there are hierarchically organized feature 
representations in the brain, it is questionable whether 
there are neurons—aka grandmother cells—that are the 
exclusive representatives of distinct individual objects. 
Though there is no total consensus regarding this, I 
consider it more likely that distinct individual objects are 
coded in a more distributed way as an ensemble of feature 
representations, at various complexity levels, across 
several sensory (as well as non-sensory) modalities. Hence, 
the recognition of distinct individual objects consists in the 
simultaneous activation of a sufficiently large and unique 
subset of this ensemble of representations across various 
modalities. 

The activation of some feature representations will tend to 
trigger expectations/imaginations of features of the distinct 
individual object in other representations across various 
modalities, probably associated by lateral connections in 
a way similar to the activation of more features of higher—
or lower—complexity in hierarchically connected feature 
representations (which can as well be cross-modal).
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and in space (in various feature maps across different 
modalities), corresponding to the patterns that would have 
been elicited had there been sensory input and had the 
actions been carried out, is closely related to the simulation 
hypothesis by Hesslow.23 It could in the extension also 
be the foundation for providing agents with an ability to 
guess the intentions of other agents, either by directly 
simulating the likely perceptual continuations of the 
perceived behavior of an observed agent, or by internally 
simulating its own likely behavior in the same situation 
under the assumption that the other agent is similar in its 
assessments, experiences, and values that drives it.

A mechanism that implements self-organizing 
topographically ordered feature representations that can be 
associatively connected with an arbitrary number of other 
representations, laterally and recurrently with arbitrary time 
delays, is the Associative Self-Organizing Map (A-SOM). 
Hence the A-SOM would in some cases be a better choice, 
than the standard SOM, to use as one of the basic building 
blocks in the perceptual parts of the cognitive architecture. 
An A-SOM can learn to associate the activity in its self-
organized representation of input data with arbitrarily many 
sets of parallel inputs and with arbitrarily long-time delays. 
For example, it can learn to associate its activity with the 
activity of other self-organization maps, or with its own 
activity at one or more earlier times. This allows for cross-
modal expectations. For example, if a sensory modality, say 
the visual system in a cognitive architecture, produces a 
certain internal pattern of activity due to sensory input, then 
activity patterns are elicited in other sensory modalities 
corresponding to the patterns of activity that are often 
triggered in these other sensory modalities through sensory 
inputs that usually occur simultaneously, even when they 
do not. Due to the ability of the A-SOM to associate its 
activity with its own activity at one or more earlier times, 
a mechanism for sequence completion that can be used 
for internal simulation is made possible. This is consistent 
with those abilities necessary for an autonomous agent 
described above. The A-SOM has been successfully tested 
in many simulations24 in several different domains, as well 
as together with real sensors such as tactile sensors25 
and cameras,26 and when simulating likely continuations 
of sequences of strings of symbols and words.27 It has 
been used to simulate the sensory activity patterns likely 
to follow some initially perceived movements of actions/
gestures.28 In the domain of music, a further developed 
and more mature and generalized version of the A-SOM has 
been used to simulate the sensory activity patterns likely to 
follow those elicited by the initial parts of perceived Bach 
chorale melodies.29

Associative connections are in place between different 
representations at various levels of feature complexity. 
Simultaneously activated feature representations 
develop stronger associative connectivity. The result is 
that we will find strongly interconnected sets of feature 
representations—and other kinds of circuits—in the brain/
architecture. As humans, we label these and call them 
systems/components of one kind or another, though 
we should keep in mind that these categorizations and 
demarcations are our inventions and thus somewhat 
arbitrary. 

imaginations are made up of distributed (in space and time) 
activations of ensembles of associated features, and there 
are constraints on what kind of features can be represented 
in the brain (or cognitive architecture), which is likely. 
The constraints are probably set by biological limitations 
that exist due to a lack of evolutionary pressure, as well 
as determined by the development of the organism in its 
environment. An example of the latter is that cats raised in 
an environment consisting entirely of vertical lines during a 
critical developmental phase during infancy will be unable 
to see horizontal lines.22 That there are constraints on what 
kind of features that can be represented also implies the 
possibility that all that we can think about regarding reality 
does not necessarily correspond to all that there would 
have been to think about had we been wired differently.

In accordance with the reasoning above, it is reasonable 
to assume that the need for lateral connections—
corresponding to axon bundles in the neural system of a 
biological organism—between feature maps at various 
complexity levels within as well as between different 
modalities are of significance in a cognitive architecture 
based on self-organizing topographically ordered feature 
representations. Such lateral connections need to be 
adaptive (by adjustable parameters corresponding to 
modifiable synapses in the neural system of a biological 
organism) to enable the learning of associations between 
the activity in various feature representations.

In addition to an ability to automatically develop, and 
continuously readapt, sensory and other representations, 
and their interconnections that connect simultaneous 
activity within them spatially, a bio-inspired autonomous 
agent needs an ability to learn to associate activations 
of representations over time. This is desirable because 
it enables the autonomous agent to remember and re-
enact sequences of perceptual—and other—activity across 
modalities and levels of hierarchy.

With such an ability an autonomous agent can remember 
sequences of perceptions, and if the ability is generalized, 
other things as well, e.g., motor activities. Such perceptual 
sequences could, for example, be visual landmarks. 
To the perceived visual landmarks, appropriate motor 
activity could be associated. With perceptual sequences 
simultaneously learned in other modalities together 
with cross-modal associations, the sequential memories 
are reinforced and thus diminish the influence of noise 
and limitations in sensory input. The perceptions (and 
preparatory responses, etc.) corresponding to missing 
sensory input in some modalities—sensory and other—will 
be imagined, i.e., elicited through cross-modal activation. 
If suddenly the agent would lack input to some, or all, 
sensory modalities, it would still be able to operate and 
to some extent carry out actions associated with imagined 
perceptions of the environment. With this kind of ability 
an agent would also be able to sit idle imagining various 
scenarios and the likely consequences of carrying out 
different kinds of actions. The latter is valuable for survival 
and will also accelerate the agent’s learning.

The idea to internally elicit activity patterns in perceptual, 
motor, and other circuits over time (activation sequences) 
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system (composed of connected, perhaps distributed, 
feature representations) is observed by the former system. 
Various systems could perhaps also “observe” each other 
simultaneously as well. The mechanisms and principles 
sketched above could be used for a kind of summarization 
of the observed subsystem’s or subsystems’ activity at a 
possibly different and more abstract level.

As also argued by Hesslow and Jirenhed,30 perceptual 
simulation could explain the appearance of an inner world. 
A remaining question is “who” is observing regardless of 
whether it is perceptions ultimately elicited from sensory 
organs, internal simulations originating from within the 
brain, or some combination thereof. My proposal is that 
they are observed by other connected configurations 
of systems whose activity summarizes/represents the 
observed internal simulations, because their corresponding 
activity correlates due to the learning represented in the 
adaptive associated connections. The same systems could 
perhaps have multiple functions while also “observing” 
each other simultaneously as well. Another way to put it is 
that some systems are aware of, i.e., p-conscious of, other 
systems’ perceptual activity.

The activity of associatively connected configurations of 
feature representations correlate because the adaptations 
of the associative connections between the representations 
and the adaptions of the representations themselves 
happens simultaneously, continuously, and dynamically. 
At a lower perceptual level this means that the activation 
of feature representations in some sensory modalities will 
elicit activity in feature representations in other sensory 
modalities and consequently sensory expectations in those 
other modalities, as discussed above.

Thus, I believe that adaptive associative connections 
between and within various configurations of strongly 
connected feature representations at various levels of 
complexity or abstraction are of significant importance for 
realizing p-consciousness in a cognitive architecture.
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The inter-connectivity of the feature representations within 
a modality/submodality tend to be strong because it has 
been reinforced by simultaneous activations originating 
from the receptors of the modalityspecific sensory organs. 
Thus, connective configurations/subsystems in the brain/
architecture develop through the repeated simultaneous 
activation of sets of self-organizing feature representations.

However, the feature representations within a modality 
also connect to feature representations in other modalities/
systems, only to a lesser extent. This is due to the statistically 
fewer simultaneous activations of feature representations 
in other modalities. Various systems activate each other 
through these associative connections that have learned 
to associate activity that normally come together. Hence, if 
the activity within one system, perhaps triggered through 
afferent signals from sensory organs or from some other 
part of the brain/architecture, tend to correlate with 
the activity of other systems, perhaps triggered by the 
afferent signals from other sensory organs or other parts 
of the brain/architecture, then the inter-connectivity of the 
systems is reinforced. The foundation for these correlated 
activities in various systems is that sensory stimuli, and 
the consequences of an agent’s actions, are related in a 
non-random way due to the statistical regularities of the 
properties of the world. These statistical regularities will be 
reflected in the associative connectivity between various 
systems. 

Taken together, all this means that the activity in systems 
that are associatively connected to other systems in the 
brain/architecture also represent activity of—or what’s 
going on—in the other systems.

7. CONSCIOUSNESS AND THE CREATION OF AN 
INNER WORLD

The perceptual parts of a cognitive architecture are those 
that are most relevant when it comes to consciousness. 
This is because consciousness is about something that 
is experienced. Hence, in the following, I will continue to 
constrain the discussion to perceptual parts.

In the discussion about cross-modal expectations and 
internal simulations above, I discussed how activity 
in some feature representations can elicit reasonable 
activity in other feature representations through 
associative connections. The elicited activity in the latter 
representations correspond to the activity that normally 
would or could occur simultaneously, or timed, with the 
activity in the first representations even though the latter 
lack any afferent input ultimately originating from sensors.

I believe that the same mechanism with adaptive 
associative connections in the case of a bio-inspired 
cognitive architecture, or nerve bundles with synapses 
in the case of a neural system of a biological organism, 
between different subsets of feature representations, at 
various levels of abstraction, is significant for the realization 
of at least p-consciousness. From this perspective, the 
elicitations of activity in some feature representations by 
the activity in other feature representations via associative 
connections can be viewed as if the activity in the latter 
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The great plurality of emerging technologies permanently 
raises new moral and anthropological challenges. With 
each invention, new challenges come about, which can be 
interpreted in many different ways. Which interpretation 
is the most plausible one? How should we legally deal 
with these new challenges? What are the corresponding 
economic implications? Do techniques alter who we are, 
or do they merely serve as means for realizing specific 
goals? These are some of the tricky issues with which all 
of us are being currently confronted. No one knows what 
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become extinct, we will have to evolve. Otherwise, the 
environmental conditions that are constantly changing 
themselves will become hostile to us and cause our 
extinction. If we are successful, Homo sapiens sapiens will 
still be there for a while. Finally, Homo sapiens sapiens, too, 
will be replaced by the posthuman.

Biology professor Julian Huxley assumed exactly this 
when he developed the principles of his transhumanism. 
In order to promote adaptation to the environment, and at 
the same time personal well-being, transhumanist thought 
not only advocates the use of the latest techniques for 
human development, but also attaches great importance to 
education. Only in this way can the probability of the next 
evolutionary step towards the posthuman be increased. 

The developments described are constantly in progress. 
We have various technical possibilities for promoting 
human flourishing. The field of genetic engineering is 
particularly promising with regard to the potential of 
the further development of humans. Bioprinters, Crispr/
CAS9, PID, and 23andme are the decisive buzzwords here. 
Genetic modification of one’s own offspring determined by 
parents, is structurally analogous to traditional education 
on closer analysis and should therefore also be evaluated 
analogously from a moral point of view.

Education has always included genetic modification. 
The latest insights from epigenetics (i.e., the study of 
environmentally caused alterations of genes) underline this 
assessment.7 Due to the developments of recent years, in 
particular with regard to the development of CRISPR/Cas9, 
a cheap, precise and reliable so-called “gene scissor,” and 
Big Gene Data (i.e., the application of Big Data analyses 
to genes), this subject area has gained enormously in 
relevance. The potential for promoting the emergence 
of a new species by means of a multitude of genetic 
techniques can hardly be overestimated. We are already in 
a position today to make selections following previous pre-
implantation diagnosis as part of artificial fertilization. The 
ethical, political, and legal framework is the reason why we 
are not yet doing what we are already technically capable 
of doing.8 The other two decisive technical possibilities 
to support the autopoietic self-overcoming process are 
the promotion of human-machine interfaces and artificial 
intelligence. I consider the human-machine interfaces 
in particular to be of central importance for human 
development because smart cities also need upgraded 
people. If all areas of life are equipped with an RFID chip, 
i.e., with (active RFID chips) or without (passive RFID chips) 
antennae radio frequency identification chips, then this 
must also be done with us humans in order to be able 
to guarantee efficient interaction. Computers are getting 
smaller in rapid steps. Twenty-five years ago we had PCs. 
These are increasingly being replaced by the smartphone. 
The next step on which companies are working already 
is to integrate the computer into people. The monitor is 
then coupled directly to our optic nerves. We operate 
it by gesture control. The text input takes place directly 
through our thinking. The future of writing is thinking. The 
Internet of Things is thus supplemented by the Internet of 
Bodily Things. Sensors of the integrated computer will be 
located in different parts of our body in order to be able to 

will actually happen in the future. Yet, we are in a position 
to make decisions. The moral and anthropological issues 
related to emerging technologies are not only being 
discussed by young geeks or elderly experts, but all of 
us are permanently being confronted by the implications 
of emerging technologies. When we go to the cinema, 
the movie “Transcence” shows us what can be expected 
when singularity occurs.1 When we watch the series “Black 
Mirror,” we are being confronted with a version of the social 
credit system that has been implemented in China. When 
we read the novel “Inferno” by Dan Brown, we are being 
shown a technical solution concerning overpopulation.

Emerging technologies not only alter the world we live 
in, but they also have the potential to modify human 
beings such that the possibility arises that human beings 
realize their own self-overcoming. How should this option 
be evaluated, if we assume that we have an unchanging 
human nature? The belief in an eternal human nature used 
to be dominant for 2,500 years. In the past 200 years, it 
has been challenged by evolutionary thinking. Darwin and 
Nietzsche have brought about a new understanding of who 
we as human beings are.2 This topic, too, needs to be taken 
into consideration, as we have not yet managed to grasp 
all the implications of their paradigm-shifting reflections.3

In 2004, the magazine “Foreign Policy” asked the leading 
intellectual and political scientist Francis Fukuyama what 
he regards as the world’s most dangerous idea. His 
answer was transhumanism. Transhumanism is a cultural 
movement that affirms the use of techniques to increase 
the likelihood that human beings manage to transcend 
the boundaries of their current existence.4 We should take 
evolution into our own hands. The term transhumanism 
was coined bv the first director of UNESCO, Julian Huxley, 
in 1951. Currently, transhumanist thinking is being affirmed 
by many futurists and innovators in the Silicon Valley, who 
are directly responsible for shaping the world by means of 
innovations.

In my own writings, I present a Nietzschean transhumanism.5 
By presenting a short summary of some of the implications 
of this way of thinking, the relevance and scope of dealing 
with emerging technologies becomes evident. The 
following thoughts represent my outlook concerning the 
most promising techniques that are available for altering 
who we are as human beings.6 These reflections reveal the 
wide range of social, economic, cultural, anthropological, 
and moral challenges that go along with emerging 
technologies. Perhaps they will also serve as impulses for 
further intellectual debates.

We are on the way towards the posthuman. Nietzsche spoke 
about the overhuman, which was his way of presenting the 
same insight. We are completely part of nature, differ only 
gradually from other living beings, and are threatened with 
extinction like all other living beings. There are only two 
possibilities: Either we constantly evolve to adapt to our 
environment, or soon we will no longer exist. Homo sapiens 
sapiens is the result of a development from Homo habilis 
to Homo erectus and Homo sapiens. It would be naïve to 
assume that Homo sapiens sapiens is the crowning glory 
of this evolutionary development. If we do not want to 
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known to us are based on a carbon base, whereby the quality 
of life goes hand in hand with the ability of self-movement. 
In trees, self-movement consists of independent growth. 
This does not mean that I exclude the possibility that life 
can also exist on a silicon basis, but we do not currently 
have any evidence of this. All living entities are carbonate-
based and all conscious beings known to us are alive. If 
there was at least one living entity which is silicon based, 
we can further consider the option of mind uploading. For 
this reason I consider the assumption that in thirty years 
we will be able to load our personality onto a hard disk 
as highly implausible. What I mean by this in a nutshell is 
the following. In the middle ages, scholars discussed how 
many angels fit on the tip of a needle. Nowadays, we talk 
about the simulation argument. Both topics are fun. Both 
discourses make sense from the perspective of the specific 
cultural background. Yet, in both instances we avoid being 
concerned with the most pressing issues of our times.15

Much more promising than the transfer of the personality 
to a computer seems to me to be the integration of 
the computer into the body, because it is this line of 
development that we have been able to observe for 
decades. Computers are becoming smaller and smaller and 
more and more integrated into the body. Such an upgraded 
body can in turn be well monitored by computers, through 
which we gain numerous insights into physical and genetic 
processes. In this way, too, the possibilities of human 
self-design can be promoted. In particular, the already 
reliable, precise, and cost-effective genetic modification 
techniques, which I consider to be the most important 
scientific innovations of this decade, will enable us in the 
not too distant future to overcome numerous previous limits 
of our humanity. However, we will not achieve immortality 
in this way.

Still, we need to seriously consider the implications of 
emerging technologies. The common ancestors we have 
with great apes lived six million years ago. The public use 
of the internet has been realized less than forty years ago. 
Promising genome editing techniques have only been 
realized recently. Yet, both techniques have significantly 
affected our lives already. We need to think about the 
implications of these technologies, as they concern all 
aspects of our life world. No one knows exactly what 
the future will lead to. Now, we can think about it, make 
decisions, and act accordingly. The best minds of our 
generation are needed to reflect upon the impacts of 
emerging technologies, and for actively shaping our future.

NOTES

1. See R. Kurzweil and T. Grossman, Transcend. Nine Steps to Living 
Well Forever.

2. S. L. Sorgner, Menschenwürde nach Nietzsche: Die Geschichte 
eines Begriffs.

3. Reflections on the impact of emerging technologies are of 
central relevance for shaping the world we live in. We even 
develop capacities for actively altering who we will be as human 
beings. Given the enormous potential of emerging technologies, 
we need to discuss what we want, and which values, and norms 
are supposed to be the principles on which we base our actions 
(Sorgner, Transhumanismus: ‘Die gefährlichste Idee der Welt’!?). 
To be able to comprehensively reflect upon these issues, we 
need an appropriate basis for developing them. This is where 

check our bodily functions. Researchers at Tufts University 
have already developed a sensor that can be integrated 
into our teeth to monitor our food intake.9 Using these 
sensors and the permanent monitoring of our body, we 
can detect diseases not only when they are far advanced, 
but possibly even before they have begun to develop. 
Predictive maintenance is the name given to this process in 
machines. Predictive maintenance will also be possible in 
humans with the evolution of the Internet of Bodily Things, 
a network of interacting chips located in the human body, 
which in turn will radically increase the human health span, 
the span of a healthy life. Expanding the human health 
span is a central goal of most transhumanists.10 I consider 
these visions of genetic development and the upgraded 
human being to be probable and promising. 

Unfortunately, transhumanism in public perception is 
often associated with another technique and a particular 
philosophy of mind actively represented in the media by 
Elon Musk and his friends: mind uploading.11 This is the 
idea that our personality will be loaded into a computer 
and that the future of human existence will be a digital 
one. The so-called simulation argument,12 which is often 
discussed by Musk in public, presupposes the possibility 
of mind uploading and presents reasons why its realization 
is obvious. A predominant interpretation of Moore’s 
law suggests, for example, that the processor power of 
computers doubles every two years. Since the human 
personality is to be understood as software that runs on the 
hardware of the body, it is to be expected that in the coming 
decades the performance of processors will be so high that 
human personalities can exist as software on computers. In 
this way, human immortality can be realized.13 This is a highly 
implausible thought, as we have no reason for claiming that 
life and, in particular, consciousness can exist in a silicon-
based entity. Unfortunately, it is exactly this thought that 
is primarily identified with transhumanism in the public: 
Transhumanists want to become immortal by means of 
mind uploading. This is how transhumanism is usually 
presented in the media. But this is not a characterization 
that affects all varieties of transhumanism. Numerous 
transhumanists do indeed proceed from the plausibility of 
this idea, since they share the image of human beings just 
mentioned. However, transhumanism is not necessarily 
linked to this anthropology, which implies a functional 
theory of mind.14 It is definitely not a way to become 
immortal. We cannot even conceptualize immortality in a 
meaningful manner. The expansion process of our universe 
might stop eventually so that no further movements will 
occur. Alternatively, the expansion process of the universe 
could turn into a contraction process that could take us 
towards a cosmological singularity. How should human 
beings be able to survive such a process? Yet, this is what 
ought to be possible, if human immortality were an option.

The essence of transhumanism lies exclusively in affirming 
the use of the latest techniques to promote the likelihood of 
a good life. Which techniques are relevant here and which 
concept of the good life is supposed to be considered, 
is intensively discussed among transhumanists. I myself 
cannot rule out the possibility of mind uploading, but for 
numerous reasons I do not associate it with too much hope 
in the near future. The decisive reason is that all forms of life 
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Is the apple 
red?

what and
where are
colors?

neuroscientists 
claim we live in a 

colorless world, I 
will show you that 
colors are indeed 

physical and in 
the world!

www.consciousness.it, riccardo.manzotti@gmail.com

© Riccardo Manzotti, 2019
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The main reason why science 
and philosophy relocated 
colors from the environ-
ment into the mind, is that dif-
ferent people seem to see 
different colors, and thus 
colors cannot be there, in 
the world.

t
r
ic
h
r
o
m
a
t

D
ic
h
r
o
m
a
t

Bau!

muuuh!

The only reason
why I think I see
the real apple is
that I am in the 
most common

group

Yet it is not 
that everyone 
sees whatever 

they like, 
there are con-

straints.
We have no 
real proof 

for instance 

remarkably, we can alter the color that we see and 
this is something that has convinced many that 

colors are in the mind. Try it yourself. 

This colored afterimage phenomenon is very well 
known and it shows that after adaptation we see  

colors differently ...

Stare at the red square for 20 
secs and then quickly shift to the 

square on the right. 

it does not look gray, right?
which color did you see? 

find out on page six.

strange as it may 
seem, the dominant view

in science is that the world 
is devoid of colors.

we project them, 
but the world is colorless! 

A rather curious idea ...

Am I really
colorless?

The familiar world of 
color we live in 

presents a problem: 
scientists can't pin-

point color.

if colors 
are different for 

different subjects,
they cannot 

be in the world. 
can they?

2
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The space of colors 
is (nearly) closed!

Its extremes are very similar

in contrast, the space 
of light is not closed.

its extremes are 
completely different!

certain colors (brown, gold) 
do not exist

among the frequencies of light

colors 
are not 

continuous. 
in fact, we 

see bands in 
the rainbow.

But frequen-
cy is wholly 
continuous.

if that’s the case,
let’s start a journey
from the object to 
our head, to see
whether colors
are somewhere
to be found.

The first 
step is the 

medium, that is, 
the light.

can colors 
be in the
light?

many people
believe that
colors are 
in the light!

or they may be
created 

in the eyes!
after all, 
could we 

see colors 
without 
eyes?

what about
the brain?
don’t we

have a color
cortex?

or by the periph-
eral nerves and 
the neural gan-

glia

So many options 
cannot all be true.
Let’s start with light.

I am sure they taught in high school that light is 
colored. don’t they always show a color 

spectrum next to light frequency? 
But this conclusion is wrong! 

Isaac
Newton
1642 b.
1727 d.

Did I hear the word ‘light’? Then, let me step in! 
I am very likely the guy who is the most responsi-

ble for the idea that colors are in the light.
I am Isaac Newton! But don’t blame me for such a 

silly idea. light is simply not colored!

so, isaac, 
why is light

not colored? 
Actually, it is a 
pretty common 
idea. can you 

recap an 
explanation?

yes, of 
course!

it all boils down
to the fact that 
colors and light 

have different
properties and
thus they cannot 

be the same.

color spectrum

light frequency (λ)
450                              750

3
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I’ll be honest, 
I encouraged many mistakes!

the funniest was probably the idea 
that the rainbow is made 

of “seven” colors!
So many theories have sevens!

Bach had seven notes! lucky guy!

but if you look carefully, 
from a phenomenological perspective, 
you won’t see seven salient colors, 

but six!

I wanted a 
seventh color!

so, I 
suggested

indigo!

do you want evidence?
go no further than the

cover of Pink Floyd’s album
“the dark side of the moon”

(c) 1973.

As you see with a prism, 
sunlight splits into only 
six wonderful colors!

so much the worse
for my whim!

in fact, I’ve never 
claimed that colors are 

in the light. 
I only said that 

light has the disposition 
to trigger colors 

in one’s visual system.
but where?

in the eye perhaps?

I’m sorry, Isaac,
but in the eye there 

are no colors!
there are only cells 
called cones that 
capture light and 
release rhodopsin
to trigger neural 

impulses.

We are the cones 
and we’re sensitive

to various light 
frequencies! But we 
ourselves are not 

colored! We 
might be tempted to 

think that signals get their 
color from the nerve as 

Johannes Muller 
suggested in 1835!

He claimed that nerves 
have a sort of “specific energy”.
But of course this is not true! 

Neural signals 
have no color and 
are all the same!

fa sol la si do re mi

 a  b   c  d   e  f   g

towards
 the br

ain

4
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information 
has no color.

Bits are 
colorless.

take a neuron.
Does it have 

any color? no.

or a neural signal in the 
brain. Coding does not 

create color.

The same holds true inside a 
computer. The color codes are 

just numbers

The association between colors and 
information is arbitrary and conventional

if the physical is devoid 
of colors, how can a 
brain, which is just 
as physical, 
have or 
produce them?

yet, the idea that the brain 
creates the colors we see 

(which do not exist in the 
world) is just silly. There is 

no inner world inside the 
brain. No one believes

in an inner 
projector!

is something 
utterly 
mysterious? 
no problem!
Neuroscience 
has a 
solution 
for 
everything?!?

It’s all in the 
brain and a 

brain can do it 
all! You need 

color? 
The brain 

creates it! 
But how? Well, 
nobody knows!

nobody 
has
ever 
explained 
why, where 
and how 
the brain 
transforms 
signals into colors!

We started from the 
apple and haven’t found 

any color yet. 
The last possibility 

is the brain. 
If that fails, we will 
have to go back to 
square one and 

revisit our assumptions.

brain

ph
ys

ica
l 
w

o
r
ld

Convince yourself by considering virtual
reality. Are there any virtual colors inside 

the device? No, just physical colors. A pure 
virtual red, so to speak, doesn’t exist! 

There are only tiny LCD screens!

The red I see
is a 

physical red!
it is not a

virtual red!

03:EF:3A

just a bit
 of logic!

5
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The idea that the brain has a 
color space has led many to 
model color in geometrical 
spaces. They are accurate and 
useful tools, but they are not 
real physical spaces.

color spaces are simply ways 
to organize colors in an

efficient way. Yet they are not 
... inside the brain!

The more cognitive and computer 
scientists speak of color spaces as 
though they were real, the more 
they conceive of color 
as an abstract entity 
made of pure 
information. 
But look at 
their 
equations and 
you won’t find 
any color in 
them!

I’m red!
I’m red!

why don’t you 
see me!

I’m here!

Mmm… we’ve come full circle since Newton. 
If colors are neither in the eye nor in the 
brain, maybe we were too hasty! after all 
the apple really looks red! what if colors 

were in the external world?

look at me!
I can do 
tricks!
can’t I?

Let’s take a step back. in the 1850s a war 
raged between two giants in color science! 
On one hand, Helmholtz believed that colors 
are physical quantities, while on the other, 
Hering claimed that colors are mental 
opponent quantities!

colors are
in the world! colors are

in the mind!

one idea is that the 
world contains 

quantities (red, green 
and blue) that our 

body picks up, 
but they are there ...

the other idea is 
that there is
nothing in the 

world and that our 
body creates 

colors in some 
mental space ...

450 750 
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Likewise, a truck is both still 
and moving. it can have umpteen 

relative velocities!

Luckily there is a 
way to solve the 
problem! Let’s 
go back to the 
afterimage on 
page two. What 
do you really 
see? 

did you see
the color 

on the left
or the color 
on the right?

cyan or 
green?

greencyan or

The tradition states
that we ought to 
see green. 
But 
we don’t! 
We see 
cyan!

But people don’t see green, 
they see cyan! this is an empiri-
cal fact!
so we can begin to envisage a 
different explanation that will 
take colors back in the real 
world, albeit with some 
important 
difference! 

First, 
you stare at a red 

patch for 20 secs, during 
which you loose sensitivity 

for the property 
you call red.

the adaptation may 
happen in many ways, 
but, for the sake of 
the example, let’s 
suppose that one 

type of cone 
become 

almost blind.

the gray patch on page two has 
all components, but you cannot 

see the red one! so you see 
what it is left: blue and green

you are left with cyan, because it’s the 
color, inside gray, you can now see.

I see a 
cyan 

square!

the patch is 

both cyan and white 

and many other relative 
colors! the world is relative 
and colors are relative too!

I see a 
cyan 

square!

I see a white 
square!

any object 
has as many 
relative ve-
locities as 
there are 

other 
objects. 

likewise, can 
an  object 

have as many 
relative colors 

as other physical 
systems around? 

Yes of course! 

deaf philosopher blind philosopher

scholars read what
they ought to see.

but they rarely
check what

they see
with their

own
eyes!

Isn’t 
it surprising that 

most philosophers 
and scientists have 

never done the test 
themselves? They have 

read that you see 
GREEN after RED, but 
they have not seen it
with their own eyes!

nobody
wants
Red!

I pick
blue!

I pick
green!

7
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!

So if colors are relative
to other physical
systems (such 
as our bodies)
the problem
we started 
with has 
been solved.
any object 
has umpteent
relative
colors.
each body
brings 
into
existence
one particular
relative color
at a time,
but the
object has
all of them. 

So, the apple has a 
multitude of colors.

each of us has a
 different body 
and so each of 
us brings into 

existence a 
different 

apple (with 
a different 

color). 
the world 
is richer 

but there 
are no 
mental 

colors. All 
the colors 
we see are 

in the world. 
everything is 

physical.

we started 
from the naive 
idea of a physi-
cal world where 
colors were the 
same for every-

one. It didn’t 
work well ...

I am 
the relative apple.

I have no 
absolute color.

my color is 
relative to your 

body.

We then switched to the 
scientific picture of the 

world where there are no 
colors. But that didn’t work 

either ....

but, 
thanks to the rela-

tive object, The rainbow 
breaks into our world again!
 everything is like a rainbow! 
everything has all the colors 

different subjects see it having. 
because colors exist relative to 

other physical systems,
like everything else,

all is relative!

The world is a 
“rainbow world”.
    everything 
has umpteen 
relative colors!

but of 
course, we 

can see only 
one color at

 a time. The one 
that exists
relative to 
our body.

in 
a rainbow 

world, colors 
are back in the 
world! they are 

no longer a 
creation of 
the mind!

8
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Note from the Editor
Peter Boltuc
UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS, SPRINGFIELD

We are pleased to open the issue with an article by an 
eminent team of philosophers. Jack Copeland is the 2017 
Barwise Prize winner, and Diane Proudfoot, one of the 
leading female analytical philosophers. The article tries 
to explain A. Turing’s opaque Remarque, made a couple 
of times over the years, that “in certain circumstances—
it would be impossible to find the programme inserted 
into quite a simple machine.” After insightful analysis, the 
authors argue that the machine able to accomplish this 
would likely have been developed when Turing worked 
on coding- and decoding-machines around WWII and may 
have remained classified.

In his article on “Systems with ‘Subjective Feelings’,” Igor 
Aleksander follows Ch. Koch’s idea to identify “a formal 
expression of the ‘subjective feelings in artefacts’.” 
Philosophically, the author operates within the traditional 
functionalist approach to consciousness. In this context, 
discussion of the work of S. Franklin’s 2017–2018 
contributions to this newsletter, operating in a similar 
philosophical framework, brings in important comparisons. 
Aleksander casts the problem in more general, abstract, 
but also quite formal, concepts. Magnus Johnsson, in 
his article “Conscious Machine Perception,” presents an 
idea of building and artificial cognitive architecture by 
modeling the mammal brain at a systems-level, which 
consists in identifying the components of the brain and 
their interactions. This is based largely on self-organizing 
topographical feature representations, or mind maps. Both 
papers by I. Aleksander and M. Johnson were prepared for 
the session on Machine Consciousness of IACAP (Warsaw, 
June 2018).

One of the most controversial articles published in this 
newsletter, by Stefan L. Sorgner, focuses on presenting 
and arguing in favor of many aspects of Transhumanism. 
Technology has always been changing human nature, and 
the radical technological shift due to AI would and should 
have the greatest impact, argues the author. Hence, “we 
should take evolution in our own hands.” Let me leave 
the readers in suspense; the rest of the arguments can be 
found in the article.

Then we have a philosophical cartoon by Riccardo Manzotti 
on What and Where Colors Are. Subjectively, I find it the 
most persuasive, and one of the most philosophically 
interesting of the cartoons that the author published with 
us over the years—but maybe it is just most colorful (for the 
first time the cartoon uses colors).

We close the issue with three notes, one by committee 
chair Marcello Guarini, this note from the editor, and, 
finally, a note by four authors: Adam Briggle, Sky Croeser, 
Shannon Vallor, and D. E. Wittkower, brought to us by the 
latter, which introduces to our readers a new initiative, The 
Journal of Sociotechnical Critique.

COMMITTEE NOTES
Note from the Chair
Marcello Guarini
UNIVERSITY OF WINDSOR, CANADA

Congratulations to Gualtiero Piccinini, the winner of 
the 2018 Barwise Prize! Dr. Piccinini has been very busy 
these days. At the 2019 Eastern APA, his book, Physical 
Computation: A Mechanistic Account (OUP, 2015), was 
featured in a book panel organized by the committee on 
philosophy and computers. As well as featuring Gualtiero, 
commentators included Frances Egan, John Symons, Nico 
Oralandi, and Martin Roth. Committee member Gary Mar 
served as session chair. This session was organized before 
Dr. Piccinini was selected as the Barwise winner; his Barwise 
paper will be presented at a future APA meeting.

And the philosophy and computers sessions just keep 
coming. At the 2019 APA Pacific meeting, we had two 
sessions. One was entitled “Data Ethics,” chaired by 
Joshua August Skorburg, who also delivered a paper 
in the session. Other speakers included Shannon Vallor 
and Colin Koopman. Our second session was entitled 
“Philosophical Insights from Computational Studies: Why 
Should Computation Thinking Matter to Philosophers?” 
Gary Mar chaired the session and delivered a paper, and 
his fellow speakers were Edward Zalta and Aydin Mohseni, 
who presented on behalf of Cailin O’Connor.

I want to thank everyone who has been involved in making 
our sessions a success. The feedback on philosophy and 
computers sessions has been strong, and there is every 
reason to want to continue organizing sessions at future 
APA meetings.

As has been announced by the APA and discussed in earlier 
issues of this newsletter, the ‘Philosophy and x’ committees 
are being discontinued; however, this does not mean that 
our activities are required to cease. It is possible for groups 
to request affiliated status with the APA. Indeed, Amy 
Ferrer, executive director of the APA, has reached out and 
indicated that this would be one path that our committee 
could follow if we wanted some of our activities at the 
APA to continue. While our existence as an APA committee 
would cease, we could organize ourselves as a group and 
request affiliation with the APA. The details of what would 
be involved and any concomitant changes to our rights and 
privileges when changing from a committee to a group 
would all need to be discussed. That said, there is hope 
that our activities, in one form or another, might be able to 
continue. My term as chair of the committee will come to 
an end as of June 30, 2019. I will work with our associate 
chair, Peter Boltuc, who takes over as chair on July 1, and 
the rest of the committee to see how we can continue to 
serve the philosophy and computers community.
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We have structured our new journal, The Journal of 
Sociotechnical Critique, in order to help address these 
issues. First, we are another open-access venue for 
publishing philosophical and theoretically oriented 
interdisciplinary work on NEST issues, focusing on 
philosophy of technology, internet studies, environmental 
ethics, and library and information sciences. More radically, 
we hope to allow scholars of NEST greater practical ability 
to do engaged research as primary research by peer-
reviewing and publishing accounts of this research, granting 
it the status of peer-reviewed publication. In doing this we 
intend (1) to assert that engaged research in our field is 
research, not service, and (2) to place engaged research, 
through its re-instantiation as a peer-reviewed publication 
in an academic journal, firmly within the “research” column 
for hiring, tenure, and promotion processes.

These are our aims and scope:

The Journal of Sociotechnical Critique is a no-fee, open-
access, peer-reviewed scholarly journal that seeks to 
support theoretically engaged critical, public, and activist 
work at the intersections of philosophy of technology, 
internet studies, communications theory, library and 
information science, environmental ethics, and related 
fields.

We hold that digital media and online culture call for 
new, agile social-critical theory that should be published 
quickly and without paywalls in order to ensure that high-
quality research that takes place within swiftly changing 
technological landscapes is available while it is as relevant 
and lively as possible, and to as many readers as possible.

We hold that the divide between theory and practice is 
artificial; that the proper response to theoretical positions 
may be direct engagement or action, and, conversely, 
that direct engagement or action can provide insight and 
understanding at a theoretical level.

We hold that the application of scholarship in public 
engagement and direct action can be a proper part of 
scholarship and research; that, as social-critical scholars, 
working on implementations suggested by our scholarship 
is legitimate research activity for us just as it is for our 
colleagues in engineering departments.

We hold that insofar as scholarship makes normative claims 
about policy, public opinion, or contemporary activities or 
beliefs, it is a legitimate part of scholarship to engage directly 
with the public; that when we take up the task of bringing 
our scholarship to bear in public—rather than hoping it will 
be noticed by journalists or commentators, and that those 
journalists or commentators should happen to have ability, 
motivation, time, and commitment enough to understand 
and communicate it clearly—this is not a derivative or mere 
application of research, but is itself a productive scholarly 
act which increases knowledge, information, and impact just 
as does any other original research.

We hold that the purpose of emphasizing peer-reviewed 
work in tenure and promotion processes is to ensure that 
a candidate’s own scholarly community recognizes and 

A New Direction in Supporting Scholarship 
on Philosophy and Computers: The Journal 
of Sociotechnical Critique
Adam Briggle
UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS

Sky Croeser
CURTIN UNIVERSITY

Shannon Vallor
SANTA CLARA UNIVERSITY

D. E. Wittkower
OLD DOMINION UNIVERSITY

Scholarship in the field of Philosophy of Technology has 
undergone extended and robust growth over the past thirty 
years or so, but scholars working on philosophical issues 
with new and emerging science and technology (NEST) 
continue to face distinctive problems in the format in which 
we publish our research. We have excellent journals that 
are dedicated to philosophy of technology, such as Techne 
and Philosophy and Technology, but they are closed-
access, presenting a problem for scholars concerned with 
influencing debates outside of academia, as well as those 
working with EU funding bodies implementing Plan S, which 
requires publication of funded research in fully open-access 
journals. We have excellent open-access interdisciplinary 
journals, such as First Monday and The International Review 
of Information Ethics, but only a few are widely known and 
read among even our own specialty within philosophy, and 
many publish more social-scientific work than philosophical-
theoretical work. A more fundamental issue, though, is that 
even the (impossible) perfect journal—fully open-access, 
well-known, and commonly read within our field, a good 
venue for the development of interdisciplinary theoretically 
oriented debate—would not meet our most distinctive 
need as scholars of NEST: engagement with public debate, 
with policy, with industry, and with direct action.

Working in the fast-changing environment of NEST gives 
us strong incentives to publish quickly, and to respond to 
current events in order to produce research when it is most 
relevant. We also want to ensure our work is impactful, 
and this motivates us to conduct our research in direct 
engagement with publics, legislators, and industry. These 
forms of engagement, although they best fit our desire 
to maximize the relevance and impact of our research 
activities, are not typically recognized as research in hiring, 
tenure, and promotion processes, since in most areas 
of philosophy, public and engaged work of these sorts 
is more often a secondary application of research which 
primarily occurs elsewhere. For scholars of NEST, though, 
these public and engaged locations are often primary 
locations of our research activity—or, at least, they would 
often be if we were not required by hiring, tenure, and 
promotion processes to sacrifice the relevance and impact 
of our research in exchange for the markers of traditional 
academic research.
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define an agenda for scholarly investigation?” (1990, p. 21). 
We assert that, at the intersection of social-critical theory 
and technology, the application of theory to practical action 
and existing institutions constitutes novel research of both 
practical and theoretical value, and welcome scholarship of 
application in the form of field reports or autoethnographic 
writing concerning applications including theoretically 
grounded direct action, activist scholarship, policy work, 
consultancy, and work in and with industry, on issues 
related to technology, digital culture, and information 
society. Articles should normally run from 3,000–8,000 
words, and should consist of theoretically framed accounts 
of authors’ applied activities, projects and initiatives. 

———

We welcome submissions at any time.

While we hope that the journal will be successful, well-
read, and impactful, we have wider goals as well. We hope 
that this model for publication of engaged scholarship 
may be adaptable to and useful within other fields, within 
philosophy and beyond it, that emphasize public and 
engaged scholarship, and that similarly structured journals 
may emerge in other areas. We also hope that this initiative 
will bring greater awareness of the diversity of appropriate 
forms of scholarship—that traditional peer-reviewed journal 
article publications are not the only and are not always 
the best format and method for research, but that some 
scholarship is best pursued through engagement with 
publics, through work on policy development or reform, 
through industry partnership, or through direct action.

CALL FOR PAPERS
It is our pleasure to invite all potential authors to submit to the 
APA Newsletter on Philosophy and Computers. Committee 
members have priority since this is the newsletter of the 
committee, but anyone is encouraged to submit. We 
publish papers that tie in philosophy and computer science 
or some aspect of “computers”; hence, we do not publish 
articles in other sub-disciplines of philosophy. All papers 
will be reviewed, but only a small group can be published.

The area of philosophy and computers lies among a number 
of professional disciplines (such as philosophy, cognitive 
science, computer science). We try not to impose writing 
guidelines of one discipline, but consistency of references 
is required for publication and should follow the Chicago 
Manual of Style. Inquiries should be addressed to the 
editor, Dr. Peter Boltuc, at pboltu@sgh.waw.pl.

certifies the value of the candidate’s work within the field, 
and that it is, therefore, our responsibility as social-critical 
scholars to inform tenure and promotion committees of 
the legitimacy of public and activist work in our area by 
ensuring that it can be represented in the form of peer-
reviewed publications so that this work appears rightly in 
the “research” category of scholarly activity rather than 
being misrepresented as “service.”

We publish peer-reviewed work in three categories:

Research Articles:

We welcome critical and theoretical work related to the 
character, structure, and meaning of life in our contemporary 
sociotechnical contexts. Articles should normally run from 
3,000–8,000 words, with exceptions as warranted. Articles 
may be purely theoretical, or may include case studies, 
applications, or other empirical work, but the primary 
intent of the article should be to critique and intervene at a 
theoretical level.

Public Scholarship:

We welcome critical and theoretically grounded writing 
for a general audience concerning technology, digital 
culture, and information society. The journal will peer-
review and publish post-scripts to already-published public 
scholarship. The previously published public-scholarship 
should normally run from 800–3,000 words, and should have 
previously been published in a mass-media publication not 
more than 12 months prior. Submissions should include a 
link to the already-published public scholarship and a post-
script of not more than 3,000 words that should provide 
context, commentary, and citations which the author wishes 
to provide to a scholarly audience which were burdensome 
or inappropriate in the original public-oriented article, as 
well as insights for further research, since public scholarship 
is not merely an application of theory but itself can generate 
new knowledge and understanding. The post-script also 
provides an opportunity for public scholars to provide 
notes that may be of value to readers who are learning how 
to pitch articles to editors or how to productively engage 
with publics. Republication in this journal allows public 
scholars to add a layer of peer-reviewed certification to 
public engagements that reviewers find to be sufficiently 
robust and substantive.

Scholarship of Application:

The term “Scholarship of Application” comes from Ernest 
Boyer’s “Scholarship Reconsidered,” especially as framed by 
the motivating question, “Can social problems themselves 

https://depts.washington.edu/gs630/Spring/Boyer.pdf
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It is my pleasure to announce the appointment of Dr. Marc 
Bobro as co-editor of the APA Newsletter on Philosophy in 
Two-Year Colleges beginning with the fall 2019 issue. Dr. 
Bobro is professor and chair of Philosophy at Santa Barbara 
City College in California, where he has taught since 2005, 
and has served the APA in a number of capacities. He holds 
a PhD in philosophy from the University of Washington, 
an MA from King’s College London, and a BA from the 
University of Arizona. He specializes in the history of 
modern philosophy, especially Leibniz, and has a blog on 
teaching (https://whatleibnizneverdid.wordpress.com/). 
Dr. Bobro coaches debate teams for the Ethics Bowl as well 
as the International Business Ethics Case Competition. He is 
also the bassist and tubist for the mythopoetic punk band 
Crying 4 Kafka and collaborates on art with Elizabeth Folk.

I am very excited to have the opportunity to work with Dr. 
Bobro. The editorial board and I feel that we can attract 
even greater numbers of first-rate submissions and build 
our readership if editorial responsibilities are shared. So I 
thank Dr. Bobro in advance for his service. 

I am also very excited about the present issue of the 
newsletter. In the first article of this issue, Dr. Rebecca 
Scott, a newly hired assistant professor of philosophy, 
offers a one-semester retrospective of her time at Harper 
College. And, in the final article of this issue, Professor Bill 
Hartmann offers his own retrospective as he approaches 
retirement after a twenty-four-year career at Saint Louis 
Community College, and provides some advice to those 
seeking positions in philosophy at community colleges. 
Between these bookends are two thought-provoking 
essays on approaches to teaching philosophy. In the first, 
Dr. Kristina Grob argues that philosophy instructors should 
design their courses to sharpen students’ metacognitive 
skills in order to address several problems that community 
college students frequently face. In the second, Dr. Hoon 
J. Lee discusses his experience with, and the benefits of, 
teaching a “no-cost” course in philosophy.

I hope the reader enjoys these articles as much as I did.

ARTICLES
One Semester In
Rebecca Scott
HARPER COLLEGE

As I reflect back on my first semester as a full-time faculty 
member at a community college, I feel a mix of emotions—
exhilaration, pride, anxiety, and a whole lot of gratitude. 
The path to getting a tenure-track job in philosophy 
has been difficult. A year ago, I had all but given up on 
academia, and I was struggling to let go of my dream of 
being a philosophy professor and to reimagine my future 
in a different career. I had taken a number of temporary 
jobs—a one-semester sabbatical replacement, a one-year 
job in North Carolina away from my spouse, an adjunct 
position in Chicago that I had to supplement with substitute 
teaching—and I was totally done with living in precarity. I 
wanted to start a life. I wanted a steady income. I wanted 
health insurance. I wanted to know what I would be doing 
more than six months in the future. I wanted to be seen and 
to see myself as a professional with a career. And I had also 
come to realize how much I loved my city, Chicago. I wanted 
so badly to be able to stay where I had planted roots. But I 
was beginning to realize that I was going to have to choose 
between teaching philosophy and everything else.

And then, all of a sudden, I didn’t have to choose. In my 
last attempt at getting a job in philosophy, I was offered a 
tenure-track position at Harper College, a two-year college 
in the Northwest suburbs of Chicago. I could stay in Chicago 
and be a philosophy professor. It may sound dramatic, 
but getting the position at Harper has been something 
of a miracle for me. Even though the people that love me 
will tell me that I got the job because I worked hard and 
deserve it, the truth is that there are a hundred other people 
(some of whom I know personally) who worked just as hard 
and are just as, if not more, deserving. The job market in 
philosophy is brutal and unfair and soul-crushing. So I feel 
incredibly lucky and I am deeply grateful. 

For some people, the idea that teaching at a community 
college is a dream come true might sound strange. There 
remains a stigma surrounding community colleges, and 
within academia, most people view being at a four-year 
research institution as the ultimate achievement. But I’ve 
always known that I would be perfectly happy, if not happier, 
at a two-year school. Early in my career in philosophy, I had 
the opportunity to teach philosophy at a college access 
program, the Elon Academy, a program at Elon University for 

https://whatleibnizneverdid.wordpress.com/
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course on Existentialism with a faculty member from the 
English department. And I have received support from 
my department for a grant I was given by the American 
Association of Philosophy Teachers (AAPT) for innovation in 
pedagogy.

In short, I have found Harper to be a place where focusing 
on the development of my pedagogical craft is encouraged 
and celebrated. At many four-year institutions, the 
emphasis on research leads some faculty members to see 
teaching as what they have to do so that they can do what 
they really want to do. Furthermore, at some institutions 
there is disregard or even disdain for the scholarship of 
teaching and learning. People who care too much about 
teaching are viewed as not being serious philosophers 
and researchers. At Harper, however, I feel completely free 
to express my passion for thinking philosophically about 
pedagogy and have found that many of my colleagues are 
equally passionate and thoughtful about education.

But the best and most important part of my experience this 
semester has been the students. Of course, the stigma 
surrounding community college students extends also 
to them. Many people assume that community college 
students are less academically “prepared” than other 
students and less capable of “high-level” academic work. 
And students at two-year schools are commonly viewed 
through a deficit lens. That is, people often focus on what 
the students lack—money, time, support, stability, a family 
history of college, academic skills, and so on. And while it 
is certainly true that my students face a number obstacles 
that most students at institutions with wealthier and more 
privileged populations do not—for example, my students 
work on average 30–40 hours per week on top of going 
to school—my community college students bring so many 
strengths to the classroom.

For example, right away I have discovered that they are 
refreshingly authentic and honest. On the first day of my 
Intro to Philosophy class, I asked students why they were 
taking the class, and one student flatly said that he was 
there because otherwise he would have to pay rent to his 
parents. He didn’t think that he wanted to go to college, 
but his parents were forcing him. While this may not be 
the answer that we hope to hear as professors, it was 
refreshing to have students who weren’t just telling me 
what I wanted to hear because they knew how to “play the 
game.” In fact, unlike at some community colleges, many 
of my students grew up in wealthy suburbs and they are 
at Harper because they don’t quite fit the traditional mold 
of the suburban kid who goes to a prestigious four-year 
school. I have found my students to be restless, rebellious, 
searching, and honest—all properties that are assets in 
philosophical inquiry.

And while many of my younger students are at Harper 
because they aren’t really sure of what they want, other 
students know exactly why they are there. For example, 
last semester I had one student who was going through a 
divorce and was determined to finish her dream of getting 
her associate’s degree. One of my students was a combat 
veteran who had done several tours in Afghanistan and was 
now hoping to get a job in law enforcement. One student 

high school students who are low-income and/or the first 
in their families to attend college. Through this experience, 
and subsequent work teaching students who are much 
wealthier and more privileged, I realized that I find every 
teaching situation uniquely fascinating and challenging, 
both philosophically and pedagogically.

In my view, the site of the classroom is the ultimate 
meeting ground of all of the most important and interesting 
philosophical questions. Thinking about teaching and 
learning involves thinking about who we are, the nature 
of knowledge, the roles of power and authority, our moral 
and political responsibilities, discourse and language, and 
much more. The practice of teaching is, for me, endlessly 
philosophically interesting, and each particular context in 
which teaching and learning happen raises all of these 
important questions. So for me, who I’m teaching has 
always been less important than that I’m teaching. Every 
group of students brings their own strengths, weaknesses, 
and needs to the learning community and, as clichéd as it 
may sound, I truly believe that every educational context 
presents its own opportunities and challenges that are 
worth taking up.

But, of course, there are institutional structures and policies 
that can promote or prevent the flourishing of teaching and 
learning. And in this way, I feel incredibly lucky to be at 
Harper. My biggest concern coming in was the fact that I 
was going to be teaching a 5/5 load. I worried that teaching 
five courses at a time would not allow me to provide 
students with the individualized attention and care that is 
central to my pedagogical approach. I have been pleasantly 
surprised, however, by the class sizes at Harper. While 
I’m teaching five courses, my classes have been smaller 
than they were at other institutions, and I have fewer total 
students than I did when I was teaching four courses at 
other schools. Moreover, I’m lucky to be in a department in 
which, even as a junior faculty member, I am largely able 
to choose the courses and schedule that work best for me.

In addition to worrying about the load, I was also 
concerned about having the freedom to be pedagogically 
innovative. I thrive on perpetually re-thinking and re-
imagining my courses and teaching methods. It is rare 
for one of my courses to stay the same for more than 
one or two semesters in a row, and I often take risks in 
the classroom by introducing out-of-the-box activities and 
assignments, some of which are successful and some of 
which, of course, fall flat. Although I had the impression in 
the interview process that Harper was a place that would 
support my pedagogical experimentation, I couldn’t be 
totally sure until I was on the ground.

I am happy to say that the opportunities and support that 
I have received for pedagogical innovation so far have 
been incredible. In my first year, I will have attended three 
conferences—the National Collegiate Honors Council 
conference, the Lilly Conference on Teaching and Learning 
in Higher Education, and the Central APA, where I organized 
the APA/AAPT Teaching Hub. In the fall, I took an Action 
Research class with colleagues from various departments 
at Harper in which we conducted mini research projects 
in our classes. Next semester, I am co-teaching a 
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connections between philosophy and the world outside 
the philosophy classroom; and we can create frequent 
opportunities for controlled failure so they learn cognitive 
resilience and become more open to trying new ways 
of learning. Additionally, by incorporating elements of 
metaphilosophy at the intro level, we can accelerate our 
students’ metacognitive gains. The benefit to this is that we 
increase our student retention and, over time, hope to see 
stronger graduation and transfer rates. 

Making increased metacognition one of our central 
outcomes in our classes may help mitigate the shame 
some students feel because this doesn’t single anyone out 
as being underprepared. Students may be more receptive 
to the methods we teach when we pitch strategies for self-
reflection and scholarly experimentation as an invitation to 
the study of philosophy rather than as a remedial activity 
meant to catch them up to their better-prepared peers 
elsewhere. As we teach our students such philosophical 
methods as how to think about thinking and how to pay 
attention to beliefs, attitudes, values, and habits, we can 
help them apply those methods to themselves. Because 
the questions and methods at the heart of philosophical 
study are already so closely linked to metacognition, those 
of us who teach philosophy may have more opportunities 
than our colleagues in other disciplines to teach to 
strengthen our students’ metacognitive skills because we 
can do so without reinforcing any existing beliefs about 
lack of ability. By teaching metacognitive skills as being the 
standards of the discipline and not as remedial work, we 
give our students the necessary assurance they need that 
we believe they have the ability to succeed. This helps us 
to undo some of the damage done by social stereotypes 
about students in two-year colleges.1

Students who are already aiming for a four-year degree and 
have developed an educational plan that includes a start 
at a two-year college may have less need of foundational 
training in metacognition, but such students are more likely 
to think that they have learning figured out and so can be 
less open to learning more about the learning process than 
students who are already persuaded that they’re not good 
at learning. Students who study at community colleges 
because they’ve failed out of a four-year school already or 
because their high school GPAs were insufficiently strong 
may be held back by a belief that intelligence is fixed, and 
so may see as futile any attempt to learn about new ways 
to learn. Last, students who are testing the waters of higher 
education at a two-year school because they aren’t sure 
whether a four-year degree will benefit them may arrive 
in the philosophy classroom with even greater suspicion 
about the practicality of a course in philosophy. Structuring 
our courses with specific attention to strengthening 
metacognitive skills benefits all three groups of students. 

PROBLEM 1: OUR STUDENTS ARE UNAWARE OF 
THE EXPECTATIONS OF COLLEGE LEARNING

In recent years, college educators have noticed a difference 
in our students, much of which may be the results of more 
widely spread implementation of No Child Left Behind. 
Our students are excellent at memorization but weak in 
synthesis and application.2 They’re largely “performance 

was a young mom seeking more financial stability for her 
son. And several of my students were back in school after 
having gone straight into a job after high school that they 
realized was unsatisfying for them. All of these students 
brought life experience to the classroom that enriched and 
grounded our philosophical conversations in ways that 
I have not experienced at more “elite” institutions with 
“better” students (whatever that means).

So, in sum, I’m one semester in and I could not be happier. 
In just a few months, I have already learned so much from 
my students and my colleagues about how to be a better 
community college professor, and I am excited about the 
future in a way that I never could be when I lacked the 
security of a full-time faculty position. I feel that, at Harper, 
I have finally found my place in academia, a world that 
can often be alienating for so many people. I am beyond 
grateful to have found this home, and I can’t wait to see 
what comes next.

Teaching the Students We Have So They 
Become the Learners They Need to Be: 
Metacognition in Philosophy at Two-Year 
Colleges

Kristina Grob
UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH CAROLINA, SUMTER

In this paper, I note three problems that students face: 
(1) many of our students don’t know how to be college 
students and to take charge of their own learning; (2) 
many of our students don’t see how philosophy (and the 
humanities in general) can help their lives or their careers 
in any practical way; (3) many of our students think they 
already know how to learn, and this, when combined with 
a fixed mindset regarding intelligence, keeps them from 
being open-minded, flexible, teachable students. These 
problems may be endemic among undergraduate students 
as a whole, but they are particularly damaging for students 
at two-year schools. Not only do two-year schools have 
higher proportions of underprepared students, but even 
when there are available resources for helping students 
to learn what it means to be prepared and successful, 
our students face greater obstacles in making use of 
such resources. Job and family commitments reduce the 
amount of time they might be able to spend in a tutoring 
or writing center; insufficient financial aid may keep them 
from taking “welcome to college” courses, assuming they 
are available; perhaps most importantly, shame at being 
perceived as too far behind, dumb, demanding, entitled, 
or otherwise inadequate too frequently keeps them from 
asking for or making use of available help.

There are things we as philosophy faculty can do to 
address these problems: We can design our courses 
to model for them what college learning and behavior 
can look like; we can create assignments and classroom 
activities that require our students to work at the higher 
levels of Bloom’s taxonomy, which can help them make 
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reading guides, require weekly or daily reading journals, 
teach them Socratic note-taking techniques,5 or some 
combination of these to help students to pay attention to 
and engage with texts they feel to be over their heads. 
If we spend a semester requiring and modeling these 
guides, showing them how they can be used for a variety 
of texts in our classrooms, we can encourage them to try 
them out in other courses, thereby teaching them methods 
for understanding written material in any area. 

Designing assignments as well as class discussions and 
short lectures that help students see how philosophical 
ideas and methods apply to areas of life outside the 
philosophy classroom can help them to see that philosophy 
can help them work to become better students. For 
example, I recently taught the Encheiridion of Epictetus, as 
I usually do in my Introduction to Philosophy class, but I 
also required all students to pick any one text or idea from a 
text and live by it for a week. They then had to write up their 
results and give a brief presentation to the class. Several 
of my students applied Stoic principles to their lives and 
tested out the idea that their grades might be among the 
things that are in their control. They discovered that they 
could do well even in classes they disliked, and several 
students reported to the class that they saw their grades 
go up in all classes as a result of reading and applying Stoic 
philosophy. I didn’t tell them to try using Stoic principles to 
improve their study habits, and because they got to make 
that connection on their own, they learned more about 
managing their mental and emotional energy than they 
might have in a lesson explicitly devoted to persuading 
them that their learning is in their control. 

PROBLEM 2: OUR STUDENTS BELIEVE THAT 
PHILOSOPHY IS IMPRACTICAL AND, LIKE, JUST 
YOUR OPINION
I assume anyone reading this has heard more times than 
they can bear to remember that philosophy is just about 
opinions and feelings, so it’s squishy and means anything 
you want it to mean, and no one can ever be wrong. For 
those of us teaching Introduction to Philosophy semester 
by semester by semester, we have an opportunity to pitch 
to our students a course-long argument for the possibility 
of truth-oriented inquiry that takes place outside of the 
hard sciences. This can help shake up their beliefs about 
the differences between the sciences and humanities, and 
that experience of being (possibly) wrong about academic 
disciplines can be an example of the sort of controlled 
failure I’ll discuss below. 

There are as many ways of teaching philosophy as there 
are those teaching it, but one approach that many appear 
to share is a preference for having have students doing 
philosophy instead of merely memorizing facts about 
philosophy.6 Many of us aim to teach in such a way that 
students start generating philosophical questions their 
own and then applying those questions beyond the course 
material. Put differently, many of us, if we had to choose, 
would prefer that students come to value and to be able 
to employ Socratic styles of questioning than that they 
remember for all time the dates of Socrates’s birth and 
death. 

avoiders,” which Ken Bain describes as “surface learners, 
never willing to invest enough of themselves to probe a topic 
deeply because they fear failure, so they stick with trying to 
cope, to survive. They often resort to memorizing and trying 
simply to reproduce what they hear.”3 Most faculty, on the 
other hand, have invested decades of our lives to probing 
a topic deeply, and many of us might have forgotten what 
it was like to be an intimidated first-year student (we might 
never have been intimidated by learning). Moreover, it is 
still currently the case that most faculty came of age before 
primary and secondary education were aimed primarily at 
passing standardized tests. We might therefore struggle to 
understand our students’ fears and their limitations. 

For most of us at two-year schools, our students are non-
residential and are surrounded by higher proportions of 
first-generation college students than their peers at four-
year and residential institutions. This means they have 
fewer aspirational models than their four-year school 
counterparts: at residential (and) four-year schools, first-
generation students can model themselves on the students 
who appear to know what they’re doing, and for residential 
students in particular, they get many opportunities to 
notice what more prepared students do. At associates-level 
schools there tends to be less of a campus culture (though 
it may not be absent), as more students fit their classes in 
around work and family commitments, coming to campus 
for class and finding community elsewhere.

Even if we’ve not experienced the same limitations our 
students appear to have, we can still teach the students 
we have and help them become the students they need 
to be without sacrificing course content and without the 
“coddling” others worry about.4 As we design our courses, 
we should think about the kinds of skills a college student 
needs to have and then create or shape our assignments, 
readings, and classroom culture to help develop those 
skills. Some of those skills include the following:

•	 Knowing how to read and use a syllabus
•	 Understanding the purpose of office hours and 

letting go of the worry that they’re wasting our 
time

•	 Becoming their own best advocates, asking for 
help early and often (the grade grubbing at four-
year schools may be quite different than that at 
two-year schools)

•	 Finding ways to value schoolwork and so to make 
time for it among competing obligations

•	 How to read a challenging text without giving up
•	 How to identify main points of a reading and how 

to arrange key points into a hierarchy
•	 What constitutes a good discussion question and 

why
•	 How to write a logically structured paper
•	 How to do well in a class even when you don’t like 

the subject matter
•	 What it means to come to class prepared

We can teach philosophy and help develop college-student 
skills at the same time, and doing so can also fit with best 
practices in our discipline. To help our students learn how 
to read challenging texts, for example, we can create 
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One way to help students transition from a fixed to a 
growth mindset (or to become more growth-oriented 
than they currently are) is to create multiple opportunities 
for controlled failure and then to divorce failure (or 
imperfection) in an assignment from how they and we 
understand their character or self-worth. Saundra McGuire 
cites a study on American, Japanese, and Taiwanese parents 
and their children on high school math performance to 
show that external expectations that a student will continue 
to work to understand the material regardless of perceived 
natural or innate ability help to foster internalized beliefs 
about one’s own ability to persist and improve.11 Ken 
Bain underscores this in his study of exceptional college 
teachers: when outstanding teachers offered negative or 
critical feedback, they were able to convince their students 
“that their critique didn’t intend to judge anyone’s soul 
or worth as a human being. It was, instead, based on the 
high standards of the best scientific, scholarly, or artistic 
thinking, and came not because the professor thought less 
of the student but because he or she believed the student 
had the capacity to benefit from the advice.”12

In the philosophy classroom, we can do something similar 
by creating many small low-stakes assignments spaced 
throughout the semester and by giving clear guidance for 
how to improve going forward. If we set up our courses so 
that no one assignment could make or break their grade, 
then we help students to see failures as normal events 
from which they can recover.13 If a student fails their first 
paper but the first paper is only worth 5 or 10 percent of 
their overall grade, then it makes sense for them to learn 
from the failure to do better on future papers because it’s 
still possible for them to earn a strong grade in the class. 
When papers are worth a small percent of their overall 
grade, we as educators may be more willing to grade them 
strictly, holding them to very high standards, so that they 
have a lot of feedback for improving future papers without 
overwhelming them. Students who say they’ve always 
gotten high grades on papers may be shocked to receive 
their first C or D, but they may also find themselves in a 
better position to learn that there are still things they can 
learn about how to write stronger papers. Students who are 
familiar with failure may be similarly surprised to realize that 
an early F or two needn’t determine failure in the course, 
but that with steady work and improvement, they can still 
accomplish enough to pass the class. 

AN OPPORTUNITY: BUILDING STUDENT INTEREST 
IN PHILOSOPHY IN TWO-YEAR SCHOOLS

All faculty at liberal-arts schools, whether two- or four-year, 
public or private, can help students to strengthen their 
metacognitive skills and to become successful students who 
become even more successful graduates. All disciplines can 
help students learn methods of inquiry that can make them 
better learners in and beyond the classroom. Nevertheless, 
introductory-level philosophy courses, particularly those 
that build in training in metaphilosophical questioning—
asking such questions as “What evidence do I have for this 
claim?” “Why should anyone care about this?” “If I don’t 
care about this, what good reasons might someone else 
have for caring about it?” “Why is this argument structured 
in this way?”—are particularly suited to help students in 

Teaching students how to do philosophy means working at 
higher cognitive levels. In Bloom’s taxonomy, the bottom 
two cognitive levels are remembering and understanding.7 
Remembering is what they’re best at, as noted above, 
and when it comes to philosophical texts, understanding 
may be challenging. However, by teaching them to work 
at the applying, analyzing, and evaluating levels, we might 
also help them to find ways to better understand the text, 
while also helping them to gain the higher-level cognitive 
skills that will make them more flexible thinkers and 
learners. Philosophy is a discipline of both questions and 
of arguments, so initiating students into philosophy means 
making them better at questioning claims and organizing 
them. This means that if we teach some of the canonical 
texts (and plenty outside the canon, too), half our job is 
already done for us. By teaching them about Cartesian 
doubt or Socratic questioning, we show them methods 
already developed for asking more and better questions 
about the physical world around us, about metaphysical 
assumptions, and about the moral claims we take for 
granted. Moreover, we can do so in ways that resist their 
belief that the strength of philosophical argumentation 
rests on appeals to popularity. When we teach them what 
makes an argument strong and how to develop stronger 
arguments themselves, we show them that there are 
rational methods for persuasion, and that these methods 
can be used anywhere.

PROBLEM 3: OUR STUDENTS THINK THEY 
ALREADY KNOW WHAT THERE IS TO KNOW 
ABOUT LEARNING
Some of our students come to us believing they’re the 
“smart kids” and so have nothing to learn from us except 
for extractable course content. Some of our students think 
they’re at our schools because they’re not the smart kids, so 
they’re expecting mediocre grades (and they often receive 
them). Few of our students think they can learn about how 
better to learn, and too rarely do they treat their courses 
as places to experiment with different learning techniques. 
We can help our students to become more teachable by 
designing our classes to foster a growth mindset in our 
students and to show them that they haven’t learned all 
there is to know about how to learn simply because they’ve 
graduated high school (or are taking college courses while 
still in high school). 

Fostering a growth mindset means helping our students 
to discover that their intelligence can be developed.8 
Students who haven’t yet discovered this may hold, 
however implicitly, that intelligence is fixed. These students 
tend to be risk-averse and avoid challenges, they give up 
more easily, they see effort as futile, they don’t use critical 
feedback to improve their work, and so they fail to achieve 
as much as they might.9 Faced with challenging material or 
difficult topics, these students may be more likely to retreat, 
retrench, or experience cognitive dissonance than they 
are to remain open, curious, inquisitive, and vulnerable.10 
Students with a fixed mindset are less teachable because 
they are not (yet) convinced that intelligence grows as a 
result of facing challenges. 
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Teaching a No-Cost Class
Hoon J. Lee
TRITON COLLEGE

Last year, I converted an Introduction to Philosophy course 
to a no-cost class. My primary objective was to get rid of 
the expensive textbook that I usually required. I found the 
text readable, with succinct chapters organized in a typical 
chronological order. As long as students did the reading, 
the text was helpful in introducing them to ideas before 
discussing them in class. If students ever missed a class, 
they could keep up with the reading and not fall too far 
behind. The book also aided class activities and allowed 
the class to go over difficult concepts collectively. 

strengthening their metacognitive skills, and this enables 
students to think more nimbly in other areas of life. Renee 
Smith asserts that teaching students metaphilosophy 
“gives students the opportunity to attend to and reflect on 
what they have or have not learned about what philosophy 
is, how it is done, what its value is, etc. It helps them to 
become aware of their assumptions about what philosophy 
is, and it directs them to attend to their own philosophical 
thinking as they employ it in their academic work.”14 Smith 
developed her metaphilosophy course for undergraduate 
majors, but I think her insights are easily applied at the 
introductory level: While we may have less control over 
who initially signs up for our intro-level courses at two-
year schools where we may never see a philosophy major, 
once they’re in our classes, we can draw them into the 
study of philosophy by showing them that we understand 
their very first question (frequently), namely, “Why should 
anyone care about any of this at all?” When in our course 
design we anticipate their fears about impracticality, we 
can show them from the beginning that there are ways to 
ask questions about meaning and value that don’t devolve 
into cynicism, and that the class they’ve found themselves 
in can help them learn how to ask those questions about 
anything they’re confronted with. 

CONCLUSION
If we can develop institution-wide reputations for courses 
that help students fare better in their other classes, 
philosophy instructors may be able to retain greater 
numbers of students in our philosophy courses while 
improving student learning. Students who arrive in our 
classes prepared for college success will learn still more 
about how to advance in their abilities to prepare for 
academic work. Underprepared students will be able 
to catch up to their better-prepared peers without the 
demoralizing shame of remedial seminars. Students 
at all levels should be better positioned to speak to the 
usefulness of their philosophy classes in helping them to 
become more engaged, critical, nimble learners. While 
philosophy faculty at all kinds of institutions of higher 
education can, and possibly should, design courses to 
help students make noticeable metacognitive gains, 
according to some measures, students enrolled in two-
year colleges make up somewhere between one quarter 
to nearly half of all college students enrolled in the US.15 
This means philosophy faculty at two-year colleges may 
be the only philosophy faculty many non-majors will ever 
encounter, and those of us who teach at two-year schools 
may therefore bear more of that responsibility than others. 

NOTES 

1. Ken Bain cites examples of faculty-driven course design aimed 
at helping students excel in courses where a stereotype bias 
may hinder student performance in chapter four of What the 
Best College Teachers Do (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2004), 68–97. In particular, he points to the work of Claude Steele, 
Joshua Aronson, and Geoffrey Cohen to show that inviting 
students to meet high standards coupled with the assurance 
that they can meet those standards helps to bridge achievement 
gaps for historically underperforming groups of students, 
demonstrating that some groups of students are held back by 
stereotype vulnerabilities whereby the difficulty of the academic 
work is made even harder by the emotional effort to overcome 
anxieties about living down to expectations for, e.g., women, 
black students, etc. See Claude M. Steele and Joshua Aronson, 
“Stereotype Threat and Intellectual Test Performance of African 
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concentrated on short key passages. Second, there were 
fewer readings. Since I had usually assigned a reading 
from the textbook and a primary text reading, the number 
of readings went down when I only assigned a primary 
reading. Also, we covered slightly less material with the 
switch to only primary readings. More will be said on this 
below. 

Changing over to a no-cost course impacted the nature of 
the class in several ways. As I was hoping, primary readings 
were more conducive to in-class use than textbooks. 
Everyone was using the same edition with the same 
pagination. The vast majority of students had phones and 
laptops so that they could access the readings in class. 
Some students chose to print out the readings if they 
did not have a device, and some brought hard copies for 
readability. There were never excuses about leaving the 
book at home or leaving it in the car. 

The most significant impact on the class was how it affected 
the pacing. Concentrating on primary texts slowed down 
the class. Whereas a typical chapter in the textbook laid 
out various philosophical concepts in orderly sections, 
unpacking these same concepts from a primary text took 
more time. 

I still used a chronological format, but now I added an extra 
class period or two to each philosopher. Previous to the 
switch to a no-cost course, I spent two or three class periods 
going over an individual philosopher (other class periods 
were dedicated to thematic topics, exams, class activities, 
etc.). Without a textbook, I now spent one or two classes 
going over the philosophy of an individual philosopher. 
This is before we turned to the primary readings. In part, 
these class periods replaced the information the student 
would have gotten from the textbook. After students were 
introduced to the philosopher and various concepts, we 
spent an additional one or two class periods going over 
the reading. 

As everyone is aware, reading philosophy can be difficult. 
Whether it be the dialogues of Plato or the seemingly 
impenetrable Critique of Kant, philosophical texts require 
time. Now that primary texts were the exclusive readings, 
I structured the course around them. To get the most out 
of the readings, the course slowed down so that we could 
delve deeper. 

I found that this pacing significantly contributed to the 
students’ learning. Having no philosophy majors, the class 
tended to be the first philosophy course the students ever 
took. The concepts, methodology, and terminology were all 
new and came with a learning curve. By going slower, there 
was more opportunity to work through these concepts and 
ideas.

Not only was there more time, the learning process became 
more active. By going over the primary reading after the 
initial lectures, students could identify for themselves the 
concepts we previously discussed. This reinforcement was 
done by the students themselves, with minimal guidance 
needed. Students were able to identify the philosopher’s 
arguments more clearly and effectively.  

Of course, it is always a challenge to get students to do 
the reading. Without fail, some students commented 
on the length of the chapters and the difficulty of the 
readings. The chapters do cover complex concepts, and 
without any orientation they can be an arduous read. The 
size of the book can be cumbersome, especially when 
I wanted students to bring the book for in-class use. 
However, the biggest complaint had always been the price. 
Understandably, at almost a hundred dollars, the text was a 
financial commitment. 

The central concern was the cost of the book, which 
many students struggled with. I had looked at cheaper 
alternative textbooks but found them either limited or just 
not inexpensive enough. Purchasing a used text can be 
hit-or-miss, especially if purchasing an older edition with 
different pagination. Renting lowered the cost, but did not 
get rid of it entirely. Also, some rental sites required the 
student to return the book before the semester was over. 

A secondary concern was that even if students got ahold 
of the textbook, getting them to read it was an entirely 
different matter. My thoughts on the text did not always 
match up with students’ evaluation of the text. Chapter 
after chapter of difficult reading can discourage a student 
from even attempting to do the reading, contributing to low 
readership. Ultimately, based on these issues, I decided 
against using a textbook at all. 

In hopes of addressing these two concerns, in lieu of a 
textbook, I assigned primary readings. In the past I assigned 
both textbook and primary readings. All the readings were 
available as open-access documents but tended to be older 
translations, and none were critical editions. I provided 
either PDFs or links to the sites where the readings were 
available. Limiting the readings to just portions of a larger 
text, I often provided the exact page numbers or sections that 
the students were to read. In addition to primary sources, I 
also used videos that would accompany the readings and 
address concepts within the readings.

I say no cost, but, obviously, there is some cost. A student 
would need a device to view the readings and internet to 
access the readings. However, most students confirmed 
that they had devices that could be used to access the 
readings. The internet was not a problem since free Wi-Fi 
is readily available. For those who did not have a device, 
students could always use the college’s computers. Hence, 
the cost was absorbed into past purchases and not new 
expenses.

Having satisfied the first concern, I turned my attention to 
the second concern. Even if the readings came at no cost, if 
students did not do the reading, the sacrifice of a textbook 
may not be worth it. To be honest, I could not guess whether 
readership would go up or down. To my pleasant surprise, 
readership went up slightly and would eventually increase 
(something I will address later). 

As far as I can tell, there were two main factors that 
contributed to readership. First, primary readings were 
shorter than the textbook chapters. I could easily dictate 
how much of the primary work I would assign; thus, I 
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provided breadth but little critical thinking. The short length 
of the paper proved to be more difficult and required an in-
depth analysis. 

Now that the student comprehended the reading, the 
student was on much firmer ground to respond. Having a 
specific argument and understanding of how the argument 
worked brought out the student’s own beliefs. The weakest 
responses came from students with the weakest analysis of 
the text, and the reciprocal often proved to be true. Having 
a clear argument to respond to challenged the student to 
formulate her own thoughts with clarity and focus. 

In addition to these short analysis papers, students 
also wrote a larger term paper. The term paper greatly 
benefited from the switch to a no-cost course. Rather than 
a research paper, students were asked to present their 
own philosophical belief. The nature of the paper was 
intentionally very open, as students were allowed to write 
on any concept they chose. They were required to articulate 
a significant and clear argument of their own. The body of 
the paper was to be a defense of this argument.

By concentrating on their writing, it was now their turn 
to be the philosopher. The idea was that since they had 
worked through numerous philosophical texts, they were 
positioned to write about their own philosophy. Students 
were encouraged to write a paper that the reader could 
write an analysis of, just as they did with the primary texts 
that they were reading for class.

This paper focused their thoughts on a central argument. 
They had to formulate their thoughts as an argument 
and not merely a statement of their beliefs. They had to 
demonstrate that they could support their argument and 
that there was cohesion to their thought. Comparing papers 
written before the switch to after the switch revealed an 
increase in the overall quality of papers. 

The no-cost course was not all positives. As stated earlier, 
primary texts can be difficult reads. An unforeseen 
drawback was the impact on students who missed class 
for whatever reason. Each class period covered significant 
material and was not easily replaced. If a student missed a 
class, she missed quite a bit and it was hard to get caught 
up. Previously, a student could keep up with the textbook 
reading to get them back on track. Now that there was no 
textbook, there was little outside class time assistance. The 
video links on the learning management system helped to 
a degree, but fell short of what the class discussed that 
day. I did my best to get absent students to use office 
hours, but convincing students to use office hours is an 
entirely different problem.

If you have been considering switching to a no-cost course, 
I hope my small experience provides helpful insight into the 
process. While the subtraction of an expensive textbook is 
helpful, a no-cost course offers much more than a financial 
benefit.

I found that the students were more active with the text. 
Since we were spending more time with the text, it gave us 
more opportunities to read and reread the text. As I stated 
earlier, readership went up with this new format. Part of 
this was out of necessity. With the course structured around 
the readings, students quickly found that reading was 
essential to earning a good grade. Also, now that there was 
more class time for going over the texts, the class got to 
read together certain sections and discuss at length what 
we read together. 

In addition, the primary readings helped the students see 
the philosophical concepts organically. Rather than relying 
on a textbook, which typically divides up a philosopher’s 
thought into distinct sections, the primary readings 
demonstrated how these concepts relate to one another 
and work in unison with each other. 

I am a firm believer that the best way to understand 
how a philosophical system operates is by reading the 
philosopher’s works. Secondary sources always help, but 
nothing replaces reading the primary text. By focusing 
on primary texts, this was explicitly and implicitly stated 
throughout the semester. 

Not only does this aid in understanding the individual 
philosopher, it contributes to comprehending the 
methodology of the discipline. Identifying arguments and 
testing their soundness became a running theme. Students 
learned to distinguish between a mere belief and a valid 
argument. The question “What makes a good argument?” 
was the backdrop for every text we read. 

For example, I selected certain texts of which the students 
had to write an analysis. The analysis was a short paper 
that consisted of three components. First, they had to 
succinctly articulate the central argument of the text. 
Second, they had to identify the most significant ways the 
philosopher supported the argument. Finally, the student 
had to respond to the argument and support. They were 
required to justify their response. 

Articulating the central argument taught them to perceive 
what the philosopher was actually saying. Early in the 
semester, many students misunderstood the topic or 
subject matter of the text as the philosopher’s argument. 
Students learned that it was not enough to merely 
understand what topic the text addressed. They had to read 
more deeply to clearly state the philosopher’s position on 
that topic. Students also learned to distinguish between 
the central argument and supporting arguments. This 
required comprehending the entirety of the text and not 
just a section. Figuring out the structure of the arguments 
was key to the first component of the paper. 

The second section of the paper got students to move 
beyond being able to summarize the text to an analysis. 
The papers were short; thus, a student could not just list 
all that the text covered. Rather, they were compelled to 
focus only on what mattered most and dedicate the limited 
word count requirement to these concerns. This too was a 
challenge in the beginning. Students were accustomed to 
providing a summary of everything in a text. This approach 
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VITAE/RESUME
Teaching experience is wanted. On your CV, put teaching 
experience first, followed by publications and conference 
presentations. Make the reader’s experience easy. No more 
than two or three pages for the vitae/resume. Teaching 
experience is overlooked with cumbersome, lengthy 
documents. The larger the variety of community college 
philosophy courses taught, the better. 

DOSSIER
Should you send the dossier with the application? Send 
only solicited documents. Many times, during panel 
discussions on the topic, audience members voice their 
desire to send syllabi, student evaluations, and copies of 
publications. Most likely, these documents may not be 
on the hiring committee’s rubric and thus are unlikely to 
be read. Oftentimes, sending unsolicited documents may 
seem pretentious and/or a sign of desperation. Fifty-page 
applications are a big turnoff. 

ONLINE TEACHING
Teaching online will greatly enhance your interview 
prospects. Even better, develop online courses. Be familiar 
with various platforms like Canvas and Blackboard. Get 
online training certificates. With online teaching and 
development comes education-based lingo. Learn the 
lingo. Do not miss out on these necessary opportunities. 
Even your lecture and hybrid courses will improve as you 
master online teaching and online course development.

THE INTERVIEW
Congratulations, your cover letter and CV got you an 
interview. What should you expect? Expect to pay 
for your travel if asked to come in person. Again, the 
community college hiring committee is oftentimes 
interdisciplinary. Answer questions accordingly. Expect 
a question on diversity, and prepare to sincerely explain 
how you effectively teach to a wide variety of students 
both academically and socioeconomically. Share how 
diversity affects your teaching strategies, textbook 
selection, and other aspects of teaching. Research the 
college’s demographics, initiatives, and the philosophy 
department’s book adoptions (do not inadvertently insult 
the department’s text selection). There are other common 
interview topics and questions: What are your plans 
for philosophy at this institution? Explain a problematic 
situation with a student. Was it resolved? How so? How do 
you use technology in your courses? Community colleges 
want down-to-earth colleagues who can readily relate to 
students. Avoid pretentiousness.

THE TEACHING DEMONSTRATION
Oftentimes, twenty to thirty minutes are allotted for a 
teaching demonstration. You may be given either a topic or 
a choice of topics, or you might be allowed to pick a topic. 
Practice. (I have witnessed too many unpracticed teaching 
demonstrations.) Demonstrate your teaching for instructors 
and administrators where you teach. Get feedback. Teach 
to the hiring committee as if they are actual students. 
Do not interrupt your teaching demonstration to explain 
pedagogy; do so only at demonstration’s end, if you feel 
compelled. The committee members might be assigned 
specific student roles: the not-so-swift, the student with 

Some Advice for Graduate Students 
Considering the Community College

Bill Hartmann
SAINT LOUIS COMMUNITY COLLEGE, FOREST PARK (EMERITUS 
PROFESSOR), AND MARYVILLE UNIVERSITY 
WHARTMNN@GMAIL.COM

My twenty-four-year career as a full-time community 
college philosophy instructor was most worthwhile. 
Though it has significantly changed over the years, the 
position is still worth pursuing. However, competition for 
these positions has greatly increased. Overall, students 
are academically more wanting and require more 
accommodations for various psychological disorders. The 
5/5 community college teaching load norm has sometimes 
increased to 6/6. While enrollments decline, administrator 
numbers increase, creating more bureaucracy. Also, the 
philosophy instructor’s administrative and committee 
work has expanded. Why then teach at a community 
college? Often pay is significantly better than many smaller 
private and teaching-oriented state institutions. You meet 
some amazing students from diverse backgrounds, both 
academically and socio-economically. Just last year, two of 
my high school-aged students transferred to the University 
of Chicago and Princeton. The student body is not dull, to 
say the least. By being elitist and obscure, philosophy lacks 
pertinence to minorities, the lower and middle classes (the 
very groups served most by philosophy). This is killing the 
discipline. There is now a nationwide decline in philosophy 
majors and general education enrollments. But there is hope 
if Alasdair MacIntyre’s prescriptive prediction is adopted by 
the profession in the near future, “real philosophy will be 
done in community colleges and other strange places.”

Serving on several hiring committees over the years, I have 
read hundreds of job applications. I have also served on the 
APA Committee on Two-Year Colleges, which has offered 
panel discussions on the community college application 
process. Many times as a panelist, I found that the application 
process is an anomaly for most graduate students and 
placement officers. If you like to teach, you should apply to 
a community college. Here are some tips that have gotten 
me and dozens of graduate students interviews.

THE COVER LETTER
Usually, the cover letter should be no more than two 
pages in length. Keep in mind, the hiring committees 
are frequently interdisciplinary, often having hundreds of 
applications to read. If you graduated from a community 
college or took community college courses, mention 
this in your first paragraph. This is a huge asset. Use it. 
Next, state your philosophy teaching in a short paragraph. 
(If asked for, this might be expanded in a separate 
document.) Customize the cover letter to the institution at 
hand. Oftentimes, the college is asking for expertise, say, 
in Logic and/or Applied Ethics. Examine the college’s web 
site to find obvious needs that you can fill. Read the ad 
thoroughly and then, in a paragraph or two, explain you are 
what they are looking for. Canned, generic cover letters will 
not get you an interview.

mailto:whartmnn%40gmail.com?subject=
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dealing with program administration; and topics of general 
philosophical interest. Co-authored papers are welcome.

Submission Deadline: May 17, 2019

All paper submissions should be send electronically to 
the co-editor of the newsletter, Aaron Champene, at 
achampene@stlcc.edu. Papers should be attached as Word 
documents.

All paper submissions should adhere to the following 
guidelines:

•	 Papers should be in the range of 1,500 to 3,000 
words, including endnotes. Exceptional papers 
that fall outside this range may be considered, 
though this is not guaranteed.

•	 Papers should be prepared for anonymous review. 
Papers should contain nothing that identifies either 
the author(s) or her/his/their institution, including 
any such references in the endnotes. A separate 
page with the author’s name, paper title, and full 
mailing address should also be submitted.

•	 Authors are advised to read the APA publishing 
guidelines available on the APA website. Please pay 
close attention to all APA formatting restrictions.

All papers will undergo anonymous review and evaluation 
by an editorial committee composed of current and/or past 
two-year college committee members. This committee will 
report its findings to the co-editors of the newsletter, and 
the co-editors will make all publishing decisions based on 
those anonymously refereed results.

problematic behavior, the know-it-all, etc. Sometimes a 
philosophically untrained hiring committee member thinks 
they know philosophy (after all, they have a background 
in theology and/or have read Ayn Rand). Stealthily steer 
around them or appease them without selling out your 
integrity.

After the committee interview and teaching demonstration, 
there might be a separate interview with an administrator 
such as a dean or academic vice president. Rest assured, 
the administrator will be sizing you up, wanting low-
maintenance faculty who won’t add to their acid reflux. 
Often, the hiring committee submits three to five nominees 
to an administrator, with the administrator having the final 
say.

I HOPE TO MEET SOME OF YOU
The above tips are just the tip of the iceberg as far as the 
community college application and interview process. They 
are rules of thumb with many exceptions. Recently, at UCSB 
(my alma mater), I presented the above tips and much 
more to about twenty philosophy graduate students. The 
graduate students and the placement officer peppered me 
with questions for about three hours. Since then, students 
have contacted me for advice about adjunct and full-time 
applications. My hope is to replicate this presentation at 
other philosophy departments throughout United States 
(with eventual workshops on cover letters and teaching 
demonstrations). More graduate students and placement 
officers need to be reached than just those at the APA 
conferences.

So consider this a solicitation. Graduate students, graduate 
advisors, and placement officers, please invite me to your 
institution to present on the community college application 
process. No fee, of course, just room and board. In the early 
nineties, I was teaching seven classes a semester at four 
institutions. I wrote over sixty applications in three years, 
getting about ten interviews and two full-time positions. 
Learning on my own, I had no idea or guidance about the 
community college application process. I wish to make the 
process easier and more effective for job seekers.

CALL FOR PAPERS
The APA committee for philosophy in two-year colleges 
invites papers for inclusion in the fall 2019 issue of the APA 
Newsletter on Philosophy in Two-Year Colleges. 

Papers should be devoted to topics of particular interest 
to two-year and community college faculty, and graduate 
students who are considering a two-year or community 
college career path. These include but should not be 
construed as limited to the following: lower division 
teaching pedagogy; text and textbook selections including 
the use of open-access resources; cross-disciplinary 
initiatives; student demographics and advising; student 
learning evaluation; program evaluation and program 
growth initiatives; faculty credentialing and hiring, including 
concerns for women and minorities, and the status of 
adjunct faculty; faculty scholarship opportunities; issues 

mailto:achampene%40stlcc.edu?subject=
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We welcome readers to the spring 2019 issue of the APA 
Newsletter on Teaching Philosophy. In this issue we feature 
two articles, three poems, a short entertaining piece on 
blunders (gaffes?) the author has made in her classroom—
she calls them “zingers”!—and one book review. We also 
take note of two recently published books that will be of 
interest to philosophy instructors.

Our first article, “Kant was a Racist: Now What?” authored by 
David McCabe of Colgate University, explores the question, 
raised by some philosophers, of how—indeed, even 
whether—we should teach our students the philosophy 
(and especially the moral philosophy) of Immanuel Kant 
given that Kant, who famously declared that both moral 
reasoning and social interaction were undergirded by 
certain “principles of humanity,” was himself the author of 
racist claims concerning the degraded status of non-white 
peoples—claims clearly antagonistic to the very humanistic 
principles that he himself espoused. Professor McCabe 
details both the arguments put forth to defend the view 
that, given the historical fact of Kant’s racism, we should 
not teach him, as well as arguments that contest this 
position. Additionally, Professor McCabe helpfully points 
out what he takes to be the merits and insights even of 
those arguments whose conclusions he himself ultimately 
rejects. We believe that readers will find Professor McCabe’s 
presentation of the issues raised here not only interesting 
but informative and nuanced. And we very much hope that 
readers will be inspired to write their own views regarding 
the issues discussed in this paper.

Our second article is by Steven M. Cahn, and is entitled 
“Teaching and Testing.” In this paper, Professor Cahn sets 
out what he takes to be four pedagogical purposes of 
giving examinations, and how best to construct examination 
questions so they provide a reliable assessment of 
students’ mastery of the material they are being tested 
on. Readers should benefit from the many examples that 
Professor Cahn gives of good and bad test-questions, and 
from his analysis of why they succeed and/or fail.

Professor Cahn argues for the greater value of examinations 
than term papers if the latter is used as the sole criterion for 
whether a student has mastered the material of a particular 
course of study. He also takes up and answers various 
criticisms that have been made of the giving and taking of 
exams, and he offers readers, with reference to some nice 
examples, a list of some of the pitfalls instructors should 
steer clear of in constructing and in grading exams. Finally, 
Professor Cahn shares with readers his practice, and the 
grounds for its value, of reviewing with students the 
answers to each of the questions asked on examinations 
recently taken by them.

Our third offering consists of three poems by Professor 
Felicia Nimue Ackerman of Brown University. Professor 
Ackerman has contributed her poetry to our publication 
previously and we always welcome the whimsical 
perspective on philosophy instruction invariably expressed 
by her poems.

Our fourth piece, also authored by Professor Ackerman, 
which she has titled “Calling All Zinghers!,” consists of a list 
of remarks she has made in class which she quickly came 
to realize (through student responses) were “ill-advised.” 
Perhaps readers would like to share their own “zingers” 
with fellow readers of our newsletter?

Following the above, we present a book review, by Nils 
Ch. Rauhut, of Philosophers in the Classroom: Essays on 
Teaching, edited by Steven M. Cahn, Alexandra Bradner, 
and Andrew Mills.

As always, we encourage our readers to suggest 
themselves as reviewers of books and other materials that 
they think may be especially good for classroom use. It is 
especially useful to receive reviews of materials from those 
philosophy instructors who have used those materials in 
their own classrooms and so can comment from experience 
on the merits and/or disadvantages of their use. (Bear in 
mind that our publication is devoted to pedagogy and not 
to theoretical discussions of philosophical issues. This 
should be borne in mind not only when writing articles for 
our publication but also when reviewing material for our 
publication.)
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ARTICLES AND POEMS
Kant Was a Racist: Now What? 
David McCabe
COLGATE UNIVERSITY 

I
That many influential philosophers held a range of deeply 
troubling views—racist views, sexist views, anti-Semitic 
views, and so on—is by now widely known, not only among 
the professoriate but, more and more, by our students 
as well. As college campuses have grown increasingly 
attentive to issues of social justice and to the oppression 
and marginalization of various groups, philosophers face 
the question of how such dismaying facts about some of 
our tradition’s central figures should affect our teaching. 
Not too long ago, professors might have had success in 
authoritatively dismissing such problematic views as 
simply not relevant to our study of a thinker, case closed. 
Today, however, not only will such declarations be met 
with far greater skepticism and resistance by students, 
but they also, given our more nuanced understanding of 
the complicating effects of race, seem in greater need of 
defense. How, then, should we approach teaching such 
figures?

In this essay I pursue this question by focusing on the case 
of Immanuel Kant’s racism. While the general topic of how 
race figures within the philosophical tradition has received 
sustained investigation,1 the case of Kant in particular has 
recently been the object of extended discussion.2 So while 
I suspect that Kant can serve as something of a placeholder 
for our engagement with other figures who have held a 
range of alarming views, there are various features of his 
case that make it an especially rich vein of discussion. 
Consider, then, the following passages from Kant. 

Humanity exists in its greatest perfection in the 
white race. The yellow Indians have a smaller 
amount of talent. The Negroes are lower and the 
lowest are a part of the [native] American peoples.3

Whites contain all the impulses of nature in 
affects and passions, all talents, all dispositions to 
culture and civilization[,] and can as readily obey 
as govern. They are the only ones who always 
advance to perfection.4

[Native] Americans and Blacks cannot govern 
themselves. They thus serve only for slaves.5

Hindus incline greatly towards anger and love. 
They thus can be educated to the highest degree 
but only in the arts and not in the sciences. They 
can never achieve the level of abstract concepts.6

The Negroes of Africa have by nature no feeling 
that rises above the trifling. Mr. Hume challenges 
anyone to cite a single example in which a Negro 
has shown talents, and asserts that among 

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES
We warmly encourage our readers to write for our 
publication. We welcome papers that respond to, comment 
on, or take issue with any of the material that appears 
within our pages.

Guidelines for submitting papers to be considered for 
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adhere to the production guidelines that are available from 
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notes should be added manually at the end of the paper.
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Kant we are demanding that our students engage with 
the ideas of a man who, during the time he claimed to be 
addressing foundational and universal questions on issues 
such as knowledge, morality, politics, and aesthetics, held 
a view that today could only be called white supremacism. 
Kant did not believe that what he judged to be the 
comparatively low achievement of non-whites resulted 
from unfortunate cultural influences, disadvantaged social 
positioning, and the like. Rather, he saw it as reflecting an 
unchangeable biological fact, which no amount of social 
change could remediate. Irrespective of the question of 
Kant’s fault in holding his beliefs, “racist” seems the only apt 
term to describe someone who holds such views, and many 
students will, not unreasonably, wonder why they are being 
asked to give serious attention to the philosophical ideas 
of such a person. The urgency of that question is, I think, 
only heightened by conditions on college campuses, with 
students, faculty, and administrators sharply attuned to the 
corrosive effects of racism. Finally, given that philosophy 
as a discipline has conspicuously lagged behind many 
others in expanding the demographic of its professoriate, it 
strikes me as especially unwise to downplay the challenge 
of Kant’s racism simply by noting that he lived in quite 
different times; that approach is unlikely to satisfy many 
of the skeptics we want to reach. The challenge of how to 
respond to Kant’s racism must be engaged.

Faced with that challenge, we have a range of possible 
responses. At one extreme is a position I shall call “deep 
irrelevance,” which sees Kant’s racism as both intellectually 
uninteresting and irrelevant to his philosophical 
contributions and, for that reason, argues that in teaching 
Kant we should make no reference to his racism at all. At 
the other end, we can imagine someone holding that the 
severity and scope of Kant’s racism show that his works by 
and large should not be taught, or should be substantially 
discounted or denigrated if they are taught. Call this the 
“deep relevance” view. And, of course, there might be 
various positions in between these. 

I will begin with “deep relevance.” This position can be 
defended through two main kinds of arguments: either (a) 
Kant’s racism reveals something sufficiently problematic 
about the man himself as to outweigh whatever reasons 
exist for engaging with his philosophical texts, or (b) Kant’s 
racism infects and invalidates his philosophical arguments, 
and so reveals the obvious untenability (or worse) of his 
philosophical views.

II
The first approach for defending deep relevance grows out 
of a strong intuition that the alarming nature of Kant’s views 
on race thereby disqualifies him as a person from whom 
we can learn important ideas. This intuition can seem to 
gain strength through the following line of reasoning. If 
you continue to believe that we should teach Kant despite 
evidence of his deep racism, then you must believe he 
articulated important ideas that we and our students would 
seriously benefit from engaging with. So then you must 
believe the following conjunction is true: “Immanuel Kant 
was deeply racist, and he articulated important ideas that 
we would seriously benefit from engaging with.” But that 
is surely a statement that many of us would be deeply 

the hundreds of thousands of blacks who are 
transported elsewhere from their countries, 
although many of them have even been set 
free, still not a single one was ever found who 
presented anything great in art or science or any 
other praiseworthy quality. . . . So fundamental is 
the difference between these two races of man, 
and it appears to be as great in regard to mental 
capacities as in color.7

These quotations come from diverse sources (published 
material, student lecture notes, and Kant’s own notes), 
and while some can be dated confidently (the last quoted 
passage appeared in print in 1764), the precise dating of 
others is uncertain. There is, however, good evidence that 
Kant expressed such sentiments well into the 1780s, and 
Pauline Kleingeld (2007) has noted that as late as 1788 
Kant was defending in print a clear hierarchy of races 
and attributing various traits to distinct races as a matter 
of biology. There is no doubt, then, that through much of 
Kant’s scholarly life he believed that races existed as quasi-
natural kinds marked by different capacities, dispositions, 
and aptitudes, and that whites were at the top of that 
hierarchy. His views must strike us as unacceptably racist. 

In reaching this judgment, though, are we not in danger 
of unfairly applying to Kant standards appropriate to our 
time but not his? Many influential figures in the history of 
thought held views that strike us as objectionable today, 
it will be said, and we need to acknowledge their having 
lived under very different conditions. So even if holding 
such views today could reflect only a deep racial animus 
insistent on denying obvious facts, Kant’s views are 
perhaps much more excusable, given both the norms of 
his time and the evidence available to him. Might not the 
whole worry over how to proceed in the light of Kant’s 
racist views be overstated? 

Now, to be sure, questions about the appropriateness of 
retroactive moral judgments are challenging. But for two 
reasons that fact won’t dissolve the problem here. First, 
even though Kant’s society tolerated racism (and sexism, 
anti-semitism, etc.) far more than ours and presented far 
fewer cases of highly educated non-whites than ours, we 
should be wary of giving these facts too much exculpatory 
power in Kant’s case. We know Kant was acutely aware of 
powerful arguments challenging not only his theoretical 
views on race but also the accounts of non-whites brought 
back by Europeans with distorting pre-conceptions, 
accounts he seemed all too eager to accept. In addition, 
one notorious statement by him in his 1775 essay “On the 
Different Races of Man”—“this fellow was quite black from 
head to foot, a clear proof that what he said was stupid”—
suggests that his racism didn’t simply result from evidence 
he encountered but instead helped determine such 
evidence; how else could the fact of the man’s blackness 
be cited as proving anything? It’s not for nothing, then, 
that Kant has been charged with playing a critical role in 
helping establish scientific racism.8

Second, even if the worry over retroactive judgment leads 
some to diminish Kant’s culpability for his views, that would 
not eliminate the problem we face today. For in teaching 
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about rigorous argument and the logical march of ideas, 
undistorted by rhetorical flourishes, distracting figures 
of speech, and so on, then why can’t we simply present 
students with Kant’s main philosophical ideas, just not in 
Kant’s own words? Why must they read Kant? One might 
rebut this option by appealing to Cleanth Brooks’s worry 
about “the heresy of paraphrase,” insisting that there is 
sometimes an inextricable connection between the ideas 
being advanced and the particular manner of expressing 
those ideas. But Brooks was chiefly concerned with works 
of art, in particular, poetry and literature. The arguments 
and conclusions of mathematicians and natural scientists, 
by contrast, seem eminently paraphraseable. If the same 
is true of philosophical argument, then it might well seem 
that if we could present students with Kant’s philosophical 
ideas (perhaps as other philosophers have reconstructed 
them) in their full scope, breadth, and depth without 
reading Kant’s texts themselves, we should do that. Since 
one might think that Kant’s racism counts as at least a 
prima facie reason not to grant him the standing conveyed 
by inclusion on a syllabus, why not pursue that strategy?

Here we come to deep and complex questions about the 
nature of philosophical argument. We needn’t resolve 
those, however, to see that the proposed alternative fails 
for at least three reasons. First, the hypothetical invoked—
that one could bypass Kant’s works and present his ideas in 
sufficient scope, breadth, and depth—is wildly implausible: 
the only place where one finds the scope, breadth, 
and depth of Kant’s work is in Kant’s work. Second, the 
approach in question would make it far more difficult both 
to understand Kant’s place in the philosophical tradition 
and to follow the more than two centuries of commentary 
and responses to him. This point is worth stressing. 
As teachers we bear responsibility for introducing our 
students to traditions of thought that span decades, 
centuries, and, in some cases, millennia. Once figures 
have been established as nodal points in those traditions, 
with massive amounts of serious intellectual energy having 
gone into understanding and responding to their works, 
one simply can’t responsibly teach that tradition without 
teaching that work. The final problem with the proposed 
alternative is that there is often no neutral or impartial way 
of presenting a philosopher’s complex arguments. Such 
efforts inevitably involve emphasizing some elements, 
downplaying others, and putting ideas together in ways 
over which even sympathetic interpreters disagree. If 
we want to capture Kant’s arguments and ideas, the only 
appropriate interpreter is Kant himself; the only evidence, 
his work. 

III
In light of the substantial challenges facing any argument 
for deep relevance grounded on the fact that Kant himself 
was deeply racist, I turn now to the other way of defending 
that position, which is much more promising. The idea here 
is that Kant’s racist views cannot simply be bracketed from 
his philosophical views but rather substantially inform and 
infect them. This line of argument has been advanced, 
with different emphases, in influential work published by 
Emanuel Eze and Charles Mills,9 and I shall concentrate on 
their arguments. But I want to be very clear: neither Eze nor 
Mills says we should stop teaching Kant. Indeed, though 

reluctant to assert publicly in front of our students, and that 
reluctance might seem to bolster the case against teaching 
Kant: after all, it seems highly problematic if your decision 
to teach Kant commits you to a position you would rather 
not avow publicly.  

It’s easy to see that this line of reasoning is unpersuasive. 
It trades on the unease that anyone of any sensibility would 
feel in uttering the quoted statement above (because of 
how it might naturally be construed), and in doing so it 
intentionally ignores the logically equivalent expression 
that we would surely use in such a situation: viz., “Kant was 
deeply racist, but nonetheless he articulated important 
ideas that we would benefit from engaging with.” I mention 
this specious line of reasoning, however, because I suspect 
that the central idea behind it motivates some who may 
be quick to endorse “deep relevance.” I have in mind the 
mindset that views the tradition of liberal education, along 
with its central figures, largely as the self-congratulatory 
celebration of a privileged sex, race, and class, and 
believes that the edifice of ideas generated by any such 
figure is just the expression of that particular social position 
dressed up in bogus claims for objectivity. To critics of that 
mindset it is a truism that the racism of Kant the man cannot 
be separated from his overall philosophical thought. Now 
philosophy to its credit has met such criticisms with careful 
argument and reasoned assessment, acknowledging the 
general cautionary principle concerning potential bias 
and blindspots without taking on board the sweeping 
indictment of our distinctive work. But in defending that 
work, it behooves us to recognize the deep suspicion 
that some have about the possibility of distinguishing a 
thinker’s philosophical contributions from other views 
(however objectionable) that they might have held, and to 
do what we can to prevent that distinction from collapsing.

Further reason for holding fast to that distinction derives 
from our obligation to present to our students both the 
intellectual tradition we represent and its potential for 
helping them make sense of our world. A central and 
distinctive feature of philosophy (indeed, the humanities 
overall) is the belief that figures and works from the past, 
even from very long ago, continue to offer distinctively 
valuable insights. We read texts from the past not because 
we see in them illustrative mistakes we have properly 
moved beyond (like the theory of phlogiston or Lamarck’s 
idea of acquired inheritance), but because we think that 
across the time that separates us, their ideas speak to 
us. Works by Plato and Maimonides, Hume and Descartes 
figure not as echoes of a distant era but as options in a live 
conversation. At the same time, we know that many such 
figures held views that must strike us only as benighted 
and retrograde. If philosophers (and humanists generally) 
decide that we shall not teach the work of people who held 
troubling racist views, sexist views, and so on, how many 
texts would have to be sacrificed in such a moral crusade? 
Such excisions would substantially deprive our students, 
and ourselves, of works and ideas that help illuminate our 
world. 

This reference to the humanities, however, suggests a 
second way of defending “deep relevance.” If (as some 
philosophers like to boast) philosophy is essentially 
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Adapting the final point here, imagine that in some of his 
work Darwin appealed to his own evolutionary account to 
defend a claim about inherited differences across races. (I 
am well aware that certain passages in Darwin strike modern 
ears as racially problematic.) That faulty derivation would 
in no way undermine the central argument in The Origin 
of Species. If Kant derived his racist claims by misreading 
evidence or making unwarranted inferences, that would 
not in itself show anything problematic in either the appeal 
to a priori principles or his overall philosophical approach. 
Eze sometimes seems to suggest that Kant viewed the idea 
of racial differences and classifications as something like a 
priori conditions for any possible experience of the world, 
but as Boxill and Hill note, this claim is so implausible that 
it is hard to believe Kant could have endorsed it. So while 
Kant did believe that a priori principles were essential 
to constructing a genuinely scientific account, and also 
offered an account with distressing racist elements, this 
does not show anything racially problematic per se either in 
the appeal to a priori principles or in Kant’s overall method. 

The general response to Eze’s argument offered by 
Boxill and Hill has been echoed by others similarly intent 
on rescuing Kant’s moral theory.15 In response to such 
efforts, Charles Mills has taken a somewhat different line 
in arguing that Kant’s philosophy reflects a thoroughgoing 
racism. Unlike Eze, who concentrates on the way Kant’s 
transcendental approach grounds his scientific racist 
claims, Mills considers Kant chiefly with an eye to his moral 
philosophy. Here the challenge to Kant seems to me both 
more intuitively compelling and more threatening as a 
matter of philosophical argument. 

To see the general problem Mills raises, recall that Kant 
grounds our status as moral beings on our capacity to 
act rationally. Our ability to act on reasons, to set ends in 
accordance with principles we give ourselves, marks us 
out as ends in ourselves. Kant seems also to believe that 
this capacity varies on racial lines. Now, if the quality which 
grounds our moral status varies across races, it might seem 
that Kant’s views about race imply that a person’s moral 
status might also differ, depending on the degree to which 
that person possesses this status-conferring feature. And 
this, some might worry, opens the door to the idea that on 
Kant’s own approach to morality, different racial differences 
imply different moral status.

This worry is met by a standard response on behalf of Kant, 
centering on his idea that the world divides exhaustively 
into two classes. As Kant famously says in the Groundwork: 

Beings the existence of which rests not on our will 
but on nature, if they are beings without reason, 
have only a relative worth, as means, and are 
therefore called things, whereas rational beings are 
called persons because their nature already marks 
them out as an end in itself, that is, as something 
that may not be used merely as a means.16

On the standard response, possessing rationality not only 
puts you in the world of persons, but functions for Kant as a 
threshold concept (like being pregnant) and not as a scalar 
concept (like being drunk). So if (1) any being with some 

Mills does assert that “we certainly should throw out Kant’s 
moral theory”10 on the grounds that it is deeply inflected 
by racism, he has more recently offered a “black radical 
appropriation” that enlists elements of Kant’s thought as 
part of an emancipatory project.11 Still, it seems to me that 
if either Eze’s or Mills’s argument succeeds, the way we 
teach Kant would need to change radically. Too, I suspect 
that any version of the second approach supporting deep 
relevance would have to rely on something like the claims 
that Eze and Mills make, and for that reason their arguments 
merit especially close attention. 

The central thrust of Eze’s account is that Kant elaborated 
(in works not often read by philosophers12) a systematic 
racism that can’t be explained away simply as free-standing 
regrettable beliefs, as Kant’s defenders would have it, but 
was instead defended by appeal to some of Kant’s central 
philosophical commitments. Eze stresses Kant’s reliance 
on the notion that we have certain a priori ideas that make 
the world intelligible and allow for a scientific account of it, 
and he argues that Kant arrived at his racist views by direct 
appeal to such ideas. On Eze’s reading, for example, Kant 
appealed to the regulative a priori principle that causes 
should not be multiplied unnecessarily in defending his 
claim that all races had a single common origin prior to 
being distinctively shaped by their natural environments; 
he appealed to a teleological historical principle in arguing 
that because non-whites could not achieve perfection, 
they were not as fully human as whites; and in rejecting 
Linnaeus’s classificatory scheme he suggested not only 
that we can group objects in the world (including different 
races of people) in a genuinely scientific way only by 
deploying certain a priori principles of classification but 
also that distinctions among races constituted one such 
principle. The fact that Kant invoked such a priori claims in 
buttressing his scientific racism, Eze concludes, shows the 
degree to which central planks of his overall philosophical 
approach supported his racist views, demonstrating the 
close connection between the two and rendering Kant’s 
overall project of transcendental idealism highly suspect.

To this argument for deep relevance, however, it seems 
to me that Bernard Boxill and Thomas Hill have offered 
exactly the right response.13 They note that even if Kant in 
justifying his claims for racial superiority did invoke certain 
a priori ideas in a manner central to his philosophy, that 
would show that his philosophy is racist at the conceptual 
level only if the claims for racism follow from those ideas. 
But they don’t—not by a long shot. Their central point is 
worth quoting at length: 

Suppose we grant that Kant appealed to his general 
philosophical principles to derive and state his 
racial theory. It would follow that these principles 
are tainted with racism only if they strictly entailed 
his racial theory. If Kant’s racial theory depends 
on false factual assumptions, or if his attempt to 
derive it from his general philosophical principles 
is invalid, these principles need not be tainted 
with racism any more than genetic science is 
necessarily tainted with racism just because some 
racists try to use it to justify their views.14
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are fully persons on account of possessing some capacity 
for rationality, then Kant should see them as capable of 
exercising autonomy and so as ends in themselves. (Kant 
would have to have been mad to deny some rationality to 
other races.) But how could anyone think a group of people 
is capable of exercising autonomy, and so are ends in 
themselves, and yet believe they should be enslaved? True, 
the passage on slavery comes from an unpublished lecture 
note of Kant’s, but the idea it expresses is alarmingly 
consistent with the fact that Kant, in a 1788 essay, endorsed 
a pro-slavery text and aligned himself with a group opposed 
to emancipating black slaves.17

Along with references to what Kant did say, Mills also 
stresses what he didn’t. Prior to the 1790s, for example, 
Kant offered virtually no criticism of European colonialism, 
and in various places clearly condoned it. But even more 
troubling is the fact, noted by Robert Bernasconi, that for 
much of his life—most alarmingly, during the period when 
he was writing the Groundwork and would have been 
acutely aware of ongoing debates over slavery—Kant 
offered no criticism of the practice.18 Mills sees Kant’s 
silence in the face of this brutal assault on moral equality 
as evidence that Kant did not attribute full moral status to 
non-whites.

Against this reading, defenders of Kant can offer a range of 
responses. For starters, they can point out that later in his 
career Kant expressed strong criticism of certain aspects 
of European colonialism. That fact alone, however, does 
not resolve the bipartite/tripartite debate, because the 
critique of colonialism’s savagery requires only that one 
see non-whites as having some moral status, not a status 
equal to whites. Stronger support for the view that Kant 
saw non-whites as having moral standing on par with 
that of whites can be found in his insistence that land 
must not be taken from indigenous peoples without their 
having entered freely into a contract. The very idea that 
interactions should involve contract and not force assumes 
a meeting between free parties each of whose consent is 
needed to legitimate the outcome, and this goes some way 
to suggesting equal moral status. Finally, various works 
in Kant’s final productive years (e.g., The Metaphysics of 
Morals) criticize slavery as being everywhere inconsistent 
with the demands of universal morality.19 So even if Kant 
continued to hold retrograde views about the abilities of 
non-whites (a question on which I think the evidence is 
inconclusive), he seems by the end of his career to have 
endorsed a doctrine of equal moral status.

The best sense I can make of all of this is to believe that 
over the course of his life Kant held various ideas that don’t 
easily harmonize with one another. This shouldn’t surprise 
us. Living when many believed that racial differences 
sanctioned unequal treatment among human beings, and 
believing firmly in such differences, Kant was at the same 
time generating a powerful account of human dignity the 
logic of which undermined some of the views he himself 
endorsed. The result was, for some of Kant’s life, a kind of 
schizophrenia, as he continued personally to endorse views 
that did not square with the moral theory he articulated. 
This conflict eventually gets resolved in favor of the moral 
theory, as Kant repudiates his earlier tacit acquiescence 

rationality is thereby rational, and (2) all rational beings are 
ends in themselves, i.e., persons with full moral status, 
then (3) members of all races (all of whom Kant regards 
as having some rationality) are persons, and so entitled to 
full moral respect. This is the familiar move by which Kant’s 
defenders block the idea that his belief in racial differences 
poses any problems for his claims for moral equality, thus 
securing the independence of Kant’s moral theory from his 
racist claims. 

It’s precisely here, however, that we need to consider 
seriously Mills’s argument, and in particular, his title: 
“Kant’s Untermenschen.” Mills’s thesis is not that Kant 
thought non-whites had no moral status at all. It is that Kant 
accorded them a liminal moral status, higher than non-
humans but lower than whites. If so, then showing that a 
particular human has the rationality that distinguishes him 
or her from non-humans does not show that a human being 
with that level of rationality has the same moral status as 
other human beings with higher degrees of rationality. 
Mills is suggesting, in other words, that Kant endorsed a 
tripartite moral schema (comprising whites, non-whites, 
and things), not a bipartite one (with only persons and 
things), and since the standard defense of Kant just offered 
assumes a bipartite schema, it’s not clear that it defends 
Kant against Mills’s criticism. Mills thinks that when Kant 
is talking about the equal moral status of persons, he is 
talking about whites.

In assessing this debate, we need sharply to distinguish 
two questions: whether Kant thought that some races were 
more talented than others, and whether on Kant’s moral 
theory such differences matter to persons’ moral status. To 
see how these differ, note that it’s perfectly intelligible to 
believe that some human beings are more talented than 
others, perhaps even inherently so, and yet still believe that 
from the standpoint of morality all humans matter equally, 
regardless of how smart or beautiful or talented they are. 
The first evaluates persons along some metric; the second 
asks how that evaluation affects moral status. 

Now, regarding the first question, i.e., whether Kant 
thought that some races are naturally more talented than 
others, the answer is undeniably yes. Like many of his day, 
Kant thought that whites led lives that were in important 
ways better, more fully exemplary of human values, than 
non-whites. But if (as Kant’s rescuers insist) the central 
point of his moral theory is that our moral status does not 
depend on such achievements, then the answer to this 
first question won’t tell us anything important about the 
second. By themselves, judgments about persons’ abilities 
don’t entail that persons with lesser abilities have lesser 
moral status. Mills’s view is that the former judgments carry 
clear implications for the determination of moral status in 
Kant’s theory. But why?

Mills advances various considerations in support of his 
reading. First, some of Kant’s racist passages express 
positions that are just very hard to reconcile with a 
commitment to moral egalitarianism and the bipartite view. 
Consider, for instance, Kant’s suggestion (quoted earlier) 
that Native Americans and blacks are made to be slaves. 
If, as the bipartite view holds, Native Americans and blacks 
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IV
In raising doubts about deep relevance, I have implicitly 
been giving reasons for continuing to teach Kant’s 
philosophy in its non-racialized form. But even if we 
present Kant’s work that way, as teachers we still face the 
questions of whether and how to respond to the fact of 
Kant’s racism. Here I see three general options. First, the 
position we might call “deep irrelevance”: we can simply 
ignore Kant’s racism and teach his work without mentioning 
it. Alternatively, we can teach the very passages where Kant 
expresses this racism in order to give students the fullest 
picture of his thought. Finally, we can acknowledge Kant’s 
racism in some way (probably when introducing him to 
students) and then proceed in a discussion of Kant’s texts 
that refers to his racism where it has philosophical or other 
substantial relevance (which on my argument will be not 
very often). 

I can see the temptations of “deep irrelevance,” and not 
just because that’s how I, like many of us, first encountered 
Kant. In addition, that approach reflects the idea that as 
philosophers we are chiefly interested in the persuasiveness 
of the ideas we are considering, and that issue doesn’t 
seem directly to depend on contingent aspects of the 
individual lives of the authors. Perhaps, however, that is 
stated too strongly, and facts about a philosopher’s life 
do influence that philosopher’s views. For example, it’s 
hard to see how the deep anxiety over the prospect of life 
without a state central to Hobbes’s political thought didn’t 
reflect his own experience of England’s descent into civil 
war. In this way facts about Hobbes’s life might well seem 
relevant to his philosophical thought, suggesting that an 
adamantine distinction between ideas and biography is 
too simplistic. Perhaps. A hard-nosed philosopher might 
just reply that whether life without a state is so horrible 
as to justify Hobbes’s position is not itself a question 
determined by whether Hobbes himself grew up under 
certain conditions; it’s either true or false, independent of 
his particular experience. So while the details of a thinker’s 
life might explain why they took the positions they did, 
some might say they are not relevant in assessing whether 
those positions are sound. If so, that might again lend 
some support to “deep irrelevance.”

Even if that last attempt to shore up the distinction between 
ideas and personal experience holds, there remain good 
reasons we should not ignore Kant’s racism in our teaching. 
One is that students might well know of it, or come to learn 
of it, and then wonder whether their professors have not 
been as forthright about a strain of thought they should 
have acknowledged. This in turn might engender a kind of 
suspicion about the whole enterprise of philosophy, and 
might even lead students to imagine that philosophy is in 
other ways infected by a racism it dare not acknowledge. 
This general worry gains strength when we consider that 
certain arguments supporting deep relevance (those 
of Eze and Mills) have been most powerfully advanced 
by philosophers of color. Earlier I criticized those who 
believe that any thinker’s ideas are simply an expression 
of their own particular situatedness. But one can reject 
that extreme while still recognizing that our own subject 
positions can well affect our judgments of both the salient 
issues in a text and the importance we ascribe to those 

to slavery and comes to recognize the rights of colonized 
peoples. Mills wants to eliminate the schizophrenia by 
suggesting that Kant’s moral theory simply does not have 
the egalitarian implications it carries on its face. I suggest 
instead that Kant’s moral theory was at odds with other 
views he had endorsed and that this conflict took time to 
get sorted out in a more consistent way.

Partial support for the reading I am offering can be found 
in the answer to the question of what we philosophers 
distinctively do, i.e., what we are especially interested in. 
Most broadly, we are interested in how ideas join together to 
form compelling arguments and frameworks for addressing 
important questions. That’s why we read the work of 
philosophers: not for their specific views on a particular 
subject (e.g., Kant’s insistence that it was always wrong 
to lie), but for their theoretical frameworks elaborating 
and giving structure to central considerations we need 
to address. So even if Kant at some point held positions 
sympathetic to the tripartite view, the gross incompatibility 
between (1) his occasional comments suggesting the 
tripartite view and (2) the overall sweep of his impressive 
moral theory is a further reason to see those comments as 
not worthy of our serious attention. It’s as though Einstein, 
because of his idiosyncratic mathematical failures or biased 
reading of data, failed to reach the correct conclusion that 
his own theory of relativity demanded and physicists are 
then asked which conclusion Einstein’s account validates. 
They wouldn’t (and shouldn’t) care about the inferences 
reached by Einstein the man but would instead concentrate 
on the conclusions properly entailed by Einstein’s theory of 
relativity. Similarly, as philosophers, our eyes should be on 
Kant’s moral theory. 

Here’s one final reason to think that Kant’s moral theory is 
not fatally infected by his views on race: viz., that it has for 
years been taught without any reference to those views. 
Mills thinks that means philosophers have been teaching 
a sanitized version of Kant’s views, but as I just said, it’s 
not clear why we should be interested in someone’s 
views except where they seem likely to be philosophically 
significant and fruitful, and Kant’s views on race are 
certainly not that. (A philosopher’s personal views might 
be helpful in resolving interpretative questions about 
certain passages in that philosopher’s writings, but Kant’s 
developed moral theory is unambiguous in asserting equal 
status for all rational beings.) Nor is it a trivial point here that 
the non-racialized version of Kant’s moral theory has been 
so valuable in making a powerful case on behalf of groups 
about whom Kant himself held retrograde views. There is, 
for example, no better way to express outrage over the 
Tuskegee syphilis experiments than through the Kantian 
objection that African Americans were being used merely 
as a means and not respected as ends in themselves. Or 
think of the ongoing work in combatting sexual violence 
against women, another group about whom Kant held 
problematic views. Everyone who stresses the importance 
of consent in sexual encounters invokes a concept whose 
moral significance no one did more to establish than Kant. 
The fact that Kant’s ideas can be so powerfully advanced 
on behalf of groups that he too often denigrated is further 
demonstration that his moral theory can and should be 
understood independent of his racist views. 
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in history without wider applicability, whether the influence 
of one’s cultural context on one’s ideas thereby renders 
one’s claims parochial, and so on. 

There is, finally, one overarching reason for being candid 
with our students about Kant’s racism. We who have 
labored long in the academy know that we can learn much 
from people who hold views that are deeply objectionable. 
It would be convenient if racists, sexists, anti-Semites, 
and the like were also entirely bereft of any creative or 
intellectual insights worthy of our attention. The world, 
however, is not ordered that way, and this is something 
worth communicating to our students (perhaps now 
more than ever). Jonathan Haidt and Greg Lukianoff have 
recently claimed that one of the various ideas that impede 
college education is the idea that the world divides sharply 
into two kinds of people, the morally good and the morally 
bad. Once you align yourself with the morally good—and 
where else are you going to align yourself?—it’s a short 
step to concluding that you have nothing to learn from the 
other side, whom you have now confidently slotted, with 
the easy snapping of your fingers, into the class of people 
whose voices don’t merit your attention. This tendency 
is not just insensitive to the complexity of the world, but 
destined to cut ourselves off from important truths, not just 
about our world but about ourselves as well. 

It’s not wildly utopian to think that teaching Kant via some 
version of the third approach might both undermine our 
students’ tendency to so confidently divide the world into 
allies and enemies and help them see that it is a much more 
complicated place, one in which we can sometimes learn 
things from those we might on other grounds condemn. 
This is a hard lesson to learn, but it is surely one worth 
teaching our students. 
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issues within an overall argument. It is no doubt much 
easier for a white man like me to see Kant’s racism as a 
less significant aspect of his work, and so as likely to be 
less relevant to his philosophical achievement, than it is 
for a member of a group that Kant’s views explicitly target, 
who has experienced the effects of racism in their own 
lives. This diversity of perspectives is just one factor that 
can make interpretative consensus harder to achieve, but it 
is nothing to lament. Quite the opposite: Mills’s work on the 
importance of race in shaping the social contract tradition, 
for instance, is a terrific example of the enormous benefits 
that come when different perspectives are brought to bear 
on philosophical work. The possibility that my own subject 
position may affect the significance I attribute to Kant’s 
racist claims, then, leads me to be even more skeptical of 
the first approach and its easy bracketing of such claims. 

The second option is to teach the racist texts directly, 
alongside Kant’s other texts. I confess that this approach 
would not have occurred to me had it not been proposed by 
a colleague who is deeply troubled by Kant’s racist views, 
but I’m skeptical of it for two reasons. The first is that the 
works in question constitute bad philosophy—not because 
they are racist, but because they are marked by narrow-
mindedness and poor reasoning. (To cite one example from 
Boxill and Hill, Kant’s own methodological commitment to 
not multiplying causes unnecessarily should have led him, 
as it did Rousseau, to explain human differences around the 
world simply by citing environmental factors rather than by 
citing environmental factors and natural racial differences.) 
One might, I suppose, present Kant’s racist views as a case 
study illustrating the risks of human beings’ overconfidence 
in what we take to be our own objective reasoning. But the 
value of that lesson would have to outweigh the second 
reason against this way of proceeding—namely, that 
after encountering some of these highly objectionable 
passages, all sorts of students might find it difficult to be 
genuinely receptive to the powerful philosophical ideas 
(about metaphysics, free will, morality, aesthetics, and 
so on) that Kant advanced. They may well conclude that 
anyone who could have written such things couldn’t really 
have expressed any ideas worth attending to. 

So we come to the third approach: Present Kant’s work, but 
also mention the troubling fact of his racism. This could 
be accompanied by an invitation to students to identify 
places in Kant’s work where they think important parts of 
his argument either are distorted by his racism or are blind 
to considerations he should have addressed. For instance, 
in the Groundwork Kant refers to South Sea islanders as 
an example of people living lives of idle luxury and failing 
to develop their talents in the way (Kant thought that) all 
persons should. It might be worth discussing with students 
whether persons in certain parts of the world really don’t 
have to work as hard as others to meet their basic needs, 
and whether Kant reached the conclusion he did because 
he already had a view of the diminished capabilities of 
South Sea islanders. Students could also explore the 
question how should we understand our basic needs, and 
against what background? We might pursue the question 
of how far Kant’s view that human beings have a moral 
obligation to develop their talents reflects beliefs he held 
as a Northern European Protestant man at a particular point 
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speak glibly about a subject is not equivalent to providing 
answers to specific questions, relying solely on oneself 
and writing down replies to be scrutinized by experts. 
Effective examinations clarify for students whether they 
control certain material or possess it only tenuously. What 
are your strengths and weaknesses? Are your methods of 
study efficient? How can you change them to study more 
effectively? Examinations help reveal the answers.

Students, though, are not the only ones tested by 
examinations. The second purpose they serve is providing 
teachers with the opportunity to assess the effectiveness 
of their instruction. Through analyzing the results of tests, 
teachers can learn how they have succeeded and where 
they have failed. If three-quarters of the students miss a 
particular question, the fault is not theirs but the instructor’s. 

The temptation is to scoff at students who exhibit ignorance 
and to wonder how they could have learned so little. But if 
the instructors had taught the material more effectively, the 
students surely would have performed much better. 

A third potential value to examinations is providing a 
worthwhile learning experience. During a test students 
are working with a high degree of concentration. If the 
questions place familiar material in a slightly unfamiliar 
light and thereby lead students to recognize connections 
they might not have noticed, the examination itself can 
deepen understanding.

That potential is reason for constructing examinations 
carefully. They should not be filled with banal questions but 
instead should challenge students to use their knowledge 
and thereby discover whether they have a firm grasp of it. 

For example, suppose you have taught your class that a 
valid argument is one in which the premises imply the 
conclusion, even if the premises or the conclusion are 
false. To test whether students understand the nature of 
a valid argument, an ineffective question would be: “Is 
a valid argument one in which the premises imply the 
conclusion?” The difficulty is not only that the question 
requires merely a “yes” or “no,” but that a student might 
give the correct answer without understanding that false 
premises might validly yield a true conclusion. 

Here’s a much better question: “If the conclusion of a valid 
argument is false, can we be sure that the premises are 
false? If so, explain why. If not, provide a relevant example 
that illustrates your view.” Only a student who understands 
the nature of a valid argument will answer correctly. 

A fourth value to examinations is the time spent preparing 
for them. Because questions are not known beforehand, 
students need to undertake a thorough study of all the 
material and anticipate questions that may be posed. 
In doing so, students are led to analyze and synthesize 
material, and to enhance their control of it. 

Term papers have their own worth but are not substitutes 
for an examination. In researching papers students need 
master only those parts of the course bearing directly on the 
chosen topic. If you are taking a course in civics and have 
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rely on copious but neglected works and notes [Kant] prepared 
and used in his lectures in the area [i.e. the area of anthropology 
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(1785), “On the varieties of the different races of man (1755), and 
the Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime 
(1764)” (Eze, “The Color of Reason,” 104).

13. Boxill and Hill, “Kant and Race.”

14. Ibid., 452.

15. E.g., Louden, Kant’s Impure Ethics; Wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought.

16. Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 237.

17. Kleingeld, “Kant’s Second Thoughts on Race,” 574.
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Teaching and Testing
Steven M. Cahn
THE GRADUATE CENTER, CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 

Does anyone like examinations? For students they are the 
stuff of  nightmares, while for teachers they result in stacks 
of papers requiring correction and grading. So why not 
dispense with them?

The answer is that ideally they serve four important purposes. 
First, an examination provides the opportunity for students 
to discover the scope and depth of their knowledge. To 
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the important aspects of a subject. Such perspective is not 
limiting but liberating, removing barriers to understanding 
and making possible more independent thinking. 

A final criticism of examinations is that they stifle creativity, 
emphasizing the mindless reiteration of facts instead of 
encouraging imaginative thinking. Thus examinations are 
said to impede rather than promote learning. 

But this line of attack is mistaken for two reasons. First, 
only poor examinations emphasize learning by rote. 
Good ones, as stated previously, place familiar material 
in a somewhat unfamiliar light and lead students to make 
valuable connections in their thinking. In this connection 
I recall seeing a political science test consisting of one 
essay question: Explain the virtues of bureaucracy. Any 
student who could provide a persuasive answer to that 
provocative question would have demonstrated mastery of 
the processes of government.

Second, the mastery of any field requires control of relevant 
information and skills. As Whitehead wrote, “There is no 
getting away from the fact that things have been found 
out, and that to be effective in the modern world you must 
have a store of definite acquirement of the best practice. 
To write poetry you must study metre: and to build bridges 
you must be learned in the strength of material. Even the 
Hebrew prophets had learned to write, probably in those 
days requiring no mean effort. The untutored art of genius 
is—in the words of the Prayer Book—a vain thing, fondly 
invented.”1

Imaginative thinking does not flow from those ignorant of 
fundamental information, and examinations reveal whether 
you know the basics. Hence testing, rather than stifling 
creativity, provides a framework in which it can flourish. 

Yet constructing examinations is a challenge. How to 
do so? The first guideline is that an examination should 
be representative of the course material. Consider, for 
instance, a course in the history of the nineteenth-century 
English novel covering works by Jane Austen, Charlotte 
and Emily Brontë, George Eliot, and Thomas Hardy. An 
appropriate examination would cover all these authors, not 
only one or two. Furthermore, the questions would call for 
detailed answers, not just stray bits of information strung 
together by vague generalizations.

Moreover, students should face more than a series of true-
false or multiple-choice questions. The aim is not to test 
knowledge of minutiae but understanding of fundamental 
concepts. For instance, only a foolish examination in 
the history of modern philosophy would be filled with 
questions like “The title of Section IX of David Hume’s 
An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding is (a) Of 
Liberty and Necessity, (b) Of the Reason of Animals, (c) Of 
Miracles, (d) All of the above, or (e) None of the above.” 
Yet it would be equally foolish to ask, “Does anything in 
the work of Immanuel Kant help us understand ourselves.” 
Instead, the need is for a sharp, challenging question 
such as “Both Descartes and Berkeley raise doubts about 
the existence of the material world. Compare and contrast 
the arguments they use to raise these doubts and their 

been asked to learn the roles of the executive, legislative, 
and judicial branches of the United States government, 
then if you write a term paper on the committee structure 
in the Senate, you may do so without showing mastery of 
much of the course material. Only an examination will cover 
all the ground.

In this connection, consider a student who came to see 
me after having received a C on her examination. She was 
disappointed, especially because, as she explained, she 
had always been an A student. I asked whether she had 
studied as hard for this examination as for previous ones, 
and to my surprise she told me that she had never before 
taken any examinations. She had gone to a secondary school 
where they were considered outmoded, and her first two 
collegiate years were spent at a school that had replaced 
all examinations with term papers. I asked her whether she 
thought her learning had been helped or hindered by the 
absence of examinations. She replied that until she had 
taken my test she had thought that avoiding examinations 
had been to her advantage, but she now realized that her 
grasp of material had always been flimsy. She had never 
learned a body of material thoroughly enough to draw on it 
at will and utilize it effectively whenever needed. In short, 
she never had received the benefits of studying for an 
examination.

But if examinations are so beneficial, what are the 
arguments against them?

First, some say that tests do not provide a sound basis for 
evaluating a student’s achievement. After all, examinations 
require a student to demonstrate knowledge under 
challenging conditions, answering a restricted set of 
questions within a limited time, thus causing pressure that 
prevents many from doing their best work.

This line of argument, however, overlooks that pressure 
exists whenever anyone attempts to prove competence 
to experts. For example, a violinist feels pressure when 
auditioning for an orchestral position. Tension is inherent 
in such situations, because experts have high standards 
that are challenging to meet, and you need to meet 
them at an appointed time. The ballplayer who appears 
skillful in practice but plays poorly in league games lacks 
effective control of the requisite skills. Similarly, students 
who sound informed in conversation but perform poorly 
in examinations lack command of their subject. Thus the 
pressure of examinations does not invalidate but confirms 
the significance of the results.

A second criticism is that examinations inhibit students’ 
independence, discouraging them from pursuing their own 
interests and instead forcing the study of materials chosen 
by the instructor.

But why assume that mastering a subject involves only 
learning those aspects you happen to find interesting? 
For example, knowing American history involves knowing 
all periods, not just, for example, the Civil War or the New 
Deal. You may not be so interested in the Colonial age, but 
if you claim expertise in American history, you’re expected 
to know it all. And the teacher is your guide to identifying 
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I did not, however, anticipate what happened next. The 
students formed study groups to review the readings, ask 
one another questions, and otherwise prepare for the final 
examination. I never mentioned the idea of doing so, but 
my format had encouraged this highly useful activity. When 
the final examination arrived, students almost uniformly 
did well, as they had known how to prepare and make the 
most of their study time.

The course was one of the most popular I offered, and 
although students were not used to the examination format, 
they profited enormously from it. Indeed, they expressed 
pride in having acquired so much useful knowledge.

Examinations are neither good nor bad, but they are one 
tool in the teacher’s kit. If prepared properly and used 
appropriately, they are a powerful pedagogical device that 
can encourage and assess learning. 

NOTES 

1. Alfred North Whitehead, “The Rhythmic Claims of Freedom and 
Discipline” in The Aims of Education and Other Essays, rpt. New 
York: Free Press, 1967), 34.

An “A” for Effort?
Felicia Nimue Ackerman
BROWN UNIVERSITY

Originally appeared at Daily Nous. Reprinted with permission.

“Why can’t you grade partly on effort?” 
Asked a student in hope of an A.
I said, “Would you go to a surgeon
If her teachers had graded that way?”

Physics Envy?
Felicia Nimue Ackerman
BROWN UNIVERSITY

Originally appeared at Daily Nous. Reprinted with permission.

A physicist’s thoughts can be faultless
And still turn out not to be true.
But if you go wrong a priori,
Then isn’t the problem with you?

conclusions concerning the possible resolution of these 
doubts.” Questions such as these emphasize that mastery 
of the subject requires far more than the memorization of 
trivia or the improvisation of hazy, high-flown vacuities.

If examinations are to serve their appropriate purposes, 
a few other pitfalls need to be avoided. The examination 
should not be a race against time. Rather, students should 
be able to read the questions carefully, compose answers, 
write legibly, and review to make corrections.

Clear directions at the beginning of the examination are 
essential. Imagine beginning work and reading: “Answer 
three questions from Part I and two questions from Part II, 
but do not answer questions 2, 3, and 6 unless you also 
answer question 9. Question 1 is required, unless you 
answer questions 3 and 5.” By the time students have 
understood these rules, they will already be short of time. 
An exam should be a test of knowledge and skills, not of an 
ability to solve verbal puzzles.

One other pitfall is the failure to inform students of the 
relative importance of each question. If an examination 
has three questions, but the answers to the first two are 
together worth less than the answer to the third, then 
students should be told. Otherwise, they will not realize 
how their time should be allocated, and the results of the 
examination may be distorted.

Yet another concern is that examinations should be assessed 
with care. A means of doing so is reading a paper without 
knowing its author. An answer from a student who usually 
does excellent work tends to seem more impressive than 
a similar response from a student who is not so admired. 
In addition, rather than reading each paper from start to 
finish, a better method is to read each answer from every 
student, thereby helping to ensure that standards remain 
stable. 

Furthermore, examinations should be graded, returned to 
students, and discussed in class as soon as possible, thus 
maximizing their impact. Moreover, multiple examinations 
are better than one, allowing the student to improve from 
each effort to the next. Offering only one exam encourages 
cramming; frequent examinations encourage studying. 
And useful studying is what the teacher should seek to 
promote.

Let me offer one last example from my own teaching that 
illustrates the value of examinations. For many years I 
taught a graduate course in political philosophy, covering 
major historical writings, including such authors as Plato, 
Aristotle, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Mill. Their writings 
are among the foundations of the field, so I wanted 
students to master them. To encourage this result, I gave 
mid-term and final examinations that called for detailed 
knowledge of the key texts. I explained that the mid-term 
was a diagnostic tool that students could use to assess 
their work. After the test was given, I returned the papers 
in the next class and reviewed them question by question, 
explaining the correct answers and indicating where in our 
anthology they could be found.



APA NEWSLETTER  |  TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

PAGE 200 SPRING 2019  |  VOLUME 18  |  NUMBER 2

BOOK REVIEW
Philosophers in the Classroom: Essays on 
Teaching
Steven M. Cahn, Alexandra Bradner and Andrew Mills, eds. 
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2018) pp. 280.

Reviewed by Nils Ch. Rauhut
COASTAL CAROLINA UNIVERSITY

Teaching philosophy well is a journey rather than a 
destination. Most of us start off as freshly minted PhDs in 
front of a classroom trying to showcase our philosophical 
acumen only to discover that teaching philosophy requires 
so much more than being the most philosophically 
knowledgeable. This volume brings together twenty-
four first-person essays by distinguished teachers of 
philosophy, each of which illustrates that effective 
teaching of philosophy goes hand-in-hand with continued 
reflection upon and reevaluation of what happens in the 
process of teaching. Although the contributors come 
from very different academic institutions as well as from 
different philosophical backgrounds, all of them have 
been recognized by their home institutions as outstanding 
teachers of philosophy. 

The anthology is divided into four sections: Teaching 
Philosophy: A Prologue; Teaching the Students; Teaching 
the Course; Teaching beyond the Course; and Teaching the 
Teacher. The twenty-four essays are diverse both in content 
and style. Some of them (for example, Stephen H. Daniel’s 
“Getting it Right: Forty Years of Intro to Philosophy”) are 
focused on teaching a particular type of class. Others (for 
example, Bertha Alvarez Manninen’s “Teaching Philosophy 
to First-Generation College Students”) are focused on 
dealing with specific challenges (say, that of teaching first-
generation students or teaching large classes). My favorite 
essays in the anthology are those that chronicle how 
our aims and concerns as teachers change over time. In 
“Learning not to Teach” Paul Woodruff points out that after 
teaching for forty-five years he has learned “to put teaching 
aside and let the learning happen, as much as possible, 
through student interaction” (100). He illustrates what he 
means by this through a detailed and inspiring account 
of how he redesigned a course in Philosophy of Art. He 
had taught a version of the course in his early years as a 
professor but “decided to try something totally different” 
(102). In his new course students were assigned to learning 
groups that reflected their own aesthetic interests, and 
most of the work in the course was done by students within 
the groups. “This course design,” Woodruff observes, “left 
me little time for traditional teaching, but gave the students 
unusual opportunities for learning” (105). This essay 
illustrates beautifully that the best teachers of philosophy 
continually rethink what they are doing in the classroom 
leading, sometimes, to changes, big and small. Teaching 
the same course, in the same way, over and over again, is 
not a trustworthy sign of teaching excellence.

Another strong contribution to the volume is David W. 
Conceptión’s “Learning to Teach.” Conceptión describes 

A Plea for Critical Thinking*
Felicia Nimue Ackerman
BROWN UNIVERSITY

Originally appeared at Daily Nous. Reprinted with permission.

Higgledy piggledy,
Russell and Wittgenstein,
Murdoch, and Geach and his 
Eminent wife

Shouldn’t be taken as
Super-philosophers,
Objects of worship and
Larger than life.

*This is almost a double dactyl. For the criteria for the form of light verse 
known as a double dactyl, see this link: https://www.thefreedictionary.
com/double+dactyl

Calling All Zingers!
Felicia Nimue Ackerman
BROWN UNIVERSITY

Did you ever say something foolish in a class and get a 
well-deserved zinger from a student in response? I did! 
Here are three samples. Can you top them?

#1
FNA: “Zoroastrianism is a ditheistic religion, with a conflict 
between a good god and an evil one.”

Student: “I don’t think that’s right.”

FNA: “I got this out of the textbook, so if you have a better 
source, I’ll yield to your superior expertise.”

Student: “I am a Zoroastrian, and my uncle is a Zoroastrian 
priest.”

FNA: “I yield to your superior expertise.”

#2
FNA: “Reading 1984 will change your life.”

Student: “I did and it didn’t.”

#3
Student: “Will the class meet on Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur?”

FNA: “Yes, but don’t worry if you can’t come—you won’t 
miss anything important.”

Student: “Well, you ought to know.”

The next time I was asked this question, I said, “You won’t 
miss anything important that can’t be made up.”

https://www.thefreedictionary.com/double%2Bdactyl
https://www.thefreedictionary.com/double%2Bdactyl
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with the question of the appropriate standards for praising 
someone as a person “of good moral character.” Christian 
Miller seeks to advance discussion of this topic in his 
new book, The Character Gap: How Good Are We?, a book 
that, though intended for a popular audience (i.e., a 
‘trade’ book), will be of interest to philosophers and non-
philosophers alike. (Indeed, Miller’s book was the subject 
of an ‘Author Meets Critics’ session at the most recent 
APA Annual Meeting, Eastern Division, with comments by 
Nancy Snow and Jen Wright.). Miller explores the question 
of what is meant by good character, why it matters that we 
have good character, and how we might seek to improve 
our moral character. Given that the book is very much an 
‘easy read’ lacking any philosophical terminology that is 
not fully explained, instructors may find it appropriate even 
for assignment to beginning students, either in ethics or in 
general philosophy courses.

ADDRESSES OF CONTRIBUTORS
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how his teaching of philosophy as a novice member of 
the academy fell short. He writes that “the basic designs 
of my courses were fundamentally flawed, my actual (as 
opposed to my espoused) learning objectives shallow. . . 
. I was pretty narcissistic, and I had very little empathy” 
(25). In order to make progress he reached out to more 
experienced colleagues only to discover that this did not 
lead to the improvement of his teaching that he was looking 
for. “I didn’t need the tips I could get from well-meaning 
but uninformed colleagues. I needed to study teaching 
and learning. . . . I needed to become a scholarly teacher” 
(26). Conceptión writes that his encounter and interaction 
with the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) made 
all the difference in his development into a good teacher. 
The essay is a welcome reminder that engagement with the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning is one promising way 
of becoming a better teacher of philosophy.

In light of the fact that the Scholarship of Teaching and 
Learning plays an important part in the development of 
good philosophy teachers, it is a bit surprising that the 
book does not have a bibliography. I think this is a missed 
opportunity by the editors to draw more attention to the 
excellent work that has been done in SoTL. 

In spite of this lacuna, I recommend the book highly to 
everyone who has an interest in improving her teaching of 
philosophy. It deserves to be widely read.

BOOKS RECEIVED
We did not receive our usual complement of books from 
publishers in time for the publication of this issue, so in 
this section we will list only two books, each of which has 
come to our attention through their authors and each of 
which is relevant to philosophy instructors, though for 
quite different reasons. After the listing of each book, there 
follows a short description of its contents.

RUTGERS UNIVERSITY PRESS
Steven M. Cahn, Inside Academia: Professors, Politics and 
Policies

Steven Cahn has served in academia both as a Professor of 
Philosophy and also as an administrator—as provost, vice 
president for academic affairs, and as acting president. He 
therefore writes with first-hand knowledge and personal 
experience of the various aspects of academic life and 
culture. Some of the topics covered in the book are “How 
Professors View Academia,” “How Teachers Succeed,” 
“Choosing Administrators,” “Distribution Requirements,” 
and “Appointments,” and “Tenure.”  The book is both 
informative and entertainingly written.

OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS
Christian B.  Miller, The Character Gap: How Good Are We 

Though there is no shortage of articles and books that 
deal with the question of the principle(s) of right action, 
aside from the ancient Greeks who dealt with moral 
philosophy, one doesn’t find a plethora of writers dealing 
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