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“Objection, evasion, joyous distrust, and love of irony are signs of health; 

everything absolute belongs to pathology.”  

-Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond good and evil1 

 

This term's edition has been given an open subject, so as to see within 

what the current pensées in academic philosophy lie. We had a range of 

different submissions, all of which were unique to their authors. From 

liberty and freedom of speech to the philosophy of language and from 

Nietzsche's Genealogy to anglo-american logic, there is something here for 

everyone, novices and experts. 

 

Our first paper discusses our moral obligation to resist misogyny as both 

rational and responsible beings. Zaffie Lawal argues that it is in fact 

irrational for all persons to not resist misogyny, in that it undermines our 

own agency and self-respect. 

 

Our second paper, by Maria Manuela Peixoto Teles, discusses Michael 

Dummett's alternative to Frege's account of perception using the example 

of colour-words to illustrate the differences between the subjective and 

the objective.  

 

Our third paper discusses the dilemma which occurs when trying to both 

protect the right to free speech, and avoid the negative effects of hate 

speech. Willa Saadat, argues that we must regulate free speech in order to 

produce a solid distinction between tolerance and intolerance. 

 

The fourth paper explores Friedrich Nietzsche's Genealogy. What is it? 

What was Nietzsche trying to achieve with this work? The author, York 

                                                      
1 1886, IV; 154. In The Complete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche (1909-1913), Project 

Gutenberg 
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University's Charles Lamport-Beale, argues that the Genealogy is in fact 

an explanation of human moral psychology in disguise as a myth. 

 

Our fifth paper discusses the difficult moral problem of the virtue of 

credibility excess. This is to say that, although someone may not 

understand that they are attributing too much credence to someone else 

due to their own ignorance, their actions cause a moral benefit. Brendan 

Regan argues that there are situations in which an excess of credibility 

may be virtuous. 

 

Our last paper, by another University of York student Jack McGrath, 

explores Quine's critique of second order logic, a largely mathematical 

form of logic. The author explains how mathematics must not and cannot 

simply be reducible to logicism. 

 

Eleanor Paisley 

Editor  
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Moral obligations to resist misogyny 
 

 

 

Zaffie Lawal - King’s College London 
 

 

 

In David Foster Wallace’s essay, ‘Getting Away from Already Being Pretty 

Much Away from It All’, he describes an experience at a state fair where the 

(female) friend he is visiting, whom he calls Native Companion, is sexually 

harassed by some men operating one of the rides. David points this out to her but 

she is dismissive of the act, retorting, ‘What, because there’s assholes in the world 

I don’t get to ride on the zipper?... Assholes are just assholes. What’s getting hot 

and bothered going to do about it except keep me from having some fun?’ (Hay 

2011). Her nonchalance, as well as Wallace’s surprise at her nonchalance, raises 

some interesting questions. Is her reaction appropriate? Should Native 

Companion have, instead, confronted those men, or filed a complaint as Wallace 

suggests? One might say that Native Companion should have retaliated against 

the men to prevent the same thing happening to another women, or because what 

the men did was wrong and wrongness in general should be reproached, but is 

there a more grounding moral obligation for resistance linked directly to Native 

Companion and the nature of the oppression she is facing? In other words, is there 

a general moral obligation to resist misogynistic oppression in virtue of it being 

oppression? In what follows, I will examine moral obligations, and determine that 

there is a moral obligation to resist misogyny in virtue of people being rational 

beings not to be used solely as a means, and who have a duty to respect 

themselves and others, and protect their rational capacities. I will also briefly 

examine the nature of oppression and the role that plays in regard to resistance, 

and how this might affect one’s ability to successfully resist oppression.  

 

 Firstly, to consider whether there is a duty to resist misogyny, we must first 

look at moral obligations in general and consider where they come from. Henry 

David Aiken defines moral obligation as ‘those [obligations] which survive when 

a state, or politically organised society of any sort, is in a state of civil war or 
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revolution’ (Aiken 1982). As such, there lies a recognition that, while, say, legal 

obligations are derived from the legal law, moral obligations come from a 

standard outside of the political or social society, i.e. the moral law. In Thomas 

Hill’s account of servility in ‘Servility and Self-Respect’, he uses Immanuel 

Kant’s theory of morality to ground his claim that as human beings with rational 

minds we have certain moral rights in accordance with the moral law (and he later 

argues that as a result servility is morally objectionable because the servile person 

fails to ‘understand and acknowledge [their] own moral rights)’ (Hill 1973). We 

have moral obligations to act in accordance with our moral rights, in virtue of us 

having these rights. For us, to act in ways that would violate others’ moral rights 

would be objectionable, and in many but not all cases for us to act in ways that 

would violate our own moral rights is also morally objectionable (such as the case 

presented of the servile person).  

 

 After establishing what moral obligations are and how we come to acquire 

them, I will now consider their role, if any, in resisting misogyny. In his second 

formulation of the categorical imperative Kant postulates that persons - i.e. 

rational beings - are ends in themselves, not to be used ‘merely as means’ (Kant 

1785). From this he then derives his theory of our duty of self-respect, claiming, 

‘the fact that persons are ends in themselves […] requires that they be respected 

by others and by themselves’ (Stark 1997). This is understandable. Many of the 

things we consider to be morally wrong, such as killing, stealing, and lying, etc. 

are wrong because they violate these principles in some way. To say that there is 

no duty not to use people as mere means or not to respect oneself and others is to 

almost eschew morality altogether. 

 

 Hay expands on this idea in her essay, ‘The Obligation to Resist 

Oppression’, arguing that it is our rationality which plays the key role in securing 

our obligations of respect for ourselves and for others following this conclusion 

of rationality, the theory of rational beings as ends in themselves demonstrates 

that it is also our duty to protect that very rationality from harm (later citing the 

various ways in which oppression causes such harm (Hay 2004)). Due to the 

specific ways in which oppression works, to systematically disadvantage women 
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as a group, Hay further argues that when one woman is harmed through sexual 

harassment, the act is in fact harming all women as ‘the harasser is able to harass 

her because she is a member of an oppressed group to whose members he does 

not accord the proper amount of moral respect’ (Hay 2005). From this we extend 

the notion of a woman’s duty to herself to all other women as well. I would then 

suggest that the answer to whether or not there is an obligation to resist misogyny 

is two-fold: (1) Since to behave in an oppressive manner towards women, simply 

in virtue of their being women, is not in accordance with our duty of respect for 

other persons, and results in their being used as a mere means, there is an 

obligation for a man (belonging to the oppressor group) to resist misogyny, in the 

sense of resisting misogynistic tendencies; and (2) there is an obligation for a 

woman (belonging to the oppressed group) to resist misogyny, not only in virtue 

of her being a person, i.e. a rational being who has an obligation to not only 

respect herself but also protect her rational capacities, but in virtue of all women 

being such persons since misogyny is aimed at targeting women as a whole. As 

the former is more intuitive, I will focus the rest of this essay on the latter 

obligation - that is, a woman’s obligation to resist her oppression, and the 

implications this may have.  

 

 Having made the claim that there are moral obligations to resist misogyny, 

I recognise that it is not enough to simply stop there, for after making the claim 

it soon becomes evident that there may be several impositions which, at the very 

least, could greatly constrain the effect to which women are successfully able to 

resist misogynistic oppression. Jean Harvey points out two important such 

hindrances in her paper, ‘Victims, Resistance, and Civilised Oppression’: (1) that 

due to the pervasive nature of misogynistic oppression, resisting such an 

oppression from every source and at every opportunity would become especially 

fatiguing, and (2) that due to the power dynamics specific here, and to oppression 

in general, it is likely that members of the oppressed group would open 

themselves up to vulnerability, specifically possible retaliation by the oppressing 

group, in certain cases of resistance (Harvey 2010). Applying these 

considerations to the case of Native Companion: is she always under a moral 
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obligation to resist oppression?  And is she still under this obligation if it becomes 

clear that any resistance might be met with possible  

retaliation from her oppressors? Anita Superson furthers the latter idea by citing 

a specific example, arguing that it is wrong to ‘expect women who conform to 

traditional gender roles to change their behaviour [because] their choice of 

lifestyle, and the values and beliefs accompanying it [...] takes place in the context 

of severe restrictions of their freedom caused mainly by patriarchy. Their 

lifestyle, in turn, significantly limits their choices further,’ (Superson 1993) and 

suggests that to impose a moral obligation on them is tantamount to ‘blaming the 

victim’ (Hay 2005). 

 

 While I concede that it may unfair to place women in instances like 

previously mentioned under an obligation to resist misogyny, I would like to 

contend this view takes a rather limited view of resistance and its forms. I would 

agree with Superson that it would be unfair to expect a woman living in a 

developing country to actively resist acts of oppression she may face that are in 

accordance with particular religious beliefs or traditional gender roles; that is, to 

actively resist in ways that will be visible to her oppressor. However, due to the 

very nature of oppression, that it can manifest in both physical and psychological 

ways, there is a passive kind of resistance, an internal kind, that these women can 

involve themselves in. While actions like activism and supporting charities that 

deal with tackling oppression are forms of external resistance, which might not 

be a viable option for all women and especially not all of the time, internal 

resistance can take the form building up mental walls to block off potential 

oppressive harms, or simply just recognising that the oppression one faces is 

wrong, according to Hay (2004). 

 

 Now, there is another question worth considering: what if a woman has 

been so oppressed, she is unable to carry out internal resistance? I have previously 

stated, via Hay, that oppression has the potential to harm one’s rational capacities; 

what if one’s capacities have been so harmed that it becomes impossible for them 

to successfully resist, both internally or externally? I would contend that still 

should not relieve women generally of a duty to resist. Consider the case of 
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children, whose rational capacities are not yet fully developed, but are not 

considered to lie outside of the moral community. If they are to commit a morally 

wrong act, we do not (usually) hold them morally responsible for their actions. 

We might admonish them, for the sake of the act not repeating itself (and there 

may be legal repercussions), but in virtue of their rational capacities not yet fully 

developed it would be hard to construct an argument finding them blameworthy 

(Fields 1994). As such, I still hold that all women are under the same amount of 

moral obligation to resist misogyny, but their varying degrees of autonomy will 

dictate the degree to which they can be held morally responsible for or not 

resisting.  

   

 In conclusion, I have laid out an argument for the obligation to resist 

misogyny in virtue of keeping to our duties of self-respect and not using others 

as means, considered the possible implications of this, and argued for both 

external and internal aspects that would make such a resistance possible. Though 

this might seem counterintuitive, or unfair to place upon already potentially 

vulnerable women, these objections are not enough to counter the weight of the 

effect such an obligation has. If anything, they should serve to reinforce the 

importance of eradicating oppression altogether.  
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Frege on colour-words: Dummett’s alternative 
 

 

Maria Manuela Peixoto Teles - Universidade do Porto, Portugal 

 

Abstract: In this paper, I present Michael Dummett's interpretation of Gottlob 

Frege's considerations on colour-words as a version of conceptualism within 

contemporary philosophy of perception.  

  

  

Introduction 

 

Perception was never a theme of investigation for Gottlob Frege. It is well-known 

that he was first of all a mathematician concerned with the logical foundations of 

arithmetics. Although it is not Frege's central concern, perception appears several 

times in his discussions on the nature of logic, thought and language. The role of 

perception in Frege's writings is usually to provide a point of comparison with 

the kind of objects he is interested in and how we get to know them. In his earlier 

works, those objects are essentially numbers, but in later works, they are thoughts 

and concepts. In his 1993 Origins of Analytical Philosophy (hereafter ‘Origins’), 

Michael Dummett considers that Frege wrote something substantial about 

perception only in two of his works: Die Grundlagen der Arithmetik. Eine logisch 

mathematische Untersuchung über den Begriff der Zahl of 1884 - trad., The 

Foundations of Arithmetic: A Logico-mathematical enquiry into the concept of 

number - (hereafter ‘Grundlagen’), and “Der Gedanke” - or, The Thought: a 

Logical Inquiry - (hereafter ‘DG’) of 1918. The aim of this paper is to present 

Dummett's interpretation of Frege on perception, considering only what he writes 

in the Grundlagen, and more specifically in the two passages that are relevant for 

Dummett: §24 and §26. Dummett finds that what Frege writes about colour-

words in these passages, and particularly in §26, is incoherent and inconsistent. 

Its incoherency stems from an apparent confusion with a crucial distinction 

between subjectivity and objectivity, which is crucial for Frege; its inconsistency 
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lies with Frege's general theory of meaning. This paper aims to show that, to 

surpass both the incoherence and inconsistency, Dummett presents an alternative 

consideration of the meaning of colour-words that is a specific version of 

conceptualism within contemporary philosophy of perception.  

 

I. Subjectivity/Objectivity 

 

Grundlagen was written to prove that numbers and the primitive operation of 

arithmetics have a logical nature. To prove this, Frege starts to eliminate opposing 

views on the nature of numbers: first, the formalist view, according to which 

numbers are just the signs used to make mathematical operations; then empiricist 

and idealist views, in which numbers are perceptible or mental items; and lastly 

conceptualist views, which define numbers as properties, whether perceptual, 

mental or abstract. For Frege, numbers are objects that are not known by 

perception or introspection, but by their objective properties. Frege's notion of 

objectivity plays a central role in his logicist program. Frege characterises what 

is objective in contrast with what is subjective, and subjectivity is characterised 

thus: 

 

Even an unphilosophical person soon finds it necessary to recognise an 

inner world distinct from the outer world, a world of sense-impressions, of 

creations of his imagination, of sensations, of feelings and moods, a world of 

inclinations, wishes and decisions. For brevity I want to collect all these, with the 

exception of decisions, under the word ‘idea’ (Frege 1956; 299).  

 

 Following the tradition, I will use ‘idea’ to translate ‘Vorstellung’ and 

‘ideas’ to translate ‘Vorstellungen’ (Dummett 1993; Beaney 1997). So, in Frege's 

account, ideas are what constitutes subjectivity. They are the mental items that 

belong to individual streams of consciousness. It is this feature of subjectivity 

that motivates Frege's logicist program. According to him, what is subjective is 

private and thus cannot bear truth. It follows then, that truth is attributable only 

to what is public and can be subjected to laws, conceptualised and judged. In §26 

Frege defines what is objective as that which is or can be lawful, conceptual or 
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judged2. Since ideas cannot be lawful, conceptual or judged, subjectivity does not 

bear truth, only objectivity does. Therefore, if arithmetical operations are true or 

false, they must involve objectivity. Frege's point is that, since logic is the science 

concerned with truth, truth-bearers and truth-values, arithmetic is ultimately 

logical.   

 

 To assure the proof that numbers are objective objects and arithmetic is 

ultimately logic, Frege establishes three methodological principles for the 

Grundlagen. The first is the motivation for the other two. It states that to logically 

ground arithmetic 

  

‘[t]here must be a sharp separation of the psychological from the logical, 

the subjective from the objective’ (Beaney 1997; 90). 

 

 The two other principles are the famous context principle and the rule that 

concepts and objects must always be distinguished. The context principle has a 

crucial role within the history of analytical philosophy. Its importance and content 

have been subject to several disputes and developments. Among these are 

Dummett's interpretation of it. In Origins, Dummett considers that the context 

principle states that the meaning of a word is to be determined only in the context 

of a sentence. This reading is disputable, but I will take it for granted here3. In 

this interpretation, the purpose of the context principle is to guarantee that the 

meaning of a number-word, ‘three’ for instance, is not taken to be an idea, that 

is, a subjective item. The point is that constraining the determination of the 

meaning of a word to the context of the sentence containing it assures the 

distinction between the logical and the psychological, that is, the objective and 

subjective.  

 

                                                      
2 “Objectiv ist darin das Gesetzmässige, Begriffliche, Beurtheilbare” (Frege 1884 §26). 
3 What is at stake in the disputes on the context principle is what the context is supposed to 

be: namely, sentences or propositions. Dummett himself changes opinion about the import of 

the context principle (Viz. Green 2005). 
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 The distinction between psychological-subjective and logic-objective is 

ubiquitous in Frege's writings. In his Begriffsschrift, Eine der Arithmetischen 

Nachgebildete Formalsprache des Reinen denkens - or, Conceptual Notation, a 

Formula Language of Pure Thought Modelled on that of Arithmetics – of 1879, 

Frege establishes a separation of judgeable content (beurteilbarer Inhalt) and an 

association of ideas (Vorstellungsver bindung). Only the first, and never the 

second, is expressed in his conceptual notation. In the Grundlagen, Frege spends 

the first chapters arguing that numbers are objective objects, in contrast to both 

subjective ideas and objective concepts. In 1891 ‘Über Sinn und Bedeutung’ - or, 

Sense and Reference - (hereafter ‘USB’), Frege is strict in separating the ideas 

that come to one's mind when using language and the meaning of words. In DG, 

thoughts are proved to have a diverse nature of ideas, although neither belong to 

the perceptible material world. Judgeable content, numbers, meanings, and 

thoughts, all share the property of being objective, and thus contrast with 

subjective ideas.   

 

II. The Sense of Colour-Words 

 

For Dummett, the sharp distinction Frege establishes between subjectivity and 

objectivity is the ground for the incoherence and inconsistency regarding the 

meaning of colour-words, found in the Grundlagen. Although they do say 

something about perception, neither §24 nor §26 of the Grundlagen are about 

perception. In both, Frege's concern about colour-words is to show that, despite 

involving subjective sense-impressions or colour-sensations, they mean objective 

properties of the physical things that belong to the material world, that is, colours. 

Dummett is sympathetic to this insight. His problem with Frege's proposals in 

§24 and, particularly, §26 is that they do not elaborate this insight properly.  

 

 In §24 and §26, colour-words appear as a point of comparison with 

number-words. The general idea is that, although colour-words involve 

subjective sense-impressions or colour-sensations, they are used in language to 

refer to objective properties. However, as Dummett remarks, Frege ends up 

assuming that colour-words correspond to sense-impressions. What Frege takes 
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to be meaning in these passages is of great importance. When he wrote the 

Grundlagen, Frege had not yet distinguished the sense (Sinn) and reference 

(Bedeutung) of linguistic expressions. It is only in his celebrated USB, published 

seven years later, that this distinction is established. There, Frege states that 

meaning is not only reference but also sense. In USB, Frege develops this 

distinction by considering that references are the extra-linguistic items, denoted 

or designated by linguistic expressions, while senses are the linguistic modes of 

presentation of these items. There are good reasons to think that reference is what 

is at stake for Frege when he considers the meaning of colour-words in the 

Grundlagen, and Dummett favours this interpretation. For Dummett, it is 

precisely because Frege is talking about the denotation of colour-words that §24 

and §26 appear as problematic. According to Dummett, §26 is problematic for 

Frege since it is incoherent about the objectivity and subjectivity of the denotation 

of colour-words. The central question of the Grundlagen is what do number-

words designate. It is in this context that what Frege writes in both §24 and §26 

is to be understood.  

 

 Frege begins §24 contrasting numbers with physical properties, hence his 

study of colour. The initial claim is that number-words have a wider application 

than colour-words because what is sensible, for example the colour blue, has no 

application to what is not, such as the number 3. As examples of what this 

application would be, Frege talks about the absurdity of considering a blue idea, 

a salty concept or a stiff judgement. And then he says:  

 

‘When we see a blue surface, we have a specific impression, to which the 

word ‘blue’ corresponds; and we recognise this impression again when 

we catch sight of another blue surface’  

(1884; §24). 

 

Frege's goal here is to elaborate the contrast between colour-words and number-

words in order to show that a correspondence between words and sense-

impressions does not obtain with number-words, whereas it does with colour-

words. The relevant contrast is thus one between what is sensible and what is not. 
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Frege's conclusion is that colours, but not numbers, are sensible and objective at 

the same time.  

 

 In §26, Frege rejects a conclusion that could be drawn from §24: that if 

numbers do not involve sensation, they must be mental. The claim would be that 

since they are not perceptible, that is, not attachable to specific sense-impressions, 

numbers are, or are assessed by, some kind of mental process. In this case, getting 

to the essence of numbers would be achieved enduring a psychological 

investigation, that is, an investigation of how numbers are formed within our 

minds. To respond to this claim, Frege strengthens the comparison between 

number- and colour-words. His proposal now is that, like colour-words, number-

words have an ‘objective meaning’: 

 

‘Usually, with [the use of the word] ‘white’ people think of a certain 

sensation, which is naturally wholly subjective; but certainly in the 

linguistic use, it seems, an objective meaning is frequently achieved’  

(1884 §26). 

 

It is then clear that Frege affirms that colour-words denote or designate objective 

items. Moreover, Frege continues:  

 

‘When people name Snow White, they want to express an objective 

quality, that they usually recognise in the daylight becoming aware of a 

sensation’  

(ibid.). 

 

Frege is thus claiming that numbers and colours are both objective, although the 

latter, but not the previous, are recognised by ideas. It is here that Frege's remarks 

on colour-words in the Grundlagen become problematic: if colours are as 

objective as numbers, then they must be in sharp contrast with subjective 

sensations. For Dummett, it is with the possibility of being both objective and 

subjective that the meaning of colour-words, as Frege considers it in §24 and §26, 

appears incoherent. 
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III. Intersubjectivity 

 

Dummett notes that, according to Frege's previous considerations, what is 

objective has to be independent from ideas, and both sensations and intuitions 

count as ideas. Therefore, it seems Frege is incoherent when he explains in §26 

that colours are the objective properties designated by colour-words, and are 

recognised by the colour-sensations of which we think when we use them. For 

Dummett, the ground for this distinction is Frege's ‘most irresistible thought’ that 

ideas are private and thus incomparable. It is this ‘irresistible thought’ that 

Dummett wishes to withdraw from Frege's insight on colour-words. According 

to Dummett, this thought forces Frege to assume that, besides their objective 

meaning, colour-words have a subjective one. In this case, objectivity and 

subjectivity must be separated into meaning and sensations.  

 

As Dummett notices, Frege never mentions a subjective sense. However, 

Dummett believes that a subjective sense is presupposed in Frege's use of 

‘objective sense’ [objectiver Sinn]. This is also controversial since Frege's words 

on this may be interpreted differently, but again I assume Dummett's reading. 

From this assumption, the question is now: what is a subjective sense for Frege?   

 

 At this point, one has to recall that, when he wrote the Grundlagen, Frege 

had not yet distinguished sense and reference. Therefore, a subjective sense is to 

be read as a subjective meaning. According to Dummett, a subjective meaning 

for Frege would have to be a meaning involving reference to a private item. 

Sections §24 and §26 contain two accounts of this possibility. In §24, Frege 

approaches what could be a subjective meaning considering a correspondence 

between colour-words and sense-impressions. But in §26, he considers instead a 

correspondence between colour-words and thoughts about sensations. The first 

approach, in §24, is manifestly against Frege's main point that colour-words 

denote or designate objective properties. Dummett believes that within the second 

approach, in §26, Frege tries to avoid this by considering that subjective meanings 

are not the private and incomparable items like sense-impressions, but are 
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thoughts about these sense-impressions. The problem for Dummett is that, 

considering the sharp distinction between subjectivity and objectivity, since 

sensations are radically private and incomparable ideas, such a thought would 

have to be incommunicable. Here lies what Dummett presents as an inconsistency 

within Frege's general theory of meaning.  

 

Indeed, before in the §26, Frege states that objectivity is: 

 

‘what lets itself be expressed in words’  

(1884). 

 

 And add as a contrast: 

 

‘What is a pure intuition is not communicable’  

(ibid.). 

 

 This brings about the inconsistency with Frege's general theory of 

meaning. After distinguishing sense and reference in USB, Frege establishes that 

declarative sentences have truth-values as references and thoughts as senses. 

Since meanings are objective, both sense and reference are objective too. So, if 

thoughts are the senses of declarative sentences, thoughts are objective. Thus, for 

Dummett, an incommunicable thought calls into question Frege's 

characterisation, not of senses as non-mental items, but of senses as objective. 

Frege's insight on the meaning of colour-words would thus be inconsistent with 

his general theory of meaning. 

 

 To preserve Frege's insight without the incoherence and inconsistency it 

brings about, Dummett's solution is to eliminate the notion of subjective sense, 

and consider instead an intermediary category between subjectivity and 

objectivity: intersubjectivity. Dummett presents intersubjectivity as a weaker 

version of objectivity. While what is objective in the strong sense is totally 

independent of any human reaction or sensation, what is intersubjective is 

independent of one's individual reactions or sensations. Intersubjectivity is 
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therefore the result of distinguishing two kinds of objectivity: one that is not 

related to human reactions and sensations, and one which is. Dummett suggests 

that with this distinction Frege could preserve his insight on the connection of 

meaning and sensations that colour-words make manifest, for intersubjective 

properties are those which are objective but recognised by human capacities. 

However, since he kept his sharp distinction between subjectivity and objectivity, 

intersubjectivity was not available to Frege. 

 

 To make room for intersubjectivity, Dummett appeals to Ludwig 

Wittgenstein's observational grammar. For Dummett, to follow Wittgenstein's 

observational grammar is: 

 

‘to explain the conceptual connection between the objective property of 

being red and the epistemological character of its being an observational 

property’  

(Dummett 1993: 89). 

 

This needs to be elaborated. What Dummett wishes to do with a Wittgensteinian 

observational grammar is to eschew the idea that the connection between the 

meaning of colour-words and the sensations they are attached to is a relation 

between objectivity and subjectivity. Intersubjectivity allows for an elimination 

of subjectivity in this relation, for it is a weaker kind of objectivity. Since Frege 

could not appeal to intersubjectivity, he could not avoid a mentalist account of 

meaning, which contrasts his own objectivist goals.  

 

 Dummett proposes from his Wittgensteinian investigation that the 

recognition of colours is provided by the acquisition and practice of a language, 

not by the introspection of ideas. Dummett's point is that, the fact that the meaning 

of colour-words involves subjective items does not render it some kind of 

subjective meaning, nor does it require a subjective way of presentation.  

 

 Therefore, Dummett proposes that understanding that something is blue, 

for example, is not done through the introspection of the visual sensations 
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resulting from looking at it, but instead by putting into practice the human ability 

to recognise intersubjective properties, like colours are. For Dummett, an 

objective property needs to be recognised as intersubjective to look a certain way. 

Such a recognition is not a report of sensations, but an application of words 

according to a shared linguistic agreement. The linguistic agreement at stake with 

the use of colour-words rules their application as correct or incorrect, so that 

sentences containing colour-words – such as ‘you look purple’ – are taken to be 

true or false. Dummett distinguishes these sentences, containing ‘is’ or ‘looks’ 

followed by the colour-word, as a difference in grade of objectivity, not as a 

difference between meaning an objective property and meaning a subjective item. 

His point is that the (correct and incorrect) application of colour-words is an 

increasing (or decreasing) ability acquired and trained in the use of language. 

Hence,  

 

‘something can look red to someone only if he has the concept ‘red’: and 

the only manifestation of its doing so is that he says that it is or looks red. 

It is only those who have received a certain training in the use of colour-

words who can manifest their colour-impressions; and it is only to them 

that we can confidently ascribe colour-impressions’  

(Dummett 1993: 90). 

 

 The first part of this passage is an expression of the so-called 

conceptualism within the philosophy of perception. The main conceptualist claim 

is that to have possession of the relevant concepts is a condition to perceive things 

as being a certain way. Therefore, according to conceptualism, only those who 

have the concept ‘purple’ can see something as being or looking purple. In this 

respect, Dummett would side with famous conceptualists such as John McDowell 

or Susanna Siegel. However, there is a specific feature in Dummett’s 

conceptualism that not all conceptualists would follow. In the last part of the 

passage, Dummett demonstrates the vindication he is trying to build in Origins, 

from Frege’s insight on colour-words and Wittgenstein’s observational grammar: 

that the possession of concepts – and particularly colour-concepts – is not a 

mental process but a linguistic ability which is possible only because some 
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objective properties are intersubjective - that is, they are connected to human 

reactions and sensations. This is the case for colours, as observable, objective 

properties. 

  

  

IV. Conclusion 

 

In the philosophical literature on perception, conceptualism appears often as a 

strain of representationalism. A representationalist account of perception takes 

perceptual experiences to involve representations of some kind, from 

propositions to images. Concepts are among the kind of representations to be 

proposed as being involved in perception. As a conclusion to this paper, I would 

like to propose that Dummett’s alternative to Frege conjures up a kind of 

conceptualism that is not representational. In Dummett’s account, concepts are 

not representations of the world, either mental or linguistic, but linguistic tools to 

recognise objective properties. In the case of colour-concepts, they are linguistic 

tools to recognise a particular kind of objective property: those which are 

observable. Dummett’s conceptualism is this one route of exploration for those 

conceptualists aiming at siding, not with a representationalist account of 

perception, but with a relationalist one, where perception is, first of all, a relation 

to the physical world. 
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Liberty and speech 
 

Willa Saadat - King’s College London 

 

The permissibility of regulating hate speech largely hinges on a debate about what 

constitutes a legitimate and justified restriction of our freedoms. If liberty is 

something of value and we want to protect it, we are faced with a dilemma 

concerning hate speech:  

 

1. Allowing hate speech frustrates the freedom of its victims to pursue their 

goals, by degrading their self-worth.  

2. Regulating hate speech restricts the freedom of people to express their 

views and opinions.  

3. Therefore, both possibilities undermine liberty in some way.  

 

In this essay, I will present an argument in favour of regulating hate speech, 

despite it coming at the cost of further restrictions to freedom of expression. If it 

can be shown that hate speech profoundly impedes its victims’ liberty, then 

measures which mitigate these impacts should be taken. In order to do this, I will 

demonstrate how hate speech undermines the self-esteem of its victims, in turn 

frustrating their freedom to pursue their goals. This will allow me to show that 

despite the prima facie assumption that the regulation of hate speech hampers 

liberty, regulating hate speech can actually foster freedom for more people.  

 

 Before I can present my argument, it is necessary to provide an exposition 

of hate speech and freedom of expression. Hate speech attacks people in virtue 

of their membership to certain groups i.e. race, gender, religion, sexual 

orientation or other minority groups where membership is morally arbitrary. 

These attacks can come in the form of epithets, insults, exclusionary policies or 

(more controversially) propositions that adversely judge certain minority groups 

(Yong 2011). To establish what exactly would or would not constitute hate 

speech, or who determines what hate speech is, would be beyond the scope of 
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this essay. For our purposes, the working definition above should suffice. 

Freedom of expression is the right to communicate ideas or propositions through 

any medium without interference or sanction. Any functioning society could not 

defend an unqualified account of freedom of expression, as this could entail 

defending crimes such as identity theft, lying in court or any other similar 

scenario where one conveys false information. A qualified account of freedom of 

expression can be understood as the right to communicate ideas or propositions 

through any medium without interference or sanction, provided you do not break 

other laws.  

 

 One way in which hate speech frustrates the goals of its victims is by 

degrading their self-esteem and dignity. When minority groups are made to live 

in environments where others’ hatred towards them is not just publicised, but also 

legitimised, this hatred becomes an attack on the value and dignity of the 

members of these groups. These victims do not have the privilege of being 

assured they will not be humiliated or subordinated, whether in public or through 

other channels of communication. Repeated iterations of hateful language 

reinforce the supposed inferiority of minority groups, and maintain hierarchies of 

power and social standing (Waldron 2014). It is a means of reminding oppressed 

groups that they are subordinate to the majority and they will not be regarded as 

equals. It is clear that those spreading hateful messages have a conception of 

power and superiority over certain groups, and use hate speech as a means of 

expressing this. However, hate speech does more than this. More significantly, it 

influences the way victims see themselves: Matsuda argues that the inferiority of 

victims of hate speech becomes internalised over time - one comes to adopt (often 

unknowingly) the rhetoric used to describe oneself (Matsuda 1989). Allowing 

hate speech to foster allows the collective social imagination to include harmful 

stereotypes and hateful rhetoric, and this can be very difficult to escape. The 

internalised oppression minorities face and denial of one’s own worth are product 

of the hierarchies hate speech creates. Victims are made to feel inferior: 

eventually, they see themselves and their goals as less valuable than others’. This 

attitude limits the success of minorities and prevents the attainment of their goals 

and full potential.  
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 The effect of low self-esteem on liberty is somewhat akin to the effect of 

external forces on self-realisation and mastery in Berlin’s account of positive 

liberty (Berlin 1969). The insecurity that hate speech creates becomes the driving 

force of the actions of its victims. It is not the will of the individual that 

determines what one does: rather, the internalised negative conception of the 

individual’s value and worth influences and limits what they should or should not 

do or be. The victim of hate speech is no longer in full control of personal actions 

and goals, as one would expect someone with liberty and self-determination to 

be. Instead, insecurity and low self-esteem make the individual more likely to act 

in accordance with the desires of the perpetrators of hate speech, potentially 

leading to an abandonment of personal goals.  

 

 Now, there is recognisably much contention within this debate and the 

impacts of hate speech. For instance, John Arthur argues that hate speech on its 

own is not detrimental to the self-esteem of its victims. Rather, when paired with 

other social or economic problems, hate speech may cause harm; these socio-

economic problems come in the form of poor job or academic performance, 

demeaning portrayals of groups you belong to in the media, homelessness, anti-

social behaviour of other members of a group. Alone, hate speech does not restrict 

its victims in pursuit of their goals, and thus it is not sufficiently harmful to be 

regulated. An otherwise secure and confident minority who is subject to hate 

speech will not face the internalised oppression, or lack of dignity, described 

above. Consider the case Arthur describes: Gerald Gunther who, as a Jewish 

person, was subject to anti-Semitic sentiments, yet Gunther himself argues that 

hate speech would not affect the esteem of someone already confident (Arthur 

2014). Even if it is accepted that there may be small, insignificant harms to 

victims of hate speech, these harms do not justify or supersede the risks involved 

with banning hate speech.  

 

 One such risk with regulating hate speech is entailed in the ‘slippery slope’ 

argument. This is the view that the regulation of free speech is at risk of being 

exploited to censor opinions that do not actually fall under restricted speech. 
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There is the threat of unpopular or controversial ideas being subject to 

suppression under the guise of regulating hate speech. Whether it is to silence 

opponents, remain in power, or any other purpose, limitations on free speech are 

likely to have adverse effects and further limit the political freedoms of citizens. 

Hate speech laws, if abused, can drastically decrease liberty. To Arthur, this risk 

greatly outweighs the supposedly insignificant harms that hate speech causes.  

 

 However, there are two main issues with Arthur’s argument. One issue 

concerns the supposed insignificance of the harms hate speech causes. The list of 

other causes of lower self-esteem that Arthur provides, such as homelessness, etc. 

are assumed to be only causes, and not the products of low self-worth. He 

overlooks how these problems disproportionately impact minority groups - the 

same groups that are victims of hate speech. This is not to say that hate speech 

directly causes these problems, but hate speech causes fear and insecurity which, 

in turn has forced people to leave their homes and jobs, forego education and 

generally adjust their behaviour to avoid discriminatory and hateful messages. 

Consider the fourteen-year-old boy who dropped out of school after becoming so 

frightened by the KKK’s leafleting campaign in 1988. Another instance (of 

many) involves Bobby Person, an African American sergeant who left his job and 

his state because of repeated racial abuse (Matsuda 1989). It is not simply the 

threat of violence that causes minorities to make lifestyle changes, but the 

emotional weight and anxiety caused by being repeatedly insulted and degraded 

is undoubtedly bound to influence changes as well. Hate speech reinforces 

negative attitudes towards certain groups, making environments more hostile and 

therefore contributes to the problems Arthur lists. If hate speech is causing fear 

and insecurity, then this will prevent people from minority backgrounds 

accessing the same opportunities and attaining the same level of success as others.  

 

 The harm that arises from hate speech is further reinforced using Gendler’s 

account of stereotype threat: reminding someone that they are a member of a 

group associated with impaired performance in a particular domain will increase 

the likelihood of that person performing badly when they are tested in that 

domain. Gendler describes multiple experiments where this threat has been 
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proven to be true. One example involves two groups of Hispanic students taking 

an intelligence test. The first group have their attention drawn to their race before 

taking the test, the second group do not. The first group performed significantly 

worse than the second. Similar experiments have been conducted, all of which 

produced the same results. An important feature of stereotype threat is that a 

member of a group does not need to believe any associated stereotypes to be true 

for her to perform badly (Gendler 2011). Stereotyping affects even the most self-

assured agents. So, despite Arthur’s confidence that hate speech is not sufficient 

to degrade dignity on its own, and that someone must already have low self-

esteem for it to be harmful, stereotype threat proves this is not true. The messages 

conveyed in different forms of hate speech perpetuates harmful and offensive 

stereotypes which are not simply offensive or inaccurate, but often become 

internalised ‘truths’ to victims. Consequently, hate speech hinders the 

performance of minorities by lowering their perceived self-value and sense of 

dignity.  

 

 The second problem with Arthur’s argument concerns his use of the 

slippery slope argument. As with all laws, there is a risk of hate speech laws being 

abused. There is also a risk of further freedoms being curtailed. However, this is 

a potential risk that has no necessary connection to banning hate speech itself, 

because it is a risk that any regulatory law faces. Hate speech laws do not have 

the property of being more prone to being abused than other laws. Even if they 

did, this is a potential risk provided there are a number of other factors at play, 

including a corrupt authoritative body and limited checks on government or 

police. These factors can be mitigated and therefore the risk of hate speech laws 

being abused can also be mitigated. In contrast, the harms that arise from hate 

speech are not just potentialities, but as expressed above, very real harms that are 

inextricably linked to hate speech. So, it cannot be denied that hate speech has 

very significant risks of diminishing the freedom of its victims to pursue their 

goals.  

 

 It may be argued that just as the risks of abusing hate speech laws can be 

mitigated, the harms that emerge from hate speech can also be mitigated. Victims 
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may not internalise the hateful messages they encounter if there is an opportunity 

to debate and disprove these messages. More free speech as opposed to 

censorship can be used as a means to prove hate speech as irrational and 

fundamentally false, thereby taking any power or significance away from them. 

If the ideas conveyed in hateful messages are proven not to have any truth to 

them, then there is a greater opportunity of changing the outlook of the people 

spreading hate speech but also, the victims are reminded that these messages are 

simply unfounded. Without being able to express contrary or false opinions, 

including hate speech, truths become ‘dead dogmas’ (Mill and Alexander 1999) 

and we are less confident and aware of the truth of the claim that all people are 

inherently equal.  

 

 The problem with this approach is that it still degrades the dignity of the 

victims of hate speech by treating their status and rights as a matter for debate. 

The equal rights of people should be universally accepted and not a contentious 

issue. To treat it as such serves as an implicit reminder to minority groups that 

they are never seen as truly equal. Minorities would have a constant requirement 

to prove to everyone else that they are worthy of being treated with equal dignity 

and respect. It becomes the responsibility of oppressed groups to educate and 

inform their oppressors of their irrationality. Audre Lorde describes this 

phenomenon, calling it a drain on the resources, time and energy of vulnerable 

people. This expectation that victims of hate speech ought to prove their humanity 

is not only degrading in itself, but is also bound to further lower the self-esteem 

of minorities. Expecting that minorities ought to engage in such debates rather 

than pursue their own interests reinforces the limitations hate speech has on 

liberty, especially since dominant groups feel no such pressure to prove their 

humanity (Lorde 2017).  

 

 Therefore, it is evident that there are compelling reasons to regulate 

freedom of expression in certain ways, namely by restricting hate speech, in order 

to protect and maximise the liberty of all individuals from different backgrounds. 

There are clear implications of limiting free speech and these implications, and 

the effect this has on wider freedoms, would need to be further explored. 
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However, within the scope of this paper, I hope to have illustrated how 

maximising freedom of expression may not be ideal when considering our wider 

notion of liberty and self-determination.  
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What is the Genealogy of morals supposed to 

be? Does it succeed in its task? 
 

Charles Lamport-Beale - University of York 

 

 

In this essay, I will argue that the Genealogy is not a genealogy in the technical 

sense but a purposefully disguised myth. For reasons of brevity and simplicity, I 

will focus on the first essay of the Genealogy. Ultimately, my aim is to show that 

Nietzsche is purposely trying to revive the myth in an era of decadence.  

 

 Nietzsche’s Genealogy of morals (Genealogy from here onwards) explores 

the origin of 19th Century - Germanic-European more generally, or more 

specifically Abrahamic-Christian - concepts of Good, Bad and Evil. In the 

Preface, Nietzsche endeavours to understand why man needed or wanted a 

metaphysics that held individuals accountable for their actions in such a way that 

facilitated praise and blame, reward and punishment.  

 

 Part of the difficulty in reading the Genealogy is trying to decide whether 

or not Nietzsche is writing historically or allegorically. As Brian Leiter asks, ‘Are 

the genealogies it recounts, for example, mere suggestive fictions, or do they 

claim some special epistemic standing?’ (Leiter 2015; 144).  Either Nietzsche is 

referring to an historical group of people and an event that genuinely occurred 

somewhere in the past or he is writing in an allegorical way, primarily concerned 

with truths about psychological health.  

  

The second reading of the Genealogy as allegorical is arguably the most coherent 

and intelligible one due to its uncategorical nature. Nietzsche is using 

mythological methodology in addressing truths about psychological health, 

especially of the individual, and how the psychology of individuals manifests 

itself at the societal level.   
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 We may start answering our question with reference to the title of the text, 

prior to its content. Genealogy, as a mass noun, is defined by the Oxford English 

dictionary as the ‘study and tracing of lines of descent’. We would expect 

Nietzsche to trace back to the origins of the dominant morality in 19th Century 

Europe, identifying the significant events that led up to the Christian morality of 

the time. The sub-title ‘A Polemic’, informs us that this text is not an unbiased, 

neutral assessment of the origins of morality but a combative exercise, even an 

attack on the modern ideas of the time. Nietzsche primarily targets German 

Idealism and its influences on 19th Century German culture, due to it being rooted 

in the moralised misinterpretations of Christian theology or the rival scientific 

theories that claim a fact-based access to truth.   

 

 Nietzsche believes he has the answers to two important questions: ‘what is 

the value of morality?’ (Preface §5), and more subtly ‘what is the value of truth?’ 

(Preface §6). In §3, he asks ‘…under what conditions did man invent the value-

judgements good and evil?’ and more importantly ‘…what value do they 

themselves possess?’. This is ultimately Nietzsche’s project: the revaluation of 

values. His undertaking is not to provide a new mode of morality but to critically 

evaluate the current standard, which he sees as ultimately problematic and self-

undermining. For he says, ‘It was here that I saw a great danger for mankind… 

the beginning of the end’ (Preface §5). Nietzsche briefly addresses the manner of 

writing in §8: ‘reading [is] an art’ and so ‘one must be practically bovine and 

certainly not a modern man’ in order to find his works unreadable. This is a 

reference to his earlier work, ‘On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life’ 

in Untimely Meditations (hereon, Uses and Disadvantages): one must be 

cognitively virile to understand him. Nietzsche is intentionally difficult to read, 

for the method of writing invites tension and demands attention; the reader must 

actively process what is written rather than just passively receive the words. This 

seems partially reminiscent of a novel genre style of writing, which is relevant to 

my analysis later on.  

 

 Nietzsche opens his first essay by discrediting the ‘English psychologists’ 

prejudices’ as obsessed primarily by ‘utility’ and ‘habit’ (Nietzsche 1996). He 
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insists that the concept ‘good’ is not derived from ‘utility’ but instead is an 

objective self-affirmation of the Noble. In other words, the Noble affirm their 

lives as good because they see them as good. Anything that is not good is bad, 

and this good/bad distinction is a passive distinction without a moral difference.  

Nietzsche further states that the Slaves are weak simply because that is their 

nature, just as the Noble are strong and conquering by nature.  

 

 However, somewhere along the timeline (note the lack of a date), there is 

a creative turn, a ‘subjective turn’, and the concept good becomes appropriated. 

The Slaves now see themselves as no longer bad by virtue of their being but are 

instead actively oppressed. Since the Noble are now actively oppressing the 

Slaves, they must be evil, and since the Slaves are not the Masters, they are not 

evil so they must be good.  Hence, the creative turn is the conception of the 

metaphysical idea of a free will as being, becoming a matter of choice, not nature. 

Thus, paving the way for blameworthiness and punishment. Nietzsche attributes 

this turn to the Priests, since the Priests are part of the ‘highest caste’ but are 

physically weak as outlined in 1.6; the Priests exert intelligent revenge by their 

creative turn as a way of getting the Knights to relinquish their power, thus, 

exercising the Will becomes ‘impure’ and ‘evil’. The Priests ‘demand of strength 

that it should not express itself as strength’ (Genealogy; 1.13).  

 

 Note that it is difficult to tell whether Nietzsche is referring to a 

mythological group of people, or an historical group of people. For example, we 

can read a distinction between the Strong and the Weak, the Noble and the Slaves. 

Or we can read a distinction about the Masters, who sub-divide into the Knights 

and the Priests, and then separately the Slaves. At times, Nietzsche appears to be 

talking about the social hierarchy of Ancient Rome, i.e. the ‘noble’ ideal was that 

of a warrior, and lays waste to whatever gets in their way (Genealogy; 1.5). Since 

this second reading of the three castes seems to reflect the social standings of 

Ancient Rome, one might consider Nietzsche here to be talking historically. 

Similarly, in 1.7 Nietzsche parallels the Slave revolt in Morality to the Judaeo-

Christian monopolising of morality. Whereby the group that inherited and 

appropriated this slave revolt most successfully are the Jewish people. This is 
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most likely the case because they are portrayed as oppressed throughout scripture 

(Beyond Good and Evil; §195), and as a result moralised ‘misinterpretations of 

underlying physiological conditions’ (Guess 1997; 6) are present throughout. For 

example, the fable of the Pharisee and Publican (Luke; 18:9-14), whereby the 

Pharisee acknowledges his virtues, but the Publican acknowledges himself only 

as a sinner and asks for God’s mercy, ‘for everyone that exalted himself shall be 

abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted’ (Luke; 18:14). Nietzsche’s 

point here is that ‘all religions are at their deepest foundations systems of cruelty’ 

(Genealogy 2.3). While this is arguably an historically plausible point to defend, 

there is simply not enough evidence to support the historical claim.  

 

 It could be reasonably argued that the lack of historically relevant dates 

and sources, which we know Nietzsche has been trained as a classical philologist 

to be competent with, might serve as demonstrating his incompetence! However, 

given his academic credentials, I find this position fallacious and unconvincing, 

lending all the more support to the notion that Nietzsche is employing an 

alternative method. Importantly, Nietzsche himself reveals ‘the truth’ of the first 

essay in Ecce Homo, where he writes ‘The truth of the first essay is the 

psychology of Christianity: the birth of Christianity out of the spirit of 

resentment, not, as is supposed, out of the “Spirit”’ (Ecce Homo; 224). 

Nietzsche’s point here, exemplified by the myth of the Slave Revolt is that 

whatever morality is, with all of its various practices, ideals and values, they 

undergo a metamorphosis from time to time, according to the time; the Christian 

morality of the 19th Century is borne out of a psychological mechanism of 

resentment, issued from ‘the cauldron of insatiable hatred’ (Genealogy; 1.11). 

There is sufficient evidence to support a view against an historical reading of 

Nietzsche’s Genealogy, such as that of Foucault’s interpretation, by the sheer lack 

of historical writing. Thus, we can explore why Nietzsche used mythology and 

complimentary case studies (i.e. the Romans and the Jews) to convey his points 

about human psychology or psychological health.  

 

 We might question why the myth might be the most effective, primary 

format for the polemic to be presented in. We must remember that Nietzsche is a 
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trained, classical philologist, which means he has most likely encountered the 

myths and epics of Ancient Greece, such as Homer’s Odyssey or works by Plato. 

Philosophy is often seen as a long, uninterrupted chain of discussion (Guess 2014; 

01:20). For example, Aristotle is read by Anselm, Anselm is read by Descartes, 

Descartes is read by Locke, and so on. This is the traditional conception of how 

philosophy and the dialectic operate. The dialogue, as understood in terms of 

replies to or criticisms of, is a common philosophical method of discourse. 

Nietzsche rejects this approach; in order to escape the ideas of the time, one has 

to break this chain of thought.  

 

 Hegel believed that “history is ‘really’ the story of the spirit progressively 

realising itself in time” (Guess 1997; 10,). So, when politics supposedly becomes 

synonymous with Hegelian idealism, philosophy is also seen in a progressive 

light. Consequently, if the revolutionary politics of the time fails – as it did, due 

to the various failed European uprisings that attempted to appropriate the French 

Revolution - then the supposedly synonymous philosophy also fails (Guess 2014; 

09:10). Since politics did fail, philosophy failed too, and Hegel became known as 

a ‘dead dog’ (Marx 1887; 14). Consequently, philosophy became a Pyrrha 

discipline, hence the need to revive the myth. 

 

 Why is any of this relevant? Precisely because it informs us of the 

intellectual world that Nietzsche came to know. He was born in time to see the 

failure of the dialectic method of philosophers as well as becoming trained in the 

practice of philology. Arguably, he was best placed to understand how the myth 

can be a useful tool for conveying truths without falling into the dangerous 

categorical territory of truth and falsity, subject to verification or demonstration. 

That is to say, it is irrelevant as to whether or not Theseus really conquered the 

labyrinth and defeated the Minotaur. The point of the myth is to convey truths 

about how one must be courageous enough to face the danger and overcome the 

evil in order to obtain the glory or whatever the prize is said to be. It is not enough 

to simply state ‘nothing worth having comes easily’, and so the myth as a form 

of art motivates us, captivates us, brings to the foreground these truths time and 

again.  
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 It is worth noting that the myth is an ahistorical way of portraying the 

world. Nietzsche highlights the dangers of unhistorical and monumental thinking 

in the Uses and Disadvantages, with the suprahistorical person having the 

healthiest perspective on the world. The employment of the myth avoids the 

dangers of unhistorical and monumental thinking, while being suprahistorically 

relevant, i.e. what we can learn from the legend of Theseus and the Minotaur was 

relevant in Ancient Greece and is still relevant today, in the 20th Century. 

Nietzsche’s valuing the suprahistorical perspective sheds light on the type of 

philosopher that he considers a good philosopher. Namely, a good philosopher is 

untimely, just as young Nietzsche admired Wagner for writing ‘operas [which] 

presented a series of enabling myths which would inspire German culture’ (Smith 

1996; viii).  

 

 Nietzsche significantly diverges from his ‘great teacher Schopenhauer’ 

(Preface 5) who believed in the truth behind the world and had a pessimistic take 

on myths. We can see how Nietzsche’s reinstating of myths and aphorisms aided 

his development of the Will which does not rest on a metaphysical bar set so high 

no other explanation can surpass it. Schopenhauer’s philosophy retains Kantian 

elements, especially the distinction between the noumenal and phenomenal 

(Magee 1983; Abstract). Importantly for us, Schopenhauer only addresses the 

utility of myths as epics in supporting his notion of the constant suffering that the 

Will endures; he writes ‘hence all poets are obliged to bring their heroes into 

anxious and painful situations, so that they may be able to free them from them’ 

(Schopenhauer; 375). Nietzsche’s rejection of the reality behind the world 

permits an exploration of truths more authentically than theology or science. 

Theology knowingly holds too many ascetic ideals, and science unknowingly 

holds too many ascetic ideals. Both make claims of exclusive access to truth; one 

via the divinity and the other via evidence. They are two sides of the same coin.   

 Additionally, Nietzsche thought of good art as functioning in the same way 

that Wagner thought of it. That is to say good art functions primarily by moving 

individuals; one feels what the art is doing, whether that is an opera, a painting, 

or a novel. That’s why, as Schopenhauer says, poets are obliged to bring their 



 

 38 

heroes into anxious and painful situations, because we are supposed to be moved 

by their encounters. Myths captivate us in this same way and because they do this 

time and time again, their truths can be seen throughout history. Hence 

Nietzsche’s use of the Master/Slave dichotomy as exemplified by the Roman/Jew 

conflict. 

 

 In conclusion, it seems sufficient that a combination of Nietzsche’s 

professional training, the intellectual environment of the 19th Century and his 

departure from the asceticism of German idealism all culminate in the Genealogy 

being presented chiefly in the form of a myth, exemplified by historical case 

studies. Consider this: has Nietzsche recounted the origin of morality in terms of 

its practices and values? No, he has instead explored the psychological 

mechanism that had given rise to the dominant Christian morality in the 19th 

Century and referred to case studies where relevant. He has explained how, even 

though it is self-undermining in the long term, it has proved powerful in the short 

term, through the Priests’ taming of the Slaves’ hatred and resentment. This was 

done by setting the bar higher and higher each time the goals become attainable, 

so that they may never be realised (that is in part what an ideal is). His use of 

myth communicates these psychological truths without being subjected to the 

categorical pitfalls that science unknowingly does or theology knowingly evades.  
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The virtue of credibility excess 
 

Brendan Regan - State University of New York Purchase College 

 

Introduction 

 

This paper considers the possibility of credibility excesses as virtuous for a 

hearer. This is not to ignore that credibility excess leads to epistemic injustice, 

but to acknowledge credibility excess as possibly virtuous. This is also not to say 

that virtuous credibility excesses are always virtuous, wholly virtuous, or to say 

that virtuous credibility excesses exonerate the wrongs they produce. Rather, 

insofar most of the literature has focused on the negative effects of credibility 

excess (Fricker 2007; Medina 2010; Hookway 2010; Davis 2016), the purpose of 

my paper is to expand on previously short-sighted notions of credibility excess 

as only bad. As my argument goes, credibility excesses often lead to the inverse 

of the wrong produced by credibility deficits: not wrongs, but virtuous benefits. 

Furthermore, where credibility excesses can be virtuous, credibility deficits 

cannot be. 

 

 For those not familiar with the literature of testimonial injustice, a 

credibility excess is attributing too much credibility to someone as a knower, 

where a credibility deficit is discrediting someone’s capacity as a knower due to 

prejudice. As will become clear, credibility excesses may be virtuous insofar as 

they actively lead to correct moral outcomes, whereas credibility deficits that lead 

to correct moral outcomes do so circumstantially. Therefore, virtue only applies 

in cases where the speaker is attributing a prejudice for the sake of both positive 

and correct moral outcomes. It is my contention, therefore, that credibility 

excesses have the possibility of virtue, where credibility deficits do not.   
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1. The Three Virtues of Credibility Excess  

 

To say credibility excesses can be virtuous is neither to say they are always 

virtuous (most of the time they are not), nor constituted sufficiently by virtue 

alone. A credibility excess can be both virtuous and harmful in different ways. 

My paper will proceed to deal with these rarer and often ignored cases where 

credibility excesses are virtuous. The three virtues of credibility excess are as 

follows: 

 

1. They can lead to correct moral outcomes that would not otherwise come 

to fruition.  

 

2. They can reaffirm both epistemic confidence, intellectual character and 

other epistemic virtues. 

 

3. They can serve as an epistemic means of streetwalking (thinking back 

to the self in a non-oppressed world to feel-at-ease in an oppressed world, 

(Ortega 2016)) where the hearer is put-at-ease in intellectual situations they 

otherwise wouldn’t be (which, via 2, further reaffirms epistemic 

confidence, intellectual character, and other epistemic virtues). 

 

 

2. The Virtue of Credibility Excess A: Correct Moral Outcomes 

 

Consider this variation of the To Kill a Mockingbird (Lee 1960) trial. Instead of 

a black, male defendant in Tom Robinson, consider an Asian, male defendant, in 

Defendant S. The accuser (originally Mr. Ewell), Accuser S, is white and male, 

as well as both the judge and the jury. Accuser S owns a farm, with Defendant S 

as his farmhand. Every morning Defendant S transports the chickens from the 

stable to the feedlot, where he is to recount them to assure no chickens have gone 

missing. One morning, Accuser S arrives at the feedlot to find 49 chickens rather 

than 50. The accusation is as followed, ‘Defendant S must have either lost a 

chicken in transporting them from the stable to feedlot, or miscounted the number 
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of chickens at the feedlot’4. Defendant S’s defence is that he had counted 49 

chickens at the stable, and then 49 again at the feedlot. In their decision, the jury 

considered many things, the most (implicitly) prominent being the race of 

Accuser S, who could not possibly have miscounted the chickens insofar as he is 

Asian and, therefore, has superb mathematical abilities. Since he could not have 

miscounted the chickens at the feedlot, he could not have been responsible for a 

missing chicken in-transport from the stable to feedlot. In this example, the race 

of Accuser S is what saves him from an incorrect moral outcome.   

 

 The virtuous moral outcome of credibility excess cannot be said to be the 

same via credibility deficit. Let’s consider a contemporary example, the Nick 

Hillary/Garret Philips murder case. Briefly, the case against Nick Hillary is that 

he is accused of murdering his ex-girlfriend’s son. The backdrop of the trial is a 

majority white upstate New York town. As various commentators have pointed 

out, the town and local judicial system’s vitriol towards Nick Hillary is prejudice 

based and has fuelled an unjustified accusation of murder. Here we see a blunt 

example of testimonial injustice via credibility deficit: because he black, he must 

be guilty.   

 

 Now, let’s consider an hypothetical version of the case: Garret Philips is 

murdered at the local library; because Nick Hillary is black, there is no way he 

was at the local library; therefore, both an innocent Hillary and a correct moral 

outcome. Here it seems that a credibility deficit leads to a correct moral outcome. 

As I contend, not so, and not in the same way that an Asian individual being good 

at maths justifies his innocence in my previous example.   

 

 In the hypothetical Hillary case, the credibility deficit attributed to Hillary 

is not in itself for the sake of saving Hillary. Rather, the racist credibility deficit 

circumstantially saves Hillary. Consider the perspective of the racist white 

investigator, Investigator R, investigating this case.  Investigator R does not want 

to save Hillary because he is black, but his racist views exonerate Hillary by 

                                                      
4 From the narrator’s view, I know that Accuser S, the night before, had taken away a chicken 

from the stables. 
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circumstance: the racist views are not racist for the sake of saving Hillary, but 

rather elucidate circumstantial evidence that he is innocent (‘because black 

people are not intelligent, he could not have been at the library’). The moral 

outcome is correct because the credibility deficit leads to a circumstantial 

exoneration of Hillary. This example shows how credibility deficit prejudice does 

not have the interest of morality in mind (a racist would never say ‘black people 

are not intelligent; therefore, he must be innocent!’). Rather, the vitriolic racism 

is what rids all virtue of the correct moral outcomes that come from credibility 

deficits, leaving the outcome circumstantially correct.   

 

 Contrastingly, what makes the credibility excess case virtuous is that the 

jury wants to save Defendant S. The jury in my case is still prejudiced, but in a 

more naive, non-intentional way. This is not an exoneration of the jury, but is 

instead simply noting that the jury is less like the explicit, vitriolic racist, and 

simply ignorant. The jury’s prejudice ignorance is for the sake of exonerating 

Defendant S. Though prejudice ignorance has various problematic implications, 

for both Defendant S and the jury, the credibility excess is used with the intention 

of saving Defendant S from an incorrect moral outcome. Succinctly, the 

credibility deficit ‘black people are not intelligent; therefore, he could not be at 

the library, therefore he must be innocent’ is not virtuous insofar as the speaker 

does not attribute the deficit for the sake of saving the black person, but rather 

does so circumstantially. Since virtue is contingent on the hearer wanting a 

correct moral outcome, a credibility deficit would have to go as followed for it to 

be virtuous: black people are not intelligent, black people are not their stereotypes 

and, therefore, the black person did not commit the crime because black people 

both 1) are not intelligent, and 2) are not their stereotypes. Insofar as this 

statement is both pragmatically contradictory (find me a person that holds both 1 

and 2 to be true) and counterintuitive, the notion that credibility deficits can be 

virtuous is fallacious. Rather, the motive for the speaker saying ‘Asians are good 

at maths, so there is no way he could have stolen the money,’ is to save the Asian 

person from an incorrect moral outcome5.   

                                                      
5 Insofar as I am moving past the ad nauseam talked about cases where credibility deficits 

lead to incorrect moral outcomes, further work should elucidate cases where credibility 
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3.  The Virtue of Credibility Excess B: Reaffirm Epistemic Confidence, 

Intellectual Character, and Epistemic Virtues 

 

Emmalon Davis’s Math Help (Davis 2016: 3) example imagines high school 

students who cannot solve a maths problem who, consequently, ask an Asian-

American student to help solve the problem. Davis does a fantastic job explicating 

the ways this is hurtful for the Asian-American student. Here are the ways it could 

possibly be virtuous.   

 

 Imagine that the Asian-American student takes it as a compliment that the 

class assume the student is good at maths (regardless of whether they realise it is 

to do with race). This can lead to multiple epistemic goods (not wrongs) for the 

Asian-American student:   

 

 It can reaffirm epistemic confidence, which can inspire the student 

to follow through on the notion that they are good at maths, and seek help 

to further this skill outside of school (regardless of whether there is any 

particular skill or not).  

The student’s mathematical abilities are not cast into doubt, but 

encouraged (regardless if for the wrong reasons), which leads to their 

embodying the notion that they are good at maths, consequently, leading 

to their mathematical improvement.  

 

 Furthermore, credibility excess shapes an intellectual character conducive 

to intellectual success. Someone being told they are good at maths will lead to 

their developing more confidence, which in turn will lead to an improved 

intellectual character where they do not ‘back down in one’s convictions too 

                                                      
excesses lead to circumstantial incorrect moral outcomes. For example, ‘Asians are good at 

maths, there is no way he could have stolen the money’ but really the subject did steal the 

money. 
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quickly’ (Fricker 2007: 49). This is an example of bolstering and constructing the 

Asian-American student’s ‘intellectual courage,’ (Fricker 2007: 49). This 

confidence could have various positive, practical implications: a position as the 

head of the maths club; special interest from teachers; and an overall attitude 

conducive with intellectual success.  

 

 Credibility deficits do not have the possibility of bolstering epistemic 

confidence, virtue, and intellectual character like credibility excess. For example, 

a racist would not say ‘blacks are bad at reading’ to encourage black people to 

read more. Circumstantially, this might inspire them to want to read more (to 

prove the racist wrong), but the racist’s attribution of ‘bad at reading’ is not for 

the sake of developing epistemic virtues. Rather (though problematic), an 

ignorant high school student may say that the Asian-American student is good at 

maths, and also want them to both be good at maths and get better at maths. 

Credibility excesses attributed by subjects can either explicitly (e.g. a teacher 

encouraging an Asian student to take up maths because they are inclined to be 

good at it) or implicitly (e.g. students saying an Asian student is good at maths, 

and implicitly, wanting them to be good at math) be for the sake of encouraging 

epistemic virtues in others. Either way, credibility excesses are virtuous because 

the subjects that attribute the excess do so for the sake of wanting to help the 

subject they attribute it too, while credibility deficits, when they do end up 

helping the subject, do so only by circumstance.   

 

4. The Virtue of Credibility Excess C: Streetwalking  

 

Via Ortega, streetwalking is thinking back to the self in a non-oppressed world to 

feel-at-ease in an oppressed world (Ortega 2016). An Asian person, if 

discriminated against through a credibility deficit attributed to them (say, they are 

called a bad driver because they are Asian), may think back to the credibility 

excess that is often attributed to them (that they are good at maths), as a means to 

feel at-ease, reinstall self-worth and self-esteem, and bolster self-confidence.    
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 Credibility deficits again do not suffice here. A black person would not 

think back to the racist stereotype that they ‘lack intelligence’ to feel at-ease, or 

reaffirm self-worth. By virtue of credibility deficits’ derogatory nature, they do 

not offer streetwalking opportunities as credibility excesses do.    

 

5. Conclusion and Future Work 

 

The purpose of this paper is to do something not previously seen in the literature 

regarding testimonial injustice, credibility deficit/excess, and literature stemming 

from Fricker’s original Epistemic Injustice (Fricker 2007): to show credibility 

excesses as, sometimes, virtuous. Whereas the harmfulness of credibility deficit 

is intuitive, credibility excess as virtuous is both counterintuitive and problematic. 

Furthermore, credibility excesses are not wholly virtuous, never fully virtuous, 

and do not exonerate the wrongs they produce. Further work should elucidate 

credibility excess virtues, as well as consider the implications of holding 

credibility excesses to be good.   

 

 Future work may include: In what ways may holding credibility excesses 

to be good lead to further testimonial injustices? Does the good of credibility 

excess outweigh the bad? How can a notion of testimonial injustice via 

circumstantial virtue vs moral virtue allow us to make distinctions in 

understanding prejudiced claims (racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, etc.)? 

Once we figure out all these problems: in what ways must we preface a virtuous 

notion of credibility excess that is politically correct enough to be taken seriously 

by those less inclined to consider them as good? 
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What did Quine mean when he said second-

order logic was ‘set-theory in sheep’s clothing’, 

and was he right? 
 

Jack McGrath - University of York 

 

Introduction 

 

The consequences of Quine’s argument, if true, are immense. Simply enough it 

claims: second-order logic, properly understood, has an ontological commitment 

to sets. Indeed, it is only mistakenly perceived as logic at all because it is, in 

actuality, a branch of mathematics. An obvious consequence of this would be the 

downfall of logicism, which sees mathematics as reducible to logic. But the full 

impact of Quine’s argument would be felt far beyond mere logicism. Thankfully, 

though, I do not believe Quine is correct, and so I will be arguing against him in 

what follows.  

 

 At its core Quine’s argument sees second-order quantification as the 

medium by which second-order logic becomes committed to sets. My argument 

is simple: second-order quantifiers are, at all times, neutral as far as ontological 

commitment is concerned. Of course, neutral quantifiers cannot produce an 

ontological commitment to sets. So, if my position is correct, Quine’s argument 

does not allow for his conclusion. However, there is an important point to be 

made here. If the very use of a predicate entails a commitment to sets, then 

second-order logic could, in using predicates, still be committed to sets. I have 

judged this to be outside the purview of this essay. For one, it is not the argument 

that Quine makes. And, secondly, it would necessitate a substantial discussion 

about complex topics which I am unable to provide here. For example, if I were 

to try to entirely absolve second-order logic of any possible commitment to sets 

then I might also argue that predicates are non-referential (viz. Prior 1971). 

However, to accompany that I would have to offer a detailed explanation of how 
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exactly predicates can make their contribution to truth-value given their non-

referential nature. This would not be possible within the constraints of this essay. 

For my argument it will be enough to oppose Quine’s theory of quantification. 

The neutralist framework will allow me to maintain that Quine is ultimately 

wrong because his conclusion does not follow from his argument. 

 

Preliminaries 

 

Firstly, we should review Quine’s theory of quantification (or ontological 

commitment). It centres around the idea that the quantifier is the sole device for 

ontological commitment, outside some constant names.  According to Quine, 

quantifiers invoke the entities that lie in the extensions of semantic positions. 

Once these entities have been invoked by quantifiers, they become the values of 

corresponding bound variables. To be the value of a variable is to be quantified 

over; and to quantify over something, Quine thought, is to be ontologically 

committed to it. We can make this view manifest with an example. Consider first-

order logic (hereafter ‘FOL’). FOL is quantification into singular term position. 

First-order quantifiers will invoke the entities which lie in the extensions of 

singular terms. We can agree that objects lie in the extensions of singular terms. 

As such, objects will become the values of bound variables in sentences of FOL. 

Thus, we will quantify over objects and, therefore, we will become ontologically 

committed to them. This is how Quine would say the process of ontological 

commitment takes place. 

 

 We should also consider Quine’s ‘no entity without identity’ dictum 

(Quine 1957-1958; 20). Put simply, Quine just meant that we should only be 

committed to entities that have clear criteria of identity. To understand this, let us 

compare the criteria of identity for sets and properties. Equivalent sets can be 

easily identified through the law of extensionality. This means that we can say 

two sets are equivalent when they are true of exactly the same things. We can, 

and do say, that one set is the same as another if they share all the same members. 

On the other hand, the law of extensionality fails for properties. In fact, Quine 

would say that properties lack any clear criteria of identity whatsoever. This is 
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where the dictum comes into play. It would say that we do not understand 

properties rigorously enough to be ontologically committed to them. Simply 

enough, we cannot be ontologically committed to an entity that we lack clear 

criteria of identity for.  

 

Quine’s Argument 

 

Quine utilises both of the aforementioned theories to arrive at the conclusion that 

second-order logic (hereafter ‘SOL’) is ‘set-theory in sheep’s clothing’ (Quine 

1970; 66). The argument begins with Quine’s assumption that second-order 

quantification can only be quantification over properties or sets. The assumption 

stems from Quine’s belief that it is only plausible to imagine sets or properties in 

the extensions of predicates. As stated, an ontological commitment to properties 

will be unacceptable to Quine because of his ‘no entity without identity’ dictum. 

Sets, unlike properties, do not fall short of the dictum and, as such, only an 

ontological commitment to sets will be permissible. With this in mind, Quine 

concludes that sets must lie in the extensions of predicates and will be invoked 

by quantifiers to become the values of bound variables in sentences of SOL. 

Consequently, we will quantify over sets in SOL and become ontologically 

committed to them. From here, Quine assumes that sets will carry the theoretical 

commitments of set theory with them into SOL.  

 

 However, what of Quine’s claim that SOL does all this in ‘sheep’s 

clothing’? The comment arose from Quine’s belief that SOL deceptively 

disguised its set-theoretic commitments in its likeness to logic. This supposed 

deceptive line can be demonstrated if we consider an example that Quine provides 

(Quine 1970: 68). The following claim: (∃G)(x)(Gx ↔ Fx) follows from the 

logical truth: (∀x)(Fx ↔ Fx). First, let us consider why the latter sentence is a 

logical truth. If we assume F stands for ‘is blue’ and replace the variable x with 

‘the ball’ (as per the elimination rules of the universal quantifier ∀), then the 

sentence can be read as follows: the ball is blue if and only if the ball is blue. We 

can agree that this is a logical truth. Now, let us see why (∃G)(x)(Gx ↔ Fx) 

follows from it. Consider this: if x (whatever x stands for) is blue (since we said 
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F translates to ‘is blue’) then it is surely true that x has some property. If x has 

some property, then we can generalise over (or existentially quantify into) the F 

on the left-side of (∀x)(Fx ↔ Fx). This is just to say, that we will transform the 

left-side F from standing for ‘is blue’ to an existential variable (G) which stands 

for ‘some property’. This move gives us (∃G)(x)(Gx ↔ Fx). In this way then, we 

can say (∃G)(x)(Gx ↔ Fx) follows from (∀x)(Fx ↔ Fx). Since this is possible, 

we should also consider (∃G)(x)(Gx ↔ Fx) a law of logic. However, Quine notes 

that this sentence is the second-order equivalent of naïve comprehension, a 

substantial and problematic claim within set theory. If SOL is quantification over 

sets, as Quine believes it is, then this sentence should not be treated as a law of 

logic since it is, in actuality, a substantial set-theoretic claim. The fact that SOL 

would have us treat it as a law of logic is, apparently, proof of SOL’s ‘deception’ 

(Quine 1970; 68). 

 

Neutralist Quantification 

 

Neutralism is the theory that quantification itself is neutral as far as ontological 

commitment is concerned (viz. Wright 2007; 154). For the neutralist, 

quantification does not dictate which entities we are ontologically committed to. 

In fact, quantification plays no role whatsoever in determining ontological 

commitment in a neutralist framework. This is clearly in direct opposition to 

Quine’s theory of quantification. In a neutralist framework we trace ontological 

commitment to the references of semantic terms. If, for example, a singular term 

must refer to an object to contribute to truth-value, then we would say that we are 

ontologically committed to objects upon using singular terms in a sentence, 

quantified or not. In what follows, I will argue that second-order quantifiers 

belong to a neutralist framework. To do this, I will forward the claim that the 

commitments of a quantified term in SOL are no fewer than, and do not exceed, 

the commitments of a matching unquantified term, i.e. that second-order 

quantification is neutral.  

 

 Firstly, the commitments of a quantified term are not fewer than the 

commitments of a matching unquantified term. Consider the following example. 
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A statement of the form Fb contains a predicate and a singular term. Suppose the 

predicate (F) translates to ‘is red’ and the singular term (b) translates to ‘the mug’. 

If we are to determine the truth conditions for this statement, then we will have 

to consider whether the singular term actually names a mug that is red. In any 

case, to contribute to truth-value the singular term must refer to an object. So, in 

using unquantified singular terms we should be ontologically committed to 

objects. I maintain that we should also be ontologically committed to objects 

when we quantify into singular term position. Consider quantification into b 

which gives us the first-order statement (∃x) Fx. To determine the truth 

conditions of this sentence we must consider whether the variable x stands for at 

least one singular term that will name an object that is red. The only difference 

between the two statements is the added existential quantifier. But the ontological 

commitments should not change. After all, the variable x just stands for a singular 

term that must refer to an object to contribute to truth-value. So, in both cases we 

should be ontologically committed to objects. Of course, this example is based in 

FOL. But there is no reason to think that this line of thought should fail for SOL. 

As such, we should agree that the commitments of a quantified term are not fewer 

than the commitments of a matching unquantified term.  

 

 Equally, I would maintain that the commitments of a quantified term do 

not exceed the commitments of a matching unquantified term. To argue for this, 

I will use the standard semantics which Robert Trueman (2012; 248) has extended 

to cover SOL. The semantics will allow us to compare the behaviour of first-order 

and second-order quantifiers to see whether second-order quantifiers, in and of 

themselves, play a committal role. 

 

‘Let ℒ be a formal second‐order language of the usual kind…Let ℐ be any 

interpretation, Φ, Ψ and Ξ be any wffs of ℒ, α be any first‐order variable 

of ℒ...Let A be any n‐adic second‐order variable of ℒ, and β be any n‐adic 

predicate of ℒ that does not appear in Φ’  

(Trueman 2012: 247-248) 
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'If Φ = ⌜ ∃ AΨ ⌝ then Φ is true on ℐ iff Ψ[A/B] is true on some β‐variant 

of ℐ 

If Φ = ⌜ ∀ AΨ ⌝ then Φ is true on ℐ iff Ψ[A/B] is true on every β‐variant 

of ℐ”   

(ibid.; 248) 

 

‘If Φ = ⌜ ∃ αΨ ⌝, then Φ is true on ℐ iff Ψ[α/β] is true on some β‐variant 

of ℐ 

If Φ = ⌜ ∀ αΨ ⌝, then Φ is true on ℐ iff Ψ[α/β] is true on every β‐variant of 

ℐ’ 

(ibid.) 

 

 Before proceeding, let us review the basics of the semantics which 

Trueman has provided. Crucially for us, a semantics allows us to understand the 

truth conditions of certain sentences. Here we are given two sets of sentences. 

The first set contains second-order variables (quantified predicates) and are, as 

such, complete sentences of SOL. The second set contains first-order variables 

(quantified singular terms) and are, as such, first-order fragments of SOL. We say 

they are ‘fragments of SOL’ because, although they only contain first-order 

variables, they still belong to ℒ which is a traditional second-order language. In 

both cases we are given the truth conditions for existentially quantified sentences, 

and universally quantified sentences. This allows us to investigate whether there 

are any notable differences between second-order quantification and first-order 

quantification. 

 

 From here things are straightforward. By comparing the second-order 

quantifiers with their first-order counterparts it becomes clear that quantification 

is just a device for generalisation over a domain of entities that are already 

present. Put simply, quantification does not introduce an ontological commitment 

to entities that we were not already committed to pre-quantification. This is all 

made clear by the semantics. To make their full contribution to truth-value the 

quantifiers, both first-order and second-order, just generalise over a domain of 

entities. For example, both existentially quantified sentences are true on ‘some β‐
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variant of ℐ’ and both universally quantified sentences are true on ‘every β‐variant 

of ℐ’’. Crucially, there is nothing to suggest that the quantifiers actually have the 

job of introducing the domains that they are generalising over. We can see this 

best if we examine the move from the first-order fragment to the complete 

sentence of SOL. In actuality, all we are doing is extending our notions of 

validity, interpretation, etc. to the new sentence. The second-order quantifier will 

then generalise over the domain of entities that are associated with the relevant 

predicates. As Trueman notes, there is no reason to think that a new domain of 

entities is introduced by the second-order quantifier or that we are retroactively 

adding members to the first-order fragment at some point in the move (2012; 

248). Indeed, the only discernible difference at all between the first-order 

fragment and complete sentence of SOL is the semantic position being quantified 

into. If there is any difference in ontological commitment, we must trace it to the 

referents of the relevant semantic positions. From this, it follows that the 

commitments of a quantified claim cannot exceed the commitments of a matching 

unquantified claim.   

 

 This completes the neutralist framework for second-order quantification. 

The commitments of a quantified term are just the same as the commitments of a 

matching unquantified term. This means that second-order quantification cannot 

be a device for ontological commitment and, as a result, second-order 

quantification must be ontologically neutral. In respect of this, Quine’s argument 

is defeated.  

 

 However, there is one minor point I must clarify before concluding. It is 

true that a theory of quantification need not apply to every quantifier in every 

logic. It would have been a mistake if I had, for example, argued for a neutralist 

rendering of first-order quantification and simply generalised to second-order 

quantification. It is important to note that this is not what I have done in my 

argument. Rather, I have used first-order quantifiers to bring out truths about 

second-order quantifiers. The comparisons made are explicitly used to argue that 

there is no reason to think that second-order quantification plays, in and of itself, 

a committal role. As such, I can maintain that neutralist quantification is correct 
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for SOL, that Quine’s theory of quantification is incorrect for SOL, and that non-

neutralist theories of quantification may be appropriate in other logics.  

 

Conclusion 

 

All things considered; we should reject Quine’s claim. To argue for this, I have 

put forward a neutralist theory of quantification for SOL. Correctly conceived, 

second-order quantifiers are neutral and, therefore, cannot produce a commitment 

to sets or set theory. There is still though the concern outlined earlier. With 

Quine’s particular argument defeated we must move to question the very nature 

of predication. Whether predicates themselves are committed to sets, some other 

entities, or are distinctly non-referential is the next step in the complete 

vindication of SOL.  
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Interview with Jon Phelan on the Philosophy of 

Literature 
 

Eleanor Paisley 

Editor 

 

Jon Phelan is head of philosophy at Hills Road Sixth Form College, and 

supervises in English and Philosophy at the University of Cambridge. He 

has a PhD in the philosophy of literature, a very niche field in the broad 

spectrum of philosophy, but one which has common ground with 

epistemology, ethics, aesthetics, the philosophy of mind and the philosophy 

of language among others. Since our autumn edition subject matter is 

open, it seemed a good opportunity to explore a slightly different, more 

specific theme for the interview piece. 

  

1. What brought you to the philosophy of literature? 

  

Literature has a special place in Irish culture and I enjoy a good read so it seemed 

natural to combine my work as a professional philosopher with my love for 

literature. My interest was further stoked by two separate conversations I had in 

the same week that persuaded me to pursue my first research project in the 

philosophy of literature, which was on the cognitive gain from poems, plays and 

novels. The first conversation was with a philosophy of mind student who was 

defending eliminative materialism against attack from anomalous monism. The 

student argued that the dagger soliloquy from Macbeth did not give the audience 

any insight into the mental state of a pre-homicidal maniac while a CAT scan 

would. The second conversation was with a friend of mine who is a philosopher 

of physics. He denied that you could get the sort of explanation from literature 

that you can from history, psychology, science or philosophy. I thought they were 

going wrong in at least three respects. First, what counted as cognitive gain 

seemed limited to factual propositions which is too narrow.  
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Secondly, they saw all fictions as the same and did not draw a distinction 

between literary fiction (the kind published by Penguin Classics) and genre 

fiction (the kind available in airports). Thirdly, they did not seem familiar with 

the standard practices of how to read literature closely. This spurred my doctoral 

research with Derek Matravers and Sophie Grace Chappell at the Open 

University (a great institution with a fantastic philosophy department). 

  

2. What do you think, then, is the main goal of the philosophy of literature? 

  

One can take as many approaches to the philosophy of literature as there are styles 

of philosophy. The central questions in the subject include: What is literature? 

How do we establish a literary canon? Is meaning sought or found in a text? What 

is the relationship between the moral and aesthetic value of a text? What is fiction 

and what kind of a thing is a fictional character? How does literature stand in 

relation to truth or knowledge? I have been working on the last question and my 

answer will be published with Routledge next year under the title Literature and 

Understanding. I have also just finished a paper on whether artificial intelligence 

can write literary criticism which was a fun project to work on. I am turning my 

attention next to whether close reading can be morally educative in terms of 

intellectual virtue. 

  

3. How do you think readers can gain knowledge and experience from 

fictional literature? 

  

Some people think you cannot gain knowledge from fictional literature. That is 

simply wrong. You can learn banal facts such as Harry Potter is an orphan or that 

Hamlet has five acts. But this is not the important cognitive gain from literary 

fiction. A very popular argument against the idea that you can learn from fictional 

literature goes as follows: 

  

1.       Fiction is based on someone’s imagination. 

2.       Imagination is not a reliable source of information. 

3.       Therefore, fiction is not a reliable source of information. 
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There is some truth in this criticism and I concede that readers of fiction 

should not be gullible, but it just is not true that there is no cognitive gain from 

fictional sources. After all we learn from thought experiments in science, 

philosophy and everyday imaginings, from counterfactual history and from legal 

fictions. In contrast to the debate about fiction, my research focusses on the 

literariness of literary fiction which is a more fertile acreage. 

  

4. What is literature? One of the ultimate questions in your field. 

  

The term ‘literature’ is as slippery as they come. For those impatient for a 

definition of literature Robert Stecker suggests the following: 

  

A work w is literature if and only if w is produced in a linguistic medium, and, 

  

1. w is a novel, short story, tale, drama, or poem, and the writer of w 

intended that it possess aesthetic, cognitive, or interpretation-centred value, 

and the work is written with sufficient technical skill for it to be possible 

to take that intention seriously, or 

2. w possesses aesthetic, cognitive or interpretation-centred value to a 

significant degree, or 

3. w falls under a predecessor concept to our concept of literature and was 

written while the predecessor concept held sway, or 

4. w belongs to the work of a great writer. 

  

 I have nothing to say that runs contrary to (1-4) but this definition does not 

help me to tell whether the book in my hand is ‘literature’ or not so I would look 

to the standard features of what we call literature. I offer an account of literature 

in the same way that Stacie Friend offers an account of fiction, that is in terms of 

standard features. Standard features of literature include: serious themes, the 

preponderance of certain devices (metaphor, rhyme, plays on words, irony and 

ambiguity), authorial intent, a certain type of reception and many more. 
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 Robert Stecker’s paper can be found in the excellent Blackwell philosophy 

anthology Philosophy of Literature edited by Eileen John and Dominic McIver 

Lopez. Another collection worth attention is A Companion to the Philosophy of 

Literature edited by Garry Hagberg and Walter Jost. 

  

5. Which philosophers of literature would you be inclined to recommend to 

anyone interested? Who do you admire the most? 

  

I often admire those who I disagree with most. Plato was famously sceptical of 

the cognitive benefits of literature as are some contemporary philosophers of 

literature at York including Peter Lamarque and Gregory Curry. I also admire the 

work of Noel Carroll, Stacie Friend and Eileen John. Admiration has its limits 

though and I prefer to make up my own mind on things. 
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